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Prologue

 


 


St. Thomas Hospital

 


London, England

 


It was the twenty-fifth of December, and
outside the weather was cold and bitter, but inside it was warm and
comfortable while a woman lay resting in a hospital maternity ward.
As was the custom for this time of year, the room was decorated
with festive adornments that twinkled and sparkled, and a tree
stood in the corner laden with lights and colorful glass balls. The
mood should have been bright in keeping with the season and the
birth of a child, but that was not to be the case. After a long,
difficult night of hard labor, the woman was still and somber.
Except for the child she’d just given birth to, the woman was
alone.

With a faint smile, the woman turned to the
door as a ward sister stepped through with a little bundle wrapped
in pink. Approaching the bed where the woman lay, the sister peeled
back the blanket to reveal the crumpled face of a contented
sleeping child.

“You have a beautiful daughter, miss. Look
at this head of dark hair and those lusciously long lashes. And to
be sure, I’ve never seen such indigo-blue eyes. Why they’re as blue
as the bounteous ocean, and look at these slender, elegantly long
fingers. She’ll be the darling of her father. I’m sure of it.” The
nurse laughed a jolly round as she handed the bundle to the
mother.

The woman took the child and laid her to her
breast. On instinct, the child grunted and rooted until she began
to suckle. “Yes, she is beautiful…just as beautiful as her father
is handsome,” said the mother.

“Well, I daresay, if he
looks anything like this little daring, he’s a handsome bloke
indeed. Now, what should we call her? A little girl like this one
needs a distinguished name. Shall it be Rebecca or Sarah, Margaret
or maybe Anne, or how about Caroline or Diana? What shall it be,
miss?”

“No, none of that will do
for her. She is to be… Dana…Dana Darcy Hamilton,” the mother replied
as she gazed upon her suckling child.

 


~*~

 


While the child suckled her
mother’s breast, a being in white stood by. She held a lone red
rose in her hand. As the young woman closed her eyes in sleep, the
being laid the rose on the side table next to the young woman’s bed
and took flight; for now her vigil was complete…complete
until...Dana Darcy.


Chapter 1

 


 


Six years later

 


Charleston, South Carolina

 


It was another hot and sweltering sunny
afternoon in late spring, with not a cloud in sight as David Darcy
and Cecilia and their two sons, James and Davie, made their way
down the steps out the and door of St. Mary’s Hospital. Birds were
singing and magnolia trees all over Charleston were in full bloom,
densely covered in huge white and pink blossoms. Cecilia glanced at
the blazing sun and wiped her brow. She had the ultrasound picture
and a DVD in hand, clutching them protectively against her chest as
they moved across the crowded parking lot at a rapid pace, David
grumbling with each step while he pulled his sons along. At sixteen
weeks, Cecilia was barely showing, but she knew the revelation of
the ultrasound had led to her husband’s reserved displeasure. It
was another boy.

Cecilia glanced at her
husband as they rounded the car and he opened the door her. David
did his best to conceal the fact of his disappointment, but
nonetheless it was there for the whole world to see if they were of
a mind to. After he positioned their sons in the back seat, David
made his way to the driver’s side of their luxury SUV.

Placing the key in the ignition, he turned
and asked, “Well, where to now?”

From the corner of her eye, Cecilia saw his
perturbed look. She sighed and shook her head as she placed her two
precious possessions into her purse and snapped it shut. Drawing in
an unsteady breath, she turned and softly said, “Let’s take the
boys to the Queen Street Garden Café. I could use the calm and
something to eat. Aunt Ruby won’t mind attending to William a
little longer, and besides, the older boys need quality time with
us.”

David turned the key and put the car in
reverse. As they rounded the corner onto Queen Street, Cecilia
pulled the photograph from her purse and reverently brushed her
fingertips over the image. “You’re disappointed, aren’t you?”

“Now why would you say
that?” he asked in a terse tone as he pulled around to the back of
the café.

“Because I saw your crestfallen face when
the image appeared on the big screen.”

David shook his head and looked away.

“David, listen to me,”
Cecilia said, placing her hand on his arm. “I know how much you
wanted this one to be a daughter—daddy’s little girl. I mean,
you’ve only talked about it ever since James was born. ‘The next
one will be a girl,’ you said, and then when little David was born
you repeated that. Then William came and once again you said next
time, only the next time has not come. Well, this one, the
final one, is a
boy.”

David cut his eyes across at her but said
nothing as he pulled into the shaded space under the large, live
oaks dripping in Spanish moss. Helping his wife and boys out of the
car, they made their way to the back of the café and found their
favorite spot under the large pergola now covered in thick
grapevines and sapphire-blue sweetly scented wisteria blossoms
hanging down between the rafters. Once they were comfortably seated
and their orders placed, they both sat back, attempting to relax as
the boys played in the garden courtyard and playground.

“David, we both agreed this
would be our last child,” Cecilia said. “Honestly, David, you do
realize that I can’t go on having a baby every two years, hoping by
chance that you will get that little girl you want so badly. You
know your family history. It’s just not in the cards,
darling.”

“It’s not fair. Fitzwilliam has two
daughters and Georgiana three. Why can’t I have even one? I want a
daughter, Cecilia. We agreed to have a daughter after James was
born.”

“Because life isn’t always fair, that’s why.
And it doesn’t matter what we agreed to if the genetics aren’t in
our favor. Besides, I’m perfectly willing to adopt. I grew up
alone. I know what that’s like. There are a lot of little girls out
there who are alone and need a mother and a father. I know I could
love any of them as much as if I had given birth to them.”

David tensed. “That’s not what I want. I
want a daughter born out of our love—one who has a bit of me in
her. Cecilia, you know my sons mean the world to me, and I will
love this boy you’re now carrying, but I want a daughter, too—one
of my own flesh and blood.” He hesitated. “I’m not you, love. I
don’t think I could ever love another man’s child as I would my
own. Please…don’t have a tubal ligation.”

She shook her head as she
sipped her iced tea. “David, you’re being ridiculous. I’m in my
mid-thirties. I can’t continue this. And I know you’re speaking out
of bitter disappointment. I’ve seen the way you interact with the
children down at the Children’s Advocacy Center. You treat them no
different than you do your own sons,” she said with a smile. “Every
summer you take a week off from work and have them at Carlton
where you personally teach them to ride horses, so I know you can love
another man’s child. You already do.”

“Of course I love those
children. Who couldn’t? Their little lives are tragic, but it’s
still not the same. Can you not understand the longing I have?”
Catching her gaze and holding it, he stressed. “Deep inside of me I
knew from the first time my mother placed my baby sister in my arms
that I would always want a daughter. I may have pushed those
natural feelings aside later in life, but I felt them nonetheless.
Georgiana and I hold a close bond, and I want a daughter to love,
to protect, to have and to hold. I’ll love her with all my heart
and teach her the ways of the world. She’ll be the smartest and
most savvy young woman that has ever been in any
society.”

“Yes, darling,” Cecilia nodded. “I do
understand. That’s the relationship I had with my father, but don’t
you understand that there are thousands, if not millions of little
girls all over the world who will never have that love? And it’s
wrong for them to go unloved when there are people like us who
could not only give them a home, but could love them as every child
deserves to be loved.”

David leaned back in his chair and released
a deep breath. “I suppose you’re right, love, but it’s not my first
choice.”

“I know I’m right,” she said. “David, I’m
not opposed to having a fifth child. I just don’t want the burden
of a fifth birth, especially when we have no guarantees we’ll have
a daughter, and there are so many little girls out there who need a
family.”

“Well, if we could find one
with blue eyes and long blonde hair like you, I might be able to
love her,” he teased with a grin. “We could try, but I would want
her from a very young age—a little girl I can bond with and love. I
will give her the world.”

“I know you would,
darling.” She reached across the table and took his hand in hers.
“I love you, David Darcy. You’re the best man I’ve ever known and
the best father any child could ever have. Now, here comes the
waiter bringing our food. You need to get the boys.”

David rose from his seat and went to
retrieve his two sons as their meal was laid out on the table. When
he returned, he took the disposable wipes from Cecilia’s bag and
cleaned their hands before they sat to eat. As James sat there, he
looked up at his mother and asked, “Momma, could I see my brother
again?”

“Me, too,” Davie said. “I want to see him,
Momma.”

Cecilia glanced at her sons with a gentle
smile. “If you ask properly, then yes, you may.”

James put his little hands
on his hips and pouched out his lower lip with a frown. “Mother,
may I please see
the picture?”

“Yes, Mommy, may I, too?” Davie pleaded. “I
want to see my baby brother.”

“That’s much better, boys. You’re little
gentlemen, and as such, you must speak proper English. As to your
request, yes you may, but you’ve both touched your fries, so you
may not touch the picture,” Cecilia said as she reached into her
purse and pulled out the photograph. Holding it up for them to see,
she continued. “Tonight we shall all view the DVD the technician
made. Then you will get to see him in all his glory.”

“Oh, Momma, he has a duke,
just like me.”

“James! We don’t use that
type of language, and especially not in public.” She gave David,
who was attempting to suppress a chuckle, a sharp look. “That’s
what you get for telling him that thing looks like your old hound dog.
Duke indeed! Poor Old Duke. He would be appalled if he knew what
you had compared him to.”

David laughed. “I
believe your bloodhound would be quite pleased at the analogy. He’s quite
proud of his package, I would say. After all, he’s perhaps the best
stud dog the Carolina Lowcountry has ever seen, and has produced
some of the finest tracking hounds any man has ever owned. He can’t
help what his face looks like when he’s napping on the back steps.
And besides, you objected so strongly to the term
‘Wee Willy,’ that
I thought this might be more fitting.”

“Wee Willy indeed! David Darcy, I don’t want
my sons repeating such things. You seem to be hell-bent on teaching
them such crass behavior.”

“Wills has a Wee Willy, Momma! Yes, he does!
Wills has a Wee Willy!”

“Davie, you don’t talk
about your little brother like that. Should William hear such talk,
he’ll repeat it.”

“But, Mom—”

“Davie, would you like for me to wash your
mouth out with soap?!” Cecilia retorted.

“No, ma’am,” said Davie as he dropped his
head.

“And David,” Cecilia cocked
a brow. “I’ll not have any more talk about Duke, Old Duke, or Wee
Willy. Is that understood? These boys are crude enough
without you encouraging them in such ill behavior.”

“As you wish, milady,” David said with a
broad smile, attempting to avert a full laugh.

James grinned and glanced up at his father,
who only winked as he picked up his sandwich and began to eat.

After they finished their meal, David pushed
back from the table. “Well, what shall we name this one? Any
suggestions?”

“Oh, Daddy, could we name him after Uncle
Reuben? I so love Uncle Reuben.”

“Well, I don’t see why not. I have no
problems with a Reuben Darcy, and you, Mother, what do you
think?”

“Hmm…I kind of wanted to name him after my
godfather. Daniel has meant so much to me over the years, and he
and Miss Ellen never had any children. What would you say to Daniel
Reuben Darcy?” Cecilia asked with a smile.

“I think it a splendid
idea. What do you think, James? Do you like Daniel
Reuben?”

“Daddy, that’s the greatest
name of all. My brother can be named after my two
bestest friends in all
the world.” James grinned from ear to ear.

“James! What have I been telling you about
proper English? You are six years old. You must set a proper
example for your little brothers.” Cecilia released a frustrated
breath. “You’ve been watching entirely too much TV.”

James rolled his eyes.
“Okay, Mother…my two best
friends. Is that better?”

“Yes. That’s better. Now we need to leave.
Aunt Ruby will think we’re staying in town for the night. David,
clean little Davie’s hands and let’s go.”

Just as David reached to take a wipe from
Cecilia’s bag, his mobile rang.

“Fitzwilliam! How good of
you to ring. We’re just finishing up a late afternoon lunch.
Cecilia and I took the two oldest boys with us to hospital, and
you’ll never guess, but we’re having another boy.”

Fitzwilliam chuckled. “Another son. Well, I
thought as much. I know how much you wanted that little girl, but
fate seems to arrange things for us, leaving us with little
control.”

“So I’ve been told.” He glanced over at his
wife and smiled.

“Now, what occasioned you to ring? You
seldom call my mobile unless it’s something really important, so
out with it.” David could hear his brother’s long sigh on the other
end alerting him to possibly bad news. “Well, are you going to tell
me or not?”

“David, it’s very complicated, but I need
you to return to England at once. Something has come up that needs
your immediate attention.”

“What’s wrong? Is something
the matter with Pemberley? Another oil spill?”

Noting the worried tone of his brother’s
voice, David motioned for Cecilia to listen as he hit the speaker
key.

“No, I wish it was that simple. It’s
something else entirely. Can you and Cecilia take a few
weeks—possibly a month, and come? It’s vitally important, but I
can’t tell you over the phone. Just get here as soon as
possible.”

David cast a glance at his wife, who
nodded.

“I’ll make the arrangements
tonight, and we’ll leave in the morning. Should I bring the
children?”

“Of course. Elizabeth would
love to see them, and George would enjoy James’s company. He asks
about him often.”

“I’ll call Hastings straightaway and have
the plane made ready. We’ll leave first thing in the morning. I’ll
call you once we’re in the air and let you know our approximate
arrival time.”

“Tomorrow then.”

“Tomorrow.” David touched the screen and
ended the call as he turned to Cecilia. “We must hurry, love. We
need to stop by the office and make arrangements to leave for
London as quickly as possible.”

“David, what’s wrong?” Cecilia asked rather
worriedly.

“Love, you know as much as I do. Fitzwilliam
said he couldn’t discuss it over the phone.” Reaching down into the
bag, he pulled a wipe from the container. “Here, Davie, give me
your hands.” Glancing to his left as he wiped between his son’s
little fingers, he said, “James, help Mummy with her bag. We need
to get home.”

James did as his father said and took the
bag with one hand and grabbed his brother’s hand with the other.
Soon they were on their way. Cecilia sucked in her lower lip,
chewing nervously. Whatever was wrong, it was serious if
Fitzwilliam would not tell them over the phone.


Chapter 2

 


 


London, England

 


Fitzwilliam laid the phone back in its
cradle and glanced up at his wife. “Well, it’s done. They’ll be
here some time tomorrow evening.”

Elizabeth sighed and paced the floor in her
husband’s study with her hands folded behind her back. “I’ll make
arrangements to have their rooms made ready, but do you think it
wise that they bring the children along?”

“I don’t see why not,” Fitzwilliam said as
he pushed back from his desk. “The boys are young. They should
adjust quite well to having a sister. Besides, James and Dana are
only two months apart in age. They’re both quite mature for
six-year-olds. I think they’ll get on splendidly. By the way, how
is Dana? Is she resting well?”

“As well as can be expected for a little
girl who is about to lose her mother and all that she has ever
known. Emily has been a big help there. The girls seem to have
become fast friends.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear it. I cannot believe
the deplorable condition in which I found her. I had to pull a lot
of strings to have her released into our custody, but after the
blood test came back, the authorities were more than willing to
allow me to have her. I’m so thankful I was in my office when Cybil
paid her call.”

“Yes, I’m glad you were, too, and I’m very
glad we have Dana. It’s certainly better than having her go to a
group home or foster care. But tell me, how did you feel about all
of this? I mean, were you not surprised to find you had a
six-year-old niece?”

“Yes… and no,” he said in a somber tone.
“Knowing David’s former lifestyle, I was not totally taken by
surprise. When Cybil related the story of how it all happened, I
knew it was true.”

“But how could you be so certain? I’m more
analytical, always examining the facts. I never take anything on
conjecture.”

“Elizabeth,” he smiled
gently and shook his head, “matters of the heart cannot be reduced
to a mathematical equation. There are some things that a man just
knows, and this is one of those things. It had the ring of truth to
it. David had dated Sandra off and on for six years before he met
Cecilia. Of all the women he dated, she was by far his
favorite—that is, until Cecilia.” He paused for a moment, as if
choosing his words carefully. “Elizabeth, their relationship was
simple. She was, to put it bluntly, his steady whore, and always
available, so I knew it was conceivable that the child was his. I
mean, the time frame is right. But as to your question, what I felt
when I walked through that door was absolute disgust. I was shocked
that anyone, let alone a child, lived in such an appalling state.
They were living in utter filth—a roach-infested flat with rat
droppings scattered about.”

“Oh, Fitzwilliam, how hard
that must have been for you! The child has certainly suffered a
great deal, but so has her mother. I’ve seen to it that Sandra will
spend the last few days she has left at the Darcy Foundation AIDS
Hospice. There she’ll get the care and comfort she deserves, and
I’ll see to it that Dana sees her at least once to say goodbye.”
Elizabeth breathed deeply and shook her head. “This is so
heartbreaking, and I hope you can have that man prosecuted for what
he’s done to them.”

“Stuart Hampton, the
twelfth Earl of Westbury—my longtime nemesis.” Fitzwilliam shifted
in his seat and smirked. “I’d like nothing better than to bury him,
but I doubt I can do that. He’s among the peerage and has a seat in
the House of Lords. At present, the strongest penalty available to
his kind is publicly ‘naming and
shaming,’ so about the most I can do is
release this information to the press, but that’s not very
effective. It’s more like a slap on the wrist,” Fitzwilliam said
with a look of utter disgust as he looked his wife directly in the
eye. “To let you know just how bad it is, several years ago Milton
Carey, the Earl of Gurley, was convicted of fraud in a U.S. court
and is currently serving time in a federal prison there, and yet he
still remains a member of the House of Lords. Then there is Lord
Weddington, a business magnate convicted of lying to investigators
about a stock sale. He, too, served time in prison but still sits
in the House of Lords. About the only thing that can be done, if
this is brought to public attention, is for Westbury to be
disciplined by the House of Lords. And the worst they can do is
suspend him for six months—nothing more. So, if I followed through
on that course of action and exposed him, then we would be brought
down in scandal, too, with the press scrutinizing Dana’s birth. She
doesn’t need that, nor do we. Let’s just take care of the child.
Westbury will have to live with himself, and one day he’ll give an
account, if not here, then to his maker.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re
right, but is there not something we can do without putting Dana at
risk?”

Fitzwilliam sighed. “Let me
think on it, and I’ll see what I can come up with. I’ll make a few
phone calls and speak with some contacts I have, and we’ll see. But
don’t get your hopes up. I’m only promising to see about it—not provide
results.”

“Well, all I ask is that
you try.” Elizabeth smiled. “Tomorrow or the next day I’ll let Dana
see the puppies. When I was a young girl, I could always find
solace in a pet or my doll. I don’t believe Dana has had either in
her life. Perhaps she might want one of the puppies for her very
own.”

“That’s a splendid idea.”
Fitzwilliam stretched as he rose from his chair and strolled over
to where his wife stood. “Now Elizabeth, there’s one other thing I
want you to do for me.” He reached over and picked up two books
from his desk. “Take this picture album and journal I found at
Sandra’s flat. I think you’ll find them interesting. I read the
journal and looked through the album whilst waiting at hospital,
and now I want you to look them over.”

“All right.” She creased
her brow as she took them from his hand. “What’s in
them?”

“Just read them and see.
We’ll talk about it later. Also, there was a single red rose
pressed between the pages of the journal. I’ve no idea where it
came from, although Sandra did mention it was given to her in
hospital when Dana was born by an unknown person she referred to as
an angel, probably one of the staff.”

“Umm…yes, probably so.
Anyway, I’ll go through these over the next several days,”
Elizabeth said as she tucked the books under her arm. Turning back
to her husband, she continued. “You know, Fitzwilliam, David is
going to be shocked. Don’t you think you might have softened the
blow by clueing him in as to what he might expect? He’s walking
into this blind.”

“No, I think it’s best to do as I’ve done. I
know what Sandra meant to him, and it wasn’t much, but Dana
obviously doesn’t know that. I want the chance to talk with him in
person. As you would say, my brother is as stubborn as a mule, and
I can’t take the chance of him doing something he might regret
later on, nor can I have him wound that child.”

“Well, if he doesn’t want her, then I do.
She’s such a precious little thing, almost like a May flower,
delicate and beautiful.”

“I’m glad to hear it, love, because that’s
just what we’ll do. We’ll adopt her. She’s a Darcy, and she
deserves all that comes with that name. Her mother, too, deserves
better, and we shall see that she gets it.”

“Yes, we will. Now come,
it’s almost time for bed. We’ll go and you can read to the children
before we tuck them in. I think we are beginning
Black Beauty tonight, and
then you can read to me from Henry’s memoirs. I’m anxious to know
what Henry and Lord Fairfax are going to do about
Cromwell. And, of course, I know the trial will go badly for
King Charles. Then there’s Lady Fairfax and Lady Olivia. I can’t
help from feeling their pain. The story is so heart-wrenching. I
wish it weren’t true.”

“Yes, the truth is often
painful, but Henry and Lady Olivia de Vere have a happy ending.
They did marry in the end, at least, and they kept their heads.”
Fitzwilliam chuckled softly as he put his hand to his wife’s back.
“Now let’s see to our tiddlers, Mrs. Darcy…and then let’s see to
ourselves,” he said with a wicked smile.

She laughed and took his hand in hers as
they left the master study for the nursery. Once they reached the
landing, they turned and walked down the family wing past the
portraits hanging on the wall, and once again, Elizabeth felt the
eyes of Henry Darcy watching her. She glanced up at him and his
wife Olivia and nodded with a smile. It was almost as if Henry knew
her and gave his approval.

When they entered the
nursery, Alex, Emily, and George dropped what they were doing and
ran to their father while their younger sister Anne continued to
play. “Daddy, are we going to begin Black
Beauty tonight?” Alex asked.

“Yes, Daddy, you promised,”
Emily chimed in while George, reserved and solemn, simply stated,
“Father, we have been looking forward to tonight’s reading all
evening and have filled Dana in on the story. She’s never heard it
before.”

“Oh, is that right?” Fitzwilliam replied
with a broad smile as he hugged each child in his own turn. “Then
Dana is in for a real treat.”

Fitzwilliam walked the few steps and scooped
the fragile little girl up and gave her a hug before setting her
back down. “Dana, you shall sit with me tonight whilst I read. Your
Cousin Annie will sit with your Aunt Elizabeth. She’s still a bit
young for a good story. How does that sound to you?”

“I would like that very much, sir,” came the
faint whisper from the child as she placed her delicate hand in his
and followed him to the large circular sofa where they all gathered
around for their nightly reading. Dana snuggled in Fitzwilliam’s
lap and laid her head upon his chest, watching with avid curiosity
as he laid the book in her small lap.

While Fitzwilliam adjusted the other
children around him, Elizabeth dismissed the nursemaid and took her
youngest child in her lap. When everyone was comfortably
situated, the Darcy children all settled in for the thrilling
recitation their father always delivered. Her husband had a way
with his children that warmed Elizabeth’s heart and deepened her
love for him. He was every bit the man her father had been, and she
knew how fortunate she was to have found him.

“Now, are we ready to begin?” Fitzwilliam
asked.

They all murmured and nodded, but little
Dana looked up and said, “Please, sir, let’s begin.”

Fitzwilliam smiled and picked up the book,
carefully opening it to Chapter One, Page One. As he read,
Elizabeth observed the little girl closely. She seemed to soak up
like a dry, thirsty sponge, the attention paid to her by her uncle.
Her eyes danced with an uncommon intelligence which contradicted
the poor academic report Elizabeth had received from the school
where the child attended. The little girl was certainly
underdeveloped in her intellect, but it was clear to see that she
possessed that same aristocratic air her cousins did, though it was
stifled. She also held her head in the same dignified manner, and
she was the spitting image of her Aunt Georgiana Darcy Bennett when
she was six years old. Yes, it was abundantly clear that Dana
Hamilton was indeed a Darcy—and David’s daughter at that.

Once the reading hour was
complete, Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth tucked each child into their
own little bed and gave them each a goodnight kiss. Once again
Elizabeth was struck by the way Dana threw her arms around
Fitzwilliam’s neck and kissed him back. A twinge of pain shot
through her heart as she realized just how much the little girl
wanted and needed a daddy. She also knew how much David and Cecilia
had wanted a daughter, but would they want this daughter? Knowing David as she
did, that was an uncertainty, but it was clear to see that if David
did not want the little blue-eyed, blonde-haired girl, Fitzwilliam
certainly did. As she pondered these thoughts, she made a mental
note to speak to her husband about it at the first
opportunity.

 


~*~

 


When they entered their
quarters, they quickly showered and prepared for bed. Once they
were comfortably situated, Fitzwilliam reached over to his bedside
cabinet and retrieved the volume of Henry
Darcy: The English Civil Wars. As was his
pleasure nearly every night since their marriage, Fitzwilliam read
to his wife before bed. He read for the better part of an hour
until his wife’s soft yawns alerted him that it was time to put the
volume aside. With a smile, Fitzwilliam reverently brushed his
fingers over the page and placed the ribbon along the fold, closing
the book and setting it upon the bedside cabinet.

Elizabeth sighed contentedly as she reached
for her husband and lightly stroked his face.

Responding to his wife’s touch, Fitzwilliam
began to caress Elizabeth’s body, his lips finding their way to her
soft neck and finally her breast. Gently moving back up, he
whispered against her lips as he took them in a deep kiss,
“Elizabeth, I can never get enough of you; even after eight years
of marriage you still turn me on.” He softly moaned. Soon they were
completely lost in one another.

Completely sated in her husband’s arms,
Elizabeth thought about what she’d witnessed in the nursery and
gently broached the subject. “Fitzwilliam, I’ve noticed how Dana
seems to cling to you as if she has connected with you—bonded with
you, if you will. Do you think that wise? Right now she feels
accepted by us, but how will she handle it if David and Cecilia
agree to take her back to South Carolina with them and then David
rejects her? I think it will be very harmful. She will expect him
to be like you, and he’s not. You’ve set yourself up as her father
figure.”

He sighed heavily as he held his wife close.
“Yes, I know, and I’m worried about that as well. Dana so badly
wants a father, and from what I’ve been able to learn, Westbury was
cruel and neglectful, especially to her mother. He was no father or
makeshift husband, either, so Dana looks to me to fill that
position, and yet I’m not legally her father.

“As for my brother...well, I worry about
David’s reaction, too, but he has changed greatly over the years,
so there is hope. He and Cecilia spend a lot of time working with
displaced children at the advocacy center they sponsor, so perhaps
he will find it in his heart to accept this little displaced child,
too. However,” he breathed out gently, “if not, I am fully prepared
to step in and take control. I love her. I mean, how could I not?”
he asked as he glanced down at his wife in his arms. “You should
have seen her when I first walked through that door. She was
huddled against her mother in a protective manner, and when she saw
me, she stepped forward as if she knew me, as if she trusted me to
help them.

“Elizabeth, I keep my dogs in better living
conditions than those two were living in. But it wasn’t at that
moment that my heart went out to her. It was when she dropped her
gaze almost in defeat that I was drawn to her. I walked over to
where she was, and she slowly raised her eyes to mine and asked in
a soft timid tone, ‘Please, sir, are you my daddy?’ Then she held
up a faded photograph, and as I took it from her tiny hand and
fixed my eyes upon the worn image of my brother… well, that’s when
I knew that I loved her.”

“Oh dear God, Fitzwilliam, this is the first
I’ve heard of this. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“Love, we just got her home today. The last
three days are a blur. I’ve told you everything in essence and now
I’m filling you in on a few more of the details, and after you’ve
read Sandra’s journal, we’ll discuss things even further.”

“Okay, but tell me, what did you tell
her?”

“Elizabeth,” he said, “you asked earlier how
I knew it was true. Well, that’s how I knew…by the look in her deep
blue eyes—Darcy eyes, only sad and listless. So what could I tell
her?” He shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. “I told her the
truth. I told her… ‘No, I’m your uncle.’”

“Poor little thing. That must have been hard
for her—and you, too.”

“Hard doesn’t even touch it. The look of
disappointment on that child’s face broke my heart. And that’s when
I sprang into action. Sandra and Dana were removed to the hospital,
and you know the rest. Fortunately, I sit on the board of St.
Thomas’, and, as such, I was able to pull a few strings and have
the DNA test expedited. When it came back positive, I took control
of Dana, and so we have temporary custody until her fate is
decided.”

“Oh, Fitzwilliam, she mustn’t be removed to
a government institution. You mustn’t let that happen.”

“There is no fear there. It’s just a
formality, but one way or the other she will become legally bound
to one of us, be it me or my brother.”

“Good. I can’t bear to see that child in the
system. It’s so cold and sterile.”

“Well, that won’t happen,
Liz. Now, we need to get some much-needed rest. It’s been a tough
three days, and tomorrow is going to be hectic as well. I’ve
arranged to be at home with you and the children for the next two
weeks. With your university classes at an end, I want us to spend
time together as a family.”

“That sounds good to me. What do you
suggest?”

 “I thought
we would take them shopping. Dana needs a complete wardrobe.
Emily’s things are a bit big on her. But we’ll leave Annie at home.
Mayfair’s shopping district is no place for a three-year-old. Then,
when we return home, you and Mrs. Margoles can resume the
schooling.”

“I agree. Anne wouldn’t enjoy the outing at
all, and consequently, neither would any of us. I’ll also supervise
Dana’s education. I’m very distressed by her progress. She is very
far behind. She’s nearly completed year one, and yet she is not
reading well at all. Her math skills are also deficient. She needs
a lot of work, but you’re right. It’s late, and I’m tired, so let’s
go to sleep. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.” Elizabeth gave her
husband a quick kiss and then rolled over and made herself
comfortable.

“Okay, Liz…tomorrow.” Fitzwilliam sighed and
pulled his wife into the curve of his body and then placed his hand
in its customary place, cupping her breast and settling in for a
good night’s sleep.


Chapter 3

 


 


With breakfast finished, the children had
been sent with Clara and Maggie to prepare for the day while
Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam retired to their chamber. After the
Darcys had dressed, Fitzwilliam approached his wife in the master
sitting room of their quarters.

“Love, where do you want to
go first?”

“Hmm…I thought we might go
to Harrods and then perhaps to Peter Jones. Both places have very
cute clothes—stylish, and yet conservative. I’m thinking Burberry,
Juicy Couture, and Hanna Anderson. What do you think?”

“Elizabeth, when it comes to little girl’s
clothes and accessories, I defer to you. My taste and expertise
leans towards the boys and Savile Row. Anderson & Sheppard,
Davies & Sons—that’s where I would go,” he said with a smile as
he retrieved his jacket.

“Agreed, and I intend to have Mrs. Winters
fashion some lovely Sunday dresses for both Dana and Emily. Some
French hand-sewn dresses and a few smocked frocks should do very
nicely. Now come on, we don’t have all day. I’ve called Mrs.
Weatherstone at Harrods and Cynthia Ayers at Peter Jones. They have
everything pulled together and waiting. Singleton should have the
car out front as we speak. Maggie will entertain Annie while we
slip out the front.” Elizabeth walked towards the chair where her
woolen cape was draped.

Once in the corridor, Fitzwilliam asked,
“What are your plans after shopping?”

“I don’t have any. What do you suggest?”

“Let’s take the children
down on Lower Thames to Pizza Express for lunch, and then, since
we’ll be in the area, I thought we might tour the Tower of London.
I’ve been meaning to take our tiddlers there for some time now, and
since Dana is with us, we should make a day of it. Think of it as a
field trip. Alex and Emily are seven, and George and Dana are six.
It’s time they began to learn who they are and what it means to be
a Darcy. Dana needs to know as well. It’ll be a history lesson that
I shall enjoy teaching since our ancestors helped build it, and a
few of them, I might add, spent time in confinement there as
well.”

“Oh, brother! More tales of
Henry, I see,” Elizabeth said as they rounded the curve to the
landing.

“Well, he wasn’t the only one. There were
others.”

“Okay.” She smiled. “Let’s go there
then.”

As Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam stepped down
into the great entryway, George came running up to them. “Daddy,
Emily says we’re to go to Pizza Express today. Is that true?”

“I think that can be
arranged, if you’re a very good
boy and can be patient with the girls whilst they
shop.”

“Oh, I can. Yes, I can!”
George squealed as he danced from foot to foot.

“What do you think, Alex?
Do you think you can bear with the girls for an hour or
two?”

“I suppose so, but it will be more like half
the day if Emily is involved. She can never make up her mind. A
sweat suit is a sweat suit. Why does it have to match her shoes
perfectly?” he asked with a long sigh.

“Alex, you’re such a dreadful bore,” Emily
retorted.

“Well,” Alex rolled his eyes, “I still don’t
understand why.”

“Just because it does.
That’s why!” Emily shot back and stuck out her tongue.

“Okay, that’s enough, or
neither of you will get anything. Now let’s hurry. Singleton is
waiting—not to mention Mrs. Weatherstone. It’s Harrods first,”
Elizabeth said, grabbing Alex and Emily by the shoulder and rushing
them out the door while Dana looked on in amazement at the way her
cousins bantered back and forth.
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Once they arrived at Harrods, they were
escorted to the top floor where a sales associate took them to a
waiting room filled with more clothes than Dana had ever seen.
There were play outfits and dresses, sweat suits with matching
jackets, little short skirts with tops to match, jumpers with
striped pullovers, and matching tights and leggings to go with it
all. Dana had never seen such pretty things and all in bright and
cheerful colors—colors to match her complexion and eyes. Mrs.
Weatherstone said that Dana was a summer, and therefore these
colors suited her best. Dana had a look of wonder as she was
dressed in first one thing and then another. All were so beautiful
that she couldn’t really say which was her favorite. Her cousin
Emily piped up and explained that nothing makes a girl feel
prettier than when her knickers matched her shoes, even if no one
ever saw them. Dana smiled while the boys rolled their eyes and
commented, ‘Oh, brother, aren’t girls yucky?’

Fitzwilliam suppressed a
laugh at the sight of it all while Elizabeth slipped her arm around
his waist. “Well, darling, you wanted little girls and this is what
they do. Of course their knickers must match their Sketchers,” she
said, turning to the girls, “and we must have a pair of
sheepskin-lined boots, the lace-up ones with the pretty furry
lining, and a pair of Ugg clogs. How about these, Dana, and a pair
for Emily, too?” Elizabeth held up a pair of indigo-blue suede
boots for Dana and a pair of emerald-green for Emily.

“Mother, those are perfect, but we must have
the coats to match, too. We must! The blue one for Dana and the
green one for me to go with my emerald-green eyes and naturally
curly dark hair.”

“All right, Mrs. Weatherstone, add the
sheepskin fur-lined coats, the boots, and clogs to the items we’ve
selected, and have them wrapped and sent to Darcy House. My husband
will settle the bill. Now come,” Elizabeth said to the children.
“We’re going to Peter Jones next to look at the Hanna Anderson
collection, and then it’s Pizza Express.”

“Yea!” both boys yelled at
once.

“But Mum, is it really necessary for one
more store? We’ve spent ages here, and I’m starving.”

“Alex, your stomach can
wait. We’re going to Peter Jones.”

Dana breathed deeply as her
deep blue eyes grew big. …One more store!
How shall I ever wear it all?
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The weary group exited Peter Jones anxious
and hungry. The packages were wrapped and sent to Darcy House, and
the boys were fit to be tied after a morning of shopping.

Fitzwilliam looked at his entourage and
smiled. “What do you say we take the tube to Lower Thames? We’ll
eat and then make our way up to the Tower. What do you think,
boys?”

“Yea! I love to ride the
tube,” George replied while the others jumped up and
down.

So they entered the underground station and
were on their way to Pizza Express.

Later, while they sat and ate, Fitzwilliam
took notice of the interaction between his children and Dana. They
seemed to have accepted her as if she belonged. For that, he was
grateful.

Still, he dreaded the confrontation he knew
would come with his brother later tonight. Although David had
matured greatly since his marriage, he knew this new development
would stir old memories that David would prefer to forget.

Fitzwilliam took a deep breath and glanced
at his wife. She seemed to be enjoying herself as she interacted
with the children, but then she always did. Though Elizabeth’s
career was very important to her, she was first and foremost a wife
and a mother—the wife and mother he had always known she would be
when he had first met her nearly nine years ago. As he sat quietly,
observing his family, he knew he was a blessed man, but he was also
a man with a purpose, and his purpose was to protect and preserve
all that had been entrusted to him. And part of that was to pass
along the knowledge of his family history to the next generation.
His children were now old enough to begin receiving that knowledge.
He also had a feeling that Dana needed a sense of identity, too—to
know who she was and where she came from, and so the lessons would
begin today…today on the way to the Tower. How he would explain it
would come to him, he was certain, as they walked along the
path—the path back through time to where it all began.

His wife gently nudged his shoulder,
bringing him out of his deep thoughts. “I think we are about
through here. Let’s clean up the mess and make our way. I want to
get home in time to have Mrs. Winters measure Dana and Emily for
their new Sunday dresses.”

He glanced at his watch. “Yes, you’re right.
We had best go.”

After the tables were clean and everyone had
been to the loo, they left for Tower Hill.

Fitzwilliam had been thinking all during
lunch about how to approach a history lesson with the tiddlers.
Finally, he decided. He would tell them a story. As they strolled
up Lower Thames to the Tower of London, Fitzwilliam began, “Now
children, as we go along, I’d like to tell you how your forefathers
came to own the lands we call Pemberley.” He cleared his throat.
“It happened a very long time ago, back in what is called the
Middle Ages.

“Before us you see the
Tower of London. It is one of the oldest castles in all of England,
and it is intimately intertwined with the history of London and
that of our family, the Darcys. In fact, it is as old as our
heritage. It is also known as the White Tower, built by William I,
the first Norman King of England.”

“Like Elendil the Tall and
the city of Gondor in The
Lord of the Rings,
Father?” George asked as they strolled along.

“Yes,” Fitzwilliam
chuckled, “that’s correct—like Elendil and the city of Gondor
in Lord of the Rings. Perhaps the account I’m about to tell you
did inspire Tolkien when
he wrote his tale of Middle Earth.”

“Well, carry on,
Father. Lord of the Rings
is one of my favorite stories, and if we were
anything like the elves and men of Middle Earth, I’m listening. I
want to know all about it. And Dana wants to know, too, don’t you
Dana?” George asked, turning to his cousin.

Dana nodded with a faint smile.

“Perhaps we were knights riding gallantly on
white steeds, rescuing princesses from dragons or some sort of
heroic deed such as that.” Alex swooshed his make-believe
sword.

Darcy laughed at Alex’s
antics and shook his head. “Well, not quite, but perhaps close.
Dana, your cousins already know this, but I’ll explain it to you,”
Darcy said. “Our family name is D’Arcy, an old name from the North
of France—Normandy, to be exact. The name was created by adding the
French preposition ‘de’ meaning ‘from’ to
the place Arcy in La Manche, meaning that
we come from the village of Arcy in La Manche, Normandy. De Arcy shortened to D’Arcy and now to Darcy. Our
family motto is ‘Amhain Dia,
Amhain Ri’ in
Gaelic and ‘Un Dieu, Un Roi’ in French … one God,
one King. And our family Crest is of a demi, or half woman with her
hair flowing. She holds in her right hand three red roses slipped
and leaved vert, meaning the green leaves are left on the stem and
turned out.”

“Father, I’ve always
wondered. Why is our family so fond of red roses? You tend a
special garden at Pemberley you call Grandmother Anne’s Rose
Garden, and you’re always giving them to Mum and Emily. Why,
Father? And then there is that red rose in your study. You said
Grandmother Darcy gave it to you the day Grandfather died. It’s
very unusual. What does it all mean?”

“Well, Alex, the red rose is the symbol of
great beauty and grace. It is the finest of all flowers and has
been a symbol of true love in our family since the Middle Ages.”
Fitzwilliam glanced at his wife and smiled. “And as for the rose in
my study, that’s a tale for a different time. It, too, has a very
distinct meaning—one you will learn to appreciate someday when you
are a man.” Fitzwilliam placed his hand on his oldest son’s
shoulder and gently patted it.

“Now, let me explain our
colors and symbols as they are very important in defining our
family. Alex, you, George, and Emily already know this, but Dana’s
never heard it.” He turned back to the little girl at his side, who
appeared to follow his every word closely. “Our colors are azure
with a semee of white crosslets and three silver cinquefoils. The
crosslet represents the Christian faith, meaning ‘one who had
fought in the Crusades,’ and the cinquefoils are silver roses that
represent hope and joy. A bull crowns the crest—”

Alex put his fingers against his head and
snorted. “A bull like this,” he said. “Look Dana!”

Darcy chuckled. “Do you remember what it
means, Alex?”

George piped up. “Velour!”

“Don’t be a silly billy,”
Emily said. “It’s not velour; it’s valour and
bravery.”

“That’s correct.” Darcy laughed softly. “The
bull symbolizes valour, bravery, and generosity, and there is one
single white dove in the center of our shield, significant to only
our branch of the D’Arcys. Do you remember what it signifies,
Emily?”

“Oh, yes, it represents hope, joy, and
faith. I like the white dove best. Only our shield has it, and our
shield is the prettiest blue you will ever see with our white dove
upon it, clutching a single red rose in its beak. I think it’s
quite lovely with the silver and white,” she said with a smile as
she glanced at her cousin.

Dana tilted her head and looked up at her
uncle. “What do the colors mean? My mum always said flowers and
colors have a meaning.”

“Well,” Fitzwilliam
responded with a gentle smile, “that’s an excellent question
because they do indeed have a meaning, and in this case a very
specific meaning. I’ve already told you about the rose and its
meaning, but the colors of the shield have a significant meaning,
too. The blue symbolizes strength and loyalty, while the white and
silver stand for sincerity and peace. Our coat of arms defines our
family and is ancient. When we return to Darcy House, I’ll show you
the D’Arcy Coat of Arms.” He held out his right hand. “This ring I
wear also bears our coat of arms. It was once used to seal an oath
or a document. Passed down through the generations from father to
son, it will one day be yours, Alex,” Darcy said as he glanced at
his oldest son while Dana gazed upon the ring on her uncle’s
finger.

“Oh, cool. I think the ring is awesome.”

“Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth
interjected, “don’t you think this is a bit difficult for the
children to understand?”

“Yes, but learning begins by breaking
complicated things down into simpler forms so that one can readily
understand them, and that’s what I’m doing,” he said as he reached
for Alex and George’s hands before crossing the road.

“Father, tell Dana how we
got here,” George said as they walked up the hill and through the
Iron Gate, leading to the Temple Complex.

“I shall do just that once we are
inside.”

Darcy smiled as they
finally reached the entrance. “Well, we’re here,” he said, “Let us
go in. I’ll show you the story.”

Fitzwilliam pulled out his
wallet and presented his membership card, and his family entered
for a private tour. Once in the main corridor, Fitzwilliam
continued. “What you are about to see is a series of exhibitions
which I helped coordinate with the Royal Historic Palaces
Foundation. These displays help show the birth of what would become
modern-day Britain. They tell the story of how the Normans came to
the British Isles. However, I
shall tell it from the prospective of the D’Arcy
family,” Fitzwilliam said as they stepped into the exhibit hall and
veered to the left.

“Our family came to England with a man named
William…William the Conqueror in the year of 1066. He is the King
William I, whom I told you built the Tower of London. In this
room,” he paused as his family stepped through the door and walked
up to the first display, “you will find the statues of the first
Normans to set foot on English soil. We were among them.”
Fitzwilliam pointed to a knight in chainmail, carrying a
battle-axe, noble in mien with his shoulders squared as he stood
erect like a sentinel, watching over his companions. “That is our
direct ancestor, Richard D’Arcy, and his brothers, Edgar, Robert,
and James, also knights, standing with him. He and his brothers
fought the Saxons with William, who took England by force for the
Normans at the Battle of Hastings in the autumn of 1066. Over
there,” he directed their attention to the man in full horseman
armor seated on a white stallion also dressed for battle, “is
William, the Duke of Normandy.”

“Well, that was not very nice of him, now
was it, Daddy? I’m sure if I did such a thing, you and Mum would
have me on restriction, and I would have to give it back, which I’m
sure William did not,” Emily said as she gazed upon the wax
figures.

“Oh, don’t be such a ninny; of course he
didn’t give it back. Don’t you understand anything? Girls! Oh
bother!” Alex rolled his eyes.

Dana said nothing as she stood hand in hand
with Emily, gazing between the display and her uncle, her attention
decidedly fixed on all that he said.

Fitzwilliam laughed. “Alex is right, Emily.
The world doesn’t work that way. But one thing is for certain—when
the Normans took England, they had no idea how it would shape
history and make way for what is now modern Britain, but that is
getting ahead of what I want to say. We’ll learn more about that
later. For now, let us go back to the year 1066 as I tell you the
story of how we came to be here in England.

“Your ancestor who brought us here, and that
includes you, Dana,” Fitzwilliam said, “was, as I’ve said, Richard
D’Arcy, knight and captain of the horsemen under William, the Duke
of Normandy. What I’m about to tell you is a tale of your ancestor
and his three gallant brothers.”

“Oh goody! Daddy’s going to tell us a
story!” Emily said, jumping up and down and clapping her hands.
Turning to Dana, she continued. “Daddy tells the best stories ever,
and the best thing about them is that they are always true!”

Dana smiled and looked up at her uncle while
Fitzwilliam grinned and put his hand on Emily’s head and stroked
her curls. “Yes, they usually are, and in particular, this one is
true, so let’s get started.” He took them down the display hall to
the beginning where figures of the noblemen stood fixed in time.
Putting his hand to Alex’s shoulder, he pointed to a noble woman
dressed in a queen’s robe of long ago.

“It all began when William, through his
great Aunt Emma, Queen of Normandy—the woman there with her
grandson Edward, the King of England—was a contender for the throne
in the year of 1066. Because William had given his Cousin Edward
asylum in Normandy during the Danish occupation of England, Edward
rewarded his cousin, since Edward and his queen had no children, by
promising William the crown. So when it came to pass that Edward
died, William of Normandy laid claim to the throne of England, but
things didn’t go smoothly, so he had to take it by force.”

“But Father, if William was
to be king by his cousin’s decree, then why did he have to take it
by force?”

“Because,” Elizabeth inserted, “in a world
filled with greed, men lust for power, and they don’t always do the
right thing.”

“Your mother is right,
Alex. The lust for power is probably the most powerful force known
to the human race—that and jealousy. Let none of you be held
captive by either of those,” Fitzwilliam said as they walked along
to the next display, a table set with many men surrounding it and
two very stately men of apparent nobility, towering above
them.

“The reason why William had
to take it by force was because there were two other contenders who
also coveted the throne. Harold Godwinson, the Earl of Wessex—the
one over to the right of the table—was the most powerful man in
England after the king. The Viking King to the left of Godwinson,
Harald III of Norway was the other. Although William had a tenuous
blood claim through his Great Aunt Emma, the English throne was
fiercely disputed. So, in early January of 1066, after the death of
King Edward and by the vote of the Witenagemot—”

“Witenagemot? Who are they?” Alex asked.

“Well, the Witenagemot are those men whom
you see seated around the table. They were a political institution
in Anglo-Saxon England who functioned as a national assembly of
sorts and were known as the council of wise men. It was their
responsibility to choose the kings, though they did usually take
into consideration the old King’s wishes, if they knew what they
were. And so, when Edward died, the Witenagemot assembled as you
see here and voted to crown one of their own, Harold Godwinson, to
be their next king.”

“But Daddy, how could they do that? I
thought William was Edward’s heir,” Emily stated.

“So did William, and therein lies the
problem, because in 1065, William had paid his cousin a visit and
thought his ascension was secure, but King Edward fell unconscious
at the end of 1065, and unfortunately, he had never written out his
wishes, therefore no one knew for sure what they were.

“However, the king did regain consciousness
just before he died and commended his widow and kingdom into
Harold’s protection. The intent of this charge was ambiguous, but
it provided the pretext the Saxons needed. Wanting to keep the
throne in Saxon hands, the Witenagemot convened that day, selecting
Harold as successor, and his coronation followed the next day.”

“Wow, that was hasty,” George
interjected.

“Yes, it was, and the Normans were quick to
point that out. William quickly submitted his claim to the English
throne to Pope Alexander II in Rome, who sent him a consecrated
banner in support, but to no avail. Consequently, William began to
prepare for the invasion as there would be no resolution to
everyone’s satisfaction without a fight.”

“Well, what about the King of Norway? What
was his claim to the throne?” Alex inquired.

“Nothing. His was a case of
pure and simple greed, inspired by the all-consuming Viking lust
for wealth and power. He was an opportunist, the last of the great
Viking kings, and he saw England as weak and vulnerable—an easy
conquest, and thereby, taking advantage of the perceived situation,
he launched his attack. But pride always goes before the fall, and
Harald’s pride became his undoing. Having already defeated one
English army, he presumed—wrongly, I might add—that King Harold
would surrender without a fight. Therefore, he rode to York lightly
armed to meet the King, only to find that Harold Godwinson was
heavily armed and ready for a fight. That day the great Viking King
of Norway met his death with a single arrow through the
throat.”

“Eww… that’s horrid. Do we have to
continue?”

“Oh, hush, Emily. I want to hear it. Continue,
Father,” George said.

Fitzwilliam laughed as he noted Dana’s grimace.
“Yes, girls, war is horrid, but sometimes it’s necessary, as it was
in this case. For, of all the contenders to the throne, a Viking
accession would have been the worst of the possible outcomes for
the English people. You shall see when we continue that the Normans
were the best choice. Divine Providence was at work in the history
of England.”

“Fitzwilliam, tell us what
happened next. How did the Normans take the throne?” Elizabeth
asked, encouraging her husband to continue as they moved into the
next hall.

Fitzwilliam smiled. “Well, after Harold
Godwinson had defeated Harald III, he learned that the Normans had
arrived, so he mounted an army of foot soldiers and traveled 241
miles south to meet William at Senlac Hill, six miles from
Hastings, where he would meet both his death and the defeat of his
army. This display shows the details,” Fitzwilliam said as they
rounded the corner to an obvious battle scene.

“The battle,” he stressed, “known as the
Battle of Hastings, began at about nine o’clock after much taunting
from both sides. The Normans charged up Senlac Hill in three
columns with one led by your ancestor Richard D’Arcy and his fellow
knights on one side, William on the other, and Richard’s three
brothers, Edgar, Robert, and James advanced through the center,
making the third column. The battle lasted all day, and the losses
on both sides were great. King Harold was not prepared to meet
William, for the Duke of Normandy had both cavalry and infantry
whilst King Harold had only foot soldiers.”

Darcy glanced at his entourage, noting the
boys hung on his every word while the girls looked squeamish as
their eyes gazed at the realistic battle scene before them with the
dead and dying lying sprawled about.

Alex interrupted the moment. “Daddy, what
did the Saxons do? Were they slaughtered? Are they the ones we see
lying on this simulated battlefield?”

“No,” Darcy shook his head,
“not at first. The Saxons had the advantage, since they held the
higher ground. In fact, Saxon soldiers stood so effectively with a
solid wall of shields, like those you see on that hill,” he pointed
to a grassy knoll, “that William’s army was thrown back with heavy
casualties. The ones in the dark armor represent the Normans,
whilst the lighter ones are the Saxons. The turn in the fighting
came when there was a lull in the battle, giving the Normans time
to devise a scheme with their archers.”

“Oh, what did they do?”
George asked.

“Well,” Darcy grinned and
nodded, “the Normans plotted a counterfeit flee on foot, and the
English, foolishly breaking their ranks, pursued them, not
realizing they were falling into a trap, and when the time was
right, William and Richard rallied their troops and pressed forward
under the cover of a sea of archers, firing up into the air. The
arrows flew thicker than a swarm of bees and fell down on the
English like rain. And while the Norman archers fired their
volleys, Richard D’Arcy, along with his brothers and the knights on
horseback, came in from the rear and attacked them repeatedly,
hacking them down with their swords.”

George’s and Alex’s eyes widened and their
mouths gaped while the girls grew more squeamish with each word
spoken.

“Their plans were well thought out. It was a
two-prong strategy. While the horsemen attacked, the infantry
pretended to retreat even further, drawing more Saxons out into the
open, and as they did so, Norman arrows cut them down,
progressively weakening the Saxon wall of shields until it fell.
With the shields finally down, a final Norman surge led by the
D’Arcys attacked savagely, slaughtering them as they advanced.”

Darcy continued, telling them how the Saxon
forces were shattered by the sheer force of the Normans, and their
morale was beaten. With the deaths of King Harold and both of his
brothers, the battle was irrevocably decided. By nightfall, England
belonged to the Normans. Carnage was everywhere as was displayed
before them. The Normans spent the better part of the next day
burying the dead, including two of Richard’s brothers, James and
Robert.

He told them that while the battle raged,
two white doves watched from a nearby tree. The birds of the air
had gathered for a feast, but the doves seemed to weep. At the end
of the battle, the larger of the two flew over and dropped a single
solitary rose where James and Robert lay mortally wounded. The rose
was from a bush growing on the hill, which the D’Arcys would later
retrieve a cutting from the ever-blooming wild rose to be planted
on their lands.

When he was finished, Darcy glanced at his
wide-eyed, gawking family. “And that, my children, is how your
ancestor D’Arcy and his brothers helped shape English history and
how Pemberley lands came to be ours. It, and an estate in
Yorkshire, were given to Richard and his surviving brother, Edgar,
as a reward for their service to William, who was to become William
I, King of England. It is also how the rose and the dove came to be
our family symbol, for it is said that the rose is magical and
comes from the highlands of Scotland,” Fitzwilliam said, glancing
off in the distance.

He turned and looked
directly at his sons. “Over the generations of a thousand years we
have kept the land, improving it with each subsequent generation,
and when it is your turn to take up the mantle, I shall pass it down to you, Alex,
and George,” he glanced at his younger son, “you are to help him.
The two of you must be true at all times in whatsoever things that
are delegated to you. You must become men of high principle, men of
honor, and you must have self-discipline rooted in a moral
foundation, choosing to do right because it is right, even when it is hard.
Reject the self-absorbed lifestyle in favor of developing character
worthy of respect and true greatness. That, my sons, is the mark of
a true man.”

Alex solemnly spoke. “We shall keep the
faith you’re entrusting in us, Father. Pemberley will survive.”

“Yes, it will, Father. We promise,” George
agreed.

“In that, I have no fear,
for I shall teach each of you well. You’ll learn how to be both
principled men of character and men of business.”

“Fitzwilliam, whatever
became of Edgar’s descendants?” Elizabeth asked.

“Oh, they’re around. All
with the name D’Arcy or some variation of it came from those two
brothers. Edgar’s estate, Templehurst, however, didn’t prosper as
well as Pemberley and was later confiscated when one of his
descendants chose the wrong side in one of England’s many civil
uprisings. The last Darcy to own it was beheaded for treason when
he led an insurrection against Henry VIII. His son later recovered
it, but it was never the same. Now it doesn’t exist.”

“I think I’m going to get
sick,” Emily said, wincing in revulsion.

“Me, too,” said Dana, turning several shades
of green.

“That’s cool. I wasn’t looking forward to
this trip, but now that I know all of this, I’m rather excited,”
Alex responded.

“Me, too,” George chimed in.

“I had no idea we were so famous,” Emily
acknowledged with a sigh. “Though I do think it a rather ghastly
tale.”

Fitzwilliam laughed and shook his head.
Turning to Dana, he asked, “And how about you, Miss Dana, did you
find it interesting?”

Dana nodded and smiled timidly. “Am I really
related to Richard and the Normans?”

“Yes, darling, you are. Would you like to
learn more? Your uncle is an avid historian and a great
storyteller,” Elizabeth said.

“Yes,” she answered with a faint smile.

“Good. I’m glad to hear it. Because there’s
plenty more to tell, and in time, you and your cousins will know it
as if you had lived it. Let us carry on.”

As they walked the solemn
halls and corridors, Fitzwilliam explained the significance of each
room they entered. He showed them the knights in their chainmail
shirts and battle armor from the days of The Conquest, telling of
the conflicts that followed, and later suits of armor from the
thirteenth century, their weapons of swords and daggers, longbows,
crossbows, and battleaxes, and the living quarters and how the
residents lived. He told them of the lives of the women, their role
in society and at home. He explained about the tower confinements
and which of their descendants had been held in the Great Tower. He
noted which had been executed for treason in the various uprisings
during the Middle Ages, and which ones had been champions for the
king. At the end of the tour, Fitzwilliam had four very
enlightened, but very tired children.


Chapter 4

 


 


As the family car came to a stop, the
Darcys, along with four exhausted kids, rolled out and strolled up
the steps to the portico of Darcy House where just inside they were
met by Sammons, the butler, and Felicity, the maid. While the
children were shedding their wraps, Elizabeth addressed the maid.
“Felicity, take the children to the nursery and tell Maggie and
Clara they are to rest for at least an hour. Then the boys can
play, but the girls must be ready to see Mrs. Winters in about an
hour and a half.”

“Mum!” came the cries of
the three Darcy siblings.

“We don’t want to take a nap,” George said.
“We want to play football in the garden. Daddy has taught us a new
technique, and I want to practice it.”

“Mother,” Emily spoke up, “I’d much rather
work on my stitching. Why must I be subjected to a nap like Annie?
I’m not a baby.”

“I agree,” Alex said. “We’re far too old for
such nonsense.”

“All right, children, don’t to argue with
your mother. She knows what’s best, and she’s absolutely right,”
Fitzwilliam said as he took their coats and handed them to Sammons.
“If you don’t rest, you won’t be alert for tonight’s story, and I
would hate for you to fall asleep whilst I read. It’s bad for my
ego.” Darcy chuckled.

“But Dad, what about the coat of arms? You
said we could all see it again, and Dana has never seen it.” Alex
spoke up as the others chimed in.

“You’ll see it when you’ve rested,” their
father answered.

George pooched out his lower lip and gave
his mother a cross look.

Elizabeth smiled as she
looked at her three pouting children. “I didn’t say you had to take
a nap. I only said you had to rest. And your father is right, if
you don’t rest, you’ll be too tired for your nightly reading, and
you wouldn’t want to miss Ginger’s story as she recounts it
to Black Beauty,
would you?”

“No,” they all muttered.

“Well then, you must all
rest, but I’ll tell you what we shall do. George and Alex, while
you’re resting, you can listen to today’s episode of
Norse Mythology, and
tomorrow we’ll go over the meaning of the tale. I think today’s
lesson was to be the Legend of Loki
when he is captured by the giants. I believe it’s
quite fitting with the history lesson you’ve already had today,
don’t you?”

“Yes ma’am,” George said
softly, dropping his gaze.

“Very good. Now, off you go. Scoot!”
Elizabeth said with a tap to George’s bottom.

While the boys scrambled up
the stairs, Elizabeth turned to the girls. “Now you two can listen
to Vivaldi’s Four Seasons
and stitch or whatever you want to do, but
you must rest. I
want two very alert girls when Mrs. Winters measures you for your
dresses.” Putting her arm around Emily’s shoulder, Elizabeth
glanced over at Felicity.

“See to it that Maggie
knows my instructions. I will call for the girls when Mrs. Winters
arrives, and the boys are to go to the study and wait for their
father after an hour and a half. The girls will follow shortly.
After that, they may all go outside to play.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll see that the nannies are
informed. Will Miss Anne be included with the girls when Mrs.
Winters comes?”

“Oh, yes. I want Annie to be included.”

“Very good, then.”

Dana and Emily talked to one another with
smiles and giggles as they climbed the stairs with Felicity.

Darcy put his arm around Elizabeth’s waist,
and they too ascended the staircase, following the children and
servants.

“You’re quite the little commander, Liz.
Sometimes I think you run this house like a drill sergeant, but I
can’t complain. The children are well mannered, and they love their
studies.”

“They are good kids, and you did a wonderful
job with today’s history lesson. The Tower Tour was absolutely
fascinating. Even I learned something new. But I have one
question.”

“What would that be, Mrs. Darcy?” he asked
as they reached the landing and turned in the direction of their
room.

“Why don’t you give me a private lesson—one
more advanced?”

“Elizabeth Darcy, what am I going to do with
you?” Fitzwilliam asked as they entered their room.

“I would think that after eight years and
four kids you would know by now.” She raised a brow with an arched
smile as she turned and slipped her arms around his neck, giving
him a look he’d come to know quite well.

He laughed softly, and with a salacious
grin, he dipped his head and caught her lips, pulling her into a
tight embrace.

Breaking the kiss, Elizabeth murmured, “I’ve
heard the tales of the gallant men all day. Now I want to know how
Darcy men love their wives.”

“Hmm…Liz,” he said as he kissed her again.
“I’m much more inclined to show than tell.”

Darcy inhaled deeply as he slipped his hands
under her sweater and lifted it over her head. Undressing each
other, they fell together on the thick alpaca rug in front of the
blazing fire.

 


~*~

 


When the maid entered the
nursery, she gave her instructions to the nannies and quickly left.
Alex and George stomped off into the boys’ wing, mumbling and
complaining, while Clara followed, giving them a lecture on
obedience and good manners. As they disappeared from the common
room, Maggie led the girls to their quarters. She placed the chosen
music in the sound system, set it to auto repeat, and then helped
Emily find her cross-stitch sampler. After Maggie left, the girls
settled in on their beds to talk while Spring played softly in the
background.

“Dana, I love the blue
track suit you selected at Harrods. I have a green one. Let’s wear
ours together with our new Uggs and pretend we are sisters. We’re
now best friends, you know. In fact, you’re my favorite
cousin.”

Dana smiled and dropped her eyes to the
small stuffed bear she was holding. “I’ve never had a best friend
before. It’s always been just Mum and me.”

“Why ever not? I’ve had several, but I must
admit, none like you. You’re different—more real. I like you much
better than the others.”

“Thank you. No one has ever said that. Mum
always told me that I’m special, but no one else ever did. We’ve
had to move a lot, so I never had the chance to make any real
friends.”

As Emily stared at her cousin, she noticed
Dana wiping a tear. “Dana, what’s wrong? Why are you so sad? I
noticed you were very quiet at Pizza Express and the Tower today.
Do you not like living with us? Please say that isn’t true.”

“No, it’s not that. Not at all.
It’s…well…it’s that I miss my mum. We’ve never been apart, and I’m
worried. She’s so very sick and sad, and I love her so very much.
It’s very difficult for me to be here with you and your family when
my mother is alone in hospital. I want to see her. I want to know
that she will get better, and I want her to come here and all of us
to live together. It’s safe and warm here, and there’s plenty to
eat. Do you think Uncle Fitzwilliam would allow it?”

“Well, I don’t see why not. If you’re my
cousin, then she is my aunt, and if I know anything about Daddy and
Mum, I know that family is the most important thing. They’ve always
said that, and we always go when one of our cousins is born, so I
think Daddy will say yes. He’s a very agreeable man, especially if
I ask. I’m his favorite little girl because I was first.” Emily
beamed.

“That would make me happy. Stuart, my
mother’s friend that lived with us sometimes, was mean to her, and
I want Mummy to be happy. I’d like to see her have nice things and
beautiful clothes, too. She once did. Mummy keeps a book with
clippings and pictures, and I’ve seen her picture with my daddy
when they were happy.”

“Uncle David is your daddy, isn’t he?”

“I think so. I’ve never met him, but from
the pictures Mum has of him, he looks just like your father, so he
must be.”

“Well, I don’t understand everything, but
Uncle David is married to my Aunt Cecilia, and they have three
boys—rather naughty boys at that. At least James and David are.
William is just annoying like Annie. Was Uncle David married to
your mother before Aunt Cecilia? Sometimes adults do those sorts of
things.”

“I don’t know. Mum doesn’t talk about him
much. She only says that he will love me when we someday meet.”

“You mean Uncle David doesn’t know about
you?”

“No, I don’t think he does, and I feel…I
don’t know…strange about that. I’m afraid he may not want me when
he finds out. Stuart always said my father didn’t want me. He
called me a…a…bastard. Then he and Mummy would fight and sometimes
he would hit Mummy and make her bleed, and when I tried to make him
stop, he would hit me, too.” Dana pulled the teddy bear to her
chest and cried.

Horrified, Emily threw her needlework aside
and ran to Dana’s bed. “Dana, don’t cry. Daddy will not allow that
horrid man to ever hurt your mummy again, and he won’t ever hurt
you, either. If he tries, I will take my shoe and whack him myself,
and my daddy will beat him up.”

“Emily, I want to see my mum. I worry she
will die and leave me.”

“She won’t die. Daddy won’t let her. Daddy
can do anything. He won’t let your mummy die. I shall speak to my
mum about it today. I’m sure you can see your mum soon.”

“Thanks, Emily. We will be best friends,
always.”

Emily retrieved her cross-stitch and
returned to sit with her cousin. They sat and talked until Dana
yawned, telling her cousin that she was indeed tired. As Dana lay
down, Emily placed a crocheted afghan over her and then returned to
her own bed. Soon Dana was curled up sound asleep with the bear
snuggled tight to her chest. Emily looked on with more questions
than ever stirring in her mind as she stabbed at the cloth and
watched her cousin sleep.
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Just before teatime, Elizabeth sent for the
girls to join her and Mrs. Winters in the small sitting room
upstairs. While they were taking their tea and biscuits, Mrs.
Winters showed the girls her book of designs.

“Girls,” Mrs. Winters began, “I want you to
look through the book and choose three designs. Two are to be
French hand-sewn, and your mother wishes for the other to be
smocked. I’ve several beautiful designs to choose from. Now who
will be first?”

“Emily immediately piped up. “I will! I
will!”

Elizabeth gave her daughter a sharp look.
“Emmaline Cecilia Darcy! Listen to you. What have I told you about
proper etiquette? And where are your manners?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Emily dropped her gaze and
then turned to her friend. “Dana, let me look with you?”

Dana nodded with a faint smile while Annie
sat close by, wearily sucking her thumb.

Elizabeth smiled and shook her head as she
picked up Mrs. Winters’ volume of designs and sat down between Dana
and Emily, opening the book to the classic dress selections. “Dana,
how about the lovely Martha Pullen collection? Do you like
these?”

Dana took a cursory look and glanced
away.

Puzzled by the child’s reaction, Elizabeth
studied her half-turned face. She could have sworn she saw tears
well in the little girl’s eyes. But then, when Dana turned back,
Elizabeth looked closer and saw no such evidence of tears. She made
a mental note to speak with her husband later on the matter as she
once more placed the designs before the little girl.

“Darling, don’t you want to look? They’re
very beautiful. See,” she said, pointing to the lovely yoked dress
trimmed in lace with a bountiful garden of silk shadow work
embroidery down the front.

“Do I have to—I mean… must
I have a white dress? Must I?” Dana sniffled as though an unpleasant memory
flashed in her mind—there again and gone. “Oh, please, don’t make
me choose one!”

Elizabeth looked up sharply and frowned.
“No, not if you don’t want to, but this is something
special—something I want all of my girls to have for Sunday church
services. But if white is not to your liking, there is ecru,” she
said. “Ecru would be lovely on you.”

Alarmed, Emily spoke up,
“Oh, yes, Dana, you must choose! Please, do choose one, and
do choose white. Ecru is
horrid! Besides, it clashes with my creamy complexion, and I want
us to have identical dresses. And I always wear white. It’s what
goes best with my lovely dark curls and beautiful green eyes.” She
paused and puffed out her chest as she ran her fingers through her
long hair, spreading it rather prettily over her shoulders. “And if
you choose it, we can dress alike, just like true sisters. And it will look
pleasingly pretty on you, too,” Emily enthusiastically spoke with
animated gestures. “White will complement your long blonde hair and
beautiful blue eyes perfectly—especially if you choose blue
embroidery. And besides, you don’t want me to have to wear one all
alone, do you? If we’re going to look ridiculous, we might as well
do it together. I know they’re not fashionable and all that, but
they are sort of pretty in their own special way, and you only have
to wear them to church.” Emily turned to her mother. “Is that not
right, Mum?” she asked and then turned back to her friend. “So
please do choose one so Jimmy Baker will not make fun of me
alone.”

Elizabeth rolled her eyes.
Her daughter’s effusions really were a bit much at times. She would
need to speak to Fitzwilliam about that, too. But then, reining in her
thoughts, she smiled and caught Dana’s gaze. “Emily is right. You
need only wear them to church if that’s what’s bothering
you.”

“No, ma’am. It isn’t that.
I really do like them, but…well…oh, if Emily is going to have one,
then I will choose one, too. I think they are very pretty,” she
breathed out on a whisper so soft it was barely audible.

Glancing to Elizabeth, as if for
encouragement, Dana sighed and shrugged her shoulders as she picked
up the book and studied the pictures of the beautiful dresses fit
for a princess.

Elizabeth turned the page and pointed out
several designs, which Dana seemed to like, but there was one in
particular that she seemed to prefer. So Elizabeth encouraged it,
and for her first selection, Dana chose the white Sea Island Cotton
design with French white cotton lace and beautiful shadow
embroidery of Bunnykins Rabbits playing in a field of colorful
flowers, all stitched on a large round collar trimmed in white
lace. Seafoam-green silk ribbons tied the sleeves into a lovely
puffed shape edged in fine French lace.

Dana was very reluctant to choose a second
one, but Elizabeth insisted, and so the other dress chosen was a
simple lemon-yellow silk which Dana seemed to prefer over the white
she’d just selected, though the silk dress did have a white French
lace band around the bottom with a yellow fabric lace trimmed
ruffle for the hem. Emily chose the same designs as Dana, except
her second dress was a bright sky-blue. In addition to the French
designs, both girls chose a matching austere white bishop dress
smocked in pale pink, interspersed with deep pink roses and green
leaves. Dana appeared relieved it was over as she passed the book
back to Elizabeth.

Elizabeth opened the book and showed her
younger daughter a few items before she made Annie’s selections,
choosing a lavender gingham dress with puffed sleeves and a bibbed
pinafore smocked with brightly colored popsicles across the front
and one French dress in pale pink cotton batiste with white English
laces, and yet another in ecru with matching laces.

Annie fussed while she was measured, but
Dana and Emily took it all in stride.

With tea completed and the selections made,
Elizabeth dismissed the girls to Fitzwilliam’s study, but Emily
lingered. And after Mrs. Winters left, she approached her
mother.

“Mother, could I spend some time with
you?”

“Of course, darling, but don’t you want to
go with Dana? After a few minutes with your father, you’re to go
outside and play. You only have a little while before you must take
your piano lesson, and then it will be time for dinner.”

“I know, but I really need to talk.”

“Oh? Is there a problem?”

“No…well, yes…it’s Dana.” Emily fidgeted
with her eyes cast downward. “Mum, I don’t think she is happy. She
cried when we were in our room together. She misses her mum
terribly, and Mum, I would miss you, too, if you were away and
sick. Dana’s mother isn’t going to die, is she? Daddy can make her
well, can’t he?”

“Oh, dear, I was afraid of that. Emily,
Daddy can do a lot of things, but Daddy can’t stop death.”

Emily’s eyes welled up. “Then she is going
to die. Oh, Mother, Dana is my best friend.”

“I know, darling…I know. Why don’t you tell
me about it?”

As mother and daughter sat and had another
cup of tea, Emily told Elizabeth everything that had transpired in
the nursery, including the event Dana had relayed about the man
hitting her and her mother. Elizabeth was furious, but she kept her
emotions in check. She would speak to Dana, and then she would
speak to her husband. Could this possibly be the reason Dana had
reacted so regarding the dresses? Elizabeth didn’t know, but she
would find out.

Elizabeth smiled as she watched her daughter
leave the room. Emily might be just a tad too preppy for her
mother’s taste, but she did have a heart of gold and was a loyal
friend. Elizabeth shook her head as she rose from the divan. She
would relay that to her husband as well.
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Thirty minutes after her daughter left,
Elizabeth sent for Dana to join her in the sitting room. This was
perhaps the hardest conversation she would ever have with a child,
but thanks to her own mother’s loving care, it was one Elizabeth
felt she was prepared to handle.

As Dana entered, Elizabeth asked her to sit
beside her on the settee while she poured a cup of tea. Handing the
child the tea, she began. “Dana, I understand from Emily that you
miss your mother and want to see her.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Dana dropped her head.

Elizabeth tipped the little girl’s chin.
“Then we shall go tonight after dinner. Your uncle and I will take
you, but Dana, you must know that your mother is very ill…and…”

“She’s going to die, isn’t she?”

Tears pooled in the little girl’s eyes.

Elizabeth’s heart broke. She set her tea
aside and took the cup from Dana’s hand, setting it alongside hers.
She then pulled the little girl into her lap.

“Dana, darling, there is a time and a season
for everything…a time to live … and a time to die, and it is the
same for everyone.”

As Elizabeth spoke, Dana sobbed.

Rocking back and forth, Elizabeth continued.
“Your mother is going to take a journey…a journey to that place
where we all must go…a place that is pleasant and peaceful. There
will be no more pain and no more crying, no sickness and no
suffering. Everyone will be happy there.”

“Will it really be like that for my mum…no
sickness, no crying?”

“Yes, darling, of that I am certain. When my
grandmother died, I was like you. I felt so alone even though I had
three sisters and two brothers, and a mom and dad, but I loved my
grandmother very much, and I missed her terribly. So my mom told me
a story, and it brought me comfort. It helped me to not feel so sad
and lonely.”

Dana looked up and tilted her head. “What
did your mum tell you?”

“She told me what I’m telling you. She said
that heaven was a beautiful place, always cheerful and sunny—a city
on a hill with beautiful gardens and brightly colored flowers. It
has trees that drape over a river with crystal clear water that
flows through the city. And children and animals play together near
the water.”

“Did the children and animals once live on
earth?”

“Yes, I believe they did.”

“My mum loves flowers and children. Tell me
about this place.”

“Well, it’s a place of
peace with a large castle, kind of like the one we saw today, only
it’s made of precious stones and pearls and is much bigger and far
more magnificent. It’s a place of refuge for all of God’s children,
and Dana, that includes you and me and your mother, and everyone.
In fact, we’ll all go there someday. It’s like the Land of the
Valar in the stories of Middle Earth—The
Silmarillion and Lord of the Rings—stories I want you
to know someday.”

Dana shook as her lower lip trembled. “When
will she go?”

“Very soon, darling, but
don’t worry. She’ll be happy, and she will be waiting for you on
the other side when it’s your turn to go, and when it’s mine and
Uncle Fitzwilliam’s. My parents and grandparents are there waiting,
too, and so are your grandparents—Grandmother Anne and Grandfather
George. Someday Dana, we’ll all be together, and we’ll be
happy.”

“I would like that. My mum
has been very sick and very unhappy. Stuart was mean to her. He hit
her and made her cry. I don’t want my mummy to cry anymore. I want
her to be happy. I will miss her, but I now have all of you, don’t
I? And you will take care of me, won’t you?”

“Oh, yes, Dana darling, you have us, and you
have your father. David’s a good man. He and Miss Cecilia, your
stepmother, will love and care for you now.”

“I hope so. My mum said
they would, but I’m afraid he won’t want me. I think Emily is
luckier than I.”

“No, that’s not true. When
your father has the time to get to know you like your uncle and I
have, he will love you. Of that, I am certain.”

Dana breathed a little easier, no longer
crying as Elizabeth rocked her back and forth. When Elizabeth was
certain Dana was all right, she sent her to play with her cousins
while she went in search of her husband.




Chapter 5

 


 


With dinner behind them, Fitzwilliam and
Elizabeth took Dana and set out for the visit to Darcy Foundation
AIDS Hospice. As they fastened their seatbelts and pulled down the
long driveway of Darcy House, the discussion with his wife still
weighed heavily on Fitzwilliam’s mind as he contemplated the events
of the last several days. Dana’s adverse reaction to the dresses
bothered him, and try as he might, he could not get her to reveal
why the white dress troubled her. His limited conversations with
Sandra had not told him anything that might shed light on the
subject, nor had there been anything specific in the journal,
except for perhaps Lord Westbury’s neglect and indifference toward
the child. Whatever it was, it must have been traumatic, and if he
knew anything about children, he was certain the issue would
resurface again. Nevertheless, as much as he desired to know the
cause, he had ruled out speaking with Sandra about today’s event.
They had received a call this afternoon, letting them know that
Miss Hamilton was very near death. Worrying about her daughter was
the last thing Sandra needed in the final hours of her life.

As the iron gates opened and he pulled out
onto the street, Fitzwilliam made a mental note to speak with his
wife later concerning the matter. Whatever it was, they would take
care of it.

He breathed deeply and glanced across the
seat at Elizabeth. Fitzwilliam knew she was concerned about this
visit. Elizabeth had pressed that if Dana was to see her mother
alive again, time was of the essence. His wife had been adamant
about that. And with today’s news, he wondered if Sandra would live
long enough to see David, something she was determined to do. He
shook his head.

Elizabeth said nothing, sitting there with
her hands folded in her lap, staring out into space. The gravity of
this entire situation grieved him—for Dana, for Sandra, and for his
brother.

Returning his gaze to the road ahead, he
continued on the route. A few more blocks, a left turn and then a
right, and the impressive, grey granite building came into sight.
One more turn, and they had arrived.

Fitzwilliam pulled around back to the
private parking area underneath the shade of the large English Oaks
towering over the hospice pavilion. Exiting the car, he tossed his
keys to the valet, and then turned to help his wife and niece out
of the car. Moving up the steps and into the ground-floor lobby, he
and his wife were cordially greeted by the staff on duty. Walking
past the attendants with Dana’s hand in his, they approached the
lift to the top floor—the floor of the critically ill. As they
stepped inside and he pressed the button, a strange and unpleasant
feeling washed over him. This was a moment he knew would
come—something that had to be done, but one that he dreaded all the
same.

As they took the lift to the fourth floor,
he recalled another point in time when he, as a fourteen-year-old
boy, had escorted his ten-year-old brother and four-year-old sister
to say goodbye to their mum. That hadn’t been pleasant either, but
it had been necessary.

The lift opened, and they stepped out into
the lobby. Fitzwilliam left Elizabeth and Dana in the waiting area
while he slipped into Sandra’s room. She was resting comfortably,
her breathing steady, and her eyes closed. He almost turned to
leave when he heard her call out.

“David…David, is that you?” she asked weakly
in a voice barely audible.

Fitzwilliam shook his head and slowly
approached her bed. “No, Sandra, it’s Fitzwilliam. David’s not here
yet. He’ll be in from America later tonight.”

“Fitzwilliam,” she whispered, “Dana…how is
Dana?”

“She’s well.”

Sandra’s eyes opened to narrow slits, and
her lips curled in a faint smile.

“Sandra, I don’t want you to worry about
her. I have her, and she’s getting on very well with her
cousins.”

“You will take care of her then?”

“Yes… I will. I’ll see to it that she has
everything she needs and that she’s loved.”

Sandra sighed heavily. “That is one worry I
can put aside, then. David will take her, and she will be cared
for.”

“Sandra, I promise you she will be taken
care of. I give you my word on it. But, are you up to seeing her?
She’s been asking for you.”

Tears formed in Sandra’s eyes. “I want to
see her…I really do, but I hate for her last memory of me to be
here in this hospital bed, dying. I want my baby to have what I
couldn’t give her…a home with love…and a family. I want her to be
carefree and run and play like other children.” Sandra wiped a
tear. “Born in poverty, forced to do without and watch whilst
others had what she could not—I never wanted this. She deserves
better.”

“Yes, Sandra, she does, and
she shall have it.” Fitzwilliam walked the few steps to Sandra’s
bed and lifted her hand in his. “I will see to it that she
does.”

Sandra smiled. “Give me a minute to dry my
eyes, and then I want to see her.”

“All right.” Fitzwilliam reached for a
bedside towel and handed it to her. Then he went to the door and
signaled for Elizabeth to bring Dana in.

Fitzwilliam stood back with his wife and
watched as the little girl approached her mother’s bed with
trepidation.

“Mummy, I’m here, Mummy.”

“Yes, Dana, Mummy hears you.” Sandra looked
down with a smile and reached for her daughter’s hand.

“Dana, you must be
very strong and
very brave. Do you think
you can do that for Mummy?”

“Yes, Mummy,” she
whimpered.

“You must be a very good girl for your aunt
and uncle. They are very good people and will take care of
you.”

“Yes, Mummy, I know. They have been good to
me. Uncle Fitzwilliam reads to me, and today they took me shopping
and bought me loads of clothes. Then we ate pizza at Pizza Express,
and Uncle Fitzwilliam told me about…William, a king of England, who
came here from far way. Our family came with him and fought in
great battles for England. We went to William’s castle where Uncle
told us lots of stories about my family and England. Mummy, I
didn’t know we were so important. Now I know why I’m different from
the other children at school.”

“Yes, Dana,” Sandra gave a faint laugh, “you
are different. You’re very special. I’ve always told you that. You
are of noble blood from an ancient family.”

“Yes…I know.” Dana’s voice quivered. “Mummy,
don’t go away…please don’t go. Aunt Elizabeth told me it is a good
place you are going to, but please don’t go. Don’t leave me. Please
don’t.” The child broke down and cried.

As her mother reached over to pull her
close, Fitzwilliam stepped forward and lifted Dana onto her
mother’s bed. Tears welled in his eyes, too.

Dana buried her face in her mother’s neck
and sobbed as her little body shook.

Sandra stroked her daughter’s long blonde
hair. “Dana…Dana, it’s all right. Mummy doesn’t want to leave you,
but Mummy is ready to go. Mummy wants to go. She’s very tired and
weary, but when Mummy goes, she will come back for you when it is
your time to go. We…all of us, must cross the River of Life
someday, but I will not die…not really, for I will live again on
the other side. Remember, as I have taught you, always have faith.
As long as you remember me, I will be with you,” Sandra said in a
faint whisper.

Dana stopped crying and looked up. “Truly,
Mummy…truly? You’ll be with me?”

“Yes, truly.” Sandra
smiled. “Now, you go with your uncle and aunt. Mummy is dreadfully
tired. And promise Mummy you will be good and always be thoughtful
and kind, especially to your brothers, and your father and his wife
when you meet them. Remember, Dana… you are a lady.”

“Okay, Mummy. I will. I
promise.”

Fitzwilliam lifted Dana from her mother’s
bed and handed her to Elizabeth. Once the two had left the room, he
turned back. “Sandra, I am painfully sorry things worked out as
they did. Had I known, I would have helped you long before now. Why
didn’t you come to me?”

“Why didn’t I come to you?” She gave a small
laugh. “Because I know your brother only too well. He would have
forced me to terminate my pregnancy or would have taken my little
girl from me, and I couldn’t have that. She was all I had.”

“No, Sandra, you’re wrong. David has been
many things, but I can’t believe he would have been the brute you
describe.”

“Perhaps not, but I couldn’t take that
chance. Dana is alive, and she is well. Take care of her.”

“I will, and I’ll take care of you, too When
the time comes, I’ve made arrangements for you to be buried at
Pemberley in the family cemetery along with the rest of the
family.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll go now and let you rest. David will be
here tomorrow.”

As Sandra closed her eyes in weariness,
Fitzwilliam patted her hand one last time before turning to exit
the room.

 


~*~

 


After the nightly reading was complete and
the children were carefully tucked into bed, Elizabeth and
Fitzwilliam went to the library to await David and Cecilia’s
arrival. Fitzwilliam poured himself a brandy and his wife a glass
of wine, handing it to her as she came to join him. Strolling over
to the window, he parted the curtains and peered out into the
night.

“David called when his plane touched down.
They should be here any minute.”

“I have their rooms ready, but it’s after
midnight, and they will be exhausted. Do you really think it wise
to talk about this tonight?”

“No, but he’ll want to know why I’ve
summoned him, therefore I have to tell him something.” Letting the
curtains fall back into place, he turned to his wife. “What did you
think of the journal and Sandra’s picture book? I assume you’ve
looked through them by now.”

“Yes, I’ve read them.” Elizabeth sighed as
she sipped her wine. “What a horrific life she’s led. It’s
difficult for me to believe one could fall so far from decency, or
lead the life Miss Hamilton has led, and to think she intended on
publishing this.”

“Yes, I know. Had she done that she would
have embarrassed hundreds and made millions.”

“No doubt, your brother included.” She
paused for a moment. “But what’s truly sad is the depths she went
to in an attempt to keep your brother. Even though he treated her
with total disregard, she still loved him. I simply don’t
understand that.”

“Well, yes, that does bother me, too, but
what bothers me even more is that Dana was not an accident. David
will not take to that very well. In fact, he’ll be furious, so
let’s keep that to ourselves for the time being. I’m not giving him
the journal until he’s had a chance to absorb the first blow.
Otherwise he may not accept his daughter as I hope he will. I’m
afraid he might hold it against her, and I definitely don’t want
him knowing before he sees Sandra.”

“Oh, surely not.”

Fitzwilliam raised a brow and gave his wife
a trenchant look.

“Okay.” She held up her hand. “I concede the
point.”

“I thought you might want to rethink that
position.”

She shook her head with a laugh. “Adults
screw up their lives all the time, don’t they, darling?”

“Yes, Liz, but sometimes they learn.” He
passed his hand over his face. “I assume you’ve read all the
squalid details about her life with Stuart as well.”

“Yes, I did, and I despise that man. I want
him to pay for what he’s done. He used her like a whore. No, worse
than a whore. He degraded her. The man is sick.”

“Yes, his sex games were disgusting, but
there is nothing we can do about it. Everything was legal between
two consenting adults.”

“No, I suppose not,” Elizabeth said in a
near whisper.

Fitzwilliam nursed his brandy as he
contemplated his next question. Turning to Elizabeth, he asked,
“What did you think in regard to her account concerning Dana and
Stuart? I assume you have an opinion on those as well?”

“Have an opinion? Oh, I
have an opinion all right. The man should be horse whipped! I’m
convinced it’s because of him that the child is an emotional wreck.
He’s got to pay for what he’s done. I mean it, Fitzwilliam! What
are you going to do about it?” she asked as she set her wine glass
down and folded her arms across her chest.

“Nothing,” he replied.

“Nothing! But what about the verbal abuse
and the things he’s done to Dana. I’m convinced it has something to
do with what I witnessed today. Surely, there is something that can
be done about it, surely we can—”

“Elizabeth,” Fitzwilliam
turned and looked his wife directly in the eye, “you and I may
consider ridicule and hateful words abuse, but I assure you the
courts do not, and
as for hitting her, smacking her bum is not illegal either. It’s a fine line,
but I didn’t find anything in Sandra’s writings that could be used
in a court of law, and if what we read were to become known to the
public, we—and Dana—have the most to lose. Whether you agree or not, Dana is
illegitimate, and the press will milk it for all it’s worth,
bringing to the forefront things we want forgotten.”

“But…” She gave a helpless
look.

“Liz, there is nothing I can do—overtly,
that is. However, I am thinking about it, and in time, I’ll have
the answer, but for now we must be patient…and wise. Trust me. I
know what’s best for all of us. Besides,” he gave her a pointed
look, “vengeance is a dish best served cold, and in this case…very
cold.”

“You’re right,” she said as she threw up her
hands and released a frustrated breath. “It’s just that my nerves
are frayed by what I now know, and this waiting is getting to me.
How much longer do you think they will be?”

“Not long.” Parting the curtains once more,
Fitzwilliam smiled. “Ah, I see the lights of the car now. They’re
here.”

“I’ll have Felicity take the children to
their room and get them to bed. I’ll also take Cecilia to the
upstairs parlor so you and David can talk privately. I’ll stall her
until you tell me that it’s okay, but she’s as sharp as a tack. I
won’t be able to put her off for long.”

“Just do your best, Liz. That’s all I
ask.”

“Acknowledged,” Elizabeth said with a smile.
“Now, let’s go and greet our company.” Elizabeth reached over and
put her arm around her husband’s waist as they made their way into
the foyer.

“Brother, Elizabeth,” David said as he
stepped through the door with two groggy boys clinging to him and a
sleeping two-year-old draped over his shoulder. “How have you
been?”

Handing William off to a servant, he took
his brother’s hand and then gave him a warm hug. Reaching over, he
kissed Elizabeth’s cheek and greeted her. “Elizabeth, my favorite
sister-in-law.”

“David, you cheeky devil. I’m your only
sister-in-law.”

“And that’s why you are my favorite.” He
winked as he softly chuckled.

“Lizzy, it’s always so good to see you,”
Cecilia said as she stepped forward to give her friend a hug.

“Celia, it’s so good to see you, too,”
Elizabeth returned. “Step back and let me have a look at you. Well,
for a woman carrying her fourth child, you look very good—very good
indeed. What do you say we take some refreshments?” Elizabeth
glanced at her brother-in-law. “David, do you mind if I steal your
wife away?”

“No, not at all. You two go ahead. My
brother and I will take a few moments to catch up on things,” David
said with a smile.

“Then it’s settled. Come,
Celia, let’s go upstairs and have a talk while the men have theirs.
Felicity will see to the boys. I have their beds turned down and
waiting. They look so tired,” Elizabeth said as she patted their little
cheeks.

“That sounds like a good
idea, and I am rather tired, too.” She turned to her husband.
“David, I’ll see you when you come up. Please don’t be too long.
I’m exhausted and my ankles are swollen.”

“I’ll be right there, love. Just give me a
minute with my brother. On second thought, perhaps you shouldn’t
wait up. You need your rest.”

As the women departed, the men left for
Fitzwilliam’s study where David walked over to the drinks cabinet
and poured two measures of brandy, handing one to his brother.

“Okay, so what’s so urgent that you had me
break the sound barrier to get here? Another problem with
Pemberley?”

“No, as I told you on the phone, Pemberley’s
fine. It’s not that. It’s well…have a seat,” Fitzwilliam said.
“This is rather complicated. It isn’t going to be easy, but I want
you to listen carefully to what I have to say.”

“Hmm…it sounds ominous. Well, all right
then, let’s get to it.”

David creased his brow and took a seat as
his brother rounded his desk and dropped into his chair. While
Fitzwilliam told David everything that had transpired over the last
four days, David slowly sipped his drink, agitation and a slow burn
of anger filling his countenance.

When his brother had
finished, David set his glass down and took a deep breath. “So
you’re telling me that you have a six-year-old little girl living
here in this house
whom you believe to be my
daughter. That her mother
is dying, and I’m to take her in?” He looked at his brother in
disbelief. “My wife is four months pregnant, and you call me here
from across the ocean to dump this child in my lap? I can’t believe
this. It’s ludicrous. The child is not mine.”

“David, I’ve just given you
the basics. I have the paperwork that proves the claim. Your name
is on her birth certificate, and if her DNA is a close match to
mine, what do you think it means for you? But just for the sake of
argument, I had our cousin William submit a sample, and his is a
match, too, though not as close as mine, so the biological father
is either you or me, and I know
it’s not me.”

“I don’t know, but it’s not
my child. It could just as easily be one of our cousins. She’s
slept with most of them, not just me. It’s all about money. Sandra
wants her daughter provided for, and I’m convenient. Bloody hell,
half the women in Britain could make these outrageous claims
against me.”

“It’s quite a few, but I
highly doubt it’s that many, and David, I’ve already told you
it isn’t one of
our cousins. If William’s DNA isn’t as close as mine, then neither
is theirs. However, you and Sandra were quite an item once, and the
timing is right. You told me yourself you had one last tryst with
her before you and Cecilia reconciled.”

David wiped his hand over
his face and jumped to his feet. “It cannot be. It simply can’t,”
he cried out in agitation as he walked back and forth. “What am I
going to tell my wife?”

“The truth.”

David looked his brother dead in the eye and
shook his head. “We’ll not get this settled tonight. I’ve had a
hard day, and Cecilia’s not been well. I need to see about her. I’m
going to bed, but tomorrow, I want to see all this documentation
you have. If I’m to burden my wife with this, I’ve got to be bloody
damned sure of the facts.”

“Tomorrow after breakfast we’ll meet here,
and I’ll show you everything I have. I think you’ll find it
interesting. And David, if you don’t want her, you don’t have to
take her. I will keep her.”

David gave his brother a sharp look of
resentment before opening the door and stalking out, slamming it
behind him. Fitzwilliam soon followed. He hoped Elizabeth’s time
with Cecilia had been more pleasant than his time spent with his
brother. It was times like this that he was grateful for the wife
he had—one that reassured him and gave him confidence when he
needed it.


Chapter 6

 


 


Cecilia propped up on her elbow and stroked
her hand across her husband’s damp brow. The covers were a rumpled
mess. David had tossed and turned all night long, moaning in his
sleep. He had cried out several times, “No, it’s not me… not mine.”
Something was wrong, but she had no idea what it could be.

Elizabeth had not mentioned anything that
could have caused her husband’s distress, and he’d said very little
last night when he came to bed. He hadn’t even wanted to make love,
and in seven years, with the exception of sickness, her monthlies,
and the babies, this was a first. Although he’d been kind,
thoughtful, and very concerned for her, he had refused to talk
about what his brother had discussed with him, and Elizabeth had
been very vague, too. But today, Cecilia intended to get to the
bottom of it.

It was nearly seven-thirty, and she couldn’t
sleep any longer. Cecilia rose from their bed and wrapped herself
in her terry robe, shivering against the cold, the room being a bit
chilly for her tastes. Living in the sunny South, Cecilia was not
used to the cold bite of the English spring. Even the flowers
weren’t the same.

Glancing about the room, she thought of her
boys, especially little William, definitely a momma’s boy, chubby
and cute with dark curly hair—the spitting image of his father, and
for whatever reason, she wanted to see him. Cecilia pulled the robe
a little tighter as she quietly exited the room and slipped down
the hallway to the nursery.

When she entered the common room, she found
the nursemaids rocking Annie and William. Her son, busily playing
with a stuffed dog, hadn’t noticed her yet, so she remained still,
quietly savoring the moment.

Having the sensation that she was being
watched, Cecilia glanced over to the girls’ dormitory. Emily stood
in the doorway with a little girl Cecilia had never seen before.
Georgiana? No, it couldn’t be. Georgiana’s twins were barely four,
and Mary Frances was still an infant, so who was this little girl?
The daughter of one of the cousins?

As Cecilia stood there watching them, Emily
protectively slipped her hand in the other girl’s, and the two
disappeared into the bedroom. Cecilia stared at the entryway until
she heard her name called.

“Mrs. Darcy, is there a problem?”

“No,” she blushed faintly. “I thought I
might come by and see my boys before breakfast. How are they?”

“Very well, ma’am. The children have all
eaten, and I was just about to get them ready for their classes.
Mrs. Margoles is expected any minute.”

“Mommy, Mommy.” William reached for
Cecilia.

“How is Mommy’s little man this morning?”
Cecilia gave him a large smile as she reached down and picked up
her excited toddler. “Did you eat your breakfast?”

He giggled and buried his face in her neck,
wrapping his arms around her tightly before peeking up to answer.
“Uh-huh. We had oatmeal with apples and eggs and toast and grape
jelly. I like orange juice, Mommy.”

“That’s a good boy.” She nuzzled his nose
with hers. “And have you been getting along with Annie?”

“Uh-huh. She let me play with her doggie,
and we watched Sesame Street.”

“Oh, she did, did she? Well, that was very
sweet of her.”

“Mommy, let me down. I need
to play. I have to
plaaaay.” William squirmed and wiggled until she released him to
run and skip as he hopped from foot to foot.

Glancing towards the doorway where the girls
had been, Cecilia asked, “Clara, who was that little girl with
Emily?”

“Dana?”

“Is that her name?”

“Yes, ma’am, Dana Hamilton. She’s a cousin,
I do believe. She’s just come to be with us. She arrived on
Wednesday.”

“Whose daughter is she?”

“I’m not really sure, ma’am. I don’t believe
I’ve been told. Will there be anything else, ma’am?”

“No, that will do. I just wanted to see my
boys.”

“They’ll be out momentarily. Would you like
to wait?”

“No, I need to return to my room and dress
for breakfast. I’ll come back later this morning. Tell them I was
here.”

“I’ll do that, ma’am.”

 


~*~

 


Cecilia left the nursery and returned to her
room to find David stirring, but still in bed. Walking over to the
vanity, she sat down and picked up the ivory brush he had bought
her while they were in Greece years ago on their honeymoon. As she
brushed her long blonde hair, David called to her. “Cecilia, come
back to bed, love. It’s early—too early.”

Cecilia closed her eyes and gently shook her
head. Setting her brush aside, she rose from her vanity seat and
strolled back to the bedside where she dropped down on the bed,
putting her hand to his bristly jaw.

“David, you didn’t sleep well last night.
Won’t you tell me what this is all about? Is it serious? Has
something happened?”

David sat up and pulled her into an embrace
and kissed her brow. “Oh, love, I don’t know what to say, but yes,
it is serious. I’ve struggled with it all night long, and I’m still
in a state of shock and confusion.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it? Whatever it
is, we’ll face it together.”

Trying to form the right words, David sat in
silence with Cecilia across his lap, her head held against his
shoulder. “Love, what I have to say is not easy for me, but whilst
I tell you, I want you to keep one thing in mind. I love you. I
have always loved you, and there has never been another, but you
have a right to know what has happened in the past and why.”

He felt her body tighten at the sound of his
words. Taking a deep breath, he told her all his brother had
relayed to him the night before, and then he recounted the entirety
of his involvement with Sandra Hamilton.

Looking deeply into Cecilia’s eyes, he
explained how he had tried to forget about her the night he went to
Sandra’s flat, but once he realized that Sandra was in love with
him, he left her for good and had not seen or heard from her until
last night when his brother had told him of her circumstances and
of the child, a little girl, six years old.

Cecilia reached up and kissed his rough
face. “So that’s who Dana Hamilton is. She’s a cousin after
all.”

David pulled back. “What are you talking
about?”

“I, too, was restless and couldn’t sleep, so
I went to the nursery to check on the boys. There was a little girl
there with Emily, and I would say she is about six years old. When
I asked who she was, I was told her name was Dana Hamilton and that
she was a cousin. She looks just like your sister.”

“Well, that doesn’t mean I’m her father. It
could have been anyone. Several of my cousins also slept with
Sandra. She was an exotic dancer and a high-class prostitute. I’m
not the only one.”

“But you told me she was in love with you,
and that the child’s DNA is a closer match to your brother’s than
your cousin William’s. Did your brother sleep with her, too?”

“No, Fitzwilliam never did those sorts of
things. As far as I know, there was never another woman after
Elizabeth, and not too many before.” David hesitated for a moment
and then glanced down at his wife. “Cecilia, if that child is mine,
Sandra fell pregnant on purpose. I didn’t love her. I had never
loved her, and she knew it. It was a relationship based on mutual
need, or so I thought until that night. I paid her very well for
the services rendered.”

“You didn’t have a relationship with
her?”

“Cecilia, she was a gentleman’s escort and
stripper. When I first met her, Sandra worked at a famous exotic
dance club here in London—one for the upper class and nobility. At
first we had a contractual agreement, but then later it was a
little more than that, but never love. I bought her things and took
her places, but I never gave her any reason to think I cared for
her beyond our physical relationship. Everything was up front. I’m
not the sort of man who would knowingly take advantage of a woman
for my own selfishness.”

“Wouldn’t you?” Cecilia raised a brow.

“Cecilia!”

“Oh, come on, David. Don’t hand me that. I
didn’t grow up under a rock. I know how the male species is. I
lived with it!”

“You don’t know everything.”

“Maybe not everything, but
what I do know is that women become emotionally involved where men
don’t. From what you’ve told me, this woman really loved you,
and that didn’t
happen overnight. Whether you meant to or not, you trifled with
her. There must have been signs that she was falling in love with
you, but you chose to ignore them because you needed to
ejaculate—plain and simple, and now that there’s a consequence,
you’re trying to justify your actions.

“Then there was Sandra.
She, knowing how you were, was willing to take whatever she could
get and be satisfied with it. That’s the way it works. But when she
saw she was losing what little hold she had on you, she did what
women often do. She chose to keep a part of you and hopefully tie
you to her with a child. Then I came along and ruined the whole
thing, and you never knew a thing about it.”

“I can’t believe she would do that. No, you
have to be wrong. Sandra wouldn’t have done that.”

“David, listen to yourself.
First you say she did it on purpose, and now you’re saying she
wouldn’t have done that? Come on. I’m a woman, and I’m telling you
how a woman’s mind works when she’s in love with a man she knows
she can’t have. I know how desperate a woman in such circumstances
can be and to what lengths she will go…and David, can you honestly
tell me that if you had discovered Sandra was pregnant before we
reconciled, that you wouldn’t have supported her or even
married her?”

“Cecilia...I…I don’t know
what I would have done. No, I wouldn’t have abandoned her. I
wouldn’t have done that.”

“I didn’t think so. The man I know and love
would have married her or at the very least lived with her and
provided for the child—emotionally as well as financially. No, you
would have married her, wouldn’t have you?”

“I couldn’t say.”

“You don’t have to. It
doesn’t matter anyway. That was then and this is now. What are
you—no, we going
to do?”

“I don’t know. I’ll meet
with my brother after breakfast, and we’ll discuss it. My name is
on the child’s birth certificate, but that means nothing. I am
going to submit to a DNA test of my own, and then we shall
see.”

“Yes, we shall see.”

David looked down and tipped his wife’s
chin. “Would you have her? If it’s true, I mean?”

Cecilia cocked her head with a gentle smile
as the child in her womb fluttered. “Knowing me as you do, I would
have thought the answer to that would be obvious. She’ll come to
live with us, and we will raise her as our own.”

“Love, I can’t believe you would be that
agreeable, for I would not.”

“Oh, I think you would. The child cannot
help the circumstances of her birth. She’s blameless. Besides, I
know only too well what it is like to grow up pretty much alone. If
it’s within my power, I would not let that life befall an innocent
child, not when there is a choice to be made. She will come and
live with us. We’ve always wanted a little girl, and now it looks
like we have one.”

“But this is not the way I wanted it to be.
I wanted your daughter and mine…a girl that we made together—not
some London whore’s.”

Cecilia bristled. “David, I
don’t ever want to
hear you say that again. For God’s sake, the woman is dying. Who
knows what forces led her to make the choices she’s made. It’s only
by birth and the grace of God that I didn’t walk in her shoes.
Women make choices for many reasons.”

“You know what I meant. You’ve taken it
wrong.”

“No, I didn’t take it wrong. If you didn’t
want to reproduce with a woman like her, then you should have kept
your trousers zipped. After all the work I’ve done at Hannah’s
House, I know these women, and I know they have feelings and
desires just like anyone else. They don’t choose a life of sex,
drugs, and prostitution because they think it’s glamorous.”

He pulled her closer. “I’m sorry, love. I
know you’re right, it’s just that a man doesn’t think like
that.”

“Yes, how very well I know,” Cecilia said as
she slipped out of his arms and rose from their bed. “It’s late.
Let’s get up and get dressed for the day.”

After a silent breakfast, David left his
wife with a kiss and a grim smile and followed Fitzwilliam to his
study. Apprehension weighed heavily upon him as they walked the
long familiar corridor, and though the burden was heavy, he took
comfort in the knowledge that his wife understood and supported
him. But then, that had always been the way it was between them.
Their love was a strong one. She understood him better than anyone
else, including his brother.

When they came to their destination, they
entered the office and closed the door with a resounding click.
Taking a seat, Fitzwilliam asked, “How are you this morning? You
look as if you didn’t sleep well.”

“Look as if I didn’t sleep well?” David
rolled his eyes and looked at his brother incredulously. “That
would be an understatement. How do you think I am? This young girl
appears out of the hind foot of nowhere, claiming to be my
daughter, and I’m supposed to be all cheery as if some miraculous
event has occurred?”

“Yes, well, I get your point, but we might
as well look at things analytically.” Fitzwilliam reached into his
desk drawer and pulled out a file folder, carefully opening it and
taking out several documents.

“You remember Cybil Oxmoore, don’t you?”

“She’s a part of this, too?”

“Cybil is now a social worker. She was the
caseworker who contacted me at Pemberley. This is her report. Dana,
that’s the child’s name, had missed several days of school, so
Child Protective Services was contacted, as school officials had
already suspected some sort of abuse was taking place within the
home. Dana had often come to school hungry, poorly dressed, and
sometimes with bruises. I want you to read the report, and then we
can discuss it. Also, here is Dana’s birth certificate, a copy of
the report on her academic progress, and a copy of my and William’s
DNA test results matched against hers. Notice it has William as a
relative, but me as a possible father.” Fitzwilliam handed the
papers to his brother and carefully watched him.

David took the offered documents and placed
them in his lap. Then he picked up the first one and opened it.
Reading through Cybil’s report, his stomach lurched, and he thought
he might lose his breakfast as he read of rats throughout the flat,
even finding one dead in the toilet. Roaches had been everywhere,
even in their beds, as the stains of droppings were scattered about
the sheets, and Sandra had fleabite marks on her body. Only the
small room in which the child was found huddled with her mother had
any semblance of order. He continued reading the second, then the
third, and finally the fourth page. When he glanced up, fire flew
from his eyes.

“Stuart Hampton? Lord Westbury?”

Fitzwilliam nodded.

“He lived with them?”

“That’s right, he moved Sandra in with him
when Dana was about nine months old, and apparently they lived a
wild life, throwing outlandish parties. Sources told me that
alcohol and drugs flowed freely, but when Sandra began to get sick
and unable to keep up with Westbury’s lifestyle, he became abusive
and cruel, repeatedly mocking her and her child. Neighbors reported
that Sandra often had a black eye, and that Dana had a handprint on
her face. Stuart’s been questioned about the bruises on both Sandra
and Dana, but he has denied everything. He says Sandra was clumsy,
and that she is the one who struck Dana. However, Dana has told
Emily and Elizabeth that he was, in fact, the one who did those
things. But there’s more. Read on.”

David read the fifth and
sixth page, and then looked up. “So he moved her into the East End and
left her there to rot.”

“Yes, they moved often until about six
months ago, when he abandoned them in that dump where I found them.
Sandra had been sick for the last year, but it wasn’t until about
six months ago that she was diagnosed with diffuse large B-cell
lymphoma leukemia.”

“And so he abandoned her to
poverty.”

“Yes.”

“But I thought she had
AIDS?”

“She does, but that
is not what she is
dying from.”

“Is the child HIV
positive?”

“No, she’s fine. I had her thoroughly
checked out, but she has other problems. Read on.”

David picked up the school report and turned
the page. A serious frown slowly spread across his countenance as
he read, flipping the page and continuing until he reached the end.
“Fitzwilliam, this child is seriously behind. She barely reads and
doesn’t know her numbers or how to count. She’s six years old.
These things should be mastered by now.”

“Yes, she needs help. Elizabeth and Mrs.
Margoles have begun working with her, and she is improving. I think
her problems stem from lack of motivation and an unstable home life
more than anything else.”

Next David looked over the birth certificate
and DNA report. He drew in a deep breath. “I’ve called my personal
physician. I have an appointment at hospital in about two hours.
I’ll see how mine compares. If it’s a match, well, I’ll take full
responsibility for the child.”

“David, it’ll be a match.
Of that, I’m certain, but I’m glad you’re going through with it, as
it will strengthen our case for custody.”

“I hadn’t thought about it in those terms.
That’s not why I’m doing it. I’m not as completely accepting of
this as you are, but if it is, well, as I said, I’ll do my
duty.”

“How does Cecilia feel about that?”

“We talked briefly this morning, and she is
in agreement.”

“Very well, let’s find the ladies.”

 


~*~

 


Cecilia entered the drawing room with
Elizabeth and moved over to the window, gazing out at the children
taking their morning exercise in the gardens. “Lizzy,” she said
quietly, “tell me everything you know about Dana Hamilton. Do you
believe she’s David’s daughter?”

Elizabeth released a long breath. “So you
know about Dana.”

“Yes.” Cecilia turned and caught her
friend’s gaze. “I couldn’t sleep this morning, so I went to the
nursery to see my boys and that’s when I saw her, but I didn’t find
out who she was until I talked with David. Apparently that’s why
you called us here, isn’t it? You could have told me last night,
you know. You didn’t have to let me walk into this blind. Why
didn’t you tell me?”

“Celia, please, come and take a seat and
have a cup of tea. I’ll explain everything I know, but about last
night…Celia, it was late, and you looked so tired. I didn’t…well, I
didn’t think it was best, and I didn’t want to open this can of
worms until Fitzwilliam and David had talked. Please try to
understand,” Elizabeth implored as she poured two cups and set one
aside for her friend.

“All right. Fair enough.
But now I want to know everything you know. Don’t coddle me, Lizzy.”

Cecilia moved to the sofa and sat beside
Elizabeth.

“No one can coddle you, Celia, and yes, you
have the right to know it all. I’ll give you the facts as I know
them.”

Cecilia arched a brow and picked up her
teacup, putting it to her lips as Elizabeth talked, repeating the
story Fitzwilliam had relayed to her. Elizabeth also told Cecilia
her feelings on the child and her situation. When she had finished,
Cecilia had several questions.

“Lizzy, you’re telling me that this man used
this woman, had drug parties with her, and then left her when she
became sick? Is no one going to call him on the carpet for the way
he let those two live?”

“That was my reaction, too, but Sandra is
too sick to press charges and there is no physical evidence that he
beat Dana, only accusations that he slapped her.”

“Lizzy, from what you’ve told me, there is
far more than mere accusations.”

“Well, yes, but there are other things to
consider. He is among the peerage. Fitzwilliam feels it’s not worth
the scandal to drag our name into it. He thinks it would be worse
for Dana if we make it public. However, he did promise me that he
would see if there was something that might be done, something more
discreet. But I don’t know if anything will come of it.”

“Well, I disagree. I think this thing needs
to be brought before the authorities and prosecuted.”

“I feel that way, too, but Fitzwilliam has
asked me to trust him, and I learned a long time ago to do just
that.” Elizabeth hesitated. “Celia, I’m asking you to trust him
too…to trust both of us.”

“Well, since you put it that way, I guess I
have no choice, and if Sandra’s too sick to press charges, then I
guess there’s nothing we can do about it anyway.” Cecilia paused
and sipped her tea. “You said her academic performance is poor. Is
it from lack of motivation or ability?”

“It’s not from lack of ability. She learns
quickly. I suspect it’s from neglect.”

“Well then, when we get back to Carlton,
I’ll increase Nore’s salary and have our governess function
exclusively as tutor for Dana. Nore does a fantastic job teaching
the boys, but if we have to, I’ll hire a schoolmistress. Dana will
be in the schoolroom with her brothers, and I want her on grade
level as quickly as possible so that in the fall things can
progress at the pace already in place.”

“So you are accepting this without any
reservations?”

“Oh, I never said there were no
reservations. I have plenty of them. It’s not easy for me to accept
the fact that another woman has given my husband a daughter—the
daughter he’s always wanted. But it’s not the child’s fault.”

“Nor is it yours. You have told David that
this is the last child, I presume?”

“Yes.” Cecilia set her cup aside. “I’ve told
him.”

“And how did he take it.”

“Not very well. He still had hope for one
last pregnancy and a daughter.”

“But he surely understands
that each pregnancy puts you
at greater risk. Dr. Adams told you not to become
pregnant with this one. Surely David is not that
unreasonable.”

“He doesn’t know,” Cecilia
whispered as she looked off to the side, unable to face the
questioning eyes staring at her.

“What do you mean he doesn’t know? You
didn’t tell him? Cecilia, you know better than to keep such a
secret.”

“Lizzy, I couldn’t tell him when he kept
going on and on about the next time. I just couldn’t do it.”

“So you’ll risk your life to give him what
he wants.”

“Don’t put it like that. I
love him, and he has been very good to me. David is a natural
father. He takes James and Davie out with him whenever he goes into
the fields, and he patiently explains everything about the
plantation and our business. He tells them about their heritage and
they horse around and wrestle on the ground. Then, just like you
and Fitzwilliam, we have our family time each night where David
reads to the boys.” Cecilia poured another cup of tea and looked
her friend directly in the eye. “I just didn’t have the heart to
tell him there would be no little girl, and now I don’t have to. We
have our daughter—and yes, she will become my daughter, too. Besides, I’m four
months along, and so far there is no sign of—”

“But your uterus is weak.
You almost had to have a hysterectomy last time. What’s to say you
won’t rupture?”

“Relax, Lizzy, I’m having another C-section.
As long as I don’t go into labor, I’m fine. I’ll have this baby,
and then I’ll have my tubes tied and life will go on. David knows
the importance of my not going into labor.”

“Still, he doesn’t understand why, and it’s
not right to keep the seriousness of this from him. David doesn’t
have the big picture. He thinks it’s because you had an emergency
C-section last time. Celia, he needs to know the risk you’re taking
for him. If something happens, you could bleed to death.”

“I am well aware of that, and I’m going to
be fine, Lizzy. Nothing is going to happen.” Cecilia smiled and
shook her head. “We will have four beautiful sons, and soon we’ll
have one lovely daughter. Our family will be complete.”

“Please, Celia, please tell him. That way he
can take extra good care of you. You need pampering.”

“Lizzy.” Cecilia set her cup down. “He dotes
on me now. Can you imagine what he would do if he knew I was at
risk? He wouldn’t leave me alone, and I still want my independence.
Really, I will be fine. Now let’s discuss something else. How are
Jack and Jill and the pups doing?”

“Oh, my goodness!” Elizabeth’s hand flew to
her mouth.

“What’s wrong?” Cecilia reached for her
friend’s hand in concern.

“Nothing—it’s just that I promised Dana her
pick of the litter, and I forgot all about it. She must think I’m
terrible to go back on my word.”

Fitzwilliam’s rich laughter resounded as he
and David walked through the drawing room door. “No, she won’t.
It’s been quite chaotic around here for the last few days. Emily
spoke to me about it this morning, and I told her they could see
the puppies after their morning break which,” Fitzwilliam said,
glancing at his watch, “should be right about right now, so why
don’t we go and get the girls?”

David walked forward and put his arm around
his wife as she stood to greet him. “You and Elizabeth go ahead. I
need to be on my way to St. Thomas’. Care to join me, love?” David
asked, turning to his wife.

“Yes, I think I will. Excuse us, Lizzy,”
Cecilia said with a smile.

“That’s fine. You two run along. You can
meet Dana later.”

“I’d prefer that. Cecilia and I need to talk
further, and I want the test results back before any meeting
occurs.”

“Well then, we will see you when you
return,” Fitzwilliam said as David and Cecilia left the room.

Once they were alone, Fitzwilliam told his
wife all that he and his brother had discussed before they, too,
left to find the girls and take them out to the kennels.

 


~*~

 


Dana and Emily walked hand in hand through
the spring gardens, picking a flower every now and then as they
strolled along. When they came to an old stone bench, they took a
seat and stopped to talk.

“Well, what do you think of James and Davie?
Dreadfully ill-mannered, don’t you think? And Alex and George seem
to join them in mischief whenever they are here or we are there.
Really, I don’t know what is wrong with those two.”

Dana laughed. “I don’t mind them. I think
they are rather funny. James was quite surprised when I wasn’t
afraid of his rubber snake. Had it been a live rat, I might have
been, but a rubber snake is nothing.”

“Well, there are plenty of real ones at
Carlton. I nearly jumped out of my skin when one came towards me at
the edge of the swamp.”

“A swamp, really?”

“Oh, yes. At the edge of it, it looks pretty
and inviting. There are cypress knees, roots from the trees that
grow there, peeking through the green slimy water and there are
long-legged storks walking all about in the shallow marshes.
Turtles and baby alligators are often sunning on old logs,” Emily
said. “I’ve even seen a large one. It was horrible. There are all
kinds of strange animals and plants at Carlton. But you don’t go
into the swamp. It’s dark and dangerous and the trees are ugly.
I’ve heard tales from Aunt Ruby, the housekeeper, and Tuwanda, the
cook, that slaves used to escape into the swamp and disappear
forever. Ruby said ‘the gators got ‘em’. She says the swamp is
filled with ghosts from long ago. She calls them spooks.

“And then, if that isn’t enough, there is
the swamp hag! She’s horrid, from what I’ve been told, and eats
little children! But I think Aunt Ruby tells us those sorts of
things to make sure we never go into the swamp, though she needn’t
worry about me. I would never go into that creepy-looking place.
The water may look like a pretty green velvety rug, but it’s
deceptive and filled with snakes—live ones, too. It’s scary.”

“Scary…I like scary. Do you visit
often?”

“Yes, we go twice a year, and they come here
once, usually at Christmas when the ground is covered in snow,
something they never have.” Emily tilted her head. “I do hope we
will go to Pemberley while you are here. There is so much more to
do there than here. I love the gardens, and our woods are safe, not
at all like Carlton. I have a special rose garden there. It used to
be Grandmother Darcy’s, only now it’s Daddy’s and mine. We tend it.
It’s called ‘the Pemberley Rose,’ and Daddy says it’s magic.” Emily
smiled. “Pemberley is beautiful. My dad and your dad and Auntie
Georgiana grew up there.”

“Who is she…Auntie Georgiana?”

“Oh, she’s my Aunt Georgiana, Daddy’s
sister. She lives at Longbourn in Tennessee.”

“Longbourn in Tennessee…America?”

“Yes. Longbourn in America. It’s a farm. You
would like it there, too. It’s really cool. They have all sorts of
animals and the woods are delightful. Auntie Georgiana has two twin
girls and a baby girl. She and Uncle Joseph are very good to us,
and I absolutely love the farm. It’s like Pemberley.”

“Tell me about Pemberley. I’ve never heard
of it. What is it like?”

“Well, it’s really our main
home,” Emily said. “We’re only in London on special occasions, like
when Mum teaches at Kings College. All other times we’re at
Pemberley.” Emily tilted her head to think about it. “Umm…what is
it really like? Well, Pemberley is very grand, much nicer than
Darcy House. It has beautiful gardens and plenty of places to
discover and call your own. My mum and dad like the cove,
which is very
nice. They have a cabin there, and we often go for a weekend
holiday during the summer to play and for Mum and Dad to relax. It
has a large waterfall with a natural pool where we swim. But my
special place is the hole in the hedgerow. It’s like a Hobbit’s
hole—my very own secret place where I go to be alone and think.
Alex doesn’t even know about it. Every girl needs a secret place.
I’ll show it to you if we go there.”

“I’d like that…a secret
place. I’ve always wanted a secret place…a place of my very own. A
place to hide. It reminds me of Alice in
Wonderland.”

“Well then, you shall see
mine, and if you get to live with us, it will be ours
together.”

Dana smiled as she tickled her nose with a
daffodil. “I would like that very much.”

While they talked, Dana thought about the
secret place. All of her life she had longed for a place to belong,
a place where she could escape into a world where no one was
fighting, where there were no angry words and no one cried, a place
where it was safe and warm and no one tried to hurt you. Yes, a
secret place. Dana longed for a secret place all of her own. She
looked at Emily and smiled as she listened to her cousin chatter
on.

Suddenly both girls were alerted to the
sound of approaching footsteps. They glanced in the direction of
the house to see Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam coming through the
English ivy arbor.

“Girls, would you like to see the puppies?”
Elizabeth asked.

“Oh, Mummy, yes we would!” Emily exclaimed.
“Come Dana, let’s go and see Jill’s babies. They are so cute.
Mummy, can Dana pick one today?”

“Yes, I thought that might be what we would
do,” Elizabeth replied.

“Come along. Let’s go,” Fitzwilliam
interjected.

The girls rose from the bench and followed
Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth through the garden paths along the back
of the house to a rather large fenced area. Fitzwilliam unlocked
the gate, and they all entered. Jill came through the hole in the
doghouse door to greet them, her tail wagging as she shook her head
and flapped her long ears. Elizabeth bent low and rubbed Jill’s
head before she opened the door to the doghouse. Inside were ten
very energetic black and tans eager for attention. Emily dropped to
her knees and the puppies came out and covered her, licking and
frolicking as they danced about with puppy yelps, turning every now
and then to fight with one another. Dana looked on with a gentle
smile, but what caught her eye was the dog to the left.

She pointed and asked, “Who is that
one?”

“That one over there?” Fitzwilliam
responded. “That’s Ellie. She’s from the last litter.”

“Why is she alone?”

“Because,” Emily piped up, “nobody wants
her.”

“But why would no one want her?”

“Because she’s a misfit. Look at her. She’s
a runt, and nobody wants a runt.”

“I do,” Dana whispered. “I want her.”

“But why…whatever for? She’s not nearly as
pretty as any of these, and her back leg is crooked. The vet says
she should be put away, but Mum wouldn’t allow it.”

Ellie must have sensed they were talking
about her, because she came and sat at Dana’s feet, gently looking
up, and, as if claiming her new master, her long wet tongue slipped
out and licked Dana’s hand, causing Dana to giggle. She bent down
and kissed Ellie, and then stroked her head between her long black
ears.

“I want her,” Dana whispered. “I want her
because she needs me. She will be my special friend.” Dana stood
and dusted her knees off.

“Well, if that is your choice, then Ellie is
yours. We named her Eleanor,” Fitzwilliam said.

“Eleanor Rigby. It’s a fitting name.”

“How do you know that name?” Elizabeth
asked.

“It’s a Beatles song. My
mum loves the Beatles, and I used to listen to her music. No one
wanted Eleanor Rigby either, but I want this Eleanor.”

Ellie leapt up on Dana as the girl rubbed
the dog’s head, stroking her long ears. Dana smiled gently at the
dog so eager to be loved, and Ellie’s warm tongue against her hand
and face told Dana she had made the right choice.

“Very well then, if you want her, you shall
have her. Ellie appears to have chosen you, too. Since she is
housebroken, Wendell can bathe her, and we’ll take her inside.”

Darcy called the dog keeper over and gave
him instructions to prepare Ellie to come inside the house. She was
to have a bed placed by the fireplace in the nursery common room. A
dog in the house was not something he regularly allowed, but for
Dana, he would make an exception, as it appeared that the girl and
the dog both needed one another.


Chapter 7

 


 


Rounding the curve to the Darcy Foundation
AIDS Hospice, David pulled into the shaded parking space reserved
for the Darcy family members. It had been ages since he had visited
this facility. In fact, the last time he was here was nine years
ago when he had attended the dedication service with his father and
brother. Back then he never imagined he would visit it for personal
reasons, but he knew this was a moment he had to face, especially
since Fitzwilliam had been adamant about it. It appeared that
Sandra had unfinished business with him, and the thought of it made
him ill. Anxiety over what awaited him crawled up his back like a
cold snake; he knew Westbury did not bear the sole responsibility
for Sandra’s present circumstances. No matter how he tried to
justify it, he had used her, even if it was for a fee.

He sighed deeply and glanced at his wife,
the mother of his three sons and pregnant with his fourth. Would he
have married her—the woman he loved more than his own life, had he
known of Sandra’s pregnancy? He shook his head and pulled the key
from the ignition.

David helped Cecilia out of the car, and in
total silence they walked up the steps to the front lobby entrance
together. The ride from St. Thomas’ had been stifling. Cecilia had
not spoken two words to him, but what could he really have expected
her to say? All she had said when he had asked if this would create
a problem in their society circles had been, ‘Do you think I really
care?’ He had to smile at her response. For all the years he’d
known her, his wife had been her own person, and people either took
her as she was or left her alone. But this was different. Would the
people of Lowcountry accept this child, if she were indeed his
daughter, or would she be rejected, causing more talk, and would
that rejection have repercussions for his sons? As they entered the
lift and he pressed the button for the fourth floor, he
contemplated the meaning of it all.

The lift’s door opened, and
as they stepped out, David froze. Cybil Oxmoore stood at the
nurses’ station. An uncomfortable sensation swept over him. Would
Monica, Nicky, and Leslie be here too, making his trip into the
past complete? He closed his eyes and breathed deeply.
…Darcy, get a hold of yourself, man.

As he and Cecilia approached, Cybil glanced
up from the chart she was reading and smiled.

“David, it’s good to see you again. It’s
been a while. How have you been?…Aha, I can see how you’ve been.”
She eyed Cecilia closely and smiled. “This must be your wife.”

“Yes, she is. Miss Oxmoore…I presume it is
still Miss Oxmoore?”

“Yes, it is,” Cybil said wryly. “I’ve not
married yet.”

“Well, then, Miss Oxmoore, allow me to
introduce my wife, Mrs. Cecilia Darcy.”

Cybil reached forth and shook Cecilia’s
hand. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Mrs. Darcy. Let me
assure you the reputation of your beauty has not been exaggerated.
We were all quite undone when we learnt that the bachelor of
bachelors had been caught. We never thought he would marry, but now
that I’ve met you, I can understand why,” Cybil said with a coy
twist to her lips.

“The pleasure is mine, Miss Oxmoore,”
Cecilia returned, her eyes never leaving the woman in front of her
as she spoke, making David more uncomfortable than ever.

“Yes, well, I’m here to see Sandra. I
presume that is why you are here also?” David asked.

“Actually, it is. I’ve just seen her and
left her resting. She is very weak, but I needed her signature on
the papers I’m filing later this afternoon. She has surrendered her
parental rights to your brother. He is to have full legal custody
of Dana.”

“Might I have a word with you about
that?”

“Sure, if you wish it.”

“I wish it. Let’s go to the private office
on this floor.”

David led the way while Cybil and his wife
followed. Once inside, he closed the door and offered Cybil and
Cecilia a seat.

Taking his seat behind the desk, he began.
“Cybil, I’ve come to speak with Sandra. If Dana proves to be my
daughter conclusively, I intend to take full responsibility. I will
be taking her to America. She will be my responsibility—not
Fitzwilliam’s.” He hesitated. “I will take this to court if I have
to.”

Cybil sat up straight. “I
don’t think that will be necessary. If she is your daughter, and I do believe
that she is, then you have nothing to worry about. The paperwork is
merely a legal requirement to resolve the temporary status in the
case as it stands now. You would, however, need to file a formal
request for custody and have her name changed, but there will be no
problem with your obtaining guardianship. However, I do recommend
you allow me to file this document. I’ve worked very hard to
arrange things as they are presently. Should you decide to exercise
your parental rights, then it would be a simple formality for your
brother to sign off on it, making it far less complicated than it
otherwise would be. You can go to court for the name change, and
then it will all be settled, but you will, of course, have to have
a home assessment first, which I and a colleague will
conduct.”

Cybil stopped and steepled her fingers.
“David, there is one other salient point to be made. You do not
want Sandra’s mother to discover her condition before the custody
is final. If she does, it will spell trouble. Mrs. Hamilton won’t
care about Dana, but she will care about your money. Trust me.
There is a reason why Sandra couldn’t go to Wiltshire. Doris
Hamilton will exploit this situation for everything she can get
from you should she discover you are Dana’s father or that your
brother is in the process of obtaining legal custody. Therefore, it
is vitally important that I continue with my course of action in
order to safeguard the child.”

“All right then. Carry on with things as
they are.”

Cybil turned to Cecilia. “Mrs. Darcy, may I
ask how you feel about this situation?”

“I’m fine with it. Events
such as this are not unknown to me. I sponsor one of the largest
homes in South Carolina for women like Miss Hamilton and I work
with many of them personally. My husband and I also support The
Greater Charleston Child’s Advocacy Center,
so I do know what I am getting myself into. My eyes are not
closed.”

“Very well, then. I’m
familiar with the American Children’s Advocacy Centers, so I’m very
glad to hear of your involvement. Now if you will excuse me, I have
a job to do.”

Cybil rose to leave, but before she could,
David called out. “Cybil, I would like to speak with you further,”
he said and then turned to his wife. “Cecilia, love, will you
excuse us? I need to have a private word with Miss Oxmoore. Let me
escort you out. Excuse us, Miss Oxmoore, I’ll be right back.”

David took Cecilia to the nurses’ station
and requested a carton of orange juice for her. Realizing she was
as uncomfortable with this situation as he was, he sat with her for
a moment and explained.

“Love, I know this is awkward for you. It’s
bloody hell awkward for me, too, but please bear with me. I have
some things that I have to know—must know, and Cybil may not be
frank with me if you are present. We’ll discuss this on our way
back to Darcy House.”

Cecilia took his hand in hers. “David, I
know this is painful. I can see it in your face. I’m your wife, and
I want you to know I stand with you—not against you. I, too, have a
dark past, remember?” she prodded with a soft smile.

“You’re more of a woman
than I deserve. I don’t know of many that would be as amenable to
this as you are. It’s one of the many reasons I love you, Mrs.
Darcy.”

“I know.” She squeezed his
hand and smiled warmly. “Now, go on. We’ll talk about it later…and
David.”

“Yes?”

“I love you, too.”

David rose from his seat and gave her a
smile of gratitude. He would have liked to have given her a kiss
right then and there, but they were not alone, and he needed to get
on with things, so he left Cecilia in the sitting area sipping her
orange juice and reading a magazine while he returned to the
private office.

Entering the office, he closed the door and
rounded the desk, taking his seat across from Cybil, who sat
opposite him with her legs crossed and her skirt pulled just a
little too far up for his liking. But he ignored it, focusing on
her face.

“Cybil, before I go in to see Sandra, I want
to know everything you know from the time she fell pregnant to the
present.”

“Do you really want to know?”

“Obviously I want to know, or I wouldn’t
have asked.”

“Fair enough then. Do you mind if I
smoke?”

“No, not at all.”

Cybil pulled out a
cigarette and lit it. Blowing out a stream of smoke, she began. “It
was about seven years ago around this time of year when I got a
call from Sandra. She had seen your engagement announcement
in The Sunday Times and was quite upset about it, as I remember. She prattled on
and on, sobbing into the phone. I could hardly make her out at
times. But I did know that she had missed work and that Jason was
threatening to sack her. So, as her best friend at the time, I
called ‘round.”

Cybil took another draw on
her cigarette as she took David back seven years. “At first, she
wouldn’t let me into her flat, but when I finally gained entrance,
I discovered a distraught woman clinging to the society pages of
the newspaper and a copy of GQ
Magazine, crying
uncontrollably. I helped her up and got her face washed, and then,
after a little probing, I learnt she was pregnant, and she
named you as the
father. I’ll admit I was quite shocked she’d gone off her pills,
but then I remembered she had been having complications with them.
Only I did think she would have had the good sense to use some
protection, unless, of course, this was a planned event, but that’s
only conjecture on my part.” She paused and flicked her
ashes.

David stared stoned-faced,
his expression as cold as ice. …Planned
event? It bloody well better not have been…

“Nevertheless, I tried to
talk her into an abortion, but she refused. Jason, of course, did
sack her. I mean, he couldn’t very well have a pregnant exotic
dancer, now could he? Anyway, Sandra eventually moved in with me,
and I took care of her until after Dana was born. And then she
moved on with her life. That’s basically it.”

“Cybil, I hardly know what to say.” David
shook his head. “What happened to bring her down to where she is
now?”

“Really, David, you do live a privileged
life, don’t you?” Cybil smirked. “I should think it obvious. We
were dancers at the Pink Palace. What usually befalls girls like
us? She did the only thing she knew to do. She became Lord
Westbury’s mistress.”

“But you found a way out, a way to make a
respectable life.”

“Yes, well, but then my
circumstances were not quite the same as the others, now were they?
I knew another way of life. I am the daughter of an English baron
and come from a respectable family, after all. I had attended
Windsor and Oxford before I threw it all away, but not Sandra. She
was lower born. All she had was her looks and her
talents, if you know what
I mean. And you know how provocative she was, though I tried to work with
her—convince her to do something with her life, even before she
fell pregnant, but no, she held on to that sliver of hope—hope that
somehow hers would be a Cinderella story. She really thought that
article in GQ Magazine was meant for her. But I
knew better.” Cybil smirked. “She was in love with you, you know.
We all were, actually, but she more than the rest of us. I don’t
believe she ever got over it. You seem to have that effect on
women. I can tell your wife loves you very much. What is this…your
second or third child?”

“Fourth.”

“Well, I never keep up with
that sort of thing,” Cybil said. “Anyway, back to Sandra. We all
warned her to leave you alone. We told her it was
not in her best interests
to hold on to hope, but she wouldn’t hear of it. All you had to do
was ring her up, and she was there at your beck and call, dropping
everything for you, but then you knew how to please a lady, and
Sandra was hopelessly taken by your abilities.”

Cybil laughed and tossed her shoulder-length
red bob. “Umm…my body tightens at the memory of what you were like
in bed. The man who could take us to paradise with a single touch,
the man with the slow, deliberate hand. That’s what we called you.
You definitely knew what to do, and I bet you still do. If you’re
interested, I’ll leave you my card.”

“That’ll not be necessary.
I’m very married.
And, if you will remember, I once told you that I was
no adulterer. That still
stands.”

“Pity then,” Cybil said as
she stubbed out her cigarette. “You were the best shag I ever had.”
Cybil looked David directly in the eye and raised a brow, her lips
pursing slightly. “I seem to recall you telling me the same thing
in that very same conversation you referred to. Hmm…yes, I remember it. However,
should you ever change your mind, ring me up. You might find the
home assessment will go a little easier, and David, I’m not Sandra. I
can enjoy a good shag without those nasty complications. And I have
a good memory, too.”

She laughed a wicked laugh
as she rose to her feet and leaned in almost close enough to kiss
him. “As I recall, when we were in public school, we would sneak
out and meet. I have fond memories of those days. We used to rock
it in the back seat of your daddy’s car like the naughty teenagers
we were. My body weeps at the memory. Do you remember?”

Heat crawled up the back of
David’s neck, but not the heat of desire. He was sure she sensed it, and he was sure
the look in his eyes let her know there would be
no one night stand with
her or anyone else—ever.

Cybil laughed again and drew back. Reaching
into her purse, she pulled out a business card and placed it on the
desk. Then she turned and strolled toward the door, looking back
only once before leaving David to think on all he’d been told.

He picked up the card and looked it over
before throwing it in the trash as memories of his past flooded his
mind, memories he had thought long forgotten and forever buried.
After several minutes passed, he got up and left the office in
search of his wife.

Tension seized his chest when he found her
exactly where he had left her, still reading the same magazine. He
approached the nurses’ station and requested a bottle of water and
then returned to Cecilia and took a seat beside her.

“David, is something the matter? You look as
white as a sheet. What did that woman say?”

He sipped his water, and then reached over
and took her hand in his. “Nothing, love…nothing I care to repeat.”
David lifted Cecilia’s hand and kissed it. He felt as if he’d
entered into a nightmare, but now that it had begun, he had to
finish it.

“Love, I have to see Sandra. I don’t think
it wise for you go in, but I want you nearby. Come with me and wait
just outside the door. I’ll leave it open. I don’t want to be alone
with her, but it wouldn’t be good for you to be inside. I’ll
explain it all when we’re out of here.”

“All right.” Cecilia squeezed his hand in
reassurance. “Let’s go.”

David rose to his feet and walked back to
the nurses’ desk, requested Sandra’s room number, and then beckoned
his wife to follow him. Once they found the room, David opened the
door and slipped inside, leaving it cracked several inches. Sandra
appeared to be asleep.

David walked closer and stood at the foot of
her bed, gazing upon her gaunt form. The beautiful woman he had
known with the long blonde hair and clear blue eyes that sparkled
with life was no more. She was pale and sickly, her hair stringy
and thin, and she had aged well beyond her years.

Like a horse that had often been ridden hard
and put up wet, Sandra had been broken in both spirit and body. The
room reeked of death—with the smell of medicine, disinfectants, and
bodily fluids. Dull, drab colors were everywhere—all symbols of
life ebbing away. He wanted to go, to run, do anything but talk to
her, but something held him rooted to the floor.

Sandra’s eyes slowly opened. With great
difficulty, she mustered the strength to speak. “David, is that
you…really you? I’ve wanted you to come, and now you are here.”

“Yes, I’m here.”

She smiled a crooked smile. “Life hasn’t
been good to me, has it?”

“Sandra, I don’t know what to say.”

“Then don’t say anything. I don’t want your
pity. I’m here in this bed because of my own choices—not yours.”
She hesitated and coughed. “But…there is someone else who doesn’t
deserve to suffer because of me.” Sandra paused and looked up from
her bed. “You have a daughter.”

David nodded. “So they tell me.”

“Her name
is…Dana…Dana Darcy Hamilton.”

“You named her after
me?”

“Yes.”

A sickening feeling gripped David as he
thought back to the reports he’d read this morning…reports of rats,
fleas, and roaches, no food and no heat. How had they lived? His
child? His gut twisted in pain.

“Sandra, why didn’t you tell me you were
pregnant? I could have helped you. I would have. Why Sandra? Why
didn’t you let me know?”

Sandra shook her head and wiped a tear.
“Because you were getting married. The picture in the paper…You
seemed so happy. I just couldn’t. And then there was the fear you
would force me to do away with her. I couldn’t do that. She was all
I had…all I would ever have. If I couldn’t have you, then I would
have her.”

David winced at her words. They stung his
conscience because she was probably right. Had he known about her
pregnancy, his first reaction would have been to request an
abortion. But had she refused, he couldn’t really say what he would
have done, nor did he know for certain what he would do now.

Many thoughts ran through his mind. Would he
take her? Yes, he would, but what exactly would he do with her? A
daughter…he’d always wanted a daughter, but did he want this one?
He didn’t know what to say, so he told Sandra what would afford her
the most comfort and still remain truthful.

“Sandra, had I known, I would have taken
responsibility for the child.”

“Yes, I believe you would have.” She nodded
slowly. “I’ve done the best I could, but…” Sandra’s voice trailed
off to an inaudible whisper. “We’ve had a difficult go of it…very
hard at times. I thought I could do it alone—but I was wrong. Dana
needs a father. My baby…my precious baby…has suffered… especially
from him.”

“From whom, Sandra? Tell me.”

“Stuart. Stuart Hampton, the Earl of
Westbury.” She spat out the words as if they were bitter in her
mouth. She looked at David and weakly added, “Will you take her?
Will you protect her? Fitzwilliam said she would be taken care of.
I have to know…will you, David?”

“Yes, she’ll be taken care of. I give you my
word. She will be provided for.”

“Thank you, David. Now I can rest in peace.”
Sandra released a heavy breath and closed her eyes.

As David watched her, pity filled his heart.
It was unreasonable to think he was responsible for her life, but
he felt it just the same. Sandra had suffered, and it was, in part,
due to him. He should have followed his instincts that night and
left. Then, whatever had become of Sandra Hamilton would not have
been his fault. Instead, he’d tried to comfort her while satisfying
his own selfish need. He wanted to weep. If this child proved to be
his, as he was beginning to believe, he would provide for her. No
matter what, he was a man of his word. But there was one other
thing David had to know. He cleared his throat and spoke.

“Sandra, if you can, will you tell me about
Lord Westbury? What did he do to you?”

She sighed and opened her
eyes. “Westbury…Stuart. I hate
him, and I hope he rots in hell.”

David stepped closer. “Sandra, tell me. I
must know.”

Sandra closed her eyes and shook her head.
Tears streamed down her cheeks, soaking her pillow. “I went back to
work at Club Regency as a dancer. That, and being a gentleman’s
escort, was all I knew how to do that would pay a living wage. I
wanted to dress my daughter in the best of fashions—give her the
best of care, send her to the best of schools. I made enough money
to hire help, and we did fine.

“I entertained some of
London’s elite—earls and dukes…Members of Parliament. They paid me
well. Then I met Stuart at one of Club Regency’s private parties,
where I was dressed in the high fashion of the late Regency
period—dressed as Soffia Baddeley, one of the famous courtesans of
the past, whom he said I looked like. He was taken with me because
of her and wanted me for his own. He paid me £10,000 to perform for
his friends at one of his private parties. Then he asked me to move
in with him and be his paid mistress. I didn’t want to, but I
thought it would be a way to provide for Dana. Everything I did,
every thought I had, was for her.” Sandra looked away and wiped
another tear.

Swallowing back her pain, she returned her
gaze to David. “I told him about Dana, but he said he didn’t care.
He said he didn’t have any children of his own and wouldn’t mind
having the little Fat Cheeks along.”

“Fat cheeks?”

“Yes…that’s what he called her when he met
her. She was healthy, full of life, and she laughed and smiled. He
said he would provide for her—see to it that she had the finer
things in life and attend the best schools. Given the life I had to
offer her, I made the choice to sacrifice myself for my daughter,
and a sacrifice it was, too. Westbury was awful in bed, a brute of
a lover. He cared only for his own gratification and had me do
disgusting things—disgusting even for me. And soon I discovered he
meant none of the promises he’d made about Dana.”

“Did he know who her father was?”

“No, not at first, he didn’t, but later he
found out, and that’s when his true colors surfaced with a
vengeance. When he found out she was a Darcy, he turned vicious
against her, and began to abuse her, calling her a bastard—a
wench—cum slut in the making. He thought it great fun to make her
cry—to hurt her.”

David walked around from the foot of the bed
and stepped closer.

“In what way did he hurt her?” he asked, his
jaw clenched hard as stone.

Sandra hesitated and then looked up at
David, but said nothing as her eyes searched his. He could tell she
was fading. Fatigue was written across her features. David reached
down and took her hand in his as he gently pressed her for
answers.

“Sandra, I must know. What has he done to
you…and the child. Please tell me.”

She nodded, and with a ragged breath began.
“There were many things…many ways he hurt her, but there is one in
particular that frightened me. I will never forget that event. It
was a time which I remember clearly. We were living in Westbury on
his family estate. Dana was four years old. It had been pouring
rain for two days, and a puddle had formed in the garden. She had
apparently gone into the garden to pick flowers, and he became
furious. It seems that she pulled one of the flowers up by the
roots, dribbling dirt down her front, ruining her dress. I was on
the terrace brushing my hair when I heard Dana scream out and then
silence. This repeated several more times. I panicked, running to
the sound of my child and found Lord Westbury holding her by the
hair, forcing her head into the puddle while she gasped for breath.
When she released bubbles of air from her tiny lungs, he would jerk
her head up long enough for her to grab another breath and then
plunge her face back into the muddy water. I dropped the brush and
flew to my baby, ripping him off of her. He beat me bloody, but she
was safe.”

Sandra stopped short and caught David’s
gaze. “That’s not all. We were terrified when he had been drinking.
He would throw Dana against the wall and call her those horrible
names I told you about.” Sandra suppressed a sob as she wiped her
eyes. “The look of terror in her eyes broke my heart. Then, when I
got sick, it got worse.”

David’s ire piqued. He released her hand and
stepped away to pace the floor. A slow burn of fury began to ignite
in his heart. Running his hand through his hair, he glanced from
the bed to the door, wondering what his wife must think. Returning
his eyes to Sandra, he asked in a restrained tone, “What did he do
to her?”

With a blank stare, she said, “I don’t think
he actually violated her. I never saw any indication of that, but
one night, when he was drunk, I found him standing over her bed
naked. We got into a row about it, and he blackened both my eyes.
Dana woke up screaming, and Stuart fled the room. She was five
years old. As Dana got older, the abuse increased.” Sandra stopped
and bit back her tears. “And then there was the neglect. He moved
us out of his Knightsbridge townhouse into various flats where he
would come to stay for extended periods and then leave. In two
years, we moved six times, each time a little further away from his
identity as an earl. Stuart wanted to get rid of me, but didn’t
know quite how to do it. Often times we had nothing to eat, but I
always found a way for Dana to have something, even if it was only
a bowl of porridge.”

“Why didn’t you leave him?” David asked
incredulously as he shook his head in disbelief.

“And do what? By the time I discovered what
a muddle I was in, I was heavily in debt and addicted to heroin. My
looks were fading. I could no longer command the salary I once
had…and I was sick. I had not been feeling well for several years,
but it was in the last year that my health really took a
tumble.”

David looked on in horror. “Sandra, heroin…
How did that happen? You were never a user.”

“No,” she tossed her head back and forth,
“but life has a way of changing things. I was introduced to it at
one of the numerous parties we attended.”

“Stuart is a heroin user?”

Sandra weakly laughed, but
there was no humor in it. “Oh no, occasionally cannabis,
but never heroin. Stuart prefers brandy or
whiskey—not drugs. Heroin was my choice. The high is quicker, and
it numbs the pain…in the short term, at least. It was the only way
I could survive the dreadful jumble I had made of my life. But the
more I became addicted, the more dependent I became on him, and he
used it to his full advantage. Stuart would have me dress up in
costume as some sort of period whore—Soffia Baddeley to be
specific—the one he had originally seen me as. He has a fixation
with her. He would pass me around to his friends at the parties we
would host. I was there for their pleasure, and he derived great
fun in watching. I had to be high in order to perform. Their
groping hands were all over my body, passing me from one to the
next, each taking his turn, having a piece of me—‘a piece of
pleasure from Soffia,’ they called it. It was degrading and
demoralizing.”

Sandra blinked back tears and looked David
in the eye. “You were never like that. No, you were always kind and
good…tender and very loving when you took your pleasure. You were
the best lover I ever had. I never felt cheated or used. But not
with Stuart. He was cruel. He cared little for my pleasure or
desire, nor did I care for his.

“And that’s the way it was until I began to
get sick. Then he treated me like I was some piece of garbage—even
worse than I’ve described. His language was abusive and his fist
more so. Dana was afraid of him. She used to hide under the stairs
or in the closet, and I was afraid for her. I was sick with no
money, and my looks were gone. No one was interested in hiring me—a
sickly woman.” Her voice was bitter and filled with loathing.

“Come closer. I want you to see what he
did.”

David stepped to the bedside. Sandra pulled
up the sheet and her nightdress. As she rolled over, David recoiled
in disgust. There was a massive area of scarred burn tissue on her
back and buttocks.”

“He did that?”

“It was meant for Dana. I was boiling water
for spaghetti when he came home in a fit of rage. Whatever had set
him off was taken out on her. He flew at her in anger and called
her a stupid little bitch. Then he picked up the boiling water and
threw it at her. I stepped in front of her, shielding her from the
worst of it.”

David clenched his fist.
“That bastard…that bastard.” …I’ll get him
for this…! “No one
treats a woman like that, let alone a woman and a
child!”

“No, bastard is too nice
for him. That’s what he would call Dana.”

David’s jaw twitched, his anger brought to a
rolling boil. He’d heard enough to disgust him for a lifetime, but
there was one thing left to know. He looked pointedly at
Sandra.

“How did you come to be
where Fitzwilliam found you?”

“Yes…that slum.” She
laughed again and shook her head. “I was thrown away like
yesterday’s newspaper. As I became more of a burden and less of a
benefit, he finally moved me to that flat. He paid three months’
rent and left us with nothing to eat and no money. What little I
had was quickly gone. Neighbors looked in and did what they could,
but in Asbury Estates, everyone is poor. Stuart abandoned me to die
and my daughter to whatever fate would have become her. I shudder
to think what might have happened to her had it not been for your
brother.”

Sandra’s features lightened. “Ask me how I
know God is real.”

“How do you know, Sandra?”

“Because for the first time in my life, I
prayed. I prayed a simple prayer. I said, ‘God if you are real,
spare my daughter.’ That’s all I said. Sometime later your brother
appeared, and then I knew there really was a God, and He hears us
when we call upon Him. I know that now.” With a labored breath,
Sandra looked directly at David and spoke. “I taught Dana about God
because I wanted her life to be different from mine. I wanted her
to have the sort of stability I never had, but up until that
point…the point when I prayed for her, I hadn’t really believed,
and now I’m paying for my choices. But Dana will be spared the
curse Stuart spewed forth at her—something about my ancestors,
though I don’t know what he was talking about.”

“I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that. If
there is anything I can do—”

“Take Dana and give her your name and a
home. That’s what you can do. Fitzwilliam will take her if you
don’t, but you are her father. She belongs with you. You gave her
to me. Now I give her back to you.”

Sandra grew silent and closed her eyes. “I
loved you…I always did.” As her voice trailed off, she opened them
once again to mere slits and gazed at David. She spoke yet again
with a labored breath. “All I ever wanted was for somebody to love
me…just to be loved…to have a family. That’s why I had Dana.” She
paused for breath and said, “David, did you ever love me, even just
a little?”

David nodded. “Yes…just a little.”

Sandra closed her eyes once more in final
sleep. David moved closer. He looked into her face and shook his
head. Sandra was no longer breathing. He lifted her hand and gave
it a pat. “I never knew, but I did care… just a little.”

He turned and walked out to where Cecilia
was waiting with a look of shock. She was clearly upset. He took
his wife’s hand in his and left for the nurses’ station.

Sandra Hamilton was dead.


Chapter 8

 


 


David and Cecilia said very little as they
made their way across the parking lot to their car. Once they were
inside, David put the key in the ignition and hesitated. Taking a
deep breath, he finally spoke.

“That was the hardest thing
I have ever done, and if it was the right thing to do, why do I
feel so terrible about it?”

“I think you know the
answer to that.”

“Yes, I suppose I do.” He glanced at his
wife. “You think I’m a cad and partly to blame, don’t you?”

She glared at him, refusing to answer, and
then looked away. A sickening feeling was beginning to emerge as
she stared out the window. Several seconds later, she
responded.

“I had no idea Sandra existed in your life
to this extent. Had I known back then that I had any competition, I
probably wouldn’t have cared, but I care now.” Cecilia turned in
his direction, her eyes searching for answers. “I care very
much.”

“Love, you never had any competition.”

“Then you lied to her, didn’t you?”

He cranked the engine and put it in
reverse.

“David, did you love her?”

“No.”

“Then why did you lie to her?”

“Why do you think?” he sarcastically bit
back.

“I don’t know,” she snapped in return.

“Because I cared
enough not to tell
her the truth. Cecilia, you heard what she said to me. How the
bloody hell could I tell her the truth? As much as I value honesty,
I guess sometimes there is a need to lie, and that was one of those
times.”

Backing out of the parking space, he turned
to leave the center and then stopped and banged his fist against
the steering wheel.

“Damn it, why didn’t she tell me? Why?”

“Probably for the same
reason you lied to her. She couldn’t tell you for fear of what you
might do and because of me. I think the one thing she never
counted on was you finding me. Had we not married, I truly believe
she would have told you. She knew she held an ace up her sleeve—a
way to keep you tied to her. It’s the gambler’s calculated
risk—only I had the royal flush with an ace high. I do feel sorry
for her, but the winner takes it all. However, you did promise to
take her daughter, so I guess we’re committed now. David, you know
I don’t mind.”

“We have forty-eight hours
before the test comes back. Can’t we at least wait until then to
discuss this?”

“You do want the little girl, don’t
you?”

“Not particularly. I said I
would take her if she’s mine. I never said anything about how I
felt about it. I’m sure she is a very lovely child, but at this
point, I don’t feel anything other than a duty to provide for
her—provided she’s actually mine. I don’t particularly
not want her, nor do I
want her. She’s just another responsibility.”

“David! How could
you!”

“Cecilia, it’s not the same as it is with
you and me. I love you. I never loved Sandra, and I don’t feel a
bond with this little girl. I’ve never even seen her, so how can I
love her?”

“We don’t have any business taking her
then.”

“Perhaps not, but then I’m not the kind to
shift my duties off on my brother. If she’s mine, then she’s my
responsibility, and it’s my duty to provide for her. If not, then
my brother can have her for all I care.”

Cecilia was shocked beyond her wildest
imaginings. How could anyone not want and love a child regardless
of her birth? She was certain from what she had heard transpire in
that room that the child belonged to her husband, and if that
assumption was correct, then the child belonged with them—and to
them.

She shifted in her seat and glanced at her
husband. This was the daughter she could not give him, but now,
with Sandra gone, this child would be hers, too. However, from the
set of her husband’s jaw, Cecilia knew there was no use talking
about it, so they sat in relative silence for the rest of the trip
until David pulled up in the front of Darcy House.

Turning off the engine, he turned to his
wife. “I’ll have to find my brother when we go inside. We need to
make the arrangements for Sandra. I think you should find
Elizabeth. Fitzwilliam and I will need time alone.”

“All right. I suppose someone must tell the
child, and I presume you do not wish to meet her that way.”

“No, let Elizabeth handle it. The girl knows
her. She will know what to say.”

“David, I can’t believe you.” Cecilia shook
her head. “You told her mother you would take care of her.”

“And I intend to do just that, but I will
handle things in my own way.” David took the keys out of the
ignition. “Now let’s go inside.”

 


~*~

 


Once they were in the foyer, David went to
find his brother while Cecilia found Elizabeth in her study,
diligently poring over a stack of papers for the term that had just
ended at Kings College. As Cecilia gently knocked on the doorjamb,
Elizabeth looked up with a smile.

“How was your outing?” Elizabeth stopped
abruptly. “Celia, is everything all right? You look pale. Cecilia!”
Elizabeth leapt to her feet and hurried around the desk, feeling
certain her friend would faint.

“I’m okay, Lizzy. I just felt a little
dizzy, that’s all. Please, just help me to that chair,” she said.
“I need to talk.”

Taking her friend by the hand, Elizabeth
guided her into a nearby chair. “You sit here. I’ll get you some
water. Do we need to get you to the hospital?” Elizabeth stepped
outside the door and signaled a servant to bring two bottles of
Perrier.

“Lizzy, a hospital cannot fix what is wrong
with me.”

“Celia, what happened at the hospital?”

As the servant returned, Elizabeth opened
the water, handing one to Cecilia, and then returned to her
seat.

“Oh, Lizzy,” Cecilia shook her head, silent
tears streaming down her face as she crossed her legs. “It wasn’t
at the hospital. It was at the hospice center. David decided to go
there after his DNA test, and well, there’s so much to tell, but
the most alarming thing is that while we were there…Miss Hamilton
passed away.” Cecilia glanced up at the ceiling as she wiped her
eyes. “Elizabeth, she died while David was visiting her. I stood
just outside the door and listened. It was terrible. I thought I
would die listening to their conversation. The things I heard…”

“Oh no! Dana. I’ll have to tell her.”

“Yes, you will, but I want to be with you
when you do. It’s high time I met this little girl. Oh, Lizzy!”
Cecilia began to cry. “David said all the right things. He even
told the poor woman that he had cared for her. He told her we would
take the child and see that she was provided for. He comforted a
dying woman, but he didn’t mean a word of it. He doesn’t even want
Dana, but he agreed to take her.”

Elizabeth was incensed. “We’ll see about
that. If he doesn’t want her, Fitzwilliam and I do!”

“No, Lizzy, even if she’s
not David’s child, I want her. She’s the daughter I can’t give him. I’ve watched
her from the window playing outside, and I know this is strange,
but she reminds me of me when I was her age. Somehow I feel drawn
to that little girl. I want to love her like my mother should have
loved me. I want her, Lizzy…I need her.”

“But what about her? She
needs a mother and a father. Fitzwilliam and I both love her.”

“And I love her, too… and
Lizzy, I’m confident that in time David will also love her. Ever
since James was born, all he has talked about has been the next
one…‘The next will be a girl.’ He’s wanted a daughter for six
years, and I’ve been unable to give him one. David needs her as
much as she needs him. He’ll discover it in time, but David needs
that time. You should see how he interacts with the boys and the
children at the advocacy center. A man who can love those children
is a good man. It’s just that this has been a terrible shock to
him.”

“Yes, I imagine it has,” Elizabeth nodded,
“but what about Dana? Her life has never been easy, and now she has
lost the only person who loved her.”

“No, that’s not right. A lot of people love
that little girl, and I’m one of them. Please, Lizzy, if David is
willing, regardless of his reasons, let me have her. I know what it
means to feel alone. I can help her.”

Elizabeth sighed and shook her head. “I
think you need her more than she needs you.”

“Then she’s mine?”

“If David wants her…then yes. And Celia, I
know David is a good man, and just perhaps, he needs her, too.”

“Oh he does, Lizzy, and she will be well
cared for. I’m not going back to work when we return to Charleston.
Dr. Adams says I must have plenty of rest. This will give me time
to get to know Dana and spend time with my boys. My mother never
cared for mothering, but I’m not like her. Besides, David is the
best business executive I’ve ever seen. He’ll do just fine without
me.”

“Well, this is not how I planned for you and
Dana to meet, but we need to tell her.”

Elizabeth’s gaze shifted to
the journal and picture book sitting on her desk. “Celia, when
we’ve finished, I want us to come back here and talk. It’s time you
learned the truth—all of it. Sandra left a journal and a photo
album, which she entitled A Book of
Memories. Dana knows of the memory book,
but not the journal, at least not the contents. The journal is
disturbing. It’s filled with all kinds of sordid and heartbreaking
details. I don’t think Dana should be allowed to see it until she’s
an adult—probably well into her twenties. I call it ‘the
confessions of a modern-day harlot,’ and Celia… it contains a lot
of detailed information about her relationship with David. She
loved him, and Dana was no accident as far as she was
concerned.”

Cecilia’s eyes narrowed. “You mean she got
pregnant on purpose?”

Elizabeth raised a brow. “That’s what she
said. She’d been planning it for close to a year, but she didn’t
conceive until after he had fallen for you, so when she discovered
she was pregnant, she stated that if she couldn’t have him, she
would at least have his child.”

“Oh, Lizzy, no! My instincts were right all
along. David will be furious.”

“Yes, but he has to be told. However, I want
you to read it first. But for now, let’s break the news to
Dana.”

Just as Elizabeth and Cecilia were about to
leave in search of the girls, Fitzwilliam and David appeared.

“Liz, David and I are on our way to make the
arrangements. I’ve got to sign a few documents at the hospice
center and then stop by and see the funeral director. Prepare the
family for the trip to Pemberley. We’ll leave first thing in the
morning. Sandra’s body will lie in state at Pemberley Chapel. I’ve
already called the vicar at Lambton Parish. Mr. Vickers will be
calling on us tomorrow afternoon around three.”

“Oh, Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth said as she
began to tear. “What am I going to say to that child?”

“You’ve already prepared her, and she did
say her goodbyes, but if you would like, I will tell her
instead.”

“No, you go on with your plans. I’ll do it.
Celia will go with me.”

David shot Cecilia a look. “I think it
unwise for you to become involved.”

“Well, I think otherwise. If she is to be my
daughter, I think I should be there.”

“As you wish.” David sighed. “I’ll see you
when I return…and Celia.” He momentarily dropped his gaze and shook
his head. Walking the few steps to his wife, he pulled her into an
embrace. “I love you. I’m numb, and I’m cold, but not cold enough
to not need you. God only knows, Celia, how much I need you. Be
here for me when I come back.”

Tears pooled in her eyes.
“I’m always here for you. Come hell or high water, I will always be
here for you. Do you remember what you said in that
Gentlemen’s Quarterly interview so many years ago?”

David’s eyes glistened.
“I need a woman who still needs a man—a
woman who will understand me. She would have to complement me where
I am weak and allow me to be strong where I am
strong. Yes, love, I’ve never forgotten
those words, nor will I ever.” He placed his hand to the side of
her face. “Cecilia, this is one of those times when I am weak…and I
need you.” He gently stroked her face before leaning in to kiss
her.

“I’ll be here,” she said
with a quiet strength reflected in her violet-blue eyes. “The river
is wide and the waters run deep…I’ll be your rock and your
sanctuary. I love you.”

“I know.” He nodded and touched her face
before he turned and walked towards the door. Fitzwilliam looked on
before kissing his own wife goodbye and then moved to join his
brother.



~*~

 


Slowly Elizabeth and Cecilia climbed the
stairs and then turned in the direction of the family wing. Once
they reached the nursery, Elizabeth knocked lightly. When Maggie
came to the door, Elizabeth asked her to step outside.

“Maggie, where are the girls?”

“Emily and Dana are resting
on their beds. They’re listening to music—Four Seasons, I believe. It’s Miss
Dana’s favorite. Is there a problem, ma’am?”

“Yes, Miss Hamilton has
just passed away. I need to tell Dana.”

Maggie gasped. “Oh, no, Mrs. Darcy! That’s
terrible. The poor little dear. She will be devastated. Shall I get
her, ma’am?”

“Yes, please do, and have her come to the
sitting room in my chamber.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Cecilia and Elizabeth made themselves
comfortable, and five minutes later, two very somber little girls
made their way into the room. Elizabeth called Dana to come closer
while Emily stood by trembling.

Elizabeth turned to her daughter.

“Emily, you may be excused, if you
please.”

“I please not, Mother. Dana is my friend. I
am here for her.”

“Very well, then.”

Elizabeth picked Dana up and sat her in her
lap. Then she began to tell her that the time had come for her
mother to cross over to the other side of the river and that her
mother was finally at peace. The child never said a word as one
solitary tear slipped from her eye and slid down her cheek,
dropping onto Elizabeth’s arm.

Emily, however, broke into a rush of tears
and sobbed bitterly.

“It’s not fair! It’s not fair! Why did God
do this? Oh Mummy, it’s not fair! Why?”

“Come, Emily, come,” Elizabeth beckoned.

Emily rushed to her mother and fell into her
waiting arm as one circled Dana while the other embraced her
sobbing daughter.

Dana finally spoke. “It’s okay, Emily. My
mummy doesn’t hurt anymore. She’s gone to a place where the angels
will care for her. She told me it would be good and that one day
I’ll see her again. It’s okay.”

Cecilia looked on the scene tenderly, her
heart aching as memories of her own childhood came flooding back.
She also saw herself reflected in Dana’s deep blue eyes, eyes
filled with sorrow and the same sad aloofness that Cecilia knew all
too well from growing up feeling like something was missing.

 


~*~

 


At well past midnight in the confines of his
room, David slouched in an armchair near a slightly opened window
with his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. This
afternoon’s encounter with his uncle, Harvey Darcy, still stung his
ears, reminiscent of the old days when he had been in direct
conflict with his father over his lifestyle. Reaching for his
cigarettes, he took one from the pack and lit it, inhaling deeply.
Then he picked up a liter of Gentleman Jack and poured himself a
double shot.

Tomorrow they would leave for Pemberley
where they would lay Sandra to rest the day after next. He and his
brother had quarreled bitterly over Fitzwilliam’s decision to place
Sandra in the family section of the cemetery instead of the
servant’s wing where David had originally thought she would rest.
Even Uncle Harvey had taken a strong exception to this arrangement,
unwavering in his position that it would make the news sooner or
later, linking the Darcys to Sandra’s past. Harvey was livid and
let David know how he felt and what he thought about the sordid
affair. But in the end he had relented, as Fitzwilliam’s word was
final.

David threw back the glass and took a large
gulp of the burning liquid. In nearly a thousand years of
Pemberley’s history, never had a mistress or a courtesan been laid
to rest among the Darcy family. Never—until now. It wasn’t that
there had never been a mistress in the family, for there had been
many over the years, but to the best of his knowledge, he had been
the only one known to have sired a child out of wedlock, casting a
shadow over them all—including his sons and wife, as Harvey had so
eloquently reminded him. He told him to take his daughter and leave
England for her sake, if for nothing more. David didn’t have to ask
what he meant. Dana would be famous because of her parents—but not
in a way that would flatter her.

David raised his cigarette to his lips and
took a long drag, blowing a stream of smoke into the room as he
cast a glance at his wife. Cecilia was finally sleeping peacefully.
She, too, weighed heavily on his mind. They had talked for hours,
and she had reassured him of her love and steadfastness. He was
indeed fortunate in his choice of a wife, and he didn’t know how he
would live if anything should ever happen to her. Just like the
Simon and Garfunkel song, Cecilia was his bridge over his troubled
waters, and he was well aware that she was far more understanding
than he deserved.

He lifted his glass and took a sip as he
watched the rise and fall of her breast, her hands folded and
placed on her pillow neatly tucked under her chin as she slept. She
hadn’t been resting well since they’d been in London, so after
making love to her, he had held her until he was sure she was
asleep. This pregnancy was causing her some discomfort, and though
she never complained, he sensed it just the same.

Turning his thoughts back to his present
dilemma, he gently brushed his fingers over the worn and tattered
leather-bound volumes he held in his lap. After Cecilia had read
the journal and gone through the picture album, she thought David
should see them as well. Apparently, Sandra had kept a detailed
account of her life and a book that she filled with memories of
their time together.

David picked up the picture
album first. There were old photographs of them in their heyday,
tickets torn in half from events they had attended, and clippings
from the tabloids, magazines, and newspapers, chronicling their
years together. It seemed to be complete—including the announcement
of his engagement to Cecilia, which they had placed in
The Sunday Times seven
years ago.

As David sat there, he carefully sifted
through the pictures, wondering why he had not noticed back then
that she was in love with him. Yes, he had known that she was
always available whenever he called, even breaking dates for him,
but he had not connected the dots as to why that might be. Now he
knew.

He sipped his drink and lifted a faded
photograph of them taken at the Embassy Club, an elite private club
reserved for the select few of London’s top societal circle to
which the Darcy family held a permanent membership. In the
photograph, he was smiling with his usual impish grin, but she was
gazing upon him in adoration, eyes that clearly showed deep
feelings he had ignored. He and Sandra had been captured on film
arm in arm as if they were a serious couple, and he had been
oblivious to it all.

Setting that one down, he picked up another.
This one was of him leaning against the door of his red Alfa Romeo
Spider. He was wearing a blue sweater and jeans. His hair was
windblown with a few dark curls in his eyes, and he wore that
mischievous look women had always teased him about. She was wearing
blue and black checkered leggings and an oversized blue sweatshirt.
She stood between his legs with her arms wrapped around his neck
while he held her in a loose embrace looking down into her eyes. He
looked at the picture and shook his head. Had he not known the
situation for what it was, he might have gotten the impression that
the couple in the photograph was in a meaningful relationship, too.
David sighed and shook his head as he took another sip of
whiskey.

Flipping through the pages,
he came across the article from Gentlemen’s Quarterly. His eyes
narrowed as he uncrossed his legs and sat up straight. Momentarily
setting his drink down, he picked up the article and turned it
over. Sandra had attached the piece to the cover picture of him. He
fell back in his chair and dropped the picture, letting it fall
into the book as he remembered what he had seen the last night they
were together. She had made notes in the margins of the article,
believing he had referred to her when he spoke of what he desired
in a woman. He took a deep drag from his fag and let out a stream
of smoke. He had been careless, and both his father and brother had
warned him about it. And what had he heard Aunt Ruby, their
housekeeper at Carlton, say on so many occasions? Aha, yes,
“The chickens have come home to
roost.” David dropped his head in
sorrow.

Putting that item under the rest, he picked
up another photograph of them together at a film festival. Again,
she was on his arm, looking very much in love. Then there were the
tabloid stories purporting them to be a serious couple, speculating
as to when an engagement might be announced. He remembered that
time very well. It had been over eight years ago when Fitzwilliam
had become involved with Elizabeth Bennett, the woman whom he
eventually married. His father had called them both into his
office, lecturing Fitzwilliam about duty and responsibility and
giving David one of the harshest tongue-lashings the old man had
ever dealt him. Short of the thrashings he had received in his
youth, he had never been as badly shaken as he was at that time.
That was also when David had decided to cool things with Sandra in
the public eye, though he never gave her up entirely.

He lifted his drink to his
lips and took a long, slow sip as he gazed at the
Book of Memories lying in
his lap. Now he wondered just exactly who had started those rumors of a
pending engagement, and also if Cecilia had been right. Had he
given Sandra a reason to believe they had a future together? One of
the last things Sandra had said to him was that he had been loving
and tender. Loving? Was that true? Had he been, thereby sending a
message he didn’t mean to convey?

He placed everything neatly
back in its place and closed the book of photographs, setting it
upon the side cabinet and picking up the journal entitled
Memoires of a Modern Day
Courtesan. How fitting, he thought. As he
opened it, he removed a single red rose and looked it over.
…umm I wonder which one of her many admirers gave
her this… No matter, he mused to himself as
he set it aside. He assumed the answers to all his questions lay
within the pages of this volume. Turning it to the first entry, he
took a deep breath, but before he began to read, his eyes were
diverted to a note scribbled in the side margin about the
rose. Strange, he
thought. It was for Dana. It had been given to her in the hospital
at her birth by an angel. David took a deep breath as he glanced at
it. Angel indeed,
he thought, and then returned his eyes to the narrative chronicling
Sandra’s early life.

Her mother had been an alcoholic and drug
addict who seldom held a job and lived with one man after another.
Mrs. Hamilton had been with so many men that she had no idea who
Sandra’s father was. They lived in poverty and had to move often
because they couldn’t pay the rent. Finally, when Sandra was nine
years old, she left home and moved in with her grandmother where
she lived quite comfortably for several years until her
grandmother’s death, and she was forced to return home to her
mother. However, in less than a year of life back home, Sandra knew
she could not stay. And although her grandmother had been a pious
woman, always in church, little of it had taken with her
granddaughter. Sandra, in contrast, had learned quite young how to
open doors with just a smile, and at sixteen, after they quarreled
bitterly, her mother threw her out with what few possessions she
had. Sandra left Wiltshire for London where she found her charms
carried the day. She had prospered and done quite well.

David chuckled. Yes, indeed she had.

Along with her early life,
she had recorded her life as a stripper and high-class gentlemen’s
escort—a profession where she commanded a fee of £500 an hour or
£10,000 plus expenses and gifts for a weekend. Then there was the
account of her stage and film career–Valley of Desire, The Girl Next Door, Bottoms Up,
and Blue
Paradise. David remembered those films
well. He shook his head at the explicit details revealed within the
pages of this volume. There were sordid and meticulously detailed
accounts of not only the films she’d made, but also of the men from
the aristocracy whom she had bedded, himself included.

David narrowed his eyes as he sat up and
took notice of what she’d written about him. Details were carefully
set down: details of their weekend trips, what his favorite
positions and sexual proclivities were, and especially of their
trip to Tortola Island in the Caribbean where he’d taken her on a
weeklong business trip. During the day he’d taken care of Pemberley
business. At night he’d taken care of personal business down by the
waterfall under the stars in the lagoon. Everything they
did…everything they’d said, everything they had experienced, the
intense thrills, the intense emotions, was laid out in black and
white on the written page for him to read…and relive, much of it
crass and crude, and all of it carnal. David winced. At this
moment, with his past so clearly documented before him, he was not
exactly proud of himself. He sipped his drink and glanced up,
staring out the window…thinking, pondering what he had read as he
blew a stream of smoke into the cool air.

He shook his head and thought back to the
beginning, to when they’d first met. Sandra was known on the blue
stage as the Queen of Erotica, and, at one time, she had been the
most sought-after actress in that field. It was near the end of
that career when David had met her. She had been a dancer at a
famous strip club that he frequented with some of his peerage
friends from Oxford in his final year at university. He had been
taken with her at first sight, wanting her…desiring her, and
finally having her. David trembled with a mixture of emotions as
unexpected memories flooded his mind, memories from long ago and
long forgotten. Sandra had known how to play his animal lust. He
remembered vividly how she used to wear black silk corsets with
lace thong knickers and stockings…her long blonde hair and long
sexy legs. She would give him that come-hither look, and his blood
would boil.

He began to reminisce about their first
Christmas together. Sandra had given him a very unique present that
year. She called it Santa’s Fantasy, dressed in red velvet with
white fur trim and satin bows in all the right places for him to
untie and explore. Black lace-up boots to her knees, she’d been
every man’s fantasy…every man’s dream, but that Christmas, she’d
been his. He shuddered at the memory as a rush of uncomfortable
heat crawled up his neck. He looked down and turned the page.

Admittedly, she had been his favorite, and
he had dated her more than anyone else—though he wouldn’t have
called what they shared a meaningful relationship. But, as he read
the carefully written passages, he was surprised to learn of their
affair from her perspective. She spoke of tenderness and
compassion, how he took her to the pinnacle of pleasure with a
gentle touch, stirring her deep emotions. The fact that he had
cared about her sexual pleasure and fulfillment had touched her
heart like no other.

She had loved him almost from the beginning,
although he had told her repeatedly they had no future together
other than sex. Yet she had held on, willing to take whatever he
gave her, even to the point of sharing him with the many other
women he dated. Sandra knew she was his favorite, and to that she
clung. For her, it was more than sex. She loved him.

David read about the short months when he
had dated her exclusively and how her hopes had soared. She hadn’t
exactly spread the gossip of their alleged engagement, but she had
taken great pleasure in it, hoping there was some basis to the
stories even though he had been furious about them. And when he had
broken off their public relationship, her heart had sunk, but
Sandra was resolved not to give up. She would see him any way she
could under whatever circumstances he dictated.

It was at this point that Sandra blamed his
father, thinking that had it not been for George, he might have
fallen in love with her. David released a frustrated breath. That
was not true, and he knew it, but nevertheless, she had believed
it. Sandra had been encouraged by the death of his father, hoping
that things would change now that David was free to do as he
pleased. He paused. He remembered the succession of phone calls
from her around that time, but he hadn’t returned a single one.
Shouldn’t she have taken the clue? Apparently not.

Then he came to an entry that piqued his
interest even more, causing him to sit up and take notice. David
turned the page and bristled. Shortly after he had begun to see
Cecilia, Sandra had sensed the difference in their relationship and
had made a conscious decision to go off the pill. She felt him
slipping away, but if she could, she would hang on with whatever
means possible. She was seeing only him. During the three days she
had spent at his flat, she had hoped to conceive. That confession
frosted him, but not like the next revelation. As he went on to
read about their last night together, he learned that Sandra had
purposely not told him that she thought she was ovulating. She had
been monitoring her cycle and knew the possibility of conception
was high that night. He clenched his jaw and snapped the book
shut.

She had done it on purpose. Dana was no
accident. He slowly sipped his drink and stared out into the
darkness, attempting to cool his temper. The child had been a
device to trap him, an attempt to tie him to a woman he didn’t love
or want.

After he had calmed enough to continue, he
opened the journal once more, searching for answers. What had he
done to capture her heart when he had repeatedly told her they had
no future? Scanning the pages, David pored through them, one after
the other, until he found what he sought. It was an entry
intermingled with her chronicles of her life with
Westbury—chronicles that contained some of the abuse she had spoken
of and even more that she hadn’t.

David had been the only
lover who had treated her with any consideration, she wrote, the
only man who had been good to her, and she had loved him because of
it. He was the only one who had taken the time to care. He did a double take and
read it again. He had done no such thing, and yet she’d thought he
had. They’d had fun together and he’d enjoyed her company, but he’d
only been good to her because she was good to him, and yet she had
confused his actions for affection. He inwardly groaned as he shook
his head and lifted his glass to his lips once more. He now had his
answers. But why? What about his actions could a woman confuse for
affection?

He sighed. Perhaps it had been his mother’s
influence. Because of her and what she had taught him, he had
always treated a woman like a lady, no matter who she was. He’d
been told it was part of his charm, and it was a technique that
never failed to produce the desired result when he needed female
company. Yes, he had learned at an early age how to woo a young
woman… that if he treated her well, he would never be without, but
he hadn’t meant for it to be anything more than a means to get what
he wanted. Now he had what he didn’t want—a six-year-old little
girl attached to him, one whose mother had claimed she was his
daughter. He sighed deeply as he closed the journal and set it atop
the album. He realized he had been taught good manners, but had
been left to follow them in pride and conceit, never caring for
anyone outside of his family circle. And now his pride had caught
up with him.

He gave a dry laugh as he
took another draw on his cigarette. Perhaps he should have listened
to his father and shown a little more discretion. No, it wouldn’t
have mattered. Sandra had set him up, becoming pregnant on purpose
without his knowledge or consent. He gripped the glass almost to
the breaking point. The thought of it burned him more than the Jack
Daniels he was consuming. He was incensed. Well, no matter what
Cecilia said or his brother thought, if the DNA test proved
positive, he would
decide the child’s future.

He hadn’t said the child
would live with him, only that he would provide for her. There were
boarding schools in the U.S., and if not, there certainly were in
the U.K. With dual citizenship, he could do as he wished. He didn’t
have to have her in his house. He would contemplate all his options
and decide what was in his and the child’s best interests. Neither
his wife, nor Cybil or his brother need know what his plans were
until he had
decided what they would be. Even then, it was none of their
concern.

Cybil! The thought
of her nauseated
him. Before he left for Pemberley tomorrow, he had a phone call to
make. She would not be the one to handle any legal affairs involving him or anyone
else connected to him. He wouldn’t expose her proposition and
consequent bribe per se, but he would cite personal reasons,
indicating that since they had a long history of off and on dating,
it might be wise if an unbiased, impartial party were involved.
David wanted all ties to Cybil severed. He did not wish to relive
any part of his former life with her or anyone else. He laughed at
the irony. That was exactly what this child was to him—a tie to a
memory he wanted to forget. He closed his eyes and shook his
head.

When he opened them, he glanced at the
journal, and his thoughts shifted to Lord Westbury. Based on a
hunch that he might discover a connection between Westbury’s
bizarre behavior and Sandra, David had called Gordon Blakely,
Pemberley’s top PR man, and asked him to research both of their
backgrounds. It was a suspicion derived from something Sandra had
told him before she died, something that kept gnawing at him. The
more David thought about the way Westbury had treated her, the more
his stomach twisted in knots. If his instincts proved to be right
and there was a link to that courtesan from the past, he would know
how to act. Stuart Hampton had been a thorn in the Darcy family’s
side for years. It was time to remove the thorn and settle the
score once and for all.

He looked at the journal
and Book of Memories once more, and his mind drifted to earlier in the day. David
recalled what he had said in the hospice after Sandra had passed.
Searching deep within himself, he realized that he hadn’t been
unhappy when they had been together, and he had indeed cared. He
just hadn’t been in love. He drained the contents of his glass and
set the tumbler down. He had a lot to think about as he rose from
his seat and went back to bed.


Chapter 9

 


 


The morning of the funeral dawned bitter
cold with a drizzling, intermittent rain. Off in the distance, the
sound of a helicopter could be heard hovering somewhere over
Pemberley’s grounds. Turning his attention back to the matters at
hand, Fitzwilliam held his sleeping daughter a little tighter as
she laid her head upon his shoulder, sucking her thumb, oblivious
to what was transpiring around her. It was nearly time. Reverend
Vickers was present greeting the family as they began to assemble
inside the large tent.

When the clergyman took the podium,
Fitzwilliam glanced around. As was the custom with the Darcy
family, all were present. Uncle Harvey was there along with Aunt
Susan, standing next to David and Cecilia. William Darcy had not
yet left for New York, so of course, he and Amanda with their two
sons were also there, and Benson Darcy and Cynthia had flown in
from Los Angeles with their son, Abel. Since it was the spring
calving season, Joseph was not present, but Georgiana and the girls
were there, huddled between David and Benson.

Fitzwilliam briefly closed his eyes and
breathed deeply. Except for David, they had all accepted his choice
to lay Sandra to rest in the family wing of Pemberley Cemetery,
though Harvey had only done so reluctantly, and not without first
letting Fitzwilliam know exactly how he felt about it.

His eyes moved on until they came to Dana,
the newest member of the family. She stood in front of David and
Cecilia, surrounded by her half-brothers, playing with a spring
flower she held in her hand. Finally, Fitzwilliam’s eyes rested
upon David. His brother’s face was cold and somber, like that of a
man made of stone, as he stood tall, holding a sleeping toddler.
The DNA tests had come back late last night, and David’s personal
physician had given them the results by phone. It was irrefutable.
David was Dana’s father. He had not been pleased, but Fitzwilliam
thought his brother had accepted it in good stride, or at least he
hoped so, but until this moment, David had not had any contact with
his daughter. Only Cecilia had made the effort.

Reverend Vickers concluded his sermon, and
music had begun to be played. There was a stirring in the crowd,
and once more, Fitzwilliam’s gaze fixed on Dana. Her blonde hair
blew in the gentle breeze. Her eyes were glazed over, and her face
was devoid of emotion. If he didn’t know better, he would think she
had shut down emotionally, but then she looked up at Cecilia, who
smiled and gently nodded. Dana’s eyes turned to the white vault
being lowered into the ground. At that moment, with Cecilia close
behind, Dana stepped forward and threw the flower that she had been
holding, a yellow daffodil, on top of her mother’s casket as it
sank into the dark void.

“Until we meet again, Mummy. I’ll be waiting
by the water’s edge.”

She stepped back, and Cecilia put her arm
around the little girl’s shoulder. Fitzwilliam smiled. If David
wasn’t pleased with the blood test results, Cecilia appeared
willing to make up for it.

With the funeral over, one by one the family
began to file out and walk toward their cars. As Fitzwilliam
reached his SUV, Uncle Harvey, who had been trailing behind,
finally reached him.

“Fitzwilliam, might I have a word with
you?”

“Sure. If you’ll give me a minute, I’ll put
Annie in her seat, and we can talk whilst Elizabeth settles the
others.”

After Annie was securely buckled in,
Fitzwilliam turned to his wife. “Elizabeth, if you will give us a
moment, Harvey and I need to have a private chat.”

“Go right ahead. Once the kids are in the
car, I’ll discuss my plans for the afternoon with your sister and
Cynthia and Amanda. Your cousins’ wives and I are going to have a
tea this afternoon and let the children play outside—provided that
the weather cooperates. The forecast calls for bright and sunny
skies and the temperature is supposed to rise as the rain moves
out, so we’ll see if it does. The fresh air would do the children
good.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea. I’ll
meet you in the car once Harvey and I have concluded our
business.”

After Elizabeth left, Fitzwilliam returned
his attention to his uncle. “Now, what might I do for you?”

“I’m calling a meeting for this afternoon,”
Harvey said in a somber tone. “There are a few things I wish to
discuss, primarily Lord Westbury. Another is that helicopter flying
over Pemberley. What do you know about it?”

“Nothing.” Fitzwilliam shrugged. “It’s
probably the paparazzi simply photographing the grounds for
pictures to sell. We’re featured quite often in magazines and
books, so I wouldn’t worry too much about it.”

Harvey sighed and shook his head. “With
something of this magnitude, I’m concerned—as you should be. Should
this become known, well, I don’t have to tell you what it will
mean.” Harvey paused and momentarily glanced away. “Fitzwilliam,
are you sure—absolutely sure—no one knew of your plans to bury
Sandra here today? And are you certain the funeral director knows
to keep quiet?”

“Harvey, relax.” Fitzwilliam chuckled.
“We’ve already discussed this, and yes, I’m absolutely sure no one
knows about today. I have the funeral director’s assurance that the
burial will be kept in the strictest of confidence.”

“Let us hope so. I am
finally coming to terms with all that has happened now that the
initial upset has been absorbed. It was quite a shock, but I’ve had
a chance to observe the child. We’ve even had a nice chat.
Fitzwilliam, she is a very charming little girl,” Harvey said,
“but, what I find
most striking about the girl is her strong resemblance to Anne. She
not only looks like your mother, she has Anne’s quiet spirit as
well. I want her protected and out of England as quickly as
possible. She deserves a normal life apart from her mother’s
past.”

“Uncle, protecting her is
my primary objective. Her short life has not held much joy. I hope
to rectify that. Hopefully her father will feel the
same.”

“Let’s hope so,” Harvey agreed. “Well, I see
Susan motioning for me to come. I’ll see you at lunch. We’ll
discuss this further then…and remember, I want a family council
afterwards. Carry on,” Harvey said as he clapped his nephew’s
back.
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After a brief lunch, David ensconced himself
in Pemberley’s library where he paced back and forth with a whiskey
in one hand and the reports he’d received over the course of the
last few days in the other. He had instinctively known the blood
test would validate the fear that had held his chest in its grip,
but there was nothing like having it reinforced in writing fresh
from the fax machine earlier this morning.

However, it wasn’t the blood test that had
his mind in turmoil. He dropped into a chair by the chimneypiece
and set his drink aside. David’s mind was preoccupied with Gordon
Blakely’s more relevant reports. As he contemplated what he now
knew, his temper simmered somewhere between just below savage rage
and slightly above controlled anger.

Taking first Sandra’s report from the file
folder resting in his lap, he flipped it open and began to scan the
contents one more time. His fingers traced over an image on the
page. Blakely had been able to locate Soffia Baddeley’s picture—the
courtesan Sandra had portrayed in costume at Club Regency and later
for Lord Westbury’s private parties. As David held the picture in
front of him, he shook his head. Sandra had indeed looked like her,
and with good reason. She was Sandra’s great-great-great-great
grandmother, but the saddest part about it was that the woman’s
life mirrored Sandra’s almost to perfection. Westbury must have
known that.

David turned a page and
skimmed it. Soffia Snow Baddeley had come from a modest background
and had made her living on stage, performing and exhibiting her
dance skills, and for a brief time, like Sandra, she had been one
of the most admired and beautiful women in all of London. The Duke
of Ancaster, one of Soffia’s many paramours, compared her eyes to
that of the basilisk, a mythological snake that held its victims
spellbound and caused their death. As David considered that
statement, he conceded that Sandra’s eyes could also be said to
have been seductive. Perhaps that was why he could never quite give
her up until he had met Cecilia. David shook his head and read on.
Polite society in the early 19th Century had refused to admit
that such women existed, but exist they did, and exist they
do.

Like Sandra, Soffia was
greatly desired and sought after by many of the wealthiest men in
England, but it was the first Lord Melbourne, Hampton’s direct
ancestor, who had won her heart…and her favors. David glanced up.
Lord Melbourne? That figured,
he thought, considering his own family’s history
with the first Earl of Melbourne. Still, David’s curiosity was
piqued. He sighed and read on. Soffia had eventually become Lord
Melbourne’s mistress, but then, when the Earl found himself running
out of money due to his reckless spending and gaming habits, he had
gotten rid of her in a similar manner to the way Stuart had
abandoned Sandra when she
had become a liability.

Reading further, he winced at the
description of Miss Baddeley’s life. With her looks gone and her
courtesan days over, Soffia had been forced to live with a
succession of men just to survive, bearing three children out of
the unions. David paused and glanced up, staring off into the
expanse of the room. Had he been like Lord Melbourne, a cad who had
abandoned Sandra when he was through with her, thereby selfishly
using her? He shook his head as he once more picked up the report
and began reading the tragic conclusion of Miss Baddeley’s
life.

Several years after being cast off by Lord
Melbourne, at the age of forty, she was completely abandoned by her
lovers and died in poverty, addicted to laudanum, with no one but
her theatre friends surrounding her. They had come to her aid and
pooled their money so that Soffia was comfortable in her last
hours, much like his brother had done for Sandra.

Then there was Hampton’s great grandfather.
David shook his head as he recalled what he knew of him. He had
been a swindler and a philanderer, brought down by William Darcy in
1912. That was another contention between the Darcys and
Hamptons.

Placing the first report on the side table,
David lifted the second one from his lap. Perusing its contents, he
made note that Westbury had a long history of seducing women from
his days at Oxford to the present, including Fitzwilliam’s first
real girlfriend, Stella Fitzgerald. But it was the last fifteen
years that garnered David’s full attention. Westbury had moved on
to bigger and better things. With a distinguished and varying
career as both a businessman and a highly respected member of the
House of Lords, Westbury was now following in the tradition of his
ancestors and taking mistresses from the field of high- profile and
very beautiful gentlemen’s escorts, some of them twenty years his
junior.

Also, in the tradition of his aristocratic
ancestors, he seemed to enjoy using them and throwing them away
when he was finished. Reading through the list, the names of
Westbury’s discarded mistresses were familiar to David, but what
caused him to sit up and take notice was the fact that they all had
addictions to either cocaine or heroin, and all were reported to
have dressed as period courtesans for the pleasure of Westbury and
his friends. Sandra apparently had no idea of Stuart’s proclivities
towards perversion when she had taken up with him.

David dropped the report into his lap.
Finally the pieces fell into place. Westbury had a perverse
tendency to use women he deemed of little value except for his own
twisted pleasures, and when he had discovered the link Sandra had
to the Darcys, it was an opportunity for him to strike once again
at the Darcy family.

David’s jaw tensed as he
looked at the written words on the pages. It was because of him and
a long-standing grudge that existed between the Hamptons and the
Darcys, held first from father to father and now from son to son.
David was acquainted with the game of hardball, and he knew how to
play. Though Lord Westbury was unaware of it, the game had already
begun with a call to David’s personal solicitor less than an hour
ago. If it was the last thing he did, he would break Stuart Hampton. David had the
means and the knowhow. He would even the score and put an end to
this vindictive tit-for-tat once and for all.

But his resolution for Hampton would have to
wait. His daughter was foremost in his mind at the moment. He had
promised Sandra he would provide for the girl, and he would honor
his obligations and take responsibility for his daughter—a daughter
with whom he felt no connection.

He’d been thinking about his options for
days. The more he thought about it, the more he favored his
inclination to place the child in a girls’ boarding school. She
would be afforded the best education, all of her basic needs would
be provided for, and she would want for nothing. He would see to it
that she had a very generous allowance to spend as she pleased.
After all, had that not been what gentlemen of means had done for
centuries with their illegitimate offspring? Yet, as he thought
about the reports he had just read, it pricked his conscience. If
he chose that option, what fate would he be abandoning her to? He
shook his head.

Then there was Cecilia.
She, apparently, was quite taken with the child. David knew she
would object strongly to any boarding school, even if it were the
best on two continents. If he made that choice, there would surely
be a heated argument with her, but Dana was his responsibility, not
his wife’s. Therefore, he
would decide her future. As for his brother, he
would be just as resolute with this decision as Fitzwilliam had
when it came to Sandra’s funeral. Dana was his
daughter—not Fitzwilliam’s.

His daughter. David sighed
as he ran his fingers through his hair. Try as he might, he felt
nothing for the child. He didn’t love her, but he didn’t
not love her, either. He
simply didn’t know her, and the fact that she was not his wife’s
child only complicated his feelings.

However, he did feel compassion for the
little girl, as he would for any child with her background. He had
asked for fifteen minutes alone with this girl before the scheduled
family meeting. He had figured that was all it would take, if that,
to determine what he would do.

He picked up his drink and rose to his feet.
As he paced the floor, sipping his whiskey, he heard a soft
knock.

“Enter,” he commanded.

The door slowly opened, and a young girl and
a servant entered the room. “If you please, sir, Miss Dana is
here,” said the nursemaid.

David eyed the small girl closely and gave a
curt nod to the servant. “You may leave us now.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The woman left the room and gently closed
the door, leaving the child behind. Dana appeared to take a deep
breath as she glanced at the closed door and dropped her gaze. But
then, to David’s surprise, she lifted her eyes and held his with a
firm look of determination that he thought was rather bold for a
six-year-old, especially a girl. She appeared stoic and
unflinching, as if she were challenging him. Challenging him to
what? They must have stood there for a full thirty seconds, eyes
locked, staring each other down. Finally, David signaled for her to
come forward.

For a split second, she
broke eye contact and marched over to where he stood. She sniffled
and dropped her gaze, as if unwilling to face him. David reached
down and tipped her chin with his forefinger so that once again
their eyes locked. He noted that she was indeed the spitting image
of his sister at a similar age, and that she had his mother’s
vibrant blue eyes and regal nose. It was as if Anne Darcy were
peering at him through those eyes. But there was something else
present in this little girl’s eyes. He sensed a strong will, a will
of steel. In spite of all that he had heard about her, her spirit
was unbroken and unyielding. He looked deeper into her eyes and saw
himself imprinted there upon her soul. She would not be
intimidated. He smiled inwardly. If he was to have a daughter by
anyone other than his wife, then she might as well be like him in
spirit and embodiment. …Yes…she is indeed
a Darcy…and my daughter, regardless of who her mother
was.

David nodded. “You may leave now.”

She said not a word, but turned and walked
toward the door. When she reached her destination, she hesitated
and looked back over her shoulder as she put her small hand to the
doorknob and turned the latch. Taking a deep breath, she opened it
and walked out, closing it behind her with a sharp click.

David passed his hand over
his face. She may not be the daughter he wanted, but he admired her
spirit, and like it or not, she was a Darcy. He smiled wryly. His
mind was made up. If she was going to act like him, then she might as
well be with him.
She would go to South Carolina and be raised as his
daughter.


Chapter 10

 


 


One by one, the Darcy men began to file into
the library. Harvey broke open a decanter of Port wine and poured
each man a drink. Fitzwilliam took his and walked over to the
window overlooking the garden where his cousin, Benson, stood,
watching the children at play while their mothers took tea under
the gazebo. The rain had stopped and the sun was shining brightly.
David joined his brother and cousin and also gazed out at the
ladies and children.

“Strange how time passes,
isn’t it? It wasn’t that long ago when we were out there playing
whilst our mothers watched,” David said in quiet
reflection.

“Yes, and now it’s our children and their
mothers,” Benson remarked as he turned and looked at his father.
“So, Dad, why have you called us together?”

“I think we should discuss what we need to
do about Lord Westbury,” Harvey said as he glanced between
Fitzwilliam and the others present. “We can’t allow this to pass on
our watch unchecked. If what you believe is true, he used that poor
woman and her child to goad you once again, Nephew. This feud
between you and Stuart has gone too far. Fitzwilliam, what are we
going to do about it? We simply cannot let him go. We have to do
something.”

“No,” Fitzwilliam pushed away from the
window and walked to the center of the room. “We cannot just let it
go, and we’re not going to. In fact, I’ve already taken care of
it.”

“What have you done?” William asked.

David frowned and sipped his wine.
“Fitzwilliam, did you carry through with your plans you told me
about?”

Fitzwilliam grinned and nodded. “I certainly
did.”

David only smiled and shook his head as he
lifted his glass.

“You’ve already taken care of it, and you
didn’t tell anyone? Fitzwilliam!” Harvey exclaimed.

“No, except for mentioning it to David, I
told no one, not even my wife, as I wasn’t at all certain of
success. Of course, as of this morning, Elizabeth knows everything,
but I was unwilling to offer her hope when I was so unsure of the
outcome.”

“Well, out with it! What did you do?”

“Patience, Benson. I’m
about to tell you,” Fitzwilliam said as he looked between his uncle
and curious cousins. “It was about two weeks ago whilst taking tea
at White’s that I heard through a mutual friend that four members
of the Upper Chamber were under investigation by
The Times for tabling
legislation. Now normally, I would think nothing of it, since I
know there are no effectual laws of sufficient meaning governing
the House of Lords, but
after discovering Dana and the subsequent things
that followed, I decided to make an exception and explore it a bit
further. After ringing a few well-connected friends in Parliament,
I was not surprised to learn that one of the Lords under
investigation was none other than Stuart Hampton.” He grinned.
“With this knowledge, I contacted The
Times.”

Harvey lifted his glass and smiled.
“Hum…Nephew, I’m very interested. Tell me the details.”

“Well,” Fitzwilliam said as
he began to walk the floor, “after several lengthy conversations
and much thought and careful consideration, I agreed to offer my
assistance to The Times
in their investigation. Two men who work for me
agreed to pose as lobbyists representing a shadow company that I
created. This I did in conjunction with reporters from
The Times. Together, we
formed the fictitious Norwegian company, Norseman Oil,
representing them as a competitor to our
Brit Am for the North Sea drilling rights. My two
men and three reporters met with Westbury and three other Lords on
two separate occasions, offering them £250,000 each to push through
legislation favorable to our fictitious company’s North Sea’s
drilling operation, excluding all other oil companies, including
Brit Am, from the exploration for new fields. It took some doing,
and I had to pull a lot of strings to bring everything together,
but we managed to do it with some degree of finesse.”

“You’re a genius,
Fitzwilliam! Very cunning and shrewd, just like your father. My
brother would be proud of you. Tell me, how did it go? I’m assuming
Westbury took the bait?” Harvey asked.

“Oh, he took the bait, all
right, and I have it all on tape to prove it. Westbury and his
fellow peers of the realm were secretly filmed agreeing to add
amendments to legislation for cash.” Fitzwilliam smirked. “He said,
and I quote: ‘That’s cheap for what I do,’ as if he were
doing us a favor
for a mere pittance. But Westbury received a big surprise when the
story broke this morning with a front-page account of our meetings,
and he’ll get an even bigger one when he learns just who he’s been
dealing with.” Fitzwilliam said. “The
Times has been trying to catch what they
refer to as ‘The Four Miscreant
Lords’ for some time, and without success,
I might add, until I agreed to help. They had already done most of
the work, even having established the framework for a counterfeit
company. All they needed was sufficient funds and someone with the
right connections to make it all happen—and be believable. And I
was more than happy to provide them with their bogus front. It was
a hurried-up affair, but we succeeded. The domino effect should be
immense.”

“So that’s what the hoopla
was about earlier this morning at White’s. It was you, or
rather us that set
the hare running. I’ve not seen the paper, but the whole place was
talking about it when I met a colleague for coffee before setting
out for here,” William said.

“Hum…yes, I imagine it
created quite a stir,” Fitzwilliam replied.

“That’s certainly an understatement. The
place was in uproar, but since I was in a bit of a hurry to make it
in time for the funeral, I couldn’t linger to catch the details. In
fact, I didn’t even know Lord Westbury was involved. What will
happen next? When do you plan to let him know who Norseman is?”

Fitzwilliam laughed. “I
wish I could have been there to see it, but I have heard about the
fallout. I received a phone call this morning from the
editor-in-chief. As to when it all unfolds,” Fitzwilliam shrugged
as he sipped his drink, “he’ll discover it at the same time as
everyone else—in the Sunday edition of The
Times.

“Of course, we’ll be
accused of entrapment. I’ve been told that Lord Westbury is denying
the allegations, claiming he did nothing wrong and is already
threatening to sue The
Times. We’ll be next. But it’s too late. He
and his associates are at the center of one of the most shameless,
squalid episodes of our time, and when it all comes out, he may
very well find he has precious little power and influence left and
even fewer friends.

“Lord Westbury is rumored
to have received up to £1 million a year from his
consultancies. That is how he’s financed his lavish lifestyle. And, because of the
pressure that is certain to come about from our efforts, The House
of Lords will surely have to agree to an enquiry, including a
review of those archaic procedures requiring an act of Parliament
to eject malefactors from the Upper Chamber. Yes,” Fitzwilliam
nodded, “it’s bound to send shock waves through British politics
for some time to come, and maybe even bring about real reform. I
say it’s about time.”

David stood by nursing his
drink while his brother spoke, listening but not commenting.
Finally, he weighed in. “That’s all well and good, Brother, but
never underestimate the Realm of the Lords. For centuries, they’ve
done as they damned well pleased without consequences. As for the
Upper House leadership, well, there is always an emphasis on reform
which all party leaders claim to want, but somehow it never comes
about, and what’s really galling is that, if Lord Westbury and the
others were to be
proven guilty, there is no punishment for what they’ve done. So
even if there is an enquiry into the scandal, I predict that
nothing will ever come of it. All Lord Westbury and his cronies
have to do is to stand up and humbly apologize and that is that.
Except for an act of treason in a time of war, a Lord cannot be
stripped of his title or the privileges that go along with it. And
all of you know
that. No, I will not wait for justice that will probably never
come. As per usual with the Lords, I predict this will come to
nothing. It will simply be swept under the rug.” David shifted the
drink in his hand.

“And what do
you propose to do about
it?” Harvey asked.

“I’ve been thinking about
that all morning. I have a personal vendetta to settle with the
12th Earl of Westbury, and I intend to act on it.” David released a
heavy breath and stepped forward. “I cannot let it go. I’m going to
pay him a personal visit as soon as we’re back in London. William,
Benson, will you accompany me?”

“David, I’ve got him by the
short and curlies. And I have it on good authority that Scotland
Yard is soon to become involved. Even if nothing comes of it, the
public shame and embarrassment is sufficient. His biggest weakness
is his absolutely unflinching belief that he is invincible. It will
be his undoing. There’s no need for anything else.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,
Brother. He didn’t just abuse Sandra. He abused her child—my
daughter, and he knew it. I believe he hurt them because of me, or
rather us. And I
intend to even the score.”

“How do you know this?”
Fitzwilliam asked.

“I know this because I had
Sandra’s background investigated. As you already know from her
journal, Fitzwilliam, Westbury forced her to dress up as the famous
Regency Period courtesan, Soffia Baddeley, to entertain his
aristocratic friends. He claimed she looked like this courtesan,
but what you don’t know is that, as it turns out, Soffia Baddeley
happened to be Sandra’s great grandmother from a few generations
back, and she was
also the famous mistress of Westbury’s great-great-great-great
grandfather of the same time period—the first Lord Melbourne. Yes,
the very Lord Melbourne who was caught in a scandal trying to
swindle our great grandfather, Fitzwilliam Darcy I, in a
commodities scandal during the reign of Queen Victoria. I’m willing
to bet none of you knew of that connection, did you?”

The gentlemen looked on but said not a
word.

He smiled. “I didn’t think
so,” David said. “And let us not forget the
9th Earl
of Westbury and the Marconi scandal from the summer of 1912, a
scandal much like the 12th Earl finds himself in now.
Our great grandfather, William, worked to expose
his corruption in the
House of Lords, as you are doing now, Fitzwilliam. Nor is it any
surprise that the 9th
Earl also kept a mistress, a widowed duchess. She,
at least, was treated a little better than Sandra.” David paused
and glanced about the room.

“It would seem some things
never change. What I have learned is that Lord Melbourne and Mrs.
Baddeley had the same sordid arrangement as Stuart and Sandra. And
like Lord Westbury and Sandra, when Lord Melbourne grew tired of
Mrs. Baddeley, he turned her out onto the streets of London to
starve. Westbury must have known about the connection and played it
to its fullest.” David gave a pointed look to his brother, uncle,
and cousins. “Yes, I had him investigated too. He has a fetish for
high-class gentlemen’s escorts and exotic dancers, and, after
reading Blakely’s report, I’ve been burning all morning. If you’re
interested, I’ll let any of you who would like to see it read the
report for yourself. The animosity between our two families is deep
and long- standing. He did this to get even with us. I’m convinced
of it.”

“But what does that have to do with you?”
Fitzwilliam asked. “It’s always been me, not you, he has
hated.”

“It has everything to do
with me. I’m connected to you, and his loathing runs much deeper
than simply to you. It goes all the way back to our father and
quite possibly our great-great-great-great grandfather. You know as
well as I do that when Father took control of Winthrop Publishing
after our grandfather’s death, he found it in shambles with large
sums of money missing. Father knew our grandfather’s business
partner, the 11th
Earl of Westbury, for what he was—a drunken sot
who was robbing Lord Winthrop blind. And you also know that the
House of Lords did nothing when Rupert Hampton was convicted of
embezzlement and forced to repay the money he’d stolen from
Mother’s inheritance. Ever since that time, the Hamptons have
loathed us for the embarrassment and financial loss we caused them.
Our relationship with the Hamptons has been acrimonious at the very
least, and because of it, Stuart has taken every opportunity he
could to rub your face into the ground—from Eton to Oxford—and
finally to me.

“However, seducing one’s
girlfriend does not compare with what he did to Sandra and her
child, my daughter. That crossed a line that I cannot and will not ignore. No,” he said, “I can’t let it go, and I
won’t!”

David glanced at William and Benson.
“Cousins?”

They both raised their glasses. “We’re in.
Family is family,” Benson Darcy said.

“Until then.” David raised his glass.

“Well, I guess if you’re going to confront
him, I’d better come along,” Fitzwilliam said as he, too, raised
his glass.

“Perhaps I’ll join you. Someone needs to be
there to settle things if it comes to it,” Harvey said, lifting his
glass as well. “Now, let’s join the ladies. I need to see my
grandsons and great nieces and nephews.”

They emptied their glasses and left the
library in search of their wives. For now, the matter of Lord
Westbury was set aside, but tomorrow was another day.


Chapter 11

 


 


“Dana… psst… Dana,” Emily
motioned. “Come here. You have to listen to this. Your father and
mine are talking about that horrid man. Uncle Harvey and Cousins
William and Benson are here, too.”

“Emily, we’re not supposed
to be here. We were told to go and find a book. We shouldn’t be
listening.”

“Of course we should, you ninny! How else
are we to know what’s going on? The grownups never tell us
anything. Now come here and listen.”

Both girls crouched down on the floor in the
children’s library with their heads propped in their hands and
their faces pressed against the railing as they peered down into
the main library below. Although she knew better, Dana’s avid
curiosity had her attention fixed on the man whom she now knew was
her father as he walked back and forth, speaking with her uncles
and two men she had come to know as her cousins. Her little heart
began to swell with pride as she heard her father defend both her
and her mother. As Dana and Emily watched, the men discussed their
plans.
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Benson Darcy stalked the floor, glancing
between his brother and cousin. “I’ve made a few enquiries this
morning, and I happen to know that Lord Westbury, along with Lords
Cooper-Stalwart, Uselton, Clarke, and our cousins, Edmund and
Artimus, are to take tea this afternoon at Simmons Tearoom. It’s
their usual meeting place, and fortunately for us, it’s not very
heavily frequented at that time of day, so it should allow for a
private conversation. How do you plan to proceed?” Benson asked,
looking directly at David.

“I plan to confront him
with what Sandra told me. I want to know why he debased her. What
sick and perverted pleasure did he gain from exploiting her like he
did? I also want to know how he could harm a child, and I want an
accounting for those burn scars on Sandra’s back. Then there are
the neighbors who have claimed that he used to beat her with his
fists. I want a reckoning. Any man who hits a woman is not fit to
live. If he wants to fight, I’ll give him one. Let him use his
fists on me, a man—not a woman.”

“David, I still think you should let the
House of Lords and Scotland Yard handle this. What purpose will be
served by getting into a fight and breaking things?” Fitzwilliam
asked.

“The best one I know
of—satisfaction.
But relax, Brother. It’s not my intention to start a fight. At this
point, I only want answers…and… I want to see the look on his face
when I tell him who owns Norseman Petroleum. I want to see his face
turn ashen when he learns that it was us who put him in his current
predicament. However,” David smirked, “if a fight
does occur, I’m not
opposed to finishing it. As my housekeeper, Aunt Ruby, would say,
‘We’re going to have us a Come to Jesus Meeting.’”

“I think that very unwise.
All the major newspapers are reporting the Lords Scandal daily. He’s under the
gun. Let him discover it in the paper as we originally planned. Our
involvement is to be released in the upcoming edition of
The Sunday Times. Leave
it to them,” Fitzwilliam said as he reached and poured another cup
of coffee.

“No, I want to see the look
of fear in his eyes—the look that must have surely been in my
daughter’s eyes when he struck her or threw that scalding water on
her and her mother. I want him to taste it—cold, raw fear. Let his
mouth go dry as he sees the fury burning in my eyes. And there’s
one other thing that will ice the cake. I’ve had my solicitor begin
buying up the outstanding shares in his family’s publishing
company, and I’m purchasing the debt he’s attempting to renegotiate
using his company as collateral. I’ll have it all by the end of the
day, and I want him to know what I intend to do to him. I will go
for the jugular…and I will bleed him
dry!”

“David, I had no idea you
were doing this. It’s going to cost you a fortune.”

“I don’t tell you everything, Brother, and
it’s not as much as you think. To obtain the controlling interest
is only costing me a few million pounds. I’ll buy it, reorganize
the board, and merge it with Darcy and Winthrop. It can be part of
Dana’s inheritance from me. I promised her mother I would provide
for her, and so I shall. She now has a protector.”

“A fight is coming,” Benson said with a sly
grin.

“Well, if it does, I’ll back you up,”
William Darcy said as he walked back and forth, sipping his coffee.
“I’d love nothing better than to have a piece of Artimus Dashwood
for myself. I still owe him one for the insults he paid my wife
before we were married. If he interferes, it’ll be a pleasure to
kick his arse.”

“This is a foolhardy thing to do,” Harvey
intervened. “I think Fitzwilliam is correct. Let this play out with
the Noble Lords and Scotland Yard. Take the business, if you will,
but don’t make a public scandal out of it. You know you’re going to
provoke him. In fact, you intend to,” he added, passing his hand
over his worried face.

“Noble Lords?
Noble, my arse!” Benson
cried, looking directly at his father. “David is right. They’ll do
nothing. I don’t know how it will play out, but you might pack your
black bag. Westbury may need a doctor when this is said and
done.”

“I’m an OB-GYN, not an
Emergency Medicine Specialty doctor, and I haven’t practiced in
years.”

“You’re still a physician, Dad, and in a
pinch, you’ll do,” William replied.
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As the men continued talking, Emily turned
to her friend. “Dana, is it true? Did that horrid man really throw
boiling water at you and your mum?”

Dana bobbed her head up and down. “Uh-huh,
but it hit Mum mostly, and then he would hit her with his fists,
too. I would run and hide…and cry. I would talk to God and ask him
to please help my mum.”

“Oh, Dana.” Emily reached and hugged her
friend. “You needn’t be afraid ever again. My dad and Uncle David
will make him pay.”

“Yes,” she nodded, “David Darcy—that’s my
daddy. He must have loved my mum. Did you hear what he said? He’s
going to hurt Stuart for hurting Mummy. He must have loved her. It
looked like he did in the pictures Mummy had, and he gave her this
bracelet.” Dana pulled a gold charm bracelet with a solitary
engraved heart from her pocket.

“Look. Mum had it resized for me, but I’m
only to wear it at home. She didn’t want me to lose it. It has
their initials with a squiggly line through them. I think it means
a broken heart, but I’m sure he really loved her.”

“Oh, I’m sure he did, and he loves you, too!
Did you hear him? He’s arranging for your future. Uncle David is a
very good man and loads of fun. I can’t imagine what happened, but
I’m sure he did love your mum.” Emily tilted her head and frowned.
“I think love and relationships must be very complicated. I don’t
want to have a boyfriend or ever get married.”

“What do you want to do if not marry?”

“I want to live at Pemberley always with Mum
and Dad and play in the woods. Daddy has promised me and Alex a
pony for our birthday, and I shall ride like the Queen of the Wind,
exploring everything outside and then everything elsewhere. Even in
Pemberley House there is so much to see and explore. Why, I haven’t
even seen all of the rooms yet. We never go into the tower, the
ground floor, or back wing. I believe it’s haunted, and that’s why
Mrs. Reynolds will not allow us to play there. Perhaps it’s like a
big torture chamber, you know, like we saw at the Tower of London,
only with skeletons hanging about.”

“Oh! Really!” Dana’s eyes
grew as large as saucers. “That would be really cool. I’ll help
you, and we can look for ghosts. I have what Mum called
second sight. Sometimes I
can see things that others can’t see.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really!”

About that time both girls jumped out of
their skins as they felt a sting to their bottoms. “Miss Emily
Darcy and Miss Dana, what do the two of you think you are doing?
Looking for ghosts, indeed! I sent you along to find a book for
your afternoon reading lesson, and the two of you have not yet
begun to search, have you?” With a stern look, the old matron
slapped her ruler against her hand.

“No, ma’am,” Emily sheepishly answered. “We
were…ah… detained, but we shall go straightaway. Come along, Dana.”
Emily reached for her friend’s hand as they both stood up.

“I should think the two of
you were detained—you were eavesdropping on the adults. I’ll not
have any of that. You two return to the schoolroom immediately. I
shall fetch the books myself, and if you’re not in your seats when I return, Mrs.
Darcy and Mrs. David Darcy will be informed. Now you wouldn’t want
that, would you?”

“Yes, ma’am—oh, I mean no
ma’am,” Emily replied as she latched onto Dana’s hand, backing away
slowly before both girls turned and fled in the direction of the
schoolroom, dark curls bouncing and long blonde hair flowing behind
them as they ran.
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The drive to Thomas St. in Lambeth was taken
in somber silence as they weaved in and out of traffic. Turning
onto Stainer St., David’s mind was clouded in thought as he glared
icily out the window. He could taste the bitter bile in his mouth
as his mind drifted to that day in the hospital when Sandra had
told him what her life had been like after he had left her. Men of
honor, men of power, men of privilege—they made him sick. People
like Lord Westbury lived a life above the common people and often
below common decency. They betrayed the trust people placed in
them, and it turned his stomach to think about it.

Rolling to a stop in front of Simmons
Tearoom, Harvey turned to David, snapping him out of his
semi-trance. “It’s not too late. We can still turn around and be
none the worse for the wear.”

David glanced at his uncle and smiled. “If
you don’t wish to be a part of this, you’re welcome to leave. I’ll
ring you when we’re through.”

“Get out,” Harvey sighed, shaking his head,
“I’ll park the car and be with you soon.”

The four Darcy cousins exited the BMW and
strolled through the door while Uncle Harvey pulled around back to
the universal parking area. As they entered, David made note that
the club was indeed sparsely occupied. Walking towards the dining
room reserved for the Lords of Parliament and their friends, they
were greeted by the host.

“I’m sorry, sirs, but this
room is private. Will someone be escorting you?”

Benson passed the waiter £500. “For an
escort, I think this will cover it.” He smiled with a twinkle in
his eye. “Find the owner and tell him Benson Darcy says that
regardless of whatever happens in this room, he will be fully
reimbursed, and if he keeps it quiet, he will be paid double the
amount. And lastly, see that we are not disturbed, no matter what
you hear inside.”

The man took the money and bowed, a smile
spreading across his features. “Give them one for me, sir. I have
no use for them either. They’re not even good tippers, and I shall
give Mr. Sims your message. I can assure you the authorities will
not be called. Mr. Sims is a reasonable man—especially if money is
involved. And you shall have your privacy.”

Benson smiled and tipped his head. When the
brothers entered the dining room, the six men at the table looked
up, glancing from the Darcys to the door. The sound of the
reverberating click of the latch closing contrasted sharply with
the hushed silence that fell over the room as all conversation
stopped and all eyes focused on the men before them.

Finally, Lord Westbury rose to his feet and
stepped forward, eyeing them closely, looking first from
Fitzwilliam to David and then to William and Benson. “What are you
doing here, Darcy, or should I say Darcys? I don’t recall inviting
any of you to join us.”

“No, you didn’t,” David said, “but we
thought we would call ‘round just the same.”

Lord Westbury’s eyes
narrowed sharply. “Well then, pray tell, why don’t you enlighten me
as to the reason you’ve chosen to interrupt this very
private time amongst
friends?”

Edmund Darcy snickered and Artimus Dashwood
laughed.

“Does big brother need his baby brother and
cousins to hold his hand?” Artimus ridiculed.

The six laughed, but one could have heard a
pin drop when Fitzwilliam and the cousins fell back into formation,
standing astride with their arms folded across their chests,
effectively blocking the door while David strolled forward with his
hands behind his back, coming to a stop directly in front of Lord
Westbury.

“It isn’t about Fitzwilliam
this time. It’s about me…about me and one certain
lady with whom you and I
shared a common bond. I thought that we might reason together, and
that you might enlighten
me on a few points,” David said.

“Lady? Oh, don’t bore me,
Darcy. There’s no lady between you and me, and we have nothing to talk
about.”

“Ah, I beg to differ. It
would seem to me, my lord, that you have an inflated opinion of
your self-worth. Tell me, what sick and perverted pleasure did you
gain from passing her around like a piece of meat? Did you enjoy
debasing her and frightening her little girl so that she quaked in
fear at the sight of you?”

David’s breathing was even, but his eyes
were as cold as steel.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about or
why my business is any concern of yours.”

“I’m talking about Sandra… Sandra Hamilton
and—”

“Sandra!” Westbury rolled
his eyes. “Why should you be concerned for that trollop? She was
never anything more to you than a shag. She’s hardly worth any
consideration—a worthless piece of trash, a strumpet, and not even
a very good shag
at that, if you ask me.”

“She was a person—someone
with feelings and thoughts. She was a helpless woman, struggling to
survive and raise her child, and yet you exploited her, treating
her as if she were a thing
without feelings to be used by you and then left
with a small child to die alone in squalor and filth.”

“And so you’re here to
defend her honor? My, my, how very noble of you! I suppose you would
marry her if you weren’t already married. So what shall it be,
Darcy, twenty paces at dawn or swords? You’re such a chivalrous
fool, just like your older brother. You make me want to laugh,”
Westbury mocked.

“She’s dead!”

Westbury paused as if taken aback, but then
he composed himself and cocked his brow. “Well, well, well, now
isn’t that a trip?” Westbury’s lips twisted into an insolent smirk.
“The world is finally rid of one more—”

“You worthless piece
of shit.” David
grabbed him by his shirtfront, pulling him forward until they were
nose-to-nose, and growled through gritted teeth.
“She had more value than your miserable arse will
ever have. Didn’t your mother ever teach you about common decency?
You should know better. You’re one of the Noble Lords, and yet you’re a
disgrace to the very chamber in which you sit! You sicken
me, you fucking bastard!”

David tightened his grip.
“I’ve read the report and seen the pictures of that
place where you left her
and her child to starve with no heat and no money, and I saw the
burn scars you put on her back and was told about the bruises on
her face from your fists. You animal! No gentleman
ever strikes a
lady!”

Westbury shoved his way out
of David’s grip and straightened his jacket. “Sandra? A lady? Come
now, Darcy, you and I both know she was a common hussy—your whore
and then mine,” Westbury derided. “You’re a bigger libertine than
I, so who are you to lecture me about morals when
you have the roving
morals of an alley cat?”

David’s fists tightened as Westbury laughed
in his face.

“And as for that little girl, she’ll be a
cock tease just like her mother. They come from prime stock. Like
mother, like daughter, down through the generations—Soffia… Sandra…
and finally to a Darcy bastard. Perhaps I’ll have my nephew break
in your misbegotten brat when she comes of age.”

At the sound of this, Edmund Darcy, Artimus
Dashwood, and the other three Lords all rose to their feet,
knocking over chairs as they stood back.

David clenched his teeth. Fury flew from his
eyes to his fists and finally to Westbury’s nose, making contact
with a loud pop. Blood spurted, splattering them both as Lord
Westbury crashed into the table where the three Lords had sat,
knocking it over and sending dishes and cutlery flying. David
pounced again, sending Westbury across another table. He held
nothing back as his fists pounded Lord Westbury, pelting him again
and again and again.

Westbury finally found his bearings and
slammed his fist into David’s stomach and then into his face, his
ring cutting a deep gash above David’s eye. From out of nowhere,
Artimus Dashwood hurled a chair, crashing it down on David’s back,
sending him to the floor. In an instant, William Darcy sprang like
a lethal cat, as the two cousins locked in combat. Blood sprayed
and clothes ripped. Tables were broken and drink and food were
everywhere. The three Lords and Edmund Darcy scattered, attempting
to make it to the door, but Fitzwilliam and Benson stood like stone
statues blocking the exit.

David lay sprawled on the floor while
Westbury repeatedly kicked him in the side. With the sound of
cracking ribs echoing throughout the room, Fitzwilliam wanted to
spring, but Benson held him back.

“No, it’s their fight. Only if it looks like
he will kill him will we interfere.”

Fitzwilliam gritted his
teeth. “I don’t like this. They are
killing each other as
well as tearing this whole room apart.”

“So? We’ll pay for
it.”

At that moment, David reached out and
grabbed Westbury’s foot, sending him to the floor with a loud
crash. Westbury struggled to come to his feet, but as he did, David
grabbed him by his tie and slammed his face down hard onto the
tiled floor, dropping him for good.

Westbury screamed out in pain as he held his
gushing nose. “You broke my nose! You bloody broke my nose!”

Exhausted, with his shirt tattered and
covered in blood, David rose to his feet and ground out a ragged
breath as he stood over the dazed and limp figure lying on the
floor.

“Quite literally, but your
bloody nose will be the least of you worries if you ever fuck with
me again… because, and I’m only going to say this only once,
so listen closely.
If you ever approach anyone
connected to me in any manner, so help me God, I
will make you wish you’d never been born. I will hunt you down and I will crush
you. I’m fully prepared to release the reports I have on your
sleazy lifestyle and what you did to Sandra and my daughter to
every tabloid in Britain. The scandal will dwarf anything you’ve
ever experienced, including what you’re going through
now.”

“Darcy,” Westbury gasped,
“you’ll be dragged down along with me for having a child and
abandoning her at birth.”

“Bring it on. I’m not afraid of a scandal.
I’ve been in contact with other women who will step forward to
disclose that you have done the same to them as you did to Sandra.
The only unfortunate thing is that you’ll probably remain in the
House of Lords unscathed, corrupting the system and bringing shame
to the Nobles,” David said as he kicked him in the side. “You’re a
sorry-arsed excuse for a man.”

“Darcy…we can work this out. It was only a
little fun. I paid Sandra well for her favors. What she did with
the money, I don’t know. She was an addict. She probably shot it up
or snorted it up her nose. Come, Darcy, let us reason together.
There’s no need for this to get out. It would only hurt us both,
and it would hurt the child. Surely you don’t want that?” Lord
Westbury blinked twice and swallowed hard. “And Darcy, I am sorry
Sandra is dead. I truly am. But please, don’t let this become
public.”

“Sorry? You’re sorry? How
very rich! Yes, I
think you are—as sorry as all men are when they’re found out, but
it’s a little too late for regret. As for my daughter, now that I know she exists,
she will be protected from the likes of you, and she will be
provided for—by you.”

“What do you mean? Is this
blackmail?”

“No, nothing quite so
uncivilized as that. It’s much more sophisticated and
very legal.” David’s lips
twisted into a slow, wicked grin. “You’ve got two days to clear out
of Hartman & Hampton. As of an hour ago, I own it all. I bought
the debt you’ve been attempting to renegotiate. And I own enough
shares to have a controlling interest. The locks will be changed at
five o’clock Friday afternoon. You’re through.”

Westbury gasped. The blood drained from his
face as he looked up at the man towering over him. “You
bastard!”

A wide smile split David’s
countenance. “Yes…I am. But business is business,
My Lord.” David spit
blood and wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. Casting one
last glance at the miserable sight lying on the floor before him,
he turned and limped over to where his brother and Benson stood. He
stopped and looked back to see William Darcy wiping blood from his
chin while standing over Artimus Dashwood, lying prostrate on the
floor, apparently out cold. Then he turned and collapsed into the
arms of his brother.

William hobbled with a slow unsteady gait as
he joined Fitzwilliam and Benson. Together they moved David towards
the door, but before they opened it, Fitzwilliam glanced back over
his shoulder at the three lords helping their friends to their
feet.

“Be sure and buy a copy
of The Sunday Times. You wouldn’t want to miss the latest headlines,” he said,
and then he opened the door and they all stepped out, supporting
David as they walked.
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Harvey was waiting outside the room with Mr.
Sims when all four Darcys came through the door.

“Good God, David, I’ll have
to get you to hospital immediately! You look like ground beef. That
eye is already beginning to swell. It needs medical attention, and
from the way you’re walking, you probably have a few broken
ribs.”

“No! Take me
home.”

“But David—”

“I said take me to Darcy
House!”

“All right, but I’ll need
to get you seen to straightaway. Man, you look really
ill.”

“What about my tearoom? What about the
damages?” Mr. Sims asked frantically.

“Here,” Fitzwilliam reached inside his coat
pocket. “Assess the damages and ring me up. Whatever it costs to
replace it, I’ll double it. I’ll also pay for any loss of income
that you incur due to repair time.”

The man took the card and looked it over
carefully. A wide smile spread across his face. “Thank you, Mr.
Darcy. I’ll ring you sometime tomorrow, and I’ll have the trash
taken out, too. I’m a father of a young daughter as well.”
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Harvey pulled up in front of Darcy House as
close to the portico as possible. Exiting the car in a hurry, he
bounded up the steps two at a time and summoned a servant.

“Get some hot water to David’s room as soon
as possible and have the maid turn down the bed. Have another
servant fetched. We’ll need help getting David up the stairs.”

“Yes, sir.” The man rushed to carry out
Harvey’s dictums.

At about that time, the front door swung
open, and Benson came through supporting William while Fitzwilliam
helped his brother into the house.

“Get Dr. Wolcott on the phone. Tell him it’s
an emergency and to get to Darcy House as quickly as possible.”

“No,” David moaned. “I’ll be fine.”

“Brother, this is one time
I’m overruling you. You will
see your doctor, and if he deems it necessary,
you’re going to hospital. We’re at the steps. Do you think you can
make it up with my support?”

“Here sir,” Watson said as
he stepped forward. “I’ll help. In a row again, Mr. David? You do
look a fright, sir.”

David grinned as he winced
in pain. “You ought to see Westbury. He looks the fright.”

“If he looks worse than
you, I don’t want to see him. Now let’s get you upstairs, and I’ll
wash you up. Your wife has turned down your bed.”

As Fitzwilliam and Watson made it to the
stairs, Fitzwilliam looked over his shoulder and said, “Benson,
take your brother to the room next to David’s, and ring Mandy.
“She’ll want to know. So will your mother. Ring her, too.”

As they hobbled up the stairs, it was
obvious that David, with his shirt tattered and blood-soaked, was
the worse of the two. When they reached the landing, Cecilia
appeared from the family wing. “Oh my God, David! Are you all
right? How badly is he hurt?” She looked at Harvey. “What
happened?”

“I’ll tell you everything once we get your
husband settled.”

David glanced up at his wife. “Of course I’m
not all right,” he said as he stumbled and almost fell.

“He’s got at least two
broken ribs, a black eye, and a gash over his right eye that needs
stitching,” Harvey interjected. “I’m not an emergency specialist,
so I can’t say for sure just how bad it is, but he refuses to go to
hospital. If there’s no internal bleeding, then I suppose he’ll be
all right, but if there is, he’ll have to go.”

Cecilia looked on her husband with concern
as she put her arms around his waist, taking over for Watson, who
moved to David’s room to make everything ready.

“David, when your doctor arrives, you must
go to the hospital if he says that’s what you need to do,” Cecilia
said.

“No, love, I don’t want to answer questions,
and if I go, they’ll notify the authorities. If you’ll sit with me,
it will be all that I need.”

“Oh, David, what if
he goes to the hospital?
Did you really have to do this? I thought you were just going to
talk. You promised me you wouldn’t provoke him.”

“Sometimes talking isn’t
enough, but one thing is assured, Westbury will think twice before hurting another
woman, especially if there is a chance she might have a protector.
And don’t worry about him going to hospital. He won’t want to
answer questions either.”

As they entered David’s chamber, the
children were coming back from their walk in the gardens. James and
Davie immediately cried out, “Daddy!” while Alex, George, Dana, and
Emily looked on in horror.

“No, boys, don’t come any closer!” Cecilia
warned. “I will come down later to see you. Go on with Maggie and
Clara. And don’t worry. Your daddy will be just fine. It’s nothing
at all to be concerned about.”

“But Mom!”

“James, I said go to the nursery. Go
now!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The children all turned and looked over
their shoulders as they were hurried along.
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Later that evening, Dana, James, and Davie
all slipped into their father’s room. Cecilia met them as they
entered. “Shh… Your father is resting. The doctor has been to see
him, and he’s going to be fine, but he needs to rest.”

“Please, Mom, I need to see him,” James
said, “and Davie wants to see him, too. Please Mom.”

“Well, all right, but only for a moment.
He’s resting quietly. The doctor has given him something to make
him sleepy. He may not be able to answer you.”

In passing, Davie tugged at
his mother’s sleeve, and asked, “Why is she here? Is she really my
sister?”

“Hush, Davie,” Cecilia
chided as she led the three into the bedchamber where their father
lay. His face was bandaged, and he had a black eye, which was
swollen shut. As the three children stood at the foot of the bed,
David slowly opened his one good eye and gently smiled before
grimacing.

“Daddy, why?” James asked. “What happened,
and why did you get into a fight?”

David looked at his son and replied in
hushed tones, “Because… sometimes a man has to fight.”

“But Mom told us never to fight.”

“Son,” David hesitated, looking between his
wife and young sons, “you’re a Darcy, and Darcy men fight when the
cause is just and the fight is noble. You pick your fights well.
You don’t go looking for one. Rather… you are to be slow to anger
and even slower to raise a hand, but when a fight comes to you, you
don’t back down—not when you’re a man.”

“Oh, Daddy!” Dana’s hand flew to her mouth
as she choked back tears. “Did he do that to you?”

David laughed and then moaned in pain. “Yes,
but you should see him. He looks far worse.”

“Daddy!” Dana ran to the bed and threw her
little arms around him as she laid her head on the bed and cried.
James and little Davie followed and came to the other side,
climbing up and snuggling close to their father.

David lifted one hand and reached for his
sons while he placed his other on his daughter, gently stroking her
head and back, playing in her long blonde hair. “He’ll never hurt
you again, my little one. That part of your life is over. I
promise. Never again will anyone hurt you.”

She looked up, tears streaming down her
cheeks. “I love you, Daddy.” She too climbed onto the bed and lay
down beside her father.

David softly muttered as he closed his eyes,
“My babies…my precious little ones.”

Cecilia stood back, a soft smile gracing her
features as she watched. It warmed her heart to see her sons and
now her new daughter curled up with their father. As soon as the
home visit from Social Services was behind them, they could go home
and begin a new life. Having a daughter was going to be a
challenge, especially when she knew how much the little girl had
loved her mother. Cecilia had already assured her that she did not
wish to replace her mother, but only to stand in her mother’s place
and love her as her mother would have wanted.

Leaning against the fireplace mantel,
Cecilia mused about this moment in time. She could not have been
more content or happy. This day would always be known to her as the
day her husband called a wicked man to account for the life of a
woman he, and many like him, had considered worthless—someone to
have been used and then discarded like Christmas trash, for as
surely as if he had put a gun to Sandra’s head, Stuart Hampton had
killed her.


Chapter 12

 


 


Five Days Later

 


The faint sound of his
wife’s soft movements about their room brought a bit of comfort to
David as he lay upon the oversized bed in a drug-induced state of
semi-consciousness. The corners of his mouth curled, but before he
could break into a full grin, he winced in pain, reminding him he
was not himself.
His lower lip was cracked and split, and his right eye swollen
shut, leaving his vision blurred, but there was nothing wrong with
his sense of smell or hearing as the soft melodies of Bach wafted
throughout the room accompanied by the scent of a Sensual Orchid
candle burning near his bedside. Together they created an
atmosphere of tranquility, giving him a feeling of
peace.

The hydrocodone the doctor had given him had
numbed the pain nearly to the point of not caring, but it did not
completely relieve it. Rather, it left him in a semi-dreamy state,
heightening his imagination and increasing his fantasies, and he
wanted nothing more than to take his wife in his arms and love her
until they both were exhausted.

He released the breath he’d
been holding and breathed in the scent of his wife’s favorite
flower—the scent they often made love to while listening to soft
romantic music. His lips tilted slightly upward. After seven years
of having the woman he loved in his bed nearly every night and
loving her whenever he wanted, he had never grown tired of her.
Each time was just as thrilling as their first, not like it had
been with…Oh, he moaned as he tried to repress the thought, but his
mind would not have it …like it had been
with Sandra.

“David, are you all right?
Is there anything I can do to ease your discomfort?” Cecilia asked
as she crossed the room to their bed and sat on the edge next to
him.

“I’m fine, love. There is nothing you can
do, or at least, nothing I’m able for you to do.” He tried to
smile, but his shattered lip threatened to tear open and bleed if
he did, and once more he groaned.

Cecilia gave him a salacious grin as her
hand ever so slightly caressed his tender mouth. “We’ll have to
wait until you’ve recovered for that, darling, but in the meantime,
you have three guests.”

He turned in her direction. “Who? Who would
call at this hour?”

“Your daughter and two oldest sons. William
wanted to come, too, but I didn’t want to frighten him, and the
sight of you would certainly do just that. So I told him you were
ill.”

“Did he comprehend the meaning?” David asked
with a furrowed brow.

“No, but I don’t give in when I know it’s
for the best. However, the others are here. I’ll allow you fifteen
minutes with the boys and then Dana will come in for her turn. She
and I have had a nice girl talk while we had hot chocolate
together. I must say, Mr. Darcy, you have a lovely daughter. There
is something about her. She’s different, a very fine young
lady.”

“Umm…what’s so fine about her?”

“Well, for one thing, she has the good sense
to adore her father, and another is that, in spite of the poverty
and dire circumstances she’s lived in, she is not cowed down or as
psychologically damaged as I would have thought. Apparently she
knew her mother loved her. David, Sandra was a good mother. She
read to her and taught her good manners, and Dana is familiar with
good music. She’s an avid Beatles fan, which surprises me for one
so young.”

“Her mother loved the Beatles,” David said
as he looked away from his wife’s reflective eyes. His memories of
long ago were coming into focus more than he wished for them
to.

“And you took her to a
Beatles’ thirty-eighth-year celebration event in Liverpool
when 1 was
released prior to George Harrison’s death.”

“How did you know about
that?”

“Evidently, it was one of the fond memories
her mother had, and she shared it with her daughter. There are even
pictures of the two of you together at—”

“Yes, well, I was young, and Sandra was—oh,
never mind. Send my sons in. I want to see them.”

“Very well, then,” Cecilia said softly as
she gently stroked his face, pushing back his dark curls from his
forehead while she brushed her fingertips over the gash above his
right eye. “This is going to leave an ugly scar, I’m afraid.”

He reached up and clasped her hand in his,
bringing it to his lips. “It’s all right, love. I’ve had worse. Now
send my sons to me. I want to see them.”

She squeezed his hand and bent low to kiss
his swollen and parched lips. Then she scooted off the bed to bring
her two young sons to their father.

David moaned as Cecilia left. Memories of a
long-forgotten event tucked neatly away in the dark recesses of his
mind began to intrude upon his conscious thoughts as he unwillingly
remembered his weekend with Sandra in Liverpool. David sighed and
swallowed against the pain in his heart. He had no desire to
remember any of this, and it had been successfully buried
until…Dana.

James and Davie stormed through the door.
“Daddy!” Davie called out.

David attempted a frail smile but thought
better of it. “Come. Don’t be afraid.” He motioned to the two
boys.

“Dad, are you well? Are you going to be all
right?” James asked as he and his brother approached the bed.

“James, it takes more than some aristocratic
bastard to take your father down. Yes, I’m going to be all right.
Now, come here. You and Davie climb up on the bed. Sit with your
old man and tell me about your day. Have you been good boys? How
are your lessons coming along? And please, be careful of my
ribs.”

Both boys smiled and eagerly climbed upon
the bed, snuggling as close as they dared while they settled and
began to relate the day’s events to their father.

With a soft click, Cecilia quietly shut the
door. Not quite ready to return to Dana, she leaned her shoulder
against the jamb and let her thoughts ramble. Recalling her recent
conversation with the blonde-haired, blue-eyed little girl, Cecilia
was amazed at the depth of knowledge and understanding the child
had for one so young. While she might be underdeveloped
academically, she was certainly not unintelligent. And through the
eyes of the child, Cecilia was becoming painfully aware of how much
the little girl’s mother had loved David…loved him, and yet had
never let it show.

Another thing that amazed Cecilia was that
Sandra had prepared her child for her death and had told her that
her father would come for her. She had given her a picture of him
to which the girl had tenaciously clung to. That must have been why
she thought Fitzwilliam was her father when he had come and found
them.

Cecilia sighed and shook
her head as she pushed away from the door and strolled back to
their sitting room where she found Dana waiting, sipping her hot
chocolate while she watched Ellie sleeping in front of the fire. A
small smile graced Cecilia’s countenance. The child was so much
like she had been at that age—shy, rather reserved, and sad. If
Dana would allow it, Cecilia intended to love her like her mother
had, because, in a way, she would be loving herself as she had
always wanted her mother to love her. All of Cecilia’s young life she had wanted
Emmaline Lawton’s love, and yet she could never obtain it. But now,
by loving this child, her husband’s daughter, the way she had
wanted and needed to be loved, Cecilia intended to reverse what her
mother had done to her as a child.

Cecilia walked over to the settees that
faced one another and took a seat across from Dana. Pouring herself
another cup of hot chocolate, she asked, “Is it good, darling?”

“Umm…yes!” Dana said, glancing up at Cecilia
with a warm smile. “I’ve never had anything like it.”

Cecilia laughed softly. “Well, I’m glad you
like it. It’s Belgian cocoa with vanilla and whole cream. My
absolute favorite. Now, why don’t you tell me what you like to do?
I know you prefer the outdoors, especially gardens, love the
Beatles, classical music, and Judy Blume books, but I know nothing
about what you like to do for fun, so tell me.”

Dana crumpled her face. “I
don’t know, really. I never had any friends, except for my mum. We
played games together, and she read to me. Oh, and we played
Imagination Creation. It’s a game where you pretend to enter a
magical world through a secret doorway. Everything there is as it
should be. The prince comes for his lady and takes her away to a
faraway kingdom to live happily ever after. Mum would read a story
from Grimm’s Fairytales, and we would pretend we were there with
the characters. It was such fun, but my favorite time was when my
mum would read to me about The
Snow Queen, and we would
travel to the lands of permafrost in a silvery white snow sled,”
Dana said with great animation as she drew out the imagery with one
hand while she held her chocolate with the other.

“The queen had a beautiful
ice palace with shimmering ice gardens covered in little purple
flowers. Well, that part we made up from the old sorceress who
lived in the cottage by the river in The
Snow Queen and Sailor Moon, but I like it just the
same. So I suppose I love to play Imagination Creation. All of my
friends have been characters from books or made up. I call them my
secret friends. I can see them and they can see me, but nobody else
can see them. We play and talk all the time, and I tell them my
deepest secrets.” Dana paused and sipped her chocolate. “I even had
a friend in a long white gown. She had long blonde hair to the
floor and a white dove and red rose on the front of her gown. She
was my special friend and sort of like Serena Tsukino in
Sailor Moon.

“So you like Anime
then?”

“Some of it, yes. I
like Naruto and Sailor Moon, especially Hearts and Ice. Sometimes we would
watch it in Japanese, and Mum would read the writing on the screen
to me. Before Mum got sick, I was beginning to understand
Japanese—well, maybe just a little.”

“Tell me, what else did you
and your mom do?” Cecilia smiled and took a sip of her
drink.

“Well, each night before bed, my mum would
always say a prayer with me…and…” The child dropped her gaze.

“And what, darling?”

Dana looked up. “We would pray that my daddy
would come…that he would come and take us away where we would be
safe, and no one would ever hurt us again.”

Pain shot though Cecilia’s heart.

“Oh, child, I am so sorry that bad things
happened to you and your mom, but you don’t have to be afraid any
longer. Your daddy and I will protect you. We will care for you and
love you.” Cecilia wiped a tear from her eye. “I know I am not your
mom, but I want you to know that I will be your friend, and you can
always come to me should you need to talk. I’ll be here in your
mom’s place to protect you, though I can never replace her.”

“I know.” Dana stifled a sob as she set her
cocoa aside. “Mum said you and my dad would come and take me when
she had to go away. She said you were good, and every night we
would pray for you and Daddy, but I didn’t know about my brothers.
Well, I knew I had one brother, but not three. Mum told me about
James, and we always prayed for him, too. Mum loved me, and I loved
her. Stuart said Mum was bad and that I would be bad, too, but
that’s not true, is it?”

“No, darling, that’s not true, and you
mustn’t ever think such a thing—never. Your mom was a good woman
and a good mother. Stuart is the one who was bad—not you and your
mom.”

Cecilia crossed the short distance between
them and sat next to Dana, pulling her into her lap and hugging her
closely. Cecilia was once again reminded of another little girl,
and that truly frightened her as she recalled the painful words her
mother had said to her so many years ago, words that stung and
bruised her tender heart just like the words Stuart had used
against Dana and her mother. Cecilia was also beginning to see
Sandra Hamilton in a different light. She was a person much like
herself, except Sandra had been born without the privileges she had
been born to. As she held the child and rubbed her back, Cecilia’s
father’s words from her childhood came back to her.

… A person’s worth is
measured in the quality of their character—not in the circumstances
of their birth. For out of the mouth comes that which is in a
person’s heart, be it good or bad.

And Sandra Hamilton had a
heart of gold even if her moral character was lacking in the eyes
of society, much like Belle Watling’s in Gone with the Wind.

Finally Dana looked up. “Mum said I should
call you Mum Cecilia if you would allow it.”

“Allow it? I would love it,” Cecilia beamed.
“Mum Cecilia or Mum Celia, whichever you would prefer; either is
fine with me.”

“I like Mum Celia. And…” Dana once again
dropped her gaze.

“And what, darling?”

“Well…James and Davie want to know how come
if I’m their sister that we didn’t know each other before now, and
I want to know how I am their sister, too. I don’t understand. Was
Daddy once married to my mum, and did he leave before he knew I
existed? Why did my daddy not know who I was?” The little girl
glanced up with questioning eyes.

Cecilia gathered the child closer. “That’s a
very complicated question, one that I don’t have the answers for.
Let us just say that your mother and father were once very close,
but sometimes adults do foolish things, and your mom and dad
drifted apart. By the time you came along, he had come to America
to live and did not know about you. Dana, I can assure you that
your father is a very good man, and had he known, he would have
taken very good care of you and your mom. You would have known your
brothers from the beginning, and you would have visited us often,
but sometimes adults make mistakes—mistakes that hurt other people.
When the time is right, your father will tell you everything you
need to know.”

“I do believe that. Mum said he was a good
man and very kind. And he has been good to me, and I love him very
much. But then I always have, because mum told me lots about him,
and we kept a book of pictures. Uncle Fitzwilliam has it now, but I
want it back. It has pictures of my mum and me. All I have of my
mum is in that book.”

“Dana, I have the book, and it’s going to
South Carolina with us. It will be kept for you with much more
added to it, and on your coming out, it will be given to you to
have and to hold—memories for you to keep and share with your
little girl someday. With your memories, you will never be without
your mom. I promise you that.” Cecilia tilted her head and smiled.
“You know, had I known your mom, I would have liked her. I’m sure
of it. Now finish your drink. It’s nearly time to pay your daddy a
visit.”

Dana smiled in return. “Thank you, Mum
Celia.”

“That’s quite all right, darling.” As
Cecilia held Dana’s small hand in hers, she noticed a gold
bracelet. Cecilia picked the single charm up and turned it
over.

“Dana, where did you get this bracelet?”

“Oh, Mum gave it to me. My dad gave it to
her a longtime ago. She said it was to be mine now.”

“I see. Well, it is yours, and it’s very
pretty.”

They resumed drinking and talked a few more
moments before it was time for Dana to say goodnight to her father.
Cecilia made a mental note to speak to her husband as soon as
possible about this latest discovery. For whatever reason,
discovering the bracelet had burned her as a pang of jealousy
pricked her conscious. She wanted answers. Had he or had he not
cared for Sandra? In spite of David’s adamant declarations
otherwise, Cecilia wondered. But for now, she had a little girl to
think about.

As she rose from her seat, Cecilia took Dana
by the hand and led her to the bedroom door. Cracking it open
ever-so-slightly, she peeped inside. Her sons were sitting on
either side of their father, softly talking while David appeared to
be asleep, but when he heard the door open, he glanced up.

“Boys, Mum’s here.”

“James, Davie,” Cecilia smiled softly, “it’s
time for you to go now. Dana needs her turn.”

“Okay, Mom,” James spoke up. “Dana, Dad’s
tired and very sore, so be very careful of his ribs.”

Dana only smiled as she looked up at
Cecilia.

“Go now and see your father,” Cecilia said
to Dana, “and,” she turned to her sons, “you two need to come with
me. We’ll have hot chocolate while Dana spends her fifteen minutes
with Daddy.”

“Goodnight, Daddy,” they each said as they
reached over and softly kissed his cheek.

David turned and kissed each boy in turn and
told them that he loved them before they scooted off the bed and
crossed the room to where their mother stood waiting.

As Cecilia and the boys quietly left the
room, David rose up and motioned for his daughter to come.

She smiled and ran to the tall imposing bed
where she climbed up and sat on the edge. Turning, he gazed at her
and said, “Now come a little closer and tell me all about your day.
What did you do, and how have you been? Just be careful and don’t
get too close. I’m very sore, so please don’t touch my ribs.”

“Okay, Daddy. I won’t hurt you.”

Dana curled up as close as possible next to
her father with her feet tucked neatly under her long flannel
nightdress spread about the bed. Folding her hands and placing them
in her lap, she went about telling her father how her day had been.
They talked for what David thought was ages. She told him about her
wonderful experience of finally discovering how her letter sounds
fit together, and with this newfound knowledge, she could finally
begin to read for herself. And though her reading was much better,
her numbers and calculations were still a muddle. She was confused,
and couldn’t quite comprehend the methods yet. David assured her
that, in time, it would all fall into place.

Finally David glanced up and noticed Cecilia
had returned. With a soft smile, he said, “Dana, I think Cecilia
wants us to call it a night. You may go now.”

Dana cocked her little head, and with a
bright-eyed smile, she said, “Okay, Daddy, but I want to say my
night-night prayers with you. Mum said them with me nearly every
night, but now I’ll say them with you.”

David looked at her a little puzzled. “If
you wish, but I’m not much for prayers. I’ll hold your hand, and
you pray.”

Dana took her father’s hand
in hers and smiled as she closed her eyes. “Now I lay me down to
sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. Should I die before I wake,
I pray the Lord my soul to take. God bless
Daddy and Mum Celia, and my brothers, James, Davie, and little
William, oh, and God, don’t forget my cousins, Emily, Alex, George,
and Annie. And do bless Auntie Elizabeth and Uncle Fitzwilliam. I
pray you keep them all safe, but should something happen to them, I
pray you will take them to heaven to be with my mum.” Dana
hesitated a moment and crumpled her face.

“Dear Jesus, Sir, Mum said
that you said all things work together for good, and I am glad Mum
doesn’t hurt anymore, but I don’t understand why Mummy had to go
away. Mum told me that the Bible says you wipe away tears, and
although I know Mum is happy now, I worry about her. I know she
quite misses me. So do tell her that I am well and happy. My daddy
and Mum Celia love me and care for me. And I love my cousins and
auntie and uncle, but Mr. Jesus, Sir, be sure and tell Mum that I
will always love her, and I shall never forget all the things she
taught me. Also tell her that Daddy made Stuart sorry for what he
did. Mr. Stuart will never hurt me again. My daddy said so, and I
don’t think my daddy would ever lie, so she needn’t worry about me.
And Mr. Jesus, thank you, Sir, for my daddy. I do love him so.
Goodnight, Mr. Jesus. Kisses and hugs to you and
Mummy…amen.”

Dana looked up and smiled. “Goodnight,
Daddy. I love you.” She reached over and placed a soft kiss on his
bruised cheek and then scooted off the bed and ran to where Cecilia
stood.

Dana glanced back to her father as if
expecting something, but he only said, “Goodnight, Dana, and do
sleep well. I will see you tomorrow, and I expect another excellent
report on your newfound skills in reading. Have James help you with
your numbers. He’s quite good with arithmetic.”

“Daddy?”

“Go along, child. I’m tired, and I need my
rest.”

Cecilia briefly stared at her husband before
closing her eyes and shaking her head. She loved him, but she
wasn’t blind to his faults.

With a sigh she took Dana
by the hand. “Come along, darling. I’ll see you and your brothers
to the nursery, and,” she turned to David, “I’ll be back shortly to
talk to you.” She
raised a brow and gave him a curt nod.

David moaned and fell back against his
pillow.
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No more than ten minutes had passed when
Cecilia stalked through their bedroom door, shutting it with a loud
bang. She was furious.

“You’re angry, aren’t
you?”

“Angry? Hell yes,
I’m angry! David,
how could you have treated her like that? She wanted—no
needed you to tell her
that you loved her, but could you do that? Hell no, you couldn’t.
You didn’t even kiss her goodnight like you did the boys. David
Darcy, how could you?! Did you not see her crestfallen
face?”

“Celia, don’t do this. I
don’t need a fight with my wife. You know I don’t express feelings
and emotions—pretty words, just because it’s expected when it’s not
how I feel.”

“Well, how the hell
do you feel then?” she
bit back, casting a severe look his way.

“I don’t know. I’ve not had
the time to sort it all out. Celia, please, I don’t need this from
you. I need your understanding…your love.”

“And she needs your
love, too, and
David…she wants to know if you and her mom were ever married, and
why you didn’t know about her.”

“Did she say
that?”

“Not exactly, but I got her meaning.”

David drew in a sharp breath and glanced
away. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her you would tell her the answer to
that one.”

He looked back, catching the fire in his
wife’s gaze. “And in time, I will. I guess I’ll have to explain it
to the boys, too, but not now.”

“Then when?”

“When I say the time is right,” he said in an
exasperated breath. “Love, let’s drop this. I don’t want to talk
about it any longer.”

“Okay.” Hesitating, knowing
she probably shouldn’t, she gave in and blurted out, “Then we’ll
talk of something else. Why don’t you tell me about a certain gold
bracelet with a heart-shaped charm?” One eyebrow shot high. “It has
yours and Sandra’s initials engraved on it with a jagged line
through them. Did you give that to her?”

He let out a low moan. “Don’t do this,
Celia. Please, don’t.”

“I want to know about that
bracelet. Dana says it was her mother’s…given to her by
you. Are you in the habit
of giving gold jewelry to women as tokens of affection like you did
me?” Cecilia asked, toying with the locket her husband had given
her when they married.

“That’s insulting, and I
deeply resent it.”

“Well, you gave it to her
just the same, and I resent that!”

“Love, this isn’t fair.
That was a long time ago—before I even knew you. This is getting us
nowhere, except perhaps, to hard feelings.”

She took in a deep breath and closed her
eyes as she shook her head and leaned against the door. “David, I
apologize,” she said, releasing some of her pent-up tension. “And
you are right. It isn’t fair. It’s just that this is hard for me.
I’m a woman who loves you, and to think you could have had a
relationship with someone—”

David squeezed his eyes
shut. “No love, don’t say it. We’ll both regret it if you do.” He
paused and sighed. “Cecilia, I told you a long time ago you’re the
only woman I have ever loved…the only one I ever
will love.” He sat up
with an agonized grimace. “However, since you know about the
bracelet, I will tell you what I can remember of that
time.”

David closed his one good eye and shook his
head, as if trying to recollect the item. Finally he answered.
“Yes, I gave it to her when I was seeing only her, and she only me.
She found it at Tiffany’s in Mayfair and asked if I would buy it
for her. I told her I would, but I swear to you it never meant a
thing. It was a thank you gift…only a token—a token to placate her
so she would…”

“So she would continue to screw you,”
Cecilia finished for him. “Oh David, how could you! I don’t like
this side of you. Don’t you see what you did?”

“I’m beginning to see a lot of things, and
don’t you think that I’m not aware of the damage I’ve caused. It
eats at me constantly.” He took a deep breath. “What was supposed
to have never hurt anyone has hurt at least two people, and now I
have a daughter because of it. How do I come to terms with
this?”

He motioned for his wife to come sit beside
him as he patted the place where she slept.

“Oh, David,” she said as she pushed away
from the door and crossed the room. Slipping her robe from her
shoulders, she laid it across the bedside chair. “What am I going
to do with you? You are a good man, but you’ve certainly made a
mess of things. And the child—she’s innocent,” she continued while
peeling back the covers and climbing into bed beside her husband.
“Can’t you see how much she loves you?”

“Yes, I can see it, and I only wish I could
reciprocate. In time, I hope I will feel something, but Celia, you
have to give me that time. I hardly know her, and to know what I
felt, or rather, didn’t feel for her mother…well, I’m just not
ready to declare undying love to a child I’ve never known.”

“I know, my darling,” Cecilia said as she
lay down and propped up on her elbow, gazing at the man she loved
and knew so well. “David, you need to get to know her. She’s a very
special and wonderful child. She and I have spent time together,
and I feel as if I know her fairly well. What you need is time with
your daughter. From the few occasions I’ve had with her, I know
that I love her, and that I want her. Her eyes mirror my own
sadness when I was a little girl. David, I understand her. Let me
tell you about some of the things I’ve discovered.”

Cecilia told David about her and Dana’s
talk. She told him of the closeness the child had shared with her
mother, of the games they had played, and of Dana’s vivid
imagination which Cecilia believed gave evidence to a keen
intelligence yet to be developed lurking beneath the surface.
David’s expressive gaze studied his wife’s as she explained the
significance of the child’s interest in Anime.

“David, those aren’t just kid’s frivolous
cartoons. They’re Japanese and heavily laden with classical
elements steeped in old traditions and mythologies. To the best of
her ability, Sandra was trying to develop her child’s intelligence
through classical literature and the stimulus of imagination games.
It’s an ancient philosophy used to create a well-trained mind. The
ancients believed that if you fill a child’s head full of knowledge
when they’re very young and then build on that base as they
progress, you would produce a scholar. They used that technique in
my Jesuit school. The only things holding that child back are the
circumstances of her birth and her situation in life, but we can
change those.”

“The classical method,” David whispered.

“Yes, the classical method,
the method in which you and I were educated,” Cecilia reiterated.
“Oh David, she reminds me of me. Where she had a mother’s love, I
did not, and it greatly affected me. Yes, I had my father’s, but I
wanted, no, needed, my mother’s. In that regard, she’s the opposite of me. She
wants and needs her father’s love. You know I’ve told you of the
many times Emmaline dismissed me as if I were unimportant to her. I
wanted her love, and all she ever gave me was her disapproving
glare when I didn’t meet her expectations of what a proper young
lady should be.”

“Yes, I know. Her
disparaging remarks spoken in front of guests at dinner parties cut
deep. I know that. We’ve discussed it many times. Your mother told
you that you were plain and unattractive, and you believed
it.”

“That’s right. Her stinging words cut me
like a knife, and my parents fought bitterly over it. So you see,
David, I see myself in that little girl. Whereas all I ever had was
my father’s love, she’s only had her mother’s. A child needs both
to grow healthy and strong. That’s why I’m begging you to consider
your words and actions.”

“Give me time, love…give me time. I cannot
turn my emotions on and off. After nine years, you should know
that.”

“I do, darling, I do, but my heart goes out
to your daughter, and I intend to love her like I wanted my mother
to love me. It will be my own way of healing that wound Emmaline
Lawton inflicted upon me all those years ago. In fact, until I met
Dana, I didn’t even realize I hadn’t completely healed. Dana will
be as good for me as I intend to be for her. My mind is made up.
That little girl is my daughter.”

“All right, love. I get your point, and I
will try…I will. But in the meantime, give me space and time…and
love me as I love you.”

“David, you know that I love you, and
nothing will ever change that, but I believe God has brought that
little girl into our lives for a reason. David, she prayed for
us—all of us, and you heard her tonight.”

David rolled his eyes. “Cecilia, God doesn’t
concern himself in the affairs of men. Dana is here because one
night I couldn’t keep my lad in my trousers. She was conceived out
of her father’s lust. God had nothing to do with it.” David paused
and gathered his thoughts. “My view on faith in the Divine is that
it isn’t entirely a bad thing, but neither is it good. The notion
of a God is for the weak-minded, a crutch for them to lean on as
they stumble through life, and I am anything but weak!”

“But David, you must think
about—”

“No, Cecilia,” he said with
a cynical smile, “I simply find myself unable to consider the
argument that God exists. I don’t know if he does or does not, nor
do I particularly care to know. I simply don’t need to answer to
any higher spiritual authority. I answer to me and to me alone. I don’t believe in
God.”

“Well, David, God believes
in you…and I think
He believes in us.”

“Think what you will, but I
know what I know, and there is no Divine Master who orders our
lives. It’s a lie told to control the masses. Now, I want to hear
no more talk about God or Dana or jewelry. What I want is
you.” he reached over and
stroked her face.

“I would have thought that
would be the last thing on your mind. Are you sure you can,
considering your injuries?”

“If the day ever comes when I can’t, it will
be time to bury me.”

Cecilia threw back her head and laughed as
she rose to a sitting position. “Your appetite never diminishes,
even when you’re down, does it?”

“No, not when I have a wife as appetizing as
you,” he softly said as he positioned her so as to not hurt
himself. “I know you’ve been uncomfortable of late. Everything is
all right with you and the baby, isn’t it? You would tell me if it
weren’t, wouldn’t you?”

“David, I’m fine. A little tired maybe, but
I’m fine. However, it is difficult for me with your weight on me,
so this is better. Our son is up high and already pressing on me in
an uncomfortable way.”

“I thought as much. We’ll adjust. For the
time being, I can’t do anything different anyway.”

He reached up and brought her to him for a
gentle kiss, brushing his lips softly against hers, being careful
not to apply too much pressure.

Cecilia wasn’t entirely satisfied with the
outcome of their discussion, not having received the answers she
wanted, and as was his usual of late, David had turned the
conversation away from what needed to be discussed to what he
wanted instead. For that reason alone, she knew she ought to refuse
him. However, she resolved that once he had come to terms with his
role in Sandra’s life and death, he would accept his daughter and
all would be well. That aside, her own hunger was equally great,
and so with that thought tucked neatly away, she submitted to his
desire.

 


~*~

 


After everyone had been put to bed and the
nannies had retired to the room adjacent to Annie and William’s,
James and Davie, along with Alex and George slipped into the girls’
room for their nightly talk. Ellie was curled at the foot of Dana’s
bed while Emily and Dana sat in the middle, waiting for the boys to
join them. As the boys entered, Ellie raised her head and lifted
her long floppy ears as much as they would lift, inspecting the
entourage to see if they were friend or foe. Recognizing the
intruders, she whimpered once and then resumed her protective
perch, head between her paws, curled in a ball as if asleep, but
her eyes were ever-watchful as she kept guard over her charges.

“Come James, come Davie. Let’s talk. I want
to know more about the south and where you live. Tell me about
Carlton and where we will live once I arrive in America. Is it in
town or the country? I want to know all there is to know about my
new home. Tell me about the people I will meet.”

“Well,” James began, “We have three homes,
actually, and we have a cotton plantation on St. Helena Island.
It’s south of Charleston, but I don’t know much about Lawton Hall
as we rarely go there. Daddy will spend time there and sometimes
Mom will go with him, but we usually don’t go. Although, the few
times I’ve been, I really liked it. We have horses, too.”

“Yes, and what else?”

“Well, we have a huge house on James Island
with a swimming pool and a few horses. We sometimes spend the
summer there. It’s very pretty, I suppose. It has lots of gardens,
sort of like Darcy House, but it doesn’t have an animal hedge or a
hedge maze. It’s in a gated compound. Then there is our townhouse.
It’s in the middle of the old part of town near Charleston Harbor.
It’s old and very beautiful. There’s a park across the street, and
one up the street, too. You can see the big ships out on the ocean,
but you can’t swim there like you can on James Island. There is no
beach, but Davie and I like to play in the parks. Our governess,
Miss Nore, takes us there often. Miss Nore is from Ethiopia and is
very beautiful. I tease her, telling her that I’m going to marry
her when I grow up.”

“Nore…what a beautiful name, and she’s
African?”

“Yes. She was an exchange
student who decided to stay. Her name is Northena Mangasha. Her
great-great-grandmother was Spanish.”

“Cool! A Spanish Ethiopian.
Is she nice?”

“Very. You will like her. She’s gentle and
kind, but she is very strict. She makes us pick up after ourselves.
We have to keep our space tidy, and she makes sure all of Mom and
Dad’s orders are carried out to the letter. There is no pulling the
wool over Nore’s eyes. She’s too smart to be fooled…unlike
Tuwanda.”

“Tuwanda? That’s a strange name. Who is
Tuwanda?”

“Oh, she’s the cook at Carlton. She’s very
nice, too, but I’m always snowing her. She believes everything I
tell her, but Aunt Ruby and Aunt Tulia, well, you can’t get a thing
past either of them. Aunt Ruby and Uncle Reuben manage Carlton, and
Uncle Willis and Aunt Tulia manage Lawton Hall. I’ve only met them
a few times, but I really liked them. The Chaplins are two brothers
married to two sisters and have been with our family for many
generations. Their family goes all the way back to the days before
the Civil War. Then there is Daniel. He’s Mother’s godfather and
like a grandfather to us. You will love him, too.”

“Oh, let me tell her about
Aunt Ruby and her sisters Elvira, the cook in town, and Tulia. They
are so funny, and I like them a great deal,” Emily spoke up. “I’ve
only met Tulia once, but I liked her very much. They have a
different accent. It’s delightful. I could sit at their knees all
day and just listen to all their tales of yesteryear, or the ‘old
days,’ as they call it. They tell us stories about the Great
Depression, the wars, and the hardships of slavery.”

“I love stories, so I know I will like them.
If they wish to tell me things, I will listen,” Dana said. “This
all sounds wonderful, but what about Carlton?”

“Oh, Carlton is the best of all places,”
Alex said.

“Is not,” cried Emily.

“Is too, isn’t it, George?” Alex cast a
glance at his brother.

George nodded as he listened.

“Well, not to me. I prefer James Island or
the townhouse. I hate icky swamps with the miserably hot weather
and strange slimy animals. Those alligators look perfectly
frightening. They will eat you if you get too close. Once I saw
them eat a poor goose. I was horrified and cried for ages.”

“As I recall, Emily, Daddy explained to you
that it’s the way of the wild. In nature, animals eat each
other.”

“Well, they won’t eat me! I’ll not go within
a mile of that place. The swamp is dangerous and frightening. Aunt
Ruby says that ghosts live in the swamp. She says lots of people
have died there, and their restless spirits haunt a place called
Miller’s Swamp to this very day. And there’s a swamp hag there,
too, that eats little children.”

“Emily is right,” James said. “There is a
bridge that leads to the swamp, but we are not supposed to cross it
without Daddy. The swamp is dangerous. But not because of haints.
They aren’t real. Daddy says that’s a superstition the white folks
told the slaves to keep them on the plantation during the old days.
Daddy doesn’t believe in ‘haints’, and I don’t either. I’m just
like Daddy.”

“Haints? What are haints?” Dana asked.

“It’s what superstitious
folks around the Carolina Lowcountry call ghosts. They say The
Battery, the park across the street from Lawton House, is haunted,
too. Men were killed there during the Civil War, and they even say
that there is a gentleman ghost in our house, but I’ve never seen
him. Aunt Ruby says you have to be a seer to see them, so I guess
I’m not one of those as I’ve never seen one.”

“Oooh…that sounds scary—and
fun. Ellie and I will have to explore it all, especially the swamp,
won’t we, Ellie?” Dana glanced at her companion.

Ellie looked up at the sound of her name and
whined. Then she laid her head back down.

“Dana, you’re crazy! Don’t be absurd. Never
go looking for trouble. I find that if you do such a silly thing,
you’ll find it. That swamp is filled with terrible things.”

“Relax, Emily. We will take care of our
sister, won’t we, Davie?” James puffed his chest out.

The four-year-old bobbed his head up and
down as he yawned heavily.

“That’s what I’m afraid of. You two are
horrid. You’ll get her into all kinds of trouble—not keep her from
it.”

George and Alex both agreed. “Seriously,
Dana, stay away from the swamp. I’ve gone there with Father and
Uncle David, and it’s not a place for children. Never cross the
bridge. It’s dangerous. Daddy would smack my bum if I went there
alone. Your daddy would probably do so as well.”

“Oh, Alex! Daddy has never smacked any one
of us. You know he doesn’t believe in such,” said George.

“Well, if one of us went into that swamp, he
might reconsider. I wouldn’t want to push it.”

“Nor I,” Emily said, “but then, I don’t do
such things. I’m a good little girl with my naturally curly hair.”
Emily smiled and ran her fingers through her long curls.

“Emily, please!” George rolled his eyes.
“You’re constantly getting swatted for disobedience.”

“Well, there is a difference between a swat
and a smack.”

“And you’re the one to push it. If any of us
ever gets smacked, it’ll be you!”

“Oh, stuff it, Alex.” Emily glanced at her
bedside clock and sighed. “It’s eleven o’clock. We had all better
go to bed or we’ll not be able to get up in the morning. Then we
may find all of us getting swatted out of bed.”

“Emily’s right. We need to go. Come along
James. You and George will have to help me with Davie. He’s fallen
asleep again. If he wouldn’t tell on us, we’d leave him behind,”
Alex said.

“Well, he thinks he’s as big as the rest of
us.” James sighed as he helped his cousins rouse his brother and
head for the door, quietly slipping into the common room and across
the wide expanse to their own dormitory.

After they left, Emily
turned to Dana. “I wish you were not going to America. I want you
to stay here with me. I worry about you. Please tell me you won’t
get into trouble,” Emily said. “I think I’m a seer, too, and I
think I see you getting into trouble.”

“Oh, don’t bother about me.
I have Ellie, don’t I, Ellie?”

Ellie raised her head and wagged her tail
then once again resumed her post.

“You see, Emily, I’m going to be fine,
though I will miss you terribly. You will come to visit, won’t
you?”

“Oh yes, we come every August for a month.
We start our lessons in the schoolroom at Carlton with James. Then
we will take a break and go to Longbourn to visit Aunt Georgiana
and celebrate Labor Day, an American holiday, which you will
absolutely love—that and all the American cousins and aunts and
uncles. And you will love the farm. My mum grew up there, and it is
simply beautiful with the mountains and deep forests. They have a
cove with a cabin just like we do at Pemberley, only theirs is much
older. Mum says that her great-great-great-great grandfather
settled there and built it in 1803.”

“That’s a lot of greats.” Dana giggled.

“Well, yes it is, but I don’t know any other
way to tell you about him. His name was John Bennet, and Daddy says
he was the brother of his grandfather many generations back, so you
see, Mum and Dad are ‘kissing cousins,’ as Mum calls it.”

“Wow! I don’t know such things about my
family, but then I guess part of your family is my family, so I’m
sure I’m to learn many new things.”

“Oh yes. There’s loads to learn and see. We
will also visit Aunt Jane in town. They live in a big house in Old
Town, a section of Walnut Grove, Tennessee. You’ll like Tennessee.
It’s my very favorite of all I’ve seen of America. I like it much
better than hot South Carolina, but Dana, it’s late, and I’m a bit
frightened after all this talk about ghosts and haints. Can I sleep
with you tonight? You’re my best friend. And there is room even for
Ellie to join us.”

“Emily, you’re my best friend, too. Here,
crawl under the covers.” Dana rose up and pulled them back, making
room for her cousin. Then she summoned her dog.

“Ellie, come here…come here, Ellie.” Dana
patted the place between her and Emily as Ellie got up and ambled
over to her spot. Soon the dog and two weary girls settled in for
the night, but both girls knew they would have to expel Ellie
before morning when Maggie would roust them out for breakfast.
After all, Ellie was not allowed in their beds.


Chapter 13

 


 


David and Cecilia took their breakfast in
the quiet of their room. Cecilia was up and about preparing for the
day while David lingered in bed reading the morning paper. It had
been almost three weeks since he had called upon Stuart Hampton at
Simmons Tearoom, and though his wounds had nearly healed, David was
still stiff and sore.

As Cecilia approached with the coffee pot in
her hand, David held out his cup. “Love, pour me another cup of
coffee.”

“All right,” Cecilia said
as she filled his cup and took a seat beside him on the bed. “What
does The Times have to say today?”

Setting his coffee on the
side table, he folded the newspaper and laid it aside. “Well,
the Scandal of The Four Miscreant Lords has reached
a fever pitch, to the point where the House of Lords has had to
act. The headline reads Verdict: Suspended from the
House of Lords until next Queen’s speech, expected in November or
December. It would appear that the pressure
brought to bear by the public outcry has produced the desired
result. The four lords have been found guilty of misconduct. Here,
let me read you a few lines,” he said as he picked the paper back
up and unfolded it. “Listen to this. It’s history in the making.”
He rustled the papers and began to read.

“Yesterday the peers backed
a report by the privileges committee recommending suspension until
the end of the parliamentary session—around six months. The
committee ruled that the peers broke rules which state that Lords
must always act on their personal
honor. Lords Westbury, Uselton, Clarke, and
Cooper-Stalwart will be the first lords to be barred from the Upper
House in over three hundred and fifty years. The last person to be
suspended from the House of Lords was Thomas Savile, the 1st
Viscount Savile of Castlebar. He was a royalist soldier who raised
a troop of horsemen to act against Parliament for Charles I in
1642.” Refolding The
Times, he placed it back on the side table
and picked up his cup of coffee. “So what do you think of that? The
paper says the earls were suspended from the House of Lords after a
sleaze enquiry found them guilty of accepting large sums of money
for amendments. Fitzwilliam’s sting worked after all. Lord Westbury
will retire to his estate in Yorkshire for the time being—a
self-imposed exile of sorts.”

“Good! Personal honour
indeed! I have no sympathy for any of them—especially
not for Lord Westbury,”
Cecilia said. “Where he should
be is in prison. If this were America, that’s
exactly where they all would be.”

“Yes, well, there is little
to no provision for criminal prosecution for the Lords. Unless they
commit treason, they get off scot free with little more than a slap
on the wrist. Lord Worthington of Herbertshire, Scotland did
receive a house arrest for arson a few years back, but he still
maintained his seat in the House of Lords, as I might add, have
Westbury and his cronies. Suspended does not equate to barred. They
will return in six months.”

“Yes, and what a pity, too,” Cecilia said.
“But I wonder how Lord Westbury will live now that his means for
making money has been completely cut off. What do you think will
become of him?”

“I don’t know. Some say he’s stashed
millions away in a Belizean bank while others say he’s lost
everything and taken up with a rich countess.”

“Which do you think it is?” Cecilia asked as
she sipped her coffee.

“A little of both,” David answered with a
smile as he picked up his coffee cup. “Both, in the sense that he
has retired to Westbury with a rich heiress, and that he has
millions stashed away. Westbury goes in style. He’s shrewd and
calculating, and he’s never alone. Cowards must always have someone
to feed on.”

Cecilia laughed. “Well, let’s just hope the
countess has her money secured and no young children. I wouldn’t
trust that man any farther than I could throw him.”

David chuckled in return. “Well, love, since
I know how much he weighs, I doubt you could throw him very far,
but I do appreciate the sentiment. Now, tell me, what is on your
mind?” he asked as he lifted his cup to his lips. “You have that
look about you, and when you get it, I know something is up, so out
with it.”

Cecilia flashed a teasing grin and shook her
head. “You know me too well, don’t you? Well, I do have something
on my mind. With the home visit complete and the legal process
finally over, do you think we can go home soon? I miss South
Carolina.”

“I don’t see why not.
Dana’s passport has been expedited, and all of our paperwork has
been approved. There is only that final matter with my solicitor
later this morning. Osmond wants our signatures on a few more
documents to complete the merger of Hartman & Hampton into
Darcy & Winthrop. I’m leaving the bulk of the assets to Dana as
part of her inheritance from me. With that, everything should be
complete. Even Ellie has her license to go, so what do you say to
our leaving Monday morning?”

“I’d love that. I can’t wait to get home,
and I’m so proud of you for what you are doing for Dana. She is a
very fortunate little girl to have a father like you. But how do
you think she will adjust to South Carolina? It’s going to be very
different from England. London is all she’s ever known. Do you
think Dana will like the country?”

“I think she will. There’s plenty to do and
lots of new things to explore. We’ll take her shopping. She’ll have
to have all new things appropriate for the warmer climate. She’ll
have quite an adjustment to make as far as the weather is
concerned. I know I was miserable my first full summer spent
there.”

“Yes, I remember. The humidity nearly killed
you. I believe that was when you decided cold tea was not so bad
after all.”

“Yes.” He laughed. “And I’ve liked it ever
since, especially the way Aunt Ruby makes it.”

“We also need to spend some time at James
Island and Lawton Hall. It would be very good for you to get some
sun,” Cecilia said as she brushed her fingertips over his faded
bruise, now light green with streaks of pale purple. “That eye
still looks bad.”

He reached up and took her hand in his,
bringing it to his lips. “It’s all right, love. It’s healing, but I
do agree. We need time together as a family. I would like to begin
teaching the boys to swim and ride, so we’ll spend a week on James
Island and then all of you can come with me to Lawton Hall. Willis
and I need to inspect the fields, and I need to check the latest
progress reports from Beaufort. Professor Dobbins seemed anxious
for me to read them before we left. The University of South
Carolina’s Agricultural Science Department thinks this might be the
year the project is complete, so there is that waiting for us.”

“Yes, I know we are close, and then Sea
Island Cotton in all its former glory will be back. I can’t wait.
I’m going into Beaufort with you.”

“I had hoped you would. If
it is as I suspect, then soon your father’s dream will be a reality
with this crop. The seed will once again be for sale, and the best
cotton in the world will again be available for wide-scale use and
thus affordable for the average consumer. It’ll only take me a few
days, if that, with Dobbins, and then we can turn the trip into a
family holiday. We’ll spend time by the pool soaking up the sun and
letting the tiddlers play, and I’ll teach the boys to ride in the
evenings.”

“That would be nice, but
David, didn’t you mean you would teach the boys and Dana to ride and
swim?”

“Yes, of course I will, but
primarily I will leave the raising of her to you. You’re a woman
and can relate much better than I, and she seems to be developing a
close bond with you. I have no idea what to do with a little
girl.”

“But David, that’s not the way you’ve talked
before when we discussed having a little girl. You always wanted
the relationship your brother has with his daughters. I remember
you telling me—”

“Yes, well, that was then, and this is now.”
He interrupted with a curt snap. “I never expected to have a
six-year-old little girl dropped in my lap. I wanted a baby—”

“Girl you could grow with—not one already
well on her way. I understand, but David, she adores you. You’re
her hero, her father. She loves you very much. She thinks you can
do no wrong.”

“And that’s what I’m
uncomfortable with. I hardly know her. She feels much more for me
than I do for her, but I am her father, and I will fulfill my responsibility towards
her.”

“Duty and responsibility.”
Cecilia sighed. “Darling, there is much more to raising a child
than providing the basic needs. Your daughter needs your
love.”

David winced as he shook his head. “Cecilia,
we’ve been through this countless times. I have to handle this in
my own way—on my terms.”

“But David, you are
not handling it. You’re
burying it. Dana deserves better than that. She deserves your
love.”

“And I can’t give it,” he
snapped. “I can’t help it. I do care for her, but I don’t feel what
I feel for my sons. I don’t relate well to girls.”

“But you have told me for six years how much
you wanted a girl.”

David shifted in an uncomfortable manner.
“Then perhaps I was wrong about that. Please, love, I don’t need
any pressure from you. Keep out of it.”

“It’s her mother, isn’t it?”

“Cecilia, I don’t want to talk about
it.”

“David—”

“Cecilia.” He pressed his fingers to
her lips. “We’ve been over this time and time again. We can talk
all day and all night, and we’ll get nowhere. This is something I
have to work out for myself. Let it be. But,” he said as his
fingers dropped from her lips to the contour of her jaw, “I know
something you can help me with.” Tracing his fingertips over the curve of her
cheek and along her jawline, he tipped her chin with a single
finger. His intense brown eyes locked with hers as he placed both
hands on either side of her face.

With a soft smile, he took a deep breath and
pulled her close, kissing her deeply as he laid them both down,
folding her form into his. Whispering against her lips, he added,
“Mrs. Darcy, I think we’ll take a little time before seeing Mr.
Osmond this morning. The contracts can wait.”

“Umm…” Cecilia whimpered in pleasure as she
snuggled into his embrace. “I quite agree, Mr. Darcy, I quite
agree,” she murmured as she kissed him again while his hand gently
caressed her back and shoulders.

Her anticipation growing, Cecilia pushed
back the covers and ran her hand over his naked form, her fingers
playing in the thick patch of dark curls over his heart. She closed
her eyes and smiled as she kissed his neck and brushed her
fingertips down the planes of his chest and over his stomach.

David breathed deeply as he reached over and
gently pulled Cecilia on top of him, lifting her gown and setting
her astride his hips. Moving her body forward, he added, “Just be
careful of my ribs, love. I’m still very sore.” Then he placed his
hands on either side of her hips, securing her before traveling
upwards to untie her silk nightdress, pulling it over her head and
tossing it aside.

“I love you, milady…my
lover and my confidant…my wife…mother of my sons,” he said as he
passed his hands over her slightly rounding belly and gently
smiled. “There is nothing more exquisite than a woman in full
bloom, nor anything more beautiful than you carrying my child.”

She closed her eyes and
sighed. The feel of her husband’s slow, confident hand on her body
heightened Cecilia’s senses and caused her to burn with
desire. “I know,” she breathed out in a
whisper, “and I love you, too. I always will.”

As she bent low to kiss him, her long blonde
hair fell down, cascading over her shoulders and covering his face.
She knew the man her husband was, and she was certain that in time
he would love his daughter as much or more than she herself had
come to love the little girl. With that final thought, Cecilia let
go and allowed him to love her as only he could.

 


~*~

 


While David waited for Cecilia to join him
in the downstairs front parlor, he stood by the window staring out
at the children playing in the gardens. Watching them as they
romped, he couldn’t help but think about his wife’s words earlier
this morning, and how over the last three weeks Dana had clung to
him, desperate for his attention, which, to the best of his
ability, he had tried to give her. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to
love her. No, he shook his head. He wanted to be what he knew she
wanted and needed, but something held him back. He sighed heavily
as he watched her and Emily running in and out of the exotic animal
hedgerow and maze followed by Dana’s hound, Ellie, quick on their
heels. They seemed carefree, as children should be, laughing and
frolicking, so happy-go-lucky in their play.

Staring at his daughter, his mind replayed
the scenes of how every night while he had been laid up in bed,
Dana would slip into his and Cecilia’s room after his brother’s
nightly story hour. Sometimes James and Davie would join her, but
it was always Dana who would remain, talking with Cecilia after his
sons had said their goodnights. Cecilia and Dana seemed to be
establishing a close relationship as they giggled and laughed while
getting to know one another. Then, before bedtime, Dana would
always come to his bedside where she would climb up and sit beside
him for a few moments, telling him about her day, and always before
leaving, she would tell him she loved him before they said their
nightly prayers and she kissed him goodnight.

And that was another thing—her prayers
always included a blessing for him and their family. She prayed
much like his mother had taught him and his brother when they had
been boys. Yes, Dana stirred all sorts of memories…memories of his
mother…memories of his childhood. She looked just like Anne Darcy,
and, as David stood there watching her skipping and dancing with
Emily, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt. The child loved
him. She was wide-eyed and innocent, and her love was open and
unconditional, so why didn’t he love her in return? Instead, all he
felt was a hollow void where he knew he should feel something.
Loving his sons had never been a question. Why was she different?
He shook his head. He knew the answer to that. It was her
mother—that, and the fact that he had not been a part of her life
when she was an infant. Had he held her in his arms the day she had
been born perhaps things would be different, but he hadn’t. That
privilege had been denied him. He had missed the bonding, and now
he wondered if he could ever bond with his daughter, or whether
their relationship would always be one of duty and
responsibility.

“David?”

David smiled and turned at the sound of his
wife’s soft voice. She stepped a little closer and slipped her arm
around his waist, giving him a gentle hug.

“I’m finally ready,” she said as she glanced
out the window. “Don’t they make a happy group? I’m so glad to see
them all together getting along so well, especially Dana. Have you
noticed how close she and Emily are? And she and James appear to
get along very well, too. I couldn’t be happier about that. What do
you think?”

David glanced out the
window once more. “Yes, everyone appears to get along just
fine, don’t
they?”

Yes…all’s fine and dandy,
isn’t it? He shook his head with a slight
smile as he turned back to his wife and tapped her impetuous
lips.

Cecilia raised a brow. “Yes, and in time…
Oh, David, I know what you are struggling with, but give it time,
darling. She adores you, and in time, you’ll come to adore her
too.”

“I hope you’re right, love.
But for right now, we have business to attend to; let’s be on our
way.”

“I know I’m right because
I’m never wrong, and I know you, remember?”

He laughed and put his arm around her
shoulder. “And so you do. Four sons and one daughter,” he whispered
as he patted her growing belly. “We’re soon to be complete. I guess
little Daniel really is our last one, after all. Now come on. Let’s
go. Osmond is waiting.”

They left the parlor walking arm in arm to
the front entryway where he helped her with her coat before donning
his own. As Cecilia and David walked down the steps of Darcy House
to the waiting BMW, James, followed by Alex, came running up to
them.

“Dad, where are you and Mom going? Can I
come, too?”

“No, not this time, Son. You run and play.
Your mum and I will be back before lunch, and maybe after we eat,
Uncle Fitzwilliam will play rugby with you and Alex.”

“Will you play, Dad?” James asked.

“No, Son. I’m still a bit too sore for that,
but I can coach.”

“Okay, Dad, but you know I wouldn’t hurt
you.”

“I know,” David said with a smile, “but I am
not yet up to running and jostling.”

“What about me?” Davie asked as he and
George approached. “I want to play, too.”

“Of course, I meant everybody, and that
includes you and George.”

“What about the girls? Surely not them?”
Alex inserted as Emily and Dana, along with Ellie, joined them.

David reached down and rubbed the hound
between her ears. “Well, if they want to, then I don’t see why not,
and you may as well, Miss Ellie.”

The dog barked and wagged her tail, but
Emily protested.

“Oh, no, we wouldn’t be caught dead playing
rugby, would we, Dana?” Emily quipped. “And Ellie, you be quiet.
Dogs don’t play rugby.”

Dana shrugged and shook her head while Ellie
rubbed against her leg and whined in protest.

Cecilia laughed as she finally joined the
conversation. “Okay, girls. I tell you what we will do. While the
boys are playing,” she glanced at David with a grin, “we girls will
have an outing all our very own and go shopping. Perhaps we’ll stop
for ice cream, and we’ll bring some home to share with Ellie. How
would you like that?”

Both girls giggled and nodded.

“Well, then, it’s settled. When we return,
Elizabeth and I will take you out. Now run along and play and we’ll
see you for lunch.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they all said as they took off
skipping and hopping, running in the direction of the hedgerow,
Dana turning a cartwheel while Ellie followed, trailing on their
heels, yapping as she went with her ears flapping in the
breeze.

“Love, you certainly have a way with the
girls. I’d rather they not play with the boys. They can be a little
rough, and I couldn’t allow them to do that with two girls in the
mix, so it’s best for them to have time with me and Fitzwilliam
while you and Elizabeth spend time with the girls,” David said,
walking around to open the door for his wife before rounding the
car to his side and taking his seat.

As David put the key in the ignition, his
wife responded, “David, you might be surprised at what girls are
like. Dana clearly wanted to play. It was Emily who didn’t. I have
a feeling your daughter could give the boys a run for their money.
I know I could have at her age.”

David laughed. “I bet you
could have. You give me a run for it now, and I’m not talking about
money. Oh and love, I know Dana wanted to play. Emily is a little
Miss Priss, but still, rugby is decidedly not for girls.”

Cecilia rolled her eyes and shook her head
with a slight smile as David started the engine and put the car in
drive.
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As the car pulled down the
long drive, Dana and Emily waved goodbye. Turning back to Dana,
Emily said, “It’s your father’s turn to read tonight. What do you
think of continuing The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer with Huckleberry Finn? I’ve heard the
story before, but I’d love to hear it again. What about
you?”

“I’ve never heard it, but I
would like to hear more. I loved Becky Thatcher and Tom Sawyer.
James says we live near a river like Tom, and that when we go home,
we can have adventures, too, so I do want to know more.”

“Yes, well, you will live near a river, and
it has that ghastly swamp by it, too. I’ve told you before that
it’s filled with all sorts of horrible things—animals—snakes and
alligators and frogs, large ones, too. They’re the size of my head.
I hate the slimy things. Dana, you must be very careful. Don’t go
there and don’t trust James or Davie.”

“Why not? James seems harmless, and Davie is
only four. What can he do?”

“Oh, he’s horrid, even if he is only four.
Besides, he’ll be five in September, and he’s a quick study under
his brother. Davie follows whatever James does, and he isn’t
harmless. He’s a pest. They’re trouble, both of them. They talk
about all kinds of disgusting subjects, such as dirty nappies and
what one does in the bathroom, and they teach my brothers bad
things. Imagine this. It was dreadful, but the last time we were
there, James and Alex thought it great fun to put a frog in my bed.
Can you imagine that? A huge green slimy frog! I screamed and
nearly wet my knickers. I thought Daddy was going to thrash Alex
good, and Uncle David did thrash James.”

Dana’s eyes grew large. “Did he really?”

“Well, not really
beat him, but he did get
swatted and told never to do such a thing again.”

Dana giggled. “I’m going to like James.
We’ll get on very well, but he shall find that if he plays a prank
on me, I will play one back.”

“Well, good for you. I
never let one of the boys get the better of me, so listen closely,
and I will teach you how to handle brothers. I’m an expert. I have
two of them, after all, and you’re soon to have four. Oh, the
horrors of such a fate! Thanks goodness you’re the oldest! That
helps in establishing things.”

Emily placed her hands on
her hips, reminding Dana of the story her mother had once read to
her of Sheila the Great
from one of her Judy Blume books. Amused, she
chuckled as her cousin continued.

“So now, my dear cousin,
you had better pay careful attention to me because I know how it is
done, though I can’t imagine having four. I certainly hope my mum
doesn’t have any more—and if she does, I want another sister—not an
annoying brother. Well anyway, enough about that. Now listen to me
as I tell you all that you need to know about icky
brothers.”

Dana nodded in
acknowledgment, and as Dana smiled and listened to every word,
Ellie dropped down and curled at her mistress’s feet as they both
settled in for what Dana thought must surely be a long lecture
since her cousin tended to be rather detailed and long-winded—much
like she remembered Sheila being in Otherwise Known as Sheila the Great.

Every now and then Dana
couldn’t help but snicker as her cousin’s animated features vividly
expressed a variety of subjects. Emily went on and on about how the
virtues of girls were far superior to those of boys and how a girl
is to handle her brothers. She explained that brothers needed
guidance in such things as how to dress and properly behave. They
must always have their shirts tucked in, and they mustn’t scoot on
the ground getting nasty grass stains on their jeans, and
absolutely no slimy or slobbery animals are to be allowed as pets,
particularly snakes and frogs. Nor should they, under any
circumstances, be allowed to put ketchup on slices of cheese, or
eggs, or mashed potatoes, or anything else where it doesn’t belong,
and especially not mustard on vanilla ice cream.

“Yuck! Mustard on ice
cream—surely not.”

“Oh yes! Alex does it just
to set me in fits. So you see, my dear cousin, boys
need our guidance.” She
pointed to herself and puffed out her chest. “They are too
dumb to get along without
it! You must always let them know who is in control.”

Alex and the boys, who had
been listening from behind the hedgerow, finally stepped out into
the open. “Enough, Emily,” Alex interjected. “Dana, if you know
what’s good for you, you won’t listen to her. Daddy calls her
‘The Little
Commander’ because she is always issuing
orders and bossing us around. She’s known as ‘Miss Busybody’ or
‘Boss Emmy.’ She
will lead you down the primrose path if you pay attention to this
drivel coming from her.”

“Well, it would pay
you to listen to me, Alex
Darcy. Just look at you. Your shirt is dirty with a huge paw print
on the front where you’ve been playing with the dogs and allowing
them to jump up on you. You know Maggie doesn’t allow that, and
you’re filthy, as if you’ve been rooting in the dirt again just
like Uncle Joseph’s pigs at Longbourn. The next thing I know you
will be sleeping in Uncle Joseph’s barn along with the hounds, barn
cats, and farm animals, getting that disgusting cow poop all over
you. You play in the barn all the time anyway, which you
shouldn’t.”

“Emily, stuff it!” Alex
huffed.

“Yeah, Emily!” George chimed in while James
and Davie simply stood there looking rather shocked, hoping Dana
would be nothing like their cousin.

“Well, I don’t have to stand here and listen
to this. Come, Dana, we’ve better things to do.”

Dana smiled as Emily led her away. “James,
Davie, I don’t think I’ll be very good at being in charge. I rather
like getting dirty… sometimes. Though I’m not very fond of cow
poop!”

Alex and James laughed as they watched the
girls go.
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Dinner was concluded, and the children had
all had their baths. David, Cecilia, Fitzwilliam, and Elizabeth,
having concluded their after dinner coffee, made their way up the
stairs to the family wing for tonight’s reading.

As they reached the landing, Fitzwilliam
turned to his brother. “David, it is your turn to read tonight.
What story do you have in mind?”

David chuckled. “Well, I’ve
been secretly approached by your oldest son and mine and by your
daughter. It seems the consensus is that everyone wants to
hear The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn. It would appear that your reading
of Tom Sawyer was
such a hit that they all want more, so Huck Finn it is.”

Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled and danced as she
gave a soft chuckle. “That figures. I remember when my father read
those two books. Joseph and I couldn’t get enough. Fortunately it
was summertime. We must have spent the entire summer at the cove,
pretending to be Tom and Becky. Joseph even made a raft and floated
it down the creek.”

“Ah, yes, I remember that summer well. I was
there, too,” Cecilia said. “We would enter the caves pretending to
escape from Injun Joe. It was one of the best summers of my
life.”

As they turned the corner to the nursery,
David added, “Oh, what a pleasure it would be to be a child once
again! I would have loved for all of us to have been playmates.
Although,” he paused and tilted his head, “I might have preferred
if we were a bit older to play games of a different sort.”

“David Darcy!” Cecilia slapped his rear.
“Your mind is never very far from—”

“And neither is yours, love.” He interrupted
with a quick kiss to her uplifted face as he slipped his arm around
her shoulder and gave her an affectionate hug.

They all laughed, and Fitzwilliam turned to
Elizabeth. “It’s never too late to play, is it, love?”

“Never!” she agreed with a giggle, reaching
up to kiss his impetuous lips twisted in playful mirth.

“Later tonight,
after our nightly
reading, we shall have an adventure all of our own,” Fitzwilliam
said.

David cast his wife a salacious grin with a
mischievous twinkle in his eye.

“Still reading about Henry Darcy, I see,”
Cecilia said.

“We wouldn’t miss it!” Elizabeth
giggled.

Having reached the nursery, Fitzwilliam
placed his hand on the doorknob. Entering the room, the group found
William running around in the middle of an animated adventure.

“What is this, Little
Wills?” David asked as he reached down and
scooped his son up in his arms.

Davie piped up and said,
“William is retelling the latest episode of Thomas the Tank Engine.
He’s demonstrating how James burned his brakes up,
and the breakdown train had to come to the rescue.”

“Is that so, my little
one?” David looked at his young son, barely able to contain his
laughter.

William buried his head in his daddy’s neck
and nodded. “Uh-huh…down, Daddy. I want down.”

“All right.” David released the squirming
toddler.

As soon as his feet hit the floor, William
ran around in circles, yelling, “Peep-Peep. James was rushing down
the line. Those mean trucks were pushing him, Daddy, and his wooden
brakes were on fire.
Shsh-shsh-shsh…chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga-peep-peep…” he said as he
balled his little fists and moved them in a circular motion while
running around in a circle.
“Shsh-shsh-shsh…chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga-peep-peep… Thomas, bring
the breakdown train. James is off the track. Hurry, Thomas!”

“All right, son, we get the point. That’s
quite enough,” David said as he scooped him up again and took him
to the large overstuffed sofa where they took a seat. “You will sit
with me tonight and be still. I’m going to read to you. What do you
say to that?”

Fitzwilliam laughed and reached down,
sweeping his own little girl up. “Come, Little Bits, we need to
take a seat, too.”

“Daddy, don’t forget the book,” Annie said,
reaching over to the bookshelf as they walked by.

Fitzwilliam pulled the book
from the shelf. “No, we could not do that, now could we, my Little
Bits?”

Annie giggled and buried her face in her
daddy’s chest.

William glanced at the book
in his uncle’s hand and pooched out his lower lip as he crossed his
arms over his chest. “I like Thomas. I want Thomas, Daddy.”

“Well, perhaps another
time. Your brothers…and sister want Huck
Finn.”

William looked up. “Daddy, is Dana really my
sister?”

“Yes, she is.” David smiled down into his
small son’s questioning eyes.

“Good! I like her. She plays with me and
Annie, and I like her very much. Can she sleep with me when we go
home?”

“No, girls need their own room and their own
space. Little boys are a bother.”

Dana smiled as she and Ellie walked over to
where they were and slipped William’s hand into hers as she plopped
down next to her father.

“I’m not a bother, am I, Dana?”

“No, Wills, I love having you as a little
brother, but Daddy is right. It wouldn’t be proper for me to share
your room. I like dolls and stuffed animals, and you like trains
and trucks. Our things would be in each other’s way, but I will
play with you every day. I like Thomas, too.”

“Oh, bother. Well, sit with me while Daddy
reads…pleazzz,” William pleaded.

Dana smiled and snuggled up to her father
and little William while Ellie curled up at their feet, apparently
wanting to be included in the reading hour, too. David smiled and
glanced up as his brother handed him the book. Making a few
adjustments, he situated the hound at his feet, then pulled his
daughter onto his knee and placed his son in her lap, securing his
arms around them both as he opened the book to Chapter One, Page
One, and began the story.

Fitzwilliam took a seat on the sofa next to
his wife, opposite his brother. He made himself comfortable and
settled in for the reading hour, holding Annie with one arm while
he wrapped the other around his wife. The boys and Emily sat
scattered around the room in soft chairs and beanbags while Uncle
David read.

Cecilia had brought her crochet bag, giving
her something to do while she listened. Cuddled into one of the
family’s oversized chairs, she pulled the baby blanket she was
creating from her bag and quietly began working the light blue trim
around the edge of the beautiful white crocheted blanket
embroidered with playful bunnies. As her hook moved in and out,
forming the lacy ruffle, she smiled, content with the domestic
scene of her husband holding their youngest son and new daughter
while he read. Soon—very soon, they would all be home in their own
house where this scene would be repeated on a nightly basis. Since
James had been old enough to listen, David had been reading, first
to him, and then as the others came one by one, to all of them, and
now they had a daughter.

Cecilia paused and placed her hand on her
abdomen. She could not have been happier as she felt the flutter of
another Darcy within her womb, reminding her of just how blessed
she was. Eight years ago, no one could have convinced her that she
would be sitting here in London, England with a man she loved more
than she could have ever imagined in a room full of children. She
breathed deeply and briefly closed her eyes. Then with a smile, she
slipped another stitch through a loop.


Chapter 14

 


 


Dawn, with its pale pink light shimmering
over the city, had just begun to break across the eastern sky.
David had been up for hours, unable to sleep, drinking coffee and
smoking one cigarette after another. Last night’s argument with his
wife was still fresh on his mind.

“So I’m the sorry
son-of-a-bitch. That’s what you think, isn’t it?”

“No, David, I’m not saying that at all. What
I am saying is this. If you are not a proactive father, your
daughter will not know how to have a normal relationship with a man
when she grows up. She’ll be vulnerable to sexual exploitation. A
father has to be the man in his daughter’s life, teaching and
instructing her. That father/daughter bond is inexplicably
important.

“If a little girl does not get the love she
needs from her father, she will find it elsewhere. She’ll be ripe
for the picking by some silver-tongued beau who’ll tell her what
she wants to hear—sweet little lies designed to take her innocence,
and then, when he’s taken his fill, he’ll throw her away like a
piece of Christmas trash—used garbage. So you had best think about
what you are doing, because some hard ankle won’t think twice about
it.”

“I’ll kill anybody who violates my
daughter.”

“Well, then take measures to see that it
doesn’t happen.”

“You just don’t give up, do you?”

“No—especially when I know
I’m right, and David, I know
I am right. I’ve read Sandra’s journal. Dana will
follow in her mother’s footsteps if left unchecked. Is that what
you want?”

David dropped his head and pinched his brow.
Cecilia’s words, particularly her parting words, were still ringing
in his ears. Was that what would happen if he could not wholly
accept his daughter? Would she become her mother, dressed in little
to nothing, working in an American bar, or worse? The thought of
his daughter doing the things with men he had done with her mother
caused a tightening in his chest, and he didn’t like it…not one
bit!

He released a ragged breath as he sat in his
chair and shook his head. With a solemn expression, he stared out
the open bedroom window and inhaled the cool, crisp air, trying to
order his thoughts and feelings as he sipped his coffee. It was
times like this when he wanted to be at Pemberley where he could
saddle a horse and ride at breakneck speed to the highest summit
with the wind in his face—ride to a place where he could breathe in
the cold fresh air and clear his head while he watched the dawn
break over the peaks. But instead, he was trapped here in London
where his problems held him captive.

Pausing long enough to stub out his fag and
light another one, he let his mind once again wander. Not only had
Cecilia’s words unsettled him, but his memory of Sandra weighed
heavily on his mind, too. While going through his belongings he had
stored away here in his old room, he had discovered various things
she had given him. One of them was an ID bracelet, which he’d all
but forgotten about. He’d tossed it in an empty cigar box shortly
after receiving it and had never given it a second thought until
now when he’d picked it up to examine it.

Turning it over in his hand, something
caught his eye, a small heart on the underside that he had never
noticed before—a heart with her initials mingled with his,
separated by a jagged break through the center. It was identical to
the one she had wheedled out of him. How had he overlooked that?
She’d given it to him the weekend of The Beatles Extravaganza—a
weekend where he’d had more on his mind than mere tokens of
affection.

David took a deep draw on his cigarette and
shook his head, blowing out a stream of smoke. Once again his
memory of their weekend in Liverpool came into focus. Oddly enough,
the memory was pleasant. They had taken the train from London on a
Friday afternoon and had stayed at the Hard Days Night Hotel. He
remembered shagging all night long, and the next day they’d had
breakfast in bed and shagged again before walking to the park where
the concert was to be held. They had strolled hand in hand amongst
the flowers. Sandra loved flowers, especially spring flowers, and
he had bought her a large bouquet of them. He had also bought her a
tee shirt and a signed CD. She had told him it was one of the best
times of her life, but what had he thought about it? Closing his
eyes, he moaned. All he’d thought about was how he was going to
shag her as soon as they got back to their room. That was the only
thing he’d had on his mind the entire weekend.

Lingering in his thoughts, he could still
smell the sweet scent of her perfume and feel the brush of her hair
against his skin. His body tensed as David dropped his head in
shame.

As he took a large gulp of
coffee, Westbury’s words echoed through his mind.
… And so you’re here to defend her honor? …I
suppose you would marry her if you weren’t already
married.

Would he have? He wondered.
He and Sandra were compatible for the most part. She was good in
bed, and had he not met Cecilia, he would have remained with her
and never known the difference. But he had met Cecilia, and he did
know the difference, and had he not been such a prideful man back
then, he wouldn’t be sitting here right now with this
damned cup of lukewarm
coffee and an ashtray full of stale cigarette butts. He sighed. He
alone was the author of this tangled web he now found himself
caught in. But there was something else on his mind as well.
…Cecilia…

He took another puff on his cigarette as he
cast an anxious glance at his wife sleeping peacefully. His worries
about her had intensified. Her term with William had been
difficult, but all had turned out well, and they’d had a healthy
son. David had no reason to think this one would not also go well,
but something nagged at him, telling him that perhaps things were
not right. And with that unsettling thought, the memory of his
mother’s last pregnancy painfully resurfaced in his mind. If he
lost his wife, he didn’t know what he would do—especially if he
were left behind with an unruly brood… left with a house full of
tiddlers like his father had been. He wasn’t his father, but he
wondered if he would fare any better than his dad, going through
life alone.

Then there was Lawton & Darcy. There
were several matters of business pressing there as well. He needed
to get his family home and Cecilia to her doctor, and he needed to
get back to work. He had been in constant contact with his personal
assistant, and Daniel had come back from retirement to manage
things in his stead, but there was only so much they could do. They
had sent him several important documents, which he had signed and
returned, but there were at least two items of business that
required his personal attention, and then there was the cotton
research project at the University of South Carolina that
necessitated his direct input and approval.

With all of this accumulating around him, he
felt the pressure of a large hand gripping his chest like the
talons of a predatory bird carrying its prey away to its lair to
feast upon. He had to come to terms with Dana and do it soon, or
there would be no peace in the Darcy domain. He sighed heavily and
passed his hand over his bristly face.

Mentally chewing on his problems, he
determined what he would do. He would speak with his brother.
Fitzwilliam never seemed to have these sorts of problems, and he
always seemed to know what to do in times of crisis. Yes, that is
what he would do. He would seek the wise counsel of his
brother.

With that settled, David stubbed out his fag
and curled his nose at the ashtray piled high and running over.
When he got back to Charleston, he was going to have to break this
nasty habit. It was time to begin thinking about his long-term
health and taking responsibility for that, too, especially since he
now had four tiddlers and another one on the way.

Jarred out of his thoughts by the sound of a
soft whimper, David smiled and set his cold coffee aside.

“You’re awake, love. Did you sleep well?” he
asked as he rose from his seat and went to their bed.

“Yes, I think so, but why are you up so
early? It’s six o’clock.”

David shook his head and shrugged. “I
couldn’t sleep. Cecilia, I don’t like it when we argue.”

“Neither do I, darling.” She looked up at
him as he took a seat beside her on the bed and clasped her hand in
his.

“Since we’ve been married,
I don’t ever recall having an argument with you—especially
not a bitter one like we
had last night. Love, I can’t handle the discord this situation is
creating within our family. Tell me what I must do.”

“David, I can’t tell you
what to do. Only you can decide that. But I can tell you what you
should do.”

He looked at her and shook his head. “I
know. The thought of that little girl becoming like her mother is
more than I can bear, especially if I were to be the cause of it. I
already carry the guilt of Sandra’s situation, and now to think
that I might further the damage, well, I can’t endure that
thought.” He patted Cecilia’s hand. “Love, I’ve got to find a way
to remedy past mistakes, and I cannot allow history to repeat
itself.”

“Just spend time with her, David. Get to
know her, and forget about the past. Move forward and love what
came out of your union with Sandra. She was not the bad person some
people made her out to be. I don’t think you ever really knew
her.”

“Well, that’s the point now, isn’t it? I
never wanted to know her—at least not past the pleasure she gave me
at the time, and I don’t know that I want to know her now. I feel
badly about what happened, but I don’t think I can delve into
getting to know her, and especially not through my daughter. I want
to forget her. I have to. I can’t deal with the pain of knowing
what I’ve caused, or at least been a part of.”

“That’ll be hard to do.”

“Perhaps, and
perhaps not. We’ll
see. Now, let’s talk about you. What happened last night that
caused you to cry out in pain when we were making love? Celia, I
want to know what’s going on.”

Her face flushed crimson. “I moved wrong,
and, well, you hurt me. It was my fault, not yours.”

“You’ll see your doctor when we return.
Should I go with you?”

“No,” she laughed nervously, “there’s no
need for that, but we do need to be extra careful.”

“You’re twenty weeks along. I know it’s
early, but perhaps we need to abstain.”

“I’ll ask Dr. Adams about it, but surely
there is no need for that. Besides,” she teased, “how am I supposed
to get along without your touch, and how will you survive?”

He laughed a deep-throated laugh. “I’ll
manage. There are other ways, you know, and no, I’m not talking
about a mistress.”

“David!” She playfully smacked him. “That
thought never crossed my mind.”

“As well it shouldn’t.”

Cecilia paused and smiled. “There is one
other thing, though.” She looked at him with compassion.

“What’s that, love?” he asked with a soft
smile.

“I’m worried about you. You’re drinking more
than ever, and you’ve begun to smoke again. The smell of stale
cigarettes in this room is stifling. Please, darling, don’t smoke.
A cigar once in a while is okay, but this two pack a day habit,
well, I worry about you.”

“I know, love. I only smoke when I’m under
pressure—and not the good kind that comes from a demanding job. But
you’re right. The fags must go. Tomorrow I’m going to start running
again, and when we return to Charleston, I’ll go to the gym. Connor
Fripp was needling me about Racquetball before we left Charleston.
I’ll ring him up and see if we can play at least once a week when
we get back to South Carolina.”

“Good! When I am able, I’ll join you at the
gym, and perhaps we can get back to tennis like we used to.”

“I’ll hold you to it,” he said, stroking the
side of her face. “Now, let’s shower and get dressed. I’m going to
have a talk with my brother, and I need to make our plans for our
return flight. I want to pack a few things to bring back with us,
and I need to call Hastings to prepare the plane for the flight
home. So, my love, let’s get up and move.” He pressed a quick kiss
to his wife’s lips and helped her out of bed.
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Fitzwilliam entered his study right after
his brother. Closing the door behind them, he turned to David, who
had taken the seat closest to his desk, and asked, “Okay, now what
is it that’s so important that you couldn’t wait for a second cup
of coffee? What has you in such a state? Dana?”

David smiled and shook his head as his
brother dropped into his seat behind his desk. “You never cease to
amaze me. You always know what’s on my mind. Yes, it’s Dana.”

“So what’s the problem?”

David shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I
don’t know exactly, but could it be that you call me in the middle
of the afternoon whilst I’m having a late lunch with my wife and
sons to drop this urgent business in my lap which turned out to be
a bombshell that has totally disrupted my entire life? And now my
wife is irritated with me because I didn’t jump up and down with
excitement to discover this lost daughter that I didn’t know I had,
nor did I want. Her mother has died leaving her to me, and somehow
I feel responsible for it all when I had nothing to do with it.
Then there is this six-year-old little girl calling me daddy,
telling me she loves me, and…good God, what am I to do?”

Fitzwilliam slumped back in his chair and
sighed. “If you do not want to take her, I will. I don’t mind. I’ll
treat her as if she were one of my own.”

“If I do that, I will break her heart. I
couldn’t do that to her. I do care. I’m not a heartless
bastard.”

“David, I know you care. I’ve known you all
your life. Your feelings are repressed. Open your heart. Spend time
with her. Those natural feelings will come.”

David looked upon his
brother skeptically. “Perhaps you’re right. That’s the very thing
Cecilia tells me. The hardest thing for me, though, is the fact
that I can’t get past her mother’s memory and what she did. Sandra
had no right not to inform me she was no longer on the pill. She
tricked me into getting her pregnant, and that’s what
frosts me. Had I any idea
of what she was doing, I wouldn’t have touched her.”

“And she must have known
that.”

“Yes, she knew it. She
knew exactly how I
felt. Knowing what I know now, I sincerely feel that, had I not
married Cecilia, she would have tried to trap me into
marriage.”

Fitzwilliam leaned forward
and placed his hands on his desk. “Father was afraid this would
happen. He was worried sick you would marry her. I know he stressed
over it for months once he found out how close the two of you were,
or at least how close he thought
you were.”

“Well now, that’s the
material point of it, isn’t it? It would appear everyone thought we
were close—everyone except me. Fitzwilliam, I never gave her any
indication I would marry her. I never once told her I loved her or
that I wanted anything more than sex. She, on the other hand, felt
more and kept it from me. She was the one who wanted a more
permanent arrangement, and our daughter believes that’s what we
had. Dana isn’t even sure if we were married or not, so how am I to
tell her that all her mother was to me was a convenient shag? I
never cared anything at all for her. You, of all people, knew
that.”

“Yes, well, perception is everything, and
the tabloids gave the illusion that the two of you were an item.
That’s what Dana sees. Sandra must have kept every single clipping
of your time together, and it paints the picture of the two of you
being a couple in love.”

“So how am I to tell her that her mother
danced at the Pink Palace at night and made triple X movies in her
spare time—that she was quite the rage, performing in the best
classic British porn ever produced? Oh, and let us not forget that
she was noted as giving the best fellatio of any stripper in
London.”

“Whatever, you do, don’t
tell her any of that. With her being in America, perhaps she will never discover
it.”

“NO, I never want her to know any of it or to follow in her
mother’s footsteps. There’s a family history there and it bothers
me. I have to find a way to erase Sandra from the little girl—my
daughter’s—life.”

“I think that unwise. She
loved her mother. I—”

“Think what you will, but it must be done.
Sandra is part of the past, and I want her left in the past.”

“But you did defend her honor with
Westbury.”

“Yes, but you could say
that what I did to Westbury was as much for the child as it was for
the mother. No matter what Sandra was or had ever done, she never
deserved what he did to her, but
nonetheless, I don’t want her connected to me, and
by extension, my daughter.”

“You’re making a
mistake.”

“And it is mine to make. I want Sandra
reduced to a faded memory. She will never be spoken of in my
house.”

Fitzwilliam shook his head, but David held
his hand up, letting his brother know this conversation was
over.

Reluctantly, Fitzwilliam rose from his desk
and walked towards the door. Turning back, he said, “Have it your
way, but I predict disaster.”

“I don’t think so.” David
paused and glanced away. “Fitzwilliam,” he said as he caught his
brother’s gaze and held it, “in order for me to accept Dana, I have
to forget her mother ever existed. It’s the only way I can handle
it. Sandra is a part of my life that is over, and I’d prefer
she stayed dead
and buried!”

Fitzwilliam took a deep breath and sighed.
“David, it doesn’t work like that. Dana will always remind you of
Sandra. You have to deal with what happened and forgive yourself.
It’s the only way you can overcome it.”

Once again David glanced away. “I can’t. The
guilt I carry is tremendous. In part, I feel responsible for
Sandra’s life and death even though my rational mind tells me I’m
not.” He looked up. “For me, it’s better to forget it.”

“Okay.” Fitzwilliam turned the knob and
opened the door. “It’ll never be mentioned again. Now,” he said
with a smile, “let’s have that second cup of coffee.”
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David went about softly
humming the Beatles’ Revolution
as he searched the shelves of his old closet,
pulling down boxes and going through them one by one.

“David, darling, what on
earth are you doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing,
love?”

“Making a huge mess in the middle of the
floor.”

David threw back his head and laughed. “Yes,
I suppose I am at that, and what do you suppose it is?” he
asked.

“Well, when you flash that mischievous grin
of yours, it can only mean one of two things.” His wife’s lips
curled with an impish smile.

He shook his head with a grin. “We’ll save
option two for tonight, or maybe this afternoon, but as to option
one, yes, I am up to something. I’m looking for my Beatles CDs and
Mum’s LP collection. We’re going to take my old stereo system back
to the States. I’m giving it all to Dana. Some of these LPs have
George Harrison’s and Paul McCartney’s autographs on them. Dana
will love that when she grows to understand their meaning. And
there is something else of great import for this afternoon. I’m
taking her shopping—just the two of us.”

“David! That’s wonderful.” Cecilia flew to
him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“Careful, love, or I may want to initiate
option two,” he said with a twinkle in his eye.

“You sly dog, you. You know I’ve wanted you
to do just what you’re doing for weeks now.”

“And so you have. Now, if you’ll help me get
this all together, we’ll call her in and present it to her.”

“David, what’s this over here?” Cecilia
asked as she peeked inside a box David had pushed in the
corner.

“Something for the trash. That’s all.”

“No, it isn’t. It’s a collection of
memorabilia,” Cecilia said as she pulled out an engraved ID
bracelet and two torn tickets to a Nirvana concert, followed by a
small framed picture of Sandra posing provocatively, wearing thong
panties and nothing else.

David snatched the things from her hand and
put them back in the box. “It’s part of my past. I want to get rid
of it. I should have a long time ago.”

“No, David, these are for Dana, at least the
bracelet is. And speaking of these things… this bracelet, this
picture, what do they mean? The bracelet is a close match to the
one Dana wears. She thinks you gave it to her mother because you
loved her. I believe you did care something or you wouldn’t have
kept these things.”

She watched him closely as he passed his
hand over his face.

“You did, didn’t you?” Cecilia asked as she
played with the locket she always wore.

“Good God, Cecilia!” Fury flew from his
eyes. “I told you why I gave her that bracelet. Do I also have to
spell it out for you? Sandra gave me these things, and, for some
reason that God only knows, I kept them. Until now, I had forgotten
they existed, but if you give them to Dana, it will foster this
silly notion of hers that I might have loved her mother. I don’t
want to do that.”

“Well, I’m
not going to tell her you
didn’t, and I am going to keep these things, though I’ll let the picture
go.”

“All right, but you’re not
to give them to her, and on that, Mrs. Darcy, I remain firm. If she
ever sees this bracelet, it will serve to reinforce the lie she
believes, and I cannot allow that. I don’t want to argue with you,
but I am not backing down. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to
inform the nanny to have my daughter prepared for our outing. We
can show her the CDs and LPs at another time.”

Cecilia gave him a sharp look as she bundled
up the small box and set it next to their things to be packed for
the return flight to South Carolina.

While she watched her husband exit their
bedroom, she paused and shook her head. She was grateful for
David’s change in attitude concerning Dana, but disturbed by his
repressed feelings regarding his former girlfriend. However, he was
at least taking a step in the right direction.
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While David walked the long corridor to the
nursery, he thought about his latest altercation with his wife. It
was just his luck that she would find that box of long- forgotten
items—the box he had fully intended to disappear before anyone
found it. Now his wife was going to keep it, but it would be set
aside on the highest shelf in his private study. There was no way
he wanted his daughter to discover that bracelet. He shook his head
and cursed under his breath at his carelessness.

As he reached the common room, he stood
there frozen in place for a full thirty seconds, attempting to
regain his composure. Once he felt calm enough to face the nursery
staff, he firmly rapped on the door.

Opening the door, he was greeted with the
sight of a very flushed little girl clutching two dresses.

“Come in, Mr. Darcy,” Maggie said. “Dana was
just about to try on the newly stitched frocks Mrs. Winters has
created for the girls. Would you like to see them modeled?”

“No, that’ll not be necessary. Dana can
model them for me when we return. Have her dressed in fifteen
minutes for an outing. I’m taking my daughter for a shopping
excursion and an afternoon together. How does that sound?” he said,
turning to his daughter.

Dana blushed a beaming smile. “I would like
that very much, Daddy. Where are we going?”

“I thought we might go
to Knightsbridge and South
Kensington to see what we might find
there and then maybe to a museum if time
permits. We can have something to eat and perhaps go for a stroll
in the park and feed the ducks. Would that suit you?”

“Oh, yes! I’ll be ready
soon.”

“Good! Meet me in the front entrance. I’ll
be waiting. And Dana, from this moment on, you shall be my little
Ducky.” David smiled and gave his daughter a regal nod before
opening the door and exiting.

 


~*~

 


Standing in the vestibule, David turned to
see his jubilant daughter bounding down the stairs, her blonde hair
flying behind her as she skipped along.

With a smile he said, “Come here and let me
see you.”

She ran up to him beaming, obviously pleased
with the special attention he was paying her.

“Daddy, do you like my tracksuit? Emily
picked it out, and my shoes match my knickers.” She held out her
foot for him to see. “Emily says that’s important.”

“Yes, well, it’s very nice. Raspberry pink
looks…lovely on you, but why does it have a large strawberry on the
leg?”

“Oh, that’s because it’s
Juicy Couture. Emily says that’s
important, too.”

“Umm…I see. Well, let’s get
on with it.”

David helped Dana into her
coat before donning his own. As they made their way down the steps
hand in hand, David made a mental note to speak with Cecilia.
Someone must tell his daughter that a young lady does not discuss
her knickers with the male population, and especially
not with her
father.
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Entering the lower level of the mall, Dana
skipped along until she stopped in front of a bookstore. She turned
around and looked up at her father adoringly.

“Daddy, can we go in here first? I lost my
Judy Blume book, and I would like to have another one.”

Pleased with his daughter’s choice of books,
he returned her smile. “If that’s where you would like to begin,
then let’s go in.”

Taking him by the hand, Dana led him
directly to the children’s section. Obviously she’d been here
before.

“Look, Daddy, that’s
Otherwise Known as Sheila the
Great, and there is Tales of the Fourth Grade Nothing.
Can I have them?”

“We’ll see, and Ducky,
it’s may I have
them,” David said as he picked up the books and scanned the
contents. Deciding these would do, he kept them, but upon further
inspection of the others by the same author, he decided they were
too mature in subject matter for his daughter at this time, so he
put those back. Walking a few steps over, he picked up another set
of books.

“How about these? Have you
ever read or heard of The Chronicles of
Narnia, or Harry
Potter, and how about The Hobbit? These are among my
favorite books.”

“Oh, Daddy, everyone’s
heard of Harry Potter, but no one has ever read them to me. Mum read the first one,
but then she stopped. I would love to own them. Can I,
Daddy?”

“Dana, how must you
ask?”

“May I, Daddy?” She giggled.

“That’s better. We must
teach you to become a proper young lady.”

“Oh, Daddy, I do so want to be a proper
young lady.”

“Very good, Ducky.” He chuckled. “Now, yes,
you may have them, but how about the others? Have you heard of
them?”

“No, but if you like them,
then I know I will, too, and can—” she paused and shook her head.
“No, may I have a
book of fairytales? I lost mine. We had Grimm’s Fairy Tales and Hans
Christian Anderson. May I have them, too? I love
The Snow Queen and
Little Ida’s Flowers, and The Little Match
Girl. I love them all! And Daddy, may I
also have the Alice collection? I love Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Alice Through the Looking
Glass, too. May I have them,
Daddy?”

“Oh, I don’t see why not,”
he said with amusement, selecting her favorites along with his own
from the shelf. “You may have the fairytales and Lewis Carroll’s works. I’m very
pleased with your choices,” he said. “Now, tonight we’ll
begin The Hobbit.
I want to introduce you to the World of Middle Earth, and
The Hobbit is the best
place to begin. As your understanding increases, we’ll follow the
characters through The Lord of the
Rings. Eventually, when
you’re much older, I want you to read The
Children of Hurin and The Silmarillion. Those are a bit
complicated for a child, but your daddy and uncle love them. If you
like Grimm’s Fairy Tales
and Hans Christian Anderson, you’ll enjoy Tolkien,
too. We also need to select a rucksack and all the essentials for a
proper young lady’s reading habits. And I do want you to be a
reader.”

“Me, too, Daddy.” Dana
beamed.

As they left the children’s
section, he wondered if his daughter had gone through the entirety
of her young life with her eyes closed. She had missed so much.
She’d never heard of or seen The Lord of
the Rings or The
Chronicles of Narnia, and hadn’t been
exposed to Harry Potter. He would have to remedy that.

Strolling towards the front, he came to stop
in front of a large display of Vera Bradley reading essentials. If
Dana was to be the serious reader he wanted her to be, she would
need these things, so they selected a rucksack complete with
pencils and a pencil case, a notebook for recording thoughts, a
selection of book markers to mark your place, and a purse and coin
purse just because they matched the rest and she wanted them. While
the clerk bagged their purchases, he instructed Dana that, when she
read interesting things she’d learned or discovered, she could
write them down in the notebook—things she will want to remember or
to look up at a later time. This was called research, he told
her.

With everything that he intended to buy here
completed, he said, “Now, let’s go on to the next store.”

Walking along with their packages carefully
bundled and placed in cloth carrying bags, they came to a toy
store. Dana stopped and looked up at her father with a grin.

“Would you like to go inside?”

She nodded.

“Well, in we go.”

Strolling through the door, they came to a
large display of coloring books and crayons. “Choose one,” David
said, “and I will buy you this large box of crayons. Perhaps we can
color together before our reading session. Would you like
that?”

“Oh, yes.” She nodded.

Studying them carefully, she chose
Strawberry Shortcake because it matched her Juicy Couture
tracksuit. David smiled and hugged her.

After the coloring book was chosen, they
went on to the toy aisle. David grinned as he watched his daughter
go from one thing to another and finally to the dolls. She had
stepped into a treasure-trove of toys—a little girl’s dream come
true. She glanced up at him, and he told her to choose whatever she
wanted, and he would buy it. Unsure of what to choose, she brushed
her fingers over the My Little Ponies and Strawberry Shortcake
dolls, finally selecting one. Noticing that she struggled with her
choices, David smiled and gathered one of each available from the
rack, giving her an assorted collection from each type. Then he
chose several movies from the same collection as the toys. Next she
fingered the Barbie dolls, and he bought one of those, too.

Having more than he could
carry, David pulled out his mobile. Within minutes, Singleton and a
servant met them and the packages were loaded and on their way back
to Darcy House. David and Dana continued, going from one store to
the next, strolling down Knightsbridge hand in hand. He bought her
clothes and shoes, a Strasburg Children dress and a smocked woolen
coat he wanted her to have. He bought a Ginny doll complete with
trunk and accessories from a specialty shop, and an iPod Nano in
Raspberry pink to match her outfit, which, of course, necessitated
the need for a collection of CDs, including many audio dramas and
books of mythology, The
Hobbit, all of Harry Potter, faerie tales,
Lord of the Ring, and
Celtic and classical music. He knew she was too young for some of
it, but he bought it just the same. It brought him great pleasure
to splurge on his daughter. He especially enjoyed buying her
clothes and books, something he had always imagined himself doing
with a daughter once he had married and settled down.

Finally they returned to Harvey Nicolas and
had lunch at the Fifth Floor Café and Roof Terrace. David sat back,
enthralled by the wonder on his daughter’s face. He’d eaten here
many times and thought it nothing special, but to see the look of
wonder in his little girl’s eyes was almost magical as she
exclaimed with awe at everything she saw. Rooftops? Who could be
excited about rooftops, and yet, she was. He laughed and shook his
head.

As they finished their
meal, David looked over at his droopy daughter. Tenderly, he
spoke, “Are you ready to go home,
Ducky?”

“Yes, I’m dreadfully tired.
I don’t think I could go to another place. Can we leave now? I want
to go home and listen to my Celtic music. I do enjoy it so. It
makes me think of spring flowers.
Do you like flowers, Daddy?”

“Yes, I suppose I
do.”

“Which are your
favorites?” She beamed.

“Oh, I don’t know. I like
roses, and I’ve become rather fond of camellias of late…and
I suppose hyacinths. They smell nice. How about
you? What do you like?”

“Oh, my favorite is the
buttercup, but I do like purple hyacinths, too. They smell lovely,
and Mum loved them very much. Umm…music and pretty flowers. I like
them both. They’re delightful!” She nodded
in agreement with the same animated features he’d
often seen Emily use.

“So, you like Celtic
music…” he murmured almost
to himself.

“Yes, I love the soft
Celtic sounds. It reminds me of something, but I don’t know what.
It makes me feel good.” She
giggled.

“Good, I’m glad you like Celtic music,
because it’s a favorite of mine as well.” David tapped her button
nose with the tip of his index finger, smiling as he gazed upon her
in quiet reflection. David also had a love for Celtic mythology and
Norse myths, so he was pleased that his daughter shared his love
for the ancient culture of their forefathers. As for the flowers,
in that respect, Dana was like her mother. Sandra had loved spring
flowers—especially buttercups and hyacinths. And she had cherished
British folklore…in particular, Scottish folklore. Other than The
Beatles, which had been her greatest love, that had been the one
thing they had held in common.

Rising from the table, he
sent his daughter to the loo to wash her hands and do whatever it
was little girls did there while he went to pay the bill.
Reflecting on their outing, he thought it had gone rather well. He
was beginning to realize that he actually liked the little girl,
although she did remind him of her mother a little too much. But
she also had a lot of him in her, and that pleased him very much.
With a little more instruction, she just
might do for a daughter after all. Yes, indeed she might at
that.
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Once they returned to Darcy
House, David helped Dana out of her coat and walked her to the nursery. He gave his
instructions to Clara that his daughter was to rest for an
hour and a half, and then she was to be sent to
his chambers where she would try on her new
clothes and they would go through her music and CDs, installing
them on her iPod. He also told Dana that he
had a surprise for her waiting in his room. Then he left to
find his wife and brother.

He strolled into the
library with a smile on his face. Cecilia rose to greet him.
“How did it go, darling?”

“Not bad, actually. I
rather enjoyed myself, and I know she did. You’ll have to
see everything we bought. Much of it is in
our room.”

“I’ve seen the first
packages you sent home. I love your selections. Elizabeth and
I have been discussing it. I had no idea My
Little Pony and Strawberry Shortcake were still available. We both
loved those when we were girls. Didn’t we, Lizzy?” She turned to
her friend standing beside her.

“Oh, indeed we did—that and
Cherry Merry Muffin. You’ll have to get her an American Girl doll, too. She’ll love that—oh and Celia, when
the baby comes, be sure and get her a Bitty
Baby complete with the trunk and all the outfits. Let her set up
a pretend nursery. Emily loved that when
Annie was born.”

Cecilia smiled. “I’d love
that, too. We are going to have so much
fun.”

“Indeed we are, love,
indeed we are,” David said. “I learned a long time ago what
a good woman can do to a man’s
soul—”

“And now you’re about to
find out what a little girl can do to your sanity,”
Fitzwilliam chuckled as he strolled into
the room and joined his brother and the women.

“You aren’t telling me
anything I’m not already discovering for myself. Which reminds me,”
David turned to his wife, “you must speak to her about proper
manners and behavior befitting a young lady. Have you any idea what
she said to me before we left for our
outing?” David asked.

“Well, unless you tell me,
I’m sure I don’t. What did she
say?”

“She said, and I
quote, ‘Daddy, do you like my
tracksuit? Emily picked it out, and my shoes match my knickers.’
I’ve never been so at a loss for words in my life.”

Fitzwilliam choked on his drink while
Cecilia and Elizabeth burst out laughing.

David frowned. “I’d like to know what the
bloody hell is so funny. Does Emily often discuss her knickers with
you, Brother?”

Fitzwilliam wiped back his tears. “Emily
doesn’t discuss her knickers with me per se, but more often than I
would like they are discussed in front of me. I’m afraid it goes
with the territory of having a wife and daughters in the house. In
all these years, have you never been sent even once to fetch
tampons?”

“No, and I’m not about to be either.”

“Darling,” Cecilia said,
recovering herself, “I’ll speak with her, but it’s true, a
well-dressed girl always has her shoes, purse, and, of
course, knickers to match.”

“And when she’s older, her
bra must, too. Everyone knows that, don’t they, sweetheart?”
Elizabeth said as she slipped her arm around her husband’s
waist.

“Humph, I didn’t realize the finer aspects
of female dress, and I’d just as soon I still didn’t, but if you
say that’s the way it is, then I’ll take your word for it as long
as every now and then I get to select the knickers—yours, that is.”
David said, turning to his wife.

They all burst out laughing.

Cecilia threaded her arm through his and
glanced up. “It’s no different from you telling the boys about ‘Old
Duke’ and ‘Wee Willy.’”

“Oh, I would say it’s quite a bit
different.”

Cecilia only smiled and shook her head. She
couldn’t be more pleased with David’s acceptance of his daughter.
Perhaps, just perhaps, things were looking up.


Chapter 15

 


 


In the privacy of their room, Cecilia
approached David and slipped her arms around his waist. She looked
up with a genuine smile and said, “David, I’m so proud of you. Dana
is absolutely thrilled about your outing today. She can’t stop
talking about it, and she has laid out every single thing you
bought her so that I could see it all. She even asked me to color
with her in the coloring book you bought. I do believe she loves
the coloring book and the books and book bag best of all. She had a
wonderful time.”

David laughed as he
gathered his wife into his arms. “Yes, I believe she did. The books
and iPod seem to be her favorites. Tonight I will begin
The Hobbit. I want her
reading well by the end of the summer, so I plan to spend at least
thirty minutes a night with her. I’ll see where she is and assess
where we need to go from there. Mrs. Margoles says she is improving
rapidly. She has her on the second reading level already. Let’s put
some Celtic music in the sound system. I’ve chosen Celtic Flutes
for tonight, and we’ll light the Spring
Rain candle I bought. It should set the
mood for reading.” He reached down and lightly kissed her parted
lips. “See if Dana has her new dress on. I want to see how she
looks in those frocks Elizabeth had made for her. I really liked
the ones I bought. They suit her very well and they are suitable
for South Carolina, too.”

“All right. I’ll light the
candle and put in the music when I return.”

Cecilia slipped out of his embrace and left
for the bedroom to find Dana finally dressed but with a bit of a
frown on her face.

“What’s the matter, darling, don’t you like
your new dress?” Cecilia asked with a smile.

Dana shook her head. “No, it isn’t that. I
only hope Daddy will like it. Do you think he will?”

“I know he will. Dana, you’re a very
beautiful little girl. Come here and let me brush your hair, and
I’ll fix a ponytail. Perhaps we could tie it up with one of these
colorful ribbons. Mrs. Winters left several for you to choose from.
How about this robin’s egg- blue one? It matches the blue
embroidered flowers very well. Come, you choose.”

Cecilia held out a hand full of radiant silk
ribbons, all of which matched the flowers in the dress. Looking
them over carefully, Dana chose a variety of soft colors.

“Do you think we could blend these together
and make a pretty streamer of colors? They’re all my
favorites—especially the yellow.”

“Yes, darling, I’ll tie them around your
ponytail, and you’ll look just like Sailor Moon in the queen’s
garden. How would that be?”

Dana giggled and nodded her head as she came
forward with the ribbons she had chosen. She turned around and
patiently allowed Cecilia to brush her hair and finally put it up
in a ponytail that hung just below her shoulders. Then Cecilia tied
the collage of ribbons neatly around her band, allowing them to
fall and curl gracefully as they intermingled with her sand-colored
hair. Hues of pink, lavender, blues, yellow and greens, all
delicately blended with the blonde strands.

Cecilia stood back and shook her head with a
soft smile. “You look very lovely. Let’s go show Daddy.”

As they entered the sitting room, David sat
up straight and set aside the newspaper he’d been reading. His eyes
traced over the little girl as if in deep inspection. He gently
nodded and motioned for her to step forward.

Dana tensed and swallowed as she timidly did
as her father commanded. She looked down at her dress and then at
her daddy. His expression was blank. Fear gripped her heart. He
didn’t approve.

“Turn around and let me look at you,” he
said.

She did as she was told and
turned once very slowly. But as she turned, she thought of the
flowers on her dress, and her mind drifted back to a garden—a
garden after a spring rain and another French dress.
…You little bitch… Immediately Dana burst into tears.

David jumped to his feet and cast a
distressed glance at his wife. “What’s wrong with her?” he asked in
alarm.

“I don’t know,” Cecilia said as she ran to
the child.

“Dana, darling, what’s wrong?”

“He didn’t like it!”

“That’s not true. Why do you say that?”
David asked.

She said nothing, but only cried the
harder.

David, not knowing what to do, strode over
to where she was and scooped her up, taking her back to the
sofa.

Folding her into his arms, he said, “I like
the dress and ribbons very much. Why would you think I didn’t?”

For a moment she was silent until she
finally blubbered out, “Because you looked at me like he looked at
me, and…and…he didn’t like it.”

“Who…who didn’t like it, and what didn’t he
like?”

“It was…was a long time
ago. We were at a beautiful place, and the flowers were…were so
pretty. Mum had been sick, and I wanted to give her flowers, so
when I saw the purple and yellow flowers I went into the garden to
pick them. I…I thought that perhaps they would come alive like the
ones Ida had in the story Mum had read to me, Little Ida’s Flowers. Only Stuart was
angry,” she said, sobbing. “He said the flowers were not for me to
pick and that…that I was very naughty to pick them, and he slapped
me because I had mud on my dress from when I bent down to pick the
purple one. He called me names—mean names—and I…I thought he would
hurt me. Daddy, I won’t get my dress dirty again. I promise, and I
won’t pick the flowers ever again. Oh Daddy, I’m sorry. I just
wanted to pick flowers for my mum. That’s all I wanted to
do.”

She burst into a new round of tears and
cried bitterly as David held her tight, anger seething from him
while Cecilia paced the floor with a look to kill on her face.

“Shh…shh,” David said as he cradled Dana’s
head against his chest and kissed her forehead. “I don’t give a
damn about what happens to the dress, and you can have all the
flowers you want. If the dress gets dirty, Matilda will wash it. I
don’t care if it’s torn to bits. A dress can always be replaced,
but a little girl…” his voice trailed off as he closed his eyes and
snuggled her tighter. “Now, don’t cry. Don’t cry, Ducky. Daddy is
here, and Daddy will make it better.”

David pulled back and tipped her chin.
“Besides,” he said with a smile, “crying upsets your daddy, and you
wouldn’t want to upset Daddy, now would you?”

Dana shook her head as Cecilia approached
with a tissue and dropped down beside them.

David took the tissue and dabbed his
daughter’s eyes. “No more tears, love, only smiles.”

She nodded as she laid her head back down
upon his chest.

David breathed deeply as he
reflected on bits and pieces of Sandra’s last words to him.
…Westbury had her by the hair, forcing her head
into the puddle while she gasped for breath.

David clenched his jaw in
anger. If I ever get my hands on that
bastard again…I will kill
him…Damn him, I will!

Cecilia met David’s gaze and shook her head
as she looked on the scene.

David nodded in acknowledgement of their
understood agreement and said, “Love, please put the music on and
light the candle.” Then he turned to Dana. “Ducky, go and change
back into your play clothes. We’ll call for Maggie to come and get
your new dresses, and then you may go for the evening. We’ll read
at our usual time with all the others after dinner.”

“But Daddy,” she said,
looking up at him, “I thought you were going to read
The Hobbit
to me. Please Daddy, I want to hear it. Emily and
James tell me it’s the best book ever. Please, Daddy, I want to be
with you before you read to the others. Can we not do as we
said?”

David looked at her and tilted his head with
a smile. “If that’s what you want, then yes, we will. Now, go and
change and come right back. I have your primer. I want you to read
to me first and then I shall read to you. And…I have something
special to show you before we do.”

“Oh thank you, Daddy. Thank you very
much…and Daddy, I do love you so,” she said with a grin as she
scooted out of his lap and followed Cecilia into the bedroom.

As they left, David sat in deep
concentration. Apparently his daughter had a lot of deep-seated
emotional damage—damage he and Cecilia would have to undo, if they
could. He shook his head and released a long breath as he leaned
back.

When Dana reappeared, she had a sheepish
look. David, wanting her to relax and not be afraid of him, smiled
and pulled the little girl into his lap. He reached for the box by
his side

“Dana, do you see these?” he asked.

She nodded as she picked up one of the CDs.
“Yes, they are Beatles CDs. Mum had some of these.”

“Well, these were my mum’s, and now they are
yours. I even have a collection of old LPs—vinyl records from the
dinosaur age.” He laughed. “They are very rare because they are
autographed by the band. They were passed down to me and now I am
giving them to you. We will be taking my sound system back with us,
and when we get to Carlton, we will set it up.”

“Thanks, Dad!” She gave him a hug. “I love
the Beatles, and I will treasure these always because they are from
you and they belonged to my grandmother.”

David smiled and set the box on the floor.
Then he picked up the primer from the side table and opened it.

Dana quickly took it from
his hands and found her place. As his daughter began to read
The Tale of Tuppence and
Tiffany, two kittens very different from
one another who must learn to get along and open their hearts to
find love and acceptance, David beamed in instant recognition and
softly laughed at the memory: Mrs. Getty’s Village Tales, Parables from Nature.
It was the very same primer his mother had used with him. Funny how
he had never noticed it before, but his mother had always chosen
reading materials with a moral lesson for him, and now he was doing
the same for his daughter.

But as Dana read, David frowned. He noted
how she stumbled over the words. She was a sight-reader. This would
have to be remedied and would require much work. He helped her
sound out the more difficult words while she read the simpler ones
with ease.

After reading the first
story, he gave her leave to stop. Then he picked up the volume
of The Hobbit he
had purchased and opened the book and began to read to her. As he
read, he took pleasure in how captivated his daughter was by the
tale, nudging him now and again to ask a question.

When the few chapters were concluded, David
said, “Now, Ducky, I think it is time for you to join the others.
You must have your supper in the nursery with your brothers and
cousins, and Daddy and Mum Celia must have their dinner. We will
join you for the reading hour as usual.”

“Okay, but you must read more to me
tomorrow. This is a terrible place to leave off. It’s midsummer’s
morning and they are on their way to the Misty Mountains. How shall
I ever sleep wondering about poor Bilbo Baggins?”

“You’ll find a way, Ducky. Now, scoot! Daddy
must prepare for dinner.”

With a smile and a contented sigh, Dana
slipped from her father’s lap and went to gather her rucksack with
her new things neatly stored away. After she left, David turned to
Cecilia and released a noisy breath.

“You’re angry, aren’t you, darling?”

“Angry? You think that?” He clenched his
jaw. “Anger doesn’t even touch it! Should I get my hands on
Westbury again, I will bloody well kill him at the worst or make
him wish he were dead at best. And Sandra! How the bloody hell
could she have let this go on? I’ve wondered what I would have done
had I discovered she was pregnant. Now I know. I would have taken
Dana at birth.”

“David, that’s not fair.”

“Not fair? Oh, the bloody hell it’s not
fair. Sandra had no business with a child—especially a little
girl.”

“What we would have done was seen to it that
she was provided for. I’m convinced from talking with Dana that her
mother loved her very much. Sandra had as much right to have a
child as anyone else.”

“Yes, but not
my child, and especially
not without my knowledge or consent. That is the material point, love,” David
said as he slapped the newspaper in his hand against his
palm.

“But David—”

“Let’s drop it, love,” David said, almost
brokenly. “I’ve had quite enough for one night. It’s bad
enough I’ve had this daughter I knew nothing about dropped in my
lap, but now I have to deal with the baggage her mother left her
with, not to mention the fact that she can barely read.”

“I know that, and I will have the summer to
spend with her, but David—”

“Shh…enough,” David said,
gently placing his fingers to her lips. “Let’s prepare for dinner.
Afterwards I will finish Huckleberry
Finn, and tomorrow we leave for Charleston.
The plane is scheduled to depart at eleven o’clock. We need to
pack.”

Cecilia closed her eyes and shook her head
as she embraced her husband. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.
She was more than ready to return home…home to South Carolina and,
hopefully, a normal life.

 


 



Chapter 16

 


 


Fitzwilliam sat in his
study with a cup of coffee, reading the morning papers and
discussing the latest developments with his Uncle Harvey, who had
stopped by to see David and Cecilia off. The news concerning the
House of Lords scandal had faded from the front page and another
one in the House of Commons had taken its place. However, it
wasn’t The Times or The Telegraph that occupied their minds at the moment as they sat talking
things over. Another story had broken—one that he or Harvey had no
control over, one that wasn’t covered in The Times or The Telegraph.

“I warned you this would
happen if you took her to Pemberley.”

“Harvey, I’m a man of my word, and I told
her I would take care of her, that she would have a proper
funeral.”

“Yes, but proper doesn’t equate to
Pemberley. She just as well could have been buried in one of the
small parish churchyards outside of London.”

“A churchyard for paupers? No, she was
cheated in life. I would not have her cheated in death. She bore
David’s child, and regardless of the circumstances, we owed her due
respect as Dana’s mother. This is a subject I will not be gainsaid
on. It’s finished.”

“Well then, you’ll have to live with the
results, and there will be plenty to be had for it.”

Before Fitzwilliam could say another word,
David came storming into his study from his morning run, tossing
three tabloid papers in front of his brother, not even taking
notice of his uncle sitting in the chair adjacent to his brother’s
desk.

“Fitzwilliam,” he said, clearly frustrated,
“have you seen this rubbish?”

Fitzwilliam picked up
first The Daily
Globe, then The
Daily Monitor, and finally
The Sun
Sentinel. ‘When is
Enough Enough for the Fabulously Rich’, ‘Porn Star Sandra Hamilton
Buried at Pemberley in Derbyshire: Did She Remain David Darcy’s
Secret Love after His Marriage to American Heiress Cecilia
Lawton’, and
‘Mrs. Darcy to Seek Quick
Divorce: Expected
to Cost David Darcy Millions’.

Fitzwilliam shrugged and
released a sigh as he opened his desk drawer and pulled out several
more, throwing them down on top of the others. “I suppose I’ve seen them all now,”
he said, turning first to Harvey and then to his brother. “What did
you expect, David? They watch us like hawks.”

“Yes,” David said, pacing
back and forth in agitation, “but they’ve even got aerial
photographs of the funeral with zoom in shots of me, Dana, and my
pregnant wife! My whole past is once again headline news. There’s
speculation as to who Dana’s father is—me or Lord Westbury. And
then there are those insulting things said about my wife, calling
her a brood mare, mocking the number of children I have, and then
there is the gossip as to why this mystery child clings to Cecilia.
They’re painting me as some sort of brute, keeping a mistress.
They’re claiming that my marriage is in trouble and that my wife is
about to leave me. This isn’t fun and games anymore. I am
not amused.”

“Yes, I know it’s not
pretty, but I’ve checked online and these stories are not running
in the U.S. You’ll be leaving later this morning. Hopefully, you
can leave it all behind, and this won’t follow you to South
Carolina. But if it does, simply ignore it. You know how it is. As
soon as the next scandal erupts they will be on to that and off of
you.”

“Fitzwilliam is right. You
have to ignore this,” Harvey said, rising to his feet and picking
up the top paper. “You cannot react. That is what they expect.
However, there is one thing that stands out about these stories,”
he said, thumbing through The
Daily Enquirer. “This
paper seems to focus on you
as the villain and not Lord Westbury. Might I
offer a bit of insight here?”

“By all means, tell me what
you think. I’m all ears.”

“Well, I think from the way
things are portrayed that some of these stories were
released…in other words,
someone tipped off the scandal sheets, alerting them to a possible
story about you, which they gladly gobbled up. I think you need to
look north—north to Yorkshire. Westbury has lost a lot more than
face in this shameful ordeal, thanks to you and your brother. He’s
not through with you yet.”

“Harvey is probably right,
David. As I see it, someone who knew the specifics is most likely
responsible for at least some of these stories—particularly the one
about you abandoning a pregnant girlfriend.”

“But The Daily Globe has it that the father is unknown.”

“Ah yes,” Fitzwilliam
replied, “but The Daily Enquirer has the DNA test results. I’m not sure how that came about,
unless they’re fake, and they have Westbury as being Sandra’s
savior after you abandoned her, even offering to adopt the child.
They also know about your fight. The story is excessively brutal to
you and kind to him. He’s behind at least some of this
rubbish.”

“In that case, I’m
rescheduling our flight. We’ll depart tomorrow morning. I have a
few phone calls to make before leaving.”

“What are you thinking?” Harvey asked,
tossing the paper aside.

“I’m going to ring Shana
Fox of The London
Daily News. She’s a columnist who keeps her
fingers on the pulse of everything happening in this city. She will
know who said what and when. If it is as we suspect, then what I
have to say will be especially interesting to her.”

“Who is she, and why would
she care?” Harvey leaned against the wall with his arms folded
neatly across his chest.

“Fox,” David said as he
poured himself a cup of coffee, “is exactly like her name, cunning
and shrewd, an absolute master at the political game, and she has
influence with the spin doctors. They call her ‘The Shadow’ because she’s quiet, observant, and skillful—adept at getting
what she wants. She’s also a ball breaker and has no love for the
nobles.”

David paused for a sip of
coffee. “Fox is a former barrister turned activist who writes a
small column in which she chronicles her hard-line feminist views.
She’s especially sympathetic to those women she deems to be victims
of a male-dominated society, the nobles and fabulously rich in
particular. I might also add that she’s the one who did most of the
work to forward the Sexual Offences Act of 2003. Fox champions
women’s causes, feeling women should be more proactive and less
reactive. Given who I am and what I stand for, Shana is not
particularly fond of me, especially since we dated briefly whilst
at Oxford, but she will be interested in the file I’ve put
together.” David paused with a smile. “I told Westbury I would do
this, and I will. Taking it to this level—a more
legitimate news source
than tabloids—will turn up the heat.”

Harvey’s lips curled. “If that be the case,
then I suggest you delay your flight and ring her up
straightaway.”

“I agree. Now come,” Fitzwilliam said as he
rose from his desk, “I think we’ve about exhausted this topic, and
I’m famished. Let’s have a bit of breakfast. Care to join us,
Harvey?”

“I don’t mind if I do, and I’ll have some
more of that Colombian coffee you favor,” Harvey said as he poured
himself another cup.
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Once in the breakfast room, David quickly
moved to join his wife. “Cecilia, love, I hate to tell you this,
but our flight has been delayed.”

“Delayed? Why?”

“Don’t worry, love. It’s nothing to be
concerned about. Everything is under control. I’ll explain later.
Is everything else settled?” he asked, changing the subject. “Is
Dana prepared for the trip?”

“Umm…yes. She insists that she will carry
her bookbag on board, though. She says you’ve promised to read to
her.”

“Yes, well, I did say that.
As interested as she is in The
Hobbit, I suppose I will finish it before
we reach Charleston. We’ll let her watch Lord of the Rings, and she can listen
to Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s
Stone on her iPod. I’ve purchased several
BBC dramatizations as well as a few books on CD and placed them on
her Nano. That’s the one thing promising in this whole squalid
muddle. She, at least, likes classical things.”

Cecilia laughed. “Believe
it or not, her mother introduced her to the classics through
Anime—especially Sailor
Moon.”

David rolled his eyes. “Well, I suppose
Sandra got it right at least once, though I’m not quite sure if it
was by accident or sheer luck.”

“David! I don’t want to hear you talk about
your daughter’s mother like that. Dana might hear you.”

“She isn’t even here, but you are correct. I
mustn’t repeat such things in her hearing.” He put his hand to
Cecilia’s back. “Come. Let’s eat. I have a phone call to make and
several things I need to attend to before we leave London.”

After helping his wife into her seat, David
went to the sideboard and prepared them both a plate of food while
Cecilia poured coffee for him and tea for herself. When everyone
was situated, they all sat and quietly conversed, discussing their
plans for a late summer reunion while the children took their meal
in the nursery.
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Emily sat at the table in the common room
picking at her blueberry pancakes. They were her favorite of all
things to have for breakfast, but today they held no appeal. Things
of a different, more depressing nature occupied her little mind.
Her cousin and best friend Dana Anne Darcy was leaving for America
later today, and the thought of it grieved her almost to the point
of tears.

Scooting back from the table, Emily excused
herself to the girls’ dormitory. Dana, sensing the weightiness of
her cousin’s mood, followed her.

“Emily, whatever is wrong? You did not eat,
and you’ve hardly spoken two words to me. Have I done something
wrong?”

“Oh, Dana,” she burst out crying, “I don’t
want you to go. You mustn’t. I want you to stay here and be my
sister.”

“But Emily, I can’t. My mum said I had to
obey my father and Mum Celia, and they say I have to come with
them. Besides, I want to go. I love my daddy…and I’m determined
that he will love me like I love him…in time, that is.”

“But my daddy loves you now. Won’t you
please beg them to let you stay?” Emily asked with tears trickling
down her cheeks.

“No, Emily, I want to go. I
love my daddy. You see, he’s my
daddy. You have yours, and I have mine. But you
and I can still be sisters. Remember Tom and Huck?”

“Yes, they took an oath and
made themselves blood brothers. Oh, that’s an excellent idea. We’ll
become blood sisters. Dana, you wait right here and I’ll get what
we need.”

Emily left and returned shortly with a
needle from her workbasket and a pristine white linen
handkerchief.

“Give me your finger.”

“But why?”

“If we’re to be blood sisters, we have to do
it properly. Now hand me your finger.”

Dana closed her eyes and obediently stuck
out her hand. Emily promptly pricked her friend’s middle
finger.

Dana winced.

“Now, put a droplet of blood in the center
of this white handkerchief.”

Dana did as she was told, whereby Emily
pricked her own finger, mingling a drop of her blood with
Dana’s.

“Now it’s done. Our blood is mixed, and we
are blood sisters with a blood oath to remain faithful to each
other for life. You mustn’t tell my secrets, and I shan’t tell
yours. Agreed?”

“Agreed!”

“Good! This is Grandmother
Anne’s handkerchief. She binds us to this oath. You look like
Auntie Gee and Auntie Gee looks like Grandmother Darcy, so now we
are under our Grandmother’s care. She shall watch over you
there, and she shall watch over me here. I will bury the
handkerchief in her rose garden when we go to Pemberley for the
summer. Umm…I know. I’ll bury it under the red rose my daddy says
she loved to tend. That way it’s all official and sealed with
Grandmother’s red rose.”

Dana giggled. “Oh, I like this. It’s like an
Anime mystery. Buried secrets in the Rose Garden. Just like Sailor
Moon in the Ice Garden.”

“Yes, and Uncle David took clippings of
Gram’s red rose to Charleston. I think he planted it at Carlton and
Lawton House and maybe James Island and Lawton Hall, too. He said
that way Grandmother would be with him always. So Dana, she’ll be
with you, too.” Emily giggled. “My daddy says that your daddy loved
Grams very much, and therefore, he loves red roses—especially the
one his mother tended. It was a special gift from Grandfather
Darcy. It came all the way from Scotland in the high mountains and
has magical powers. Daddy says there have been many magical roses
in Pemberley’s rose garden throughout our long history—and all from
the Highlands. And now it shall be for us!”

Emily took Dana’s hands in hers, and both
girls erupted into girlish giggles only to be interrupted by the
boys, who had caught part of the conversation.

“Oh, bother!” Alex rolled
his eyes. “A blood oath in a rose garden. Wait until I tell Jimmy
Baker about this bit of nonsense. He will laugh his head off. This
is so ridiculous. Girls!”

“I don’t get it,” James
interjected with his hands on his hips. “You act as if we will
never see each other again. You know your family comes to Carlton
at the end of the summer. Why are you acting so dumb?”

“Oh, put a sock in it, James,” Emily said.
“You know nothing of girls.”

James turned to his cousins. “Is that what
I’m to expect from a sister?”

“Yeah. She’s a
girl, after all, and far
sillier than Emily,” George answered.

“No, she’s not. I would
gladly trade Emily for Dana any day. I do believe she might have a
bit of a brain in her head,” Alex replied.

“Oh, Alex, leave—leave this very instant, or
I shall tell Mum you are calling me names again and Daddy will
smack your bum.” Emily stomped her foot and pointed towards the
door.

“No, he won’t. He’s never
smacked any of us, but if he ever does, it won’t be me or George
who gets smacked. It will be you, Emmaline Darcy.”

“I’ve told you
never to call me
Emmaline! Now leave at once or I shall scream and throw a
fit.”

“Oh, bother! Let’s get out
of here before she has a fit of hysterics and we all get into
trouble,” Alex said as he headed for the door, followed by his
brother and two cousins.

As they were leaving, Davie piped up. “Girls
are yuck! They have cooties. Do we really have to have a
sister?”

Dana rushed to his side. “Oh, Davie, I
promise to be the very best sister you could ever have.”

“But you have a strange accent—worse than
our cousins.”

“Well, I can’t help it, and I’m sure I’ll
correct it in time. Oh, Davie.” She reached and gave him a gentle
hug. “I do so want to be your sister…and I want you like me.”

Davie gave her a doubtful look as he turned
and walked on, following the others out the door.
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David sat in the room just outside of Shana
Fox’s office, waiting for her to see him. While waiting, his mind
drifted back seventeen years. Before meeting his wife, Fox had been
the closest he’d ever come to falling in love, but her moral
platitudes and social crusades had been a bit much for him back
then, and the relationship ended their sophomore year before it
ever had time to blossom.

Looking back on it, he was glad it had. He
had viewed Shana as the ice princess of the vestal virgins. And she
had viewed him as an arrogant man whore, born with a golden spoon
in his mouth. Shana came from a working class background and was at
the top of her class. He came from the privileged class and had the
educational advantage. She was at Oxford on scholarship, while he
was there on his father’s largesse, and they had often competed for
academic positions. If there had ever been a case of opposites
attracting, theirs had been it—a turbulent love affair that lasted
all of six months.

David chuckled softly.
After all these years, he wondered how Shana would receive him. She
had seemed rather cool and aloof when they had talked earlier, but
she had agreed to give him fifteen minutes of her time, especially
when he told her the subject. In that, she was keenly
interested.

As David sat mulling over how he would
address Ms. Fox, his thoughts were interrupted by the sound of her
voice.

“Mr. Darcy, if you will step inside, we’ll
begin,” Ms. Fox said, motioning for him to enter.

David had to laugh to himself. Her formal
posture did not surprise him in the least. It was as if they had
never been close.

Once inside and comfortably seated, Ms. Fox
inquired, “Now what is it you wish to discuss?”

David cleared his throat. “I’m sure you are
aware of the recent bit of news circulating about town concerning
Ms. Sandra Hamilton and myself.”

Shana Fox nodded.

“Well, before I disclose what I have to
offer, I have one question I would like for you to answer. What do
you know about the source of those articles in the scandal
sheets?”

“Umm…now why should I tell
you that?” she
asked rather coyly.

“Because if you do, we have
something to talk about, and if you don’t, then this meeting is
over,” David stated matter-of-factly.

Shana took a deep breath.
“Well, well, well, the legendary David Darcy hasn’t a clue as to
what is transpiring all around him, and so he comes to
‘The Shadow’ for answers. How very
interesting.” She laughed. “Darcy, you know I have little to no use
for you. I despise you and your ilk. You make me sick.”

“Ms. Fox,” David bore down.
“There is no love lost between us, I assure you. I am here for one
reason and one reason only. I want to know who is spreading this
malicious gossip about me and my wife. The things about Miss
Hamilton, I’ll grant you, have a grain of truth to them, but the
tripe about my wife is all made-up lies, and I want to know who is
behind it. I am prepared to make a bargain with you. I will give
you the information you desire about Lord Westbury if you give me
what I want.”

Shana sat back in her seat with her eyes
fixed upon David. She nodded. “Fair enough,” she said as she threw
down her pencil. “Word on the street has it that your Deep Throat
is someone very close to the Earl…and to you. It is your cousin,
Artimus Dashwood. Apparently, he has a score to settle with you and
your brother, and he is also out to vindicate his close friend and
colleague, Lord Westbury. It seems that you and your brother are
seen as co-conspirators in the Earl’s misfortune, and well, I don’t
have to tell you how things work. You know perfectly well.” Fox
paused and tapped her scarlet fingernails on the hard finish of her
desk. “Darcy, if half of what is circulating around London about
you, Sandra, and a child, is true, then you deserve to be filleted
alive.”

David shifted uncomfortably but said
nothing.

“I thought so,” she said.
“I remember when you and Miss Hamilton were on the front page of
every tabloid in Britain. Darcy, I know what Westbury did to her,
but he didn’t do it alone. You
are partly to blame. You used her. Therefore, who
should share in the shame but you?”

David dropped his head for
a moment and held his tongue. A small sliver of guilt pierced his
heart, taking root to fester at another time, but not today. He
lifted his head and looked ‘The
Shadow’ directly in the eye.

“Shana, we’re not here to
discuss me or my guilt or innocence or even my association in the
matter. The child is mine, and I take full responsibility for her.
I’ve legal custody of her and will raise her. The question is...are
you interested in what I have to say or not? If not, then I’m
wasting your time and mine.” He halted, waiting for Fox to
respond.

“Darcy, I’m very interested, or you wouldn’t
be sitting here. If what you told me over the phone is the truth,
then you are the lesser of two evils, but nevertheless, you are an
accomplice in Sandra’s downfall, and I am not likely to forget it.
But for now, let me see what you have.”

David opened his attaché case and handed her
a folder. Thumbing through the file, her face paled and then
colored with anger as she turned each page and read. Glancing up,
she asked, “Is this true? Can it be verified?”

“Gordon Blakely will confirm everything in
that file. His contact information is on the front page, and I’ve
given him leave to cooperate fully in your investigation, should
you decide to pursue it. He will tell you everything you want to
know about his research and the contents of this report.”

“Oh, you can be assured I will pursue it. It
goes very nicely with the results of my own investigative work,”
she said, her lips twisting into a wry grin. “Through my
connections I’ve been able to uncover that Westbury has been
exploiting the system of parliamentary allowances to subsidize his
lavish lifestyle and multiple homes for quite some time. What the
British people don’t know is that he and others have manipulated
housing rules for profit, making outrageous expense claims. And to
make matters even worse, Westbury has manipulated rules to help
sell several of his homes for profit, tax free, or to fund
improvements to several properties he owned which he then sold for
a handsome return, and all at the expense of the British
people.”

David leaned back in his chair and crossed
his legs. “How long has this been happening?” he asked, studying
Fox intently.

“Oh, at least a decade,
possibly longer,” she replied. “Furthermore, I have discovered that
he has been charging porn films, massage chairs, expensive meals,
and visits to prostitutes on his expense reports, all hidden and
disguised, of course. And to top it off, he got several of his
relatives sinecures. He’s even been billing the British government
for living expenses on a second home in which he doesn’t even live.
His London residence, designated as his second, was sublet to a
cousin while he lived in the Knightsbridge flat with Sandra, the money from
his cousin and his living allowance from the British government
paying for it all. This has been a repeated event throughout his
history, as Miss Hamilton has not been his only mistress. And since
he has several illegitimate children, I had assumed Sandra’s child
was just another one in the stack. How very interesting to know the
truth—that another black-hearted bastard bears responsibility for
that one.” She laughed, her eyes flashing fire.

David flinched.

“Yes,” she said, “I’ve had
the sleazy Earl of Westbury in my sights for years now. I was
extremely pleased with your brother’s clever sting, and this
additional bit of intelligence you’ve provided will be the crowning
jewel in my own investigation. He is one of the few dozen
hereditary peers still in the Lords, serving as the current whip.”
Fox paused and smiled with a glint in her eye. “I intend to take
him down, Darcy…all the way down. But Darcy, I make no promises to be kind
to you in my
exposé. I’ve not forgotten our second year at Pembroke. You were
born with a golden spoon in your mouth. You fooled me once,
but not again.”

David glared. Philosophy and political
thought were as much a part of Ms. Fox’s soul as they ever were. He
smirked to himself and wondered, as he listened to her diatribe,
how they had ever gotten on in the first place. Nevertheless, she
was good at what she did, and he needed her.

Shana gave David an
insolent sneer as she pushed back in her chair and steepled her
fingers, catching his icy stare and holding it. “Yes, you shagged
anything that walked and breathed, and Miss Hamilton
was a shining star in her
time, wasn’t she? Beautiful and glamorous with loose morals, just
as you preferred them. But then fame comes with a price, and in the
end, that price is pain and suffering. Notoriety is here today and
gone tomorrow…gone in the twinkling of an eye,” Fox said with a
snap of her fingers. “And Mr. Darcy, who do you suppose supports
this life of eminence and feigned prosperity in the lives of women
such as Miss Hamilton?”

David dropped his gaze as
she answered. “Men! The men who use them and throw them away. One
only hopes you will teach your sons better—though I highly doubt you will.
Men of your prominence never think of those sorts of things, do
they? To you, women are nothing more than sexual objects—an object
to be desired and consumed and then discarded when you tire of it.
Every man walks in his own way, and after the image of his own god.
Your god, Mr. Darcy is pleasure.” She smirked. “Yes, the sins of
the fathers pass down to the sons to the third and fourth
generations. Tell me, sir, how many generations has this
consumptive sin been in yours, hmm?”

At that David looked up.
“You’re still as sharp-tongued as ever, aren’t you?” David sneered.
“I told you I have taken responsibility for my actions. I can’t
change what has happened, and I bear no other blame than that of
which I have already owned. As to what I will and will not do from this day forth, that is
none of your business,” David said as he rose to leave.

“Mr. Darcy,” Fox called out
as David stood in the doorway, “you bear all of the responsibility.
Had it not been for you, Sandra wouldn’t have felt the hopelessness
that led her into the Earl’s snare. You alone are responsible for
that,” she said. “And you must bear the guilt because
you left her with a
child. Tell me, sir, how will you live with yourself as you, too,
suffer, hanging on in quiet desperation when you’re all alone with
nothing but your thoughts and memories. It is the fashion of the
fabulously rich, you know, dignified and regal—the English way,
filled with apathetic indifference to the plight of those they
use.” She leaned forward and bore into him. “Mr. Darcy, by your
actions, your lack of sacred honor and moral principles, you deny
yourself what is truly noble in your personal dignity and worth.
The only difference between you, sir, and the Earl is that
he is titled, and
you are not. I do pity
you.”

He gave Fox a scathing look
meant to kill. “Think what you will. I know the truth.” With that,
he turned and stalked through the door. Making his way down the
flight of stairs and out into the open air, David thought of his
housekeeper at Carlton. She was a stern black woman with a head on
her shoulders even if she wasn’t well educated. What was some of
her Gullah wisdom? Ah yes. “A man is ruled
by two things: his belly and his lust.” And
“Sin brings pleasure for a season”…
that was another thing Aunt Ruby would say. But
there was no pleasure in what he felt now. He laughed sarcastically
at Aunt Ruby’s insight and kept on walking.

As soon as he was in his brother’s black
Jag, David pulled out his mobile and called the airport. They would
leave today as soon as it could be arranged, but not for
Charleston. The fact that Fox thought him devoid of all proper
feelings and had equated him to Lord Westbury infuriated him, but
today was not the day to think about it. Today was the day to get
his family out of London. He needed rest…and quiet, a place where
he could put all of this behind him and forget it. More than ever,
he wanted Sandra’s memory dead and buried.

 


~*~

 


Cecilia glanced around the room and saw
that, except for the few things she had unpacked for tomorrow,
everything else was neatly arranged in the corner of the room
waiting for the servants to load them into the car. With nothing
left to do, she thought she might join Elizabeth downstairs for
another cup of tea and a chat about their upcoming plans for
August.

Strolling down the stairs, she noticed there
seemed to be an inordinate amount of activity for the late morning
hour as the servants hurried about in an almost nervous fashion.
Cecilia entered the library where she found her friend in quiet
conversation with her husband. Something was up.

As Cecilia approached, they appeared not to
notice her. A small argument was ensuing. Cecilia was about to turn
and leave, when a pile of disheveled papers strewn across the divan
caught her eye.

Elizabeth noticed her as she reached to pick
one up and quickly came to Cecilia and grabbed her hand.

“Oh, don’t bother with that,” Elizabeth said
as she tried to take it from her, but it was too late.

“Lizzy, what is this?” Cecilia asked as she
drew back, the paper securely in her grasp.

“It’s nothing, Celia. Please, let me have
it.”

“No,” Cecilia said as she righted the paper
and saw the pictures and headline.

Cecilia looked up sharply. “Is this the
urgent business my husband felt he had to attend to before leaving
London?” She asked, picking up the remainder of the papers and
going through them one by one, the color draining from her face as
she did.

Fitzwilliam stepped forward. “Cecilia, I’m
sorry that you must be exposed to this sort of rubbish, but yes, it
is. Please, do not read them. It will only upset you.”

“Yes, please don’t. You’ve got enough to
worry about without stressing yourself over this trash,” Elizabeth
added.

“It’s a little too late for that,” Cecilia
said as she began to read first one and then the others, fury
gathering on her face as she read. “Just what the hell does David
think he’s going to do? Threaten to sue?”

“No, it’s a bit more complicated than that,”
Elizabeth said. “Now that the news is out, he feels like he has
nothing to lose. He has gone to a friendly source. Celia, he’s
releasing it all. Everything will now come out.”

Incensed, she threw down the papers and
turned just in time to catch her husband’s gaze as he came through
the door.

“Love, please let me explain. I didn’t want
to upset you. I had hoped to get you out of London before you found
out. You’re pregnant, and—”

“How dare you, David Darcy! Our marriage has
always been an equal partnership. I despise your condescension. I
am your wife and deserve your due respect. And Lizzy,” she turned
to her friend, “how dare you try and coddle me! This whole affair
involves me too, or have the three of you forgotten that fact? I
will not be pushed into a corner to be protected like some fragile
child. I want a full explanation of what you’re doing—and I want it
now.” She looked from one to the other of them with her arms
securely crossed over the rising bump in her midsection, tears of
intense anger streaming down her face.

David rushed to her side and guided her to
the settee while Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth stood by with shocked
expressions on their faces.

“Love, please listen to me. I never meant to
deceive you. I know our marriage is about mutual trust and faith,
but I’m also your protector, and the things said in these rags are
extremely hurtful. The British press is even more cutthroat than
the American tabloids…and well…I didn’t want you to read the
garbage they’ve spewed forth about me and the spiteful things they
said about us.”

“Cecilia, David’s right.
The things said were meant to wound. Nevertheless,” Fitzwilliam
glanced at his brother, “we should have warned you, and David
should have told you where he was going and why. We shouldn’t have
kept the truth from you. I do apologize for that. Now, if you will,
Liz and I will leave you alone to work things out. Come.” He turned
to his wife and took her hand. “Let us find something else to do.
Perhaps we should go and see the children,” he said as he guided
Elizabeth to the door.

As soon as Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth were
gone, Cecilia looked at David. “Don’t feel like you have to babysit
me, because I resent it.”

“Love, protecting you and mollycoddling you
are two different things, and if you have felt slighted, then I do
apologize. Forgive me. It was not my intent.”

“Oh, David! How could you?
We’re a team. But you left me out of the loop, and
that I will not stand
for. I insist on being kept abreast of what is going on. Now, why
don’t you tell me all about this unfinished business you had to attend
to?”

“All right, love.” He took
a deep breath. “Let me begin with earlier this morning when I was
out for my morning run.”

As they sat there, David told her everything
that had transpired from earlier in the morning until
now…everything except the scathing review of his character and the
caustic set-down Fox had given him. That bit of information he kept
to himself.

After they had talked, his wife held him and
reassured him of her love and commitment, telling him he had done
the right thing.

Breaking their embrace, David breathed a
heavy sigh of relief, very thankful that once again his wife
understood and was accepting of the decisions he had made, although
he was uncertain of what Fox would do with the information he had
given her, and even more uncertain of how he would fare in her
hands. Would she be kind? Probably not. Nevertheless, it was done,
and he was not sorry for it.

He briefly closed his eyes. With all the
chaos of late, they had not had time together as a family, and
their seventh wedding anniversary had come and gone with hardly any
notice. He would rectify that, as he knew he and his wife needed
time to be away.

“Love,” he touched his forehead to hers and
tapped her lips. “With all that has happened…still happening, I’m
afraid we’ve missed our anniversary. So, to make it up to you, I’ve
made arrangements for us to spend this next week at our family
villa in the British Virgin Islands. I also stopped by Garrard’s
last week and had something made for you.”

“Oh!” She beamed with
enthusiasm. “What is it?”

“No, no, love,” he tipped her chin and
pecked her lips, “not until we are in the air and on our way. Then
you shall see it. It’s a surprise.” He winked. “And you will be
proud of me. I bought Dana a trinket, too, a pink sapphire
necklace. It’s heart-shaped, surrounded by tiny white
diamonds.”

“David Darcy, how can I ever stay mad at you
when you are so sweet? She will love it! I am very proud of you,
and I can’t wait to have my surprise, too.” Cecilia said with a
smile. “Let’s go to our room. I need to make a call and reschedule
my doctor’s appointment. Then, after that, we can see to other
things.” Rising from the settee, Cecilia took David’s hand in a
gentle squeeze. “David, I do love you, and I forgive you, but
please, don’t ever leave me in the dark again.”

“Love, it was never my intent to deceive
you. When we’re home, we’ll put this all behind us.”

“Home…yes.” She glanced up and slipped her
arm around his waist. “I’m sick of England. Let’s get out of here
as quickly as possible.”

David smiled. “It cannot
come soon enough, love.” …No, not soon
enough…not soon
enough… He reached and put his arm over her
shoulder, giving her a warm hug as they walked towards the stairs.
They would leave for Tortola in a little over five hours. At the
moment, his foremost concern was to get his wife and children out
of London and away from public scandal before it erupted into a
firestorm.

Two little girls stood huddled together on
the tarmac, one crying and the other trying to comfort her.

“Emily, don’t cry. I will write…well, as
soon as I become proficient with my letters that is, but I do
promise to ring you often. Mum Celia said I could whenever I like,
and your mum will let you ring me. Please don’t cry, or I’m going
to cry, and I hate crying,”

“Oh, Dana, it isn’t that. I
will truly miss
you, but it’s more than that. I worry about you. Will you be safe?
There are ghastly creatures at Carlton, and you’re so fearless.
Promise me you will be safe and not listen to James. He’ll get you
into trouble. Please Dana, don’t do anything stupid.”

“We’re blood sisters,
Emily. I will not do anything stupid. Now, you needn’t worry. I
have my daddy and that is all that matters. My mum said he would
protect me and take care of me. I will be safe. But promise me you
will stop this blubbering this very instant. It upsets me, and you
don’t want me to be upset, do you?”

“Of course not, but here,” Emily said as she
reached into her rucksack and retrieved two items. “Take my spring
bear and my Vivaldi CD. I want you to have them. We are friends
forever and ever…forever. When you see a rainbow, think of me, and
I will be thinking of you.”

“But…” Dana looked from the items to her
uncle, “your daddy gave this bear to you for Valentines. I can’t
take it. It means a lot to you.”

“And that is precisely why you must have it.
Daddy will get me another. I want you to have this one, and when
you hold it, think of me and our friendship.”

David approached and placed his hand on his
daughter’s shoulder. “Ducky, it’s time to leave. Everyone is aboard
but you. Say your goodbyes and let’s go.”

“Yes, Daddy,” she said as she turned to
Emily. “Goodbye, Emily. I’ll see you in August.” She gave her
cousin one quick hug and then placed her small hand in her
father’s.

David glanced up at his brother. “I’ll see
you in New York for the energy summit.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Fitzwilliam
replied. “Have a safe trip and call when you get there. And do let
us know how you’re getting on.”

“I will,” David said and tugged at his
daughter’s hand. “Come, Ducky.”

He then turned, and he and Dana walked hand
in hand up the ramp. When Dana got to the threshold, she turned and
waved once more before moving inside and slipping out of sight.

Emily watched as Dana and her father
disappeared into the plane and the door closed behind them. A
single tear fell from Emily’s eye. She wiped it away. But when the
jet’s twin engines revved up and the plane began to slowly move,
she burst into tears.

Fitzwilliam stepped forward and buried his
daughter’s sobbing face into his side, holding her close. “That was
a very unselfish thing you did, Emmaline Darcy. I am exceedingly
proud of you. I shall indeed buy you another bear…and another copy
of Vivaldi.”

“Let’s go home, Fitzwilliam. Home to
Pemberley,” Elizabeth said.

Fitzwilliam watched as the plane turned and
taxied down the runway, gaining speed as it went. Soon it was in
the air and lost as it slipped into the clouds and disappeared,
taking his brother and Dana away.

He turned to his wife. “Yes, let’s go home.
I’ll make the arrangements to leave tomorrow. It’s time we moved
our family to Derbyshire for the summer anyway.”

“Yes, Daddy, I want to go to Pemberley.”
Emily sobbed, wiping her eyes as her father clutched her close.

The Darcys left the airport
with Emily in the center and her mum and dad holding her hands
while her brothers followed behind. Tomorrow she would be at home.
Tomorrow she would be at Pemberley…in her grandmother’s rose
garden. Tomorrow is another day.

 


…Where a rose is tended a
thistle cannot grow…
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Dana sat on her large
canopy bed in Lawton House with so much excitement in her heart
that she thought she would surely burst. Nore, her Ethiopian
governess, had set out her clothes and left her to dress herself
for the day. Dana could barely contain herself as she slipped her
silky nightdress over her head and gently laid it across her neatly
made bed, a bed with the most beautiful quilt she’d ever seen, with
intricate designs of blues and purples arranged on
snow-white fabric, all soft and delicate and handmade.
In fact, it was the only quilt she’d ever seen. Nore had explained
it was what women of the South had done for generations. Dana was
sure it must be hard work, which made her appreciate it all the
more as she brushed her hand over a purple flower. Dana smiled. She
had the most beautiful room of any she had ever seen, including
Emily’s at Darcy House. It was a room fit for a fairy
princess!

As she dressed, Dana
thought about her new life. The last three weeks had been
magnificent. First they’d spent a splendid week in Tortola where
she had learned to swim in the lagoon. Her brothers had told her
they owned it. Well, it belonged to Emily’s family too, they’d
said, but nevertheless, she was beginning to think her new family
must be very rich to have such wonderful things and beautiful
homes! She supposed that meant she, too, was rich now that she was
Dana Darcy instead of Dana Hamilton. But that wasn’t the best of
it. The best part was her daddy. She gave a gentle sigh as she
slipped on her shorts.

Her father had spent extra time with just
her alone. He’d taught her to swim and they’d gone for long walks
with many long talks as he showed her the plants and animals on the
tropical island. Sometimes they would sit up at night and count the
stars, just Daddy and Dana. The only bad thing was all the
schoolwork. Yuck! Reading and writing and arithmetic every day.
However, there was one positive thing about her schoolwork. She did
enjoy the reading because her daddy would hold her in his lap and
give her special attention, and that she loved. He would give her a
kiss and smile when she read well, and gently correct her when she
didn’t. Her daddy truly was as good as her mother had told her.

And then they had come home to James Island.
She loved the farm at James Island with swimming in the pool and
watching the cows in the pastures. She thought about the adventures
she and Ellie had had down by the creek, catching frogs and wading
in the stream, splashing and laughing with James and Davie. She and
Ellie had especially liked the cool waters of Lawton Creek and
managed to spend much of their time there. But the heat, Dana
thought as she pulled her top over her head, was horrid. That was
the one thing Dana had not anticipated about America. It was
dreadfully hot!

One of the first things her
father had done when they had arrived in Charleston was to take her
shopping for a complete new wardrobe suited for the warmer weather.
She smiled fondly as she recalled their trip to the mall and all
the nice things he’d bought just for her—the stuffed animals from
the Build a Bear store, the shorts and tops and dresses from all
the nice shops, and the girly accessories from Claire’s to go with
them. He had even bought her a collection of Fruits Basket and the boxed sets
of Fullmetal Alchemist and The Twelve
Kingdoms—Anime sets she had always wanted
but had never been able to buy.

With a giggle she pulled up her socks as her
thoughts turned to Lawton Hall where they’d been last week. There
wasn’t much to do there except fish from the dock with Stuart
Chaplin, the caretaker’s grandson, whom Dana liked very much. The
house overlooked the river and was surrounded by smelly marshlands
with tall grass and thick cotton fields planted in neat rows that
stretched as far as she could see. It was so new and exciting for a
little girl from the city. The servants were wonderfully kind and
were always looking after her and her brothers. However, it was
terribly boring there, and the heat was stifling. For the first
time in her memory, Dana could say she preferred her tea cold.

For the most part, Dana was very content to
be in America with her new family. She had met the town servants
the day before yesterday and liked them very much, although she did
wonder why her father kept introducing her as his daughter from a
prior relationship at each of their houses. What did that mean? She
didn’t understand. However, she supposed, it didn’t matter. She had
her daddy, and she loved him. That was all that really
mattered—that and her new family and friends. Dana giggled. Three
houses! And with a full staff of servants! She loved them all,
especially Nore, a beautiful black woman with a regal nose and the
smoothest skin Dana had ever seen. Yes indeed, she liked America,
and today promised to be another grand adventure.

With a smile, Dana tied her shoes and exited
her room, bouncing down the stairs as fast as her little legs could
go, her ponytail flipping from side to side, anxious to get to the
kitchen. Elvira, the Lawton Townhouse cook, had promised to prepare
one of her favorite foods, Yorkshire pudding, for breakfast. Dana
was not only anxious to have some for herself, but she wanted to
share it with her newfound friend, Peter Morgan, the Lawton
groundskeeper. He was a long, lean man and had told Dana he was of
Angolan descent.

She was also anxious to see Nellie and
Tickles, the two white doves, nesting in the rose garden her friend
had told her about. Tickles was indeed a strange name, she thought,
but then it seemed to suit him just fine, since Mr. Morgan had told
her how he squirmed and pecked at his hand whenever he stroked his
feathers, just as if his touch had tickled him. She giggled once
more as she came through the kitchen door.

“Good morning, Cook.”

“Mornin’, Little Miss. My, my, ain’t you up
mighty early and dressed as pretty as you please. It’s six-thirty.
Don’t little girls sleep late these days?” Elvira asked as she took
the popovers from the oven and placed it on the baker’s rack to
cool.

“Oh, Cook, I couldn’t sleep—not when this is
the day that Mr. Morgan will show me the doves’ nest. We had such a
delightful chat yesterday before I had to go shopping with Mum
Celia that I’m very much looking forward to another.”

“Well, I’m glad the Little Miss is getting
on with ole Mr. Peter. He knows a lot about a great many things. If
you listen carefully, he’ll tell you all about ‘em ‘cause he sure
loves to talk.”

“Oh, yes, I know. He said he will show me
how to tend a garden, since I shared my love of flowers with him.
He has some of the most beautiful flowers I’ve even ever seen,
peonies, larkspur, hollyhocks and I don’t know what all else. It’s
simply beautiful, and I’m anxious to see his doves. Nellie’s eggs
are to hatch today. Did you know that?”

“Uh-huh.” Elvira smiled as she went about
cooking breakfast.

“Oh, Cook, I’m so
excited. And I’ve
promised Mr. Morgan some of my Yorkshire pudding. Will they be
ready soon?”

Elvira shook her head with a pearly grin.
“Those puddins is coolin’ right now, suga. Give ‘em ten minutes
more, and then they’ll be fittin’ to eat. I’ve never made that
recipe before, but thank the good Lord they was in that English
cookbook Mr. David brought all the way from England. It’s a
wonderful book with plenty of good English cookin’ in it. Yes sir,
we’ll be having more of your favorite things if you tells me what
you want. Now, sit yourself right down here with old Elvira and
have some tea with buttered biscuits and jam whiles we wait for
them puddins to cool,” the old woman said as she took a cup and
saucer from the cupboard and poured a cup of breakfast tea with
honey and cream for the little Miss.

While they waited, the two friends sat and
talked, eating buttered biscuits and strawberry jam, and when the
English delight was cooled, Dana had one of those, too. Then she
carefully wrapped two in a white cloth napkin for her friend.

With her gift secured and a song in her
heart, Dana skipped through the kitchen door and down the steps
into the English-style cottage garden kept by her new friend. As
she entered the walkway, she thought of how much she liked this
garden. It was brightly colored and smaller, yet less formal that
the one at her uncle’s house in London. And it was much more
inviting than the garden at Westbury where she still harbored bad
feelings. No, this garden was much more to her tastes, quaint and
just right.

“Mr. Morgan?” Dana called. “Mr. Morgan!”

“Over here, Little Miss,” he answered,
getting up from the perennial bed and dusting off his knees.

Looking in Dana’s direction, he said with a
wide-toothed grin, “My, Miss Dana, you shore is up mighty early for
a little girl, and you shore is lookin’ fit as a fiddle, too. But
where’s Miss Ellie this fine morning?”

“Oh, she’ll be along later.
She’s eating her breakfast right now, and then Lyndon will take her
for her morning walk. I’m afraid poor Ellie is not allowed to spend
the night with me any longer. Daddy won’t allow it. He says a dog
doesn’t belong in a little girl’s bed. But Ellie doesn’t have
fleas. I don’t know what my father’s problem is!”

Mr. Morgan laughed. “Your Daddy cares about
his children. That’s all. I’ve known him for eight years now. Mr.
David’s a good man, and he’s mighty good to us.”

“Yes, I know. And he’s very good to me.”
Dana sighed as she walked along the stone border of the summer
flowerbed, extending her arms to balance herself, the napkin
clutched tightly in one hand.

“Yes ‘em, that he is.” Mr.
Morgan nodded. “Now, what can ole Peter do for you this here fine
mornin’?” He smiled and looked about as he wiped the beaded sweat
from his brow with the back of his hand. “It shore is mighty warm
for so early. It’s gonna be a scorcher today. June in South
Carolina is hot, and we’s nearly into July. Soon enough it’ll be
time for dog days.”

“Yes, America is dreadfully
hot. How shall I ever bear it?” Dana asked as she jumped down and
ambled through the garden path to where Mr. Morgan stood. “But, I’m
sure I shall…in time, anyway. Here,” she said, “I have something
for you.” Dana presented the groundskeeper with her present. “It’s
Yorkshire pudding. You said you’ve never tried it, and it’s my
absolute favorite, so I had Cook make it up special just for
us.”

“Miss Dana,” he beamed,
“you shore enough is the nicest little girl I’ve seen in some time.
You always have a kind word. If you ain’t had nothin’ yet, let’s
take it back to my house and have it up right. I’ll put on the
kettle, and you can have some of that strawberry tea you favor so
much.”

“Well,” she said as she
cocked her head, “I’m not very hungry. I’ve already eaten with
Cook, and then Daddy will expect me to eat with the rest of the
family, so I’d best not, but I’ll sit with you if you like, and
then I want to see Nellie and Tickles. Did the eggs
hatch?”

“Oh, yes ma’am, they shore
enough did, and you ain’t gonna believe it, but I do believe we has
our first clutch of white doves. In all these years I’ve been
watchin’ ‘em, they ain’t never had a set of white babies, but this
time’s different.”

“Oh, when may I see them?”
Dana jumped up and down. “And I want to see the roses. I love
roses, and you’ve yet to show them to me, you know.”

He gave a strong laugh. “Well, since you
ain’t gonna eat with me, I guess we’ll go now, and I’ll just have
my puddins whiles we talk. We’ll be killin’ two birds with one
stone, so to speak, ‘cause the nest is in the juniper tree in the
rose garden next to the fence. It’s a very special garden ‘cause
the most magnificent rose of ‘em all grows there. They ain’t none
like it in the Carolina Lowcountry. We’s the only one that has it.
It’s your daddy’s, and he’s mighty particular ‘bout that rose
‘cause Mr. David brung it all the way from England. He done told me
it’s a cuttin’ from his mother’s rosebush at their home estate, and
I have it on good authority that it comes from the highlands of
Scotland where it’s bitter cold, so I have to be takin’ very good
care of it in this Carolina heat,” he said wiping the dirt from his
hands before unfolding the small parcel as they walked to the back
where the English rose grew.

“The birds are pure white,
albino doves...the most gentle of all God’s creatures. They has
built their nest above your daddy’s rose. We gots other roses
growin’ here, but your daddy’s is the most beautiful of them all.
It’s magick and
somehow connected to the doves.”

“Why do you think that, Mr.
Morgan?” Dana asked with a quizzical brow.

“Cause, right after Mr. David had me set
that rose out, the birds built their nest in the tree above it, and
when the doves is happy, the rose is happy.”

“Mr. Morgan,” Dana looked up at her friend
with a curious expression, “how can a rose be happy? Roses don’t
have feelings, do they?”

“Now, now, Little Miss. All livin’ things
have feelins, and this rose in particular has ‘em. When the rose is
happy and healthy, it’s bright red. When it’s feelin’ a bit poorly,
its color fades a bit, and it’s more pink than red, and if it’s
sad,” he said, “it droops and drops its flowers. I once seen it
turn pale pink, and your daddy panicked. He thought it was gonna
die, but it didn’t.”

“I didn’t know that. It’s
like Little Ida’s Flowers
from my fairytale book.”

“Yes ‘em, it’s like Mr.
Anderson said…just like he wrote it.”

“My uncle has told me lots
of stories about the rose and a white dove. He says they are
connected to the Darcys and have served us throughout our history.
They are symbols of our family and are on our family crest. My
uncle says they always watch over us. I wonder if Nelly and Tickles
and my daddy’s rose are part of that legend.”

Morgan tilted his head and cast a glance at
the little girl by his side. “I don’t know about that,” he said as
he scratched his bristly chin. “But I suppose that’s possible. This
here rose from England is mighty particular about this family and
them birds.”

Coming to a stop in front of the juniper
tree where the doves were nestled on a low-hanging branch, Mr.
Morgan wiped his mouth with the napkin and replied, “My, my, Miss
Dana, these shore is the best eatin’ bread I do believe I’s ever
had. Tell Elvira she done good, and I look forward to havin’ some
more someday. And tell her I’ll bring her some fresh flowers and
herbs for the kitchen.”

Dana giggled. “If Cook will bake them, we
shall have them every morning, and I will take tea with you next
time.”

Standing in front of the rosebush, Dana
stared at the deep crimson blossoms, mesmerized by their beauty and
sweet scent, more fragrant than any she’d ever smelled before. They
were enchanting and indeed magical, she thought, as she reached to
pick one.

“Ouch!” She drew back, shaking her finger as
blood began to drip.

“Miss Dana!” Mr Morgan exclaimed. “You can’t
pick the rose without permission. That rose is temperamental. It
has the most vicious thorns I has ever seen, and it has to approve
you picking one of its flowers. Here, let me show you how it’s
done.”

Morgan took a pair of sheers from his
overalls pocket and bowed. “Now,” he said to the rosebush, “Miss
Dana here would like to have one of your flowers. She’s a very good
little miss and has come to see the doves.” He glanced between Dana
and the rose. “Miss Dana is the best little girl around these parts
and is very respectful to the flowers that grow in this here
garden, she done brung me some of her special bread this mornin’.
And now she’s come to admire your doves. May we have one of your
flowers for the Little Miss?”

Dana’s eyes widened as the
rose appeared to bow in return…and smile. Smile!? She blinked twice. Can
a rose smile? She was sure this one did. Mr. Morgan reached and cut
a beautiful rose bough with a bloom and two buds. One by one he
clipped the thorns.

“Mr. Morgan! That rose
smiled.”

“Un-huh.” He nodded. “I
told you it’s magick, and it likes you ‘cause you is kind and good. “Here, wrap
this up in your napkin,” he said, returning the napkin and rose to
Dana.

“Now, I’ll see if Nellie
will let us have a peek. She weren’t none too eager this mornin’
when I came to see about her, but then I guess she’s still scared
after that snake got her last clutch of eggs. But that old mean
devil’ll not be back again. No, siree.”

Dana turned and glanced up. “Why? What did
you do?”

“I lopped his head off with these here
shears. I ain’t havin’ no snake in this here garden, and especially
no poison snake. But now don’t you worry none,” Mr. Morgan said.
“He’s gone, and there ain’t none like him gonna be coming
back.”

Morgan looked back to the nest and Dana
stepped forward.

“Good! I don’t like snakes, and I don’t want
them eating Nellie’s babies.”

“Don’t you worry none about that, Miss Dana.
I’ve been extra careful since then. No snake is gonna get these
youngens.”

Dana smiled and stood on her tiptoes, gently
brushing the evergreen leaves between her fingers. “So this is a
juniper tree,” she whispered.

“Yes ‘em, and in December it has beautiful
blue berries. We makes Christmas wreaths and Mr. David takes ‘em to
England. Now let’s look at the birds.”

Mr. Morgan reached down and lifted her up.
“Oh,” she said as she lightly stroked Nellie’s feathers. And
Nellie, as if knowing what Dana wanted, cooed and gently lifted up,
displaying her naked babies, two of the prettiest birds Dana had
ever seen, even if they didn’t have any covering but sparse
fuzz.

Morgan looked from the nest to the little
girl as he sat her back down. “Now step back, Little Miss. It may
be hot, but these little ones have to be kept warm until they’ve
got some feathers, and Mama ain’t too keen on us makin’ a fuss, so
we best let ‘em be.”

“But where is Mr. Tickles? Is he not here,
too?” Dana asked.

Peter Morgan laughed. “Ole Mr. Tickles needs
a break. He sat on the nest all night long, watchin’ over his
babies. Now it’s his turn to gits him somethin’ to eat and rest for
a bit. He’ll be back ‘fore nightfall. Doves takes turns tendin’ to
the nest.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize that.”

Peter smiled and shook his head. “Yes ‘em,
they do. Come along now, and I’ll show you the garden.”

“Yes, I want to see everything, and I shall
come every day first thing in the morning to check on Nellie and
the babies, and if Daddy will allow it, I’ll come tonight when
Tickles sits for Nellie. Do you think he will let me approach him
like Nellie has?”

“Well, Ole Mr. Tickles is none too fond a
strangers, but since the rose likes you, I think he might, too.
Come about dusk, and we’ll see what Mr. Tickles has to say. Now,
let’s see the other roses, and then I’ll take you to the flower
gardens.”

“Yes, let’s go. I want to pick a lovely
bouquet of flowers for Mum Celia. She’s very kind to me, and I want
to do something nice for her.”

Peter smiled. “That’s mighty kind of you,
Little Miss.”

As they walked about, clipping flowers,
Peter Morgan explained everything to his very curious
companion.

“It’s all very beautiful, Mr. Morgan.
Lovely, just like the gardens in England.”

“Well, thank you, Miss Dana. I do tries,” he
said with a smile. “There ain’t no order to it, and that’s why some
folks likes it. When you add this to the fragrance of the roses,
especially your daddy’s English rose, you has the perfect place to
sit and relax. And that’s what this here garden is for—sittin’ and
relaxin’.” He breathed in deeply. “Umm, umm. They ain’t nothin’
like it—the smell of freshly dug earth mixed with the scent of
spicy stocks and peonies, and it only gits sweeter at night. That’s
especially so with the night-blooming jasmine. It’s one of my
favorites.”

“Oh, yes, I quite agree. Umm…yes, jasmine.
It’s a particular favorite of mine, too,” Dana said as she looked
about. “All of the flowers are beautiful—especially the stocks and
peonies. The fragrance is sweet, and the colors are magnificent, as
if an artist painted the garden. I especially love these.” She
reached and picked a blue poppy. “Those are quite nice, too,” she
said, pointing to a bed of blue lupins and purple and blue cups and
saucers. “Let’s add those to the bouquet. Mum Celia will love them.
She has not been feeling well lately. The baby makes her extremely
tired and uncomfortable, I fear.”

Peter paused and smiled, looking down at the
small girl standing alongside him. “Miss Dana, you shore enough is
the sweetest little girl I has ever had the pleasure of knowin’,
always thinkin’ of others. But what ole Peter wants to know is, how
come a little girl like you knows so much about a garden? Has you
ever tended one?”

“No,” she replied
nonchalantly, “but my mum did. It was a cottage garden outside our
flat, much smaller than this, but lovely just the same. My mum
loved flowers, especially spring flowers. We used to look at
picture books and dream of when we had our own place in the
countryside. She told me all about each and every one, and I
watched her as she tended her flowers with such care. She always
brightened our rooms with them, especially mine. Her favorites were
daffodils and hyacinths. She grew them in pots. I’m quite fond of
them as well. Do you also have a spring garden like we do in
England?”

He chuckled. “We shore enough does, and come
next spring, I’ll be showing it to you.”

“Oh, good! I do want to see
it.”

Tilting her head upward, she knitted her
brows together. “Mr. Morgan, I’ve been wondering about something,”
she said.

“And what might that be, Little Miss?”

“Why do you always wear those blue glasses?
I’ve never seen anyone wear glasses like that. What are they?”

Peter gave a hearty laugh. “These here
glasses,” he said, putting his fingers to the frame, “protect me
from the hags—evil spirits that comes to torture folks when someone
casts a spell on you. You see, Miss Dana, the eyes is the windows
to the soul. It’s through them and your hands that bad spirits
enter and curses is passed, but they can’t pass through blue. So, I
wear these here glasses to protect myself, and I never touch
another soul’s hands lessen they hex me.”

“Mr. Morgan, I’ve never heard such a thing.
Should I wear blue glasses, too?”

“No,” he laughed, “that’s just for me and my
kind. I’m one of the Gullah.”

Dana’s eyes widened. “A Gullah? Mr. Morgan,
what is a Gullah?”

He threw back his head and laughed.

“Well, pray tell,
what is a
Gullah?”

“Well now, Little Miss, if you’ll take a
seat on this here stone bench, I’ll tells you all about it,” he
said, taking a seat as he pulled out a root from his overalls and
began to chew. “Gullah are the African Americans who lives here in
the Lowcountry—South Carolina and Georgia on these Islands you see
around you. St. Helena, James Island, Pritchards Island, Fripp
Island and so forth. And all up and down the Coastal Plains. We was
brung here as slaves long ago by the white folks.” Peter and Dana
sat and talked for some time, him telling her about his people and
answering her questions.

While he explained the ways of the Gullah
people, he noticed a glow shining upon the child’s face. It was
more than her captivated look. In fact, it was something else
entirely, as he began to realize that the child was indeed
different from other little girls. This child had the sight,
something he had not seen in a long time, and never on a white
child’s face. Somehow Peter felt that the rose, the girl, and the
white doves were connected, especially when she had approached the
mother dove and the bird had allowed the girl to touch her. Only
Morgan had been allowed that privilege, and he’d had to work over
the years to get it. He pondered this as he chewed the root.

As they rose from the bench, Morgan pointed
to his home, a cottage house in the back of the Lawton townhouse.
“That’s where I stays, Miss Dana. I keeps a garden of my own there.
It’s filled with Gullah roots and herbs.

“Oh, how exciting. May I see your garden,
too?”

“Yes ‘em, but you must take warnin’ and
never touch anything in my garden. Every plant has a purpose—and
some of ‘em is poison,” Peter said as he led her around back and
pointed everything out to her, answering her curious questions
about all she saw, including the blue shutters and sashes on his
house. By the time they returned to Lawton House Garden, Peter was
more convinced than ever that this little girl was special. Not
only did she have an avid curiosity, but she was smart as a whip,
and like a sponge, she soaked up everything she heard.

As they walked back into the main garden,
David exited the back door dressed for his morning run. Spying Dana
with Mr. Morgan, he smiled and strolled in their direction. Giving
his daughter a cursory look, he turned to his groundskeeper.
“Peter, I noticed that the roses are a bit pale for this time of
year. Have you been feeding them as per my instructions? My
mother’s rose especially looks a bit tired.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Darcy, I’ve been feedin’ ‘em
just like you said, but I thinks they may need a bit more of that
spring solution. I was gonna speak with you about that very
thing.”

“Yes, well, along with their regular organic
feeding give each rose a fourth cup of Epsom salts, a half cup of
bone meal, and two cups of alfalfa meal, and give them a shovel of
compost to help retain moisture—be generous. I want healthy
roses—especially the one from Pemberley.”

“Yes sir, I’ll gits to that first
thing.”

“Oh, and save the hips this year. I want
Cook to begin making tea with them and mixing it with the beverages
she serves my children. It’s very nutritious. It’ll help them stay
well during cold and flu season. My mother was very attentive to
those sorts of things, and we had it every year.”

Morgan smiled and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Daddy, where are you going?” Dana
asked.

David glanced at his daughter. “I’m going
for a run in The Battery, Ducky. It’s what I do every morning
before breakfast and work. Now you go along. I want you to complete
the lesson I assigned you last night. I will check it tonight when
I come home. Don’t linger in the garden when there are things to be
done,” he said, “Off you go, and I will see you at breakfast.”

“But Daddy, I wasn’t
finished with my morning walk.”

“Dana, I said to go inside. I have something
very important I must discuss with Mr. Morgan, and it isn’t for
little ears to hear. Now, off you go.”

“Okay.” She pouted as she turned to leave,
wondering why adults always sent children away when they wanted to
talk. Perhaps Emily was right and eavesdropping was the only way to
know what was going on. But, with a sigh, she did as she was
told.

Once she was inside, David turned back to
the groundskeeper. “Peter, I’ve been meaning to talk with you about
the incident that occurred whilst I was away. Tell me about the
snake you killed. Did it attack you?”

“Yes sir, it sure enough did. That was the
meanest, most aggressive snake there ever was. It was bright green,
like nothin’ I’d ever seen before,” Peter said. “I was a weedin’
the herb garden when I heard this ruckus. Awful, Mr. Darcy, just
awful. I came runnin’, but these ole legs ain’t what they used to
be. That snake had done swallowed the last of Nellie’s eggs when I
got there. Nellie was a fightin’ it, but she was none too good with
that ole rascal. It was about to git her. That’s when I took out my
clippers and cut that ole serpent’s head off, but I wasn’t fast
enough to save the eggs; they was already broken when I slit him
open. I felt mighty bad ‘bout that, but I just couldn’t gits there
in time.”

“I’m not worried about that, Peter. What
concerns me is that they’ve killed two similar snakes at Carlton,
both described as emerald-green, and my new gamekeeper has
identified them as being deadly poisonous and not native to North
America. What I want to know is where did they come from and why
were they here?”

“I’m shore I don’t know the
answer to that one, but I knew the one I killed was deadly. It had
a viper’s head, but I didn’t know it was a two-step snake…not until
Ruby told me. She and Reuben came to town just to see it. He done
took it back to Carlton, and I think they’s got it there with the
other ones for you to see when you’re next there. Reuben said
somethin’ about puttin’ it in the deep freeze soes you could have a
look at it, but as to here, I ain’t seen another one since. I think
that was the only one. Reuben says they likes the trees—they’s a
tree snake, and I checked these trees very well and the neighbor’s
trees too. They ain’t no more around here. I’m as sure of that as I
am of anything.”

“Well nevertheless, my
children are not to be in the garden without you or me present, and
I want to know everything that happens should you see another
one.”

“Yes, sir,” Morgan said while chewing on a
piece of mugwort, “I’ll keep an eye peeled, and I’ll take extra
good care of that little Miss when she comes to the garden. I
hardly see anyone but her. Miss Dana’s mighty special.”

“Yes, she is, and thank you, Peter; that’ll
be all. Carry on, and don’t forget about feeding the roses,” David
said as he walked towards the garden gate leading to the front
courtyard.


Chapter 18

 


 


David crossed the street to The Battery, and
as he began to run, he thought about the snakes at Carlton and now
here. Reuben had said they were of a very rare species only found
deep in the rainforests of Central America, Costa Rica in
particular. When the family retired to Carlton next week, he would
see to it that the grounds were thoroughly searched, and he wanted
to speak with this new gamekeeper Reuben had hired in his absence.
Reuben had said that he was very knowledgeable about animals and
their ecosystems. David trusted Reuben’s judgment implicitly, and
that was why he’d accepted his estate manger’s recommendation to
hire this man whom he had not personally interviewed. Not only did
they need someone to manage the wildlife preserve he and Cecilia
were trying to establish, but problems were beginning to arise with
the plantation’s sheep and cattle, and David hoped this man could
discover where the animals were disappearing to.

Passing the large monument facing Charleston
Harbor, his thoughts drifted to the last several weeks. Fox…and the
things she’d said still rang in his ears.

…you bear all of the
responsibility. …And you must bear the guilt because you left her
with a child. Tell me, sir, how will you live with yourself as you,
too, suffer, hanging on in quiet desperation when you’re all alone
with nothing but your thoughts and memories?

Thoughts and memories…yes, he was certainly
plagued by those. Oftentimes he would lie awake at night thinking
about it.

…It is the fashion of the
fabulously rich, you know, dignified and regal—the English way,
filled with apathetic indifference to the plight of those they use…
by your actions, your lack of sacred honor
and moral principle, you deny yourself of what is truly noble in
your personal dignity and worth. The only difference between you,
sir, and the Earl is that he is titled, and you are not…

Those words in particular
stung his conscience. The English way, filled with apathetic
indifference…yes, he understood that phrase only too well. From his
father to himself it was accurate.
However, he could not say either of them lacked
sacred honor nor did they lack moral principles, at least not in
essentials, but in practice, he had to admit, it was another matter
altogether. His father had kept mistresses, and he had spun through
one woman after the other, changing partners like one changed his
socks.

Yes, he had to acknowledge,
he did bear the
responsibility for Sandra and his daughter… and the guilt. He had
used her and left her with a child. Never mind he didn’t know about
Dana. He did know to use a condom, and he hadn’t.

As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Fox’s
reproofs…her words, her assessment of his character, had been spot
on…or so it was at one point in his life, but not anymore. He was
not the man he used to be, nor was he devoid of compassion or
proper feelings.

Whatever Fox did with him in her column, he
knew he deserved it. His only regret was for his family. It was
unfair that they should suffer because of him. However, if there
was anything in the tabloids about him or his family, he didn’t
know about it, but then he hadn’t looked either.

Then there was Sandra and his feelings for
her. Yes, she was an embarrassment to him, but had he known she was
pregnant, short of marrying her, he would have at least taken care
of her. That much he knew for certain. In spite of what others may
think, he had cared—cared enough to protect her if he could have.
He shook his head and pressed on past the first mile marker.

Many had said he and Cecilia were the modern
day Scarlett O’Hara and Rhett Butler. If that were true, then
Sandra Hamilton was to him what Belle Watling was to Rhett. There
was no question that Rhett had loved one woman and cared for the
other. As David considered it, that summed up his feelings, too. He
also knew he could never erase Sandra totally from his daughter’s
memory. But did he really want to? He’d had time to think about
that, too, and he knew he couldn’t do it. The child had obviously
loved her mother. Instead, he would have to settle for Sandra
becoming a faded memory.

And what about his sons?
Fox had accused him of passing on his lifestyle to them. Is that
what would happen? No! Not if he could help it. His sons, and his
daughter, too,
would be raised with a firm hand. He’d been too lax—too laid-back
in his responsibility to them, but not anymore. He intended to take
the upper hand and do what he knew was right. If it killed him, he
would raise them to have morals and consideration for others.
Making good on his word, it had begun with his personal attention
to each of his children while they were on holiday. As work
permitted, he would spend quality time with each of them, teaching
them to ride and about the land that was so much a part of their
heritage. He would see to it that they valued right over wrong and
had compassion for their fellow man. That was one reason he took
his family to church every Sunday. The Church, at least, did
support the values he held to be true, and it promoted a social
gospel that he believed in, even if he didn’t believe the other. At
least it didn’t undermine what he wanted to accomplish with his
family, and that was all that mattered.

Just as David turned the next corner, his
thoughts shifted to his wife, and he had to smile. The intimacy and
deep love they shared was the glue that held him and their family
together. They had spent nearly every night in a passionate
embrace, making love out in the open to the sounds of nature under
the night sky with the moon and stars watching them. Yes, their
time at the Pemberley’s Caribbean beach villa had been just what he
and Cecilia had needed, and the children had benefitted, too.

Spending time in the lagoon, basking in the
sun while the children played in the water, had been a soothing
reprieve from all their troubles in London. And when a school of
dolphins swam into the channel, David and Cecilia had even joined
their tiddlers in the water. He had been amazed at how friendly
they were, especially with Dana. He had to smile at the thought.
His daughter certainly had a way with animals. She even believed
she could talk to them and that they understood her, much like his
father had teased his mother that last summer she was alive. George
had said Anne was the woman who talked to horses. It was true. His
mother had a way with animals like no other, and his daughter
seemed to have inherited Anne’s unique abilities. In fact, Dana
reminded him of his mother in many ways, from her beautiful eyes
and long blonde hair to her soft, gentle touch and tender
heart.

As David thought about it, he could see that
his daughter had many qualities to be admired. She loved him
deeply, and he was beginning to care for her. How could he not? Her
wide-eyed innocence was hard to resist. His lips twisted in a
crooked smile at the memory of how she clung to him in the water
while he was teaching her to swim, how she giggled and laughed when
the brightly colored fish nibbled at her toes. Yes, their time
together as a family had indeed been good—a welcomed reprieve from
the demands of everyday life. But now he was back at work, back to
the grind.

David took a deep breath, breathing in the
warm Carolina salt air. Pounding the dirt path, he was rather proud
of himself. He’d been running steadily every morning since before
they had left London, and he hadn’t had a cigarette in over two
weeks.

Rounding another curve, his mind pleasantly
shifted to the priceless expression on his wife’s face when he’d
opened the jeweled case and had shown her the pink diamonds he’d
bought for their anniversary. And Dana had been absolutely thrilled
with her pink sapphire heart pendant. All she wanted to do was hold
the velvet case in her little hand and stroke the gem with her
index finger as she whispered, “beautiful”. The memory sparked a
moment of tenderness in his heart. She wasn’t a bad child, and if
he must have a daughter not conceived with his wife, he supposed
she’d do. The only annoying thing about her was that she kept
talking excessively about her mother.

David sighed. He regretted he had not been
able to spend time with his family during their stay on James
Island and later at Lawton Hall. He loved deep-sea fishing, and had
wanted to take James and Dana out on his boat, but from the cotton
project to business in general, more pressing matters consumed his
life. With his wife on maternity leave, all of his time was spent
catching up on neglected projects, and to top it off, in less than
eight weeks he would have to meet his brother in New York for the
Global Energy Summit.

He shook his head. It grieved him that he’d
had to work late last night and hadn’t been there for his nightly
reading. Although all had said Mum couldn’t do the characters as
well as he did, they had enjoyed the reading just the same. He
chuckled. That was one of the things he truly enjoyed, reading to
his family. It was one thing his mother had done when he was a boy,
and he was more than pleased to carry it on after her fashion.

He was also very pleased with Dana’s
progress in her reading skills. With his instruction and selected
reading materials, she had improved greatly, nearly to the level
where she should be. By the end of the summer, she would be equal
to James, who was very advanced for his age. Yes, all of his
children were to excel in academics. In that regard, he was as
driven as his father had been with him and Fitzwilliam when they
were that age.

Passing the three-mile marker, his thoughts
turned back to his week at St. Helena and Lawton Hall. He had split
his time meeting with Professor Dobbins and being out in the fields
inspecting the crop, which, if all went well, would be their
highest yield on record. The new strain they had developed in
conjunction with the University of South Carolina at Beaufort was
remarkable; it had all the properties of the original, except this
seed was resistant to disease and insect infestation—especially
that of the boll weevil. David could not have been more pleased
with the report he’d received from the Department of Agriculture in
Washington. The research project was now complete. Sea Island
Cotton had met the appropriate regulatory demands and was set to be
launched for general sale next spring.

Lawton & Darcy held the patent, but
David was still unsure as to how to proceed. However, he would have
a better idea by this afternoon. He was meeting with a
representative from Mon-Agra, a prospective buyer for the license
agreement. He and his assistant, Clark Ramsey, had worked long
hours in preparation for today’s appointment. It was vitally
important, and his mental acuity had to be sharp. The question was,
would he sell the rights to Mon-Agra for a handsome profit, or
market it himself? $1.5 billion was at stake. Clark had prepared
the economic analysis, but David was still unsure.

Mon-Agra was not held in high regard within
the European Union or Asia, for that matter. Although they were a
multibillion-dollar worldwide conglomerate, they had been
identified by both Europe and the U.S. as potentially responsible
for over seventy sites contaminated with pollution and poisoning
throughout the third world. Their terminator seed project,
genetically altered rice and corn, and bovine growth experiments
had caused a ban to be placed on them by the E.U. and Japan. And
Mon-Agra had been sued multiple times. Did he really want to align
Lawton & Darcy with such a controversial company? Mon-Agra’s
offer was tempting, but David thought that he might do just as well
marketing the seed himself rather than merging with or selling the
seed outright to Mon-Agra’s Delta Cotton Company.

Just as he turned the last curve into the
home stretch of his five-mile run, he sensed someone had joined
him.

“Darcy, I thought I would never catch up
with you,” Amelia Taylor said, joining him. “You’re in very good
shape.” She eyed him from head to toe. “Where the hell have you
been? Connor and I had to go ahead with the plans for the Harbor
Festival with very little input from you, and you’re the chairman
of the committee. I hope you don’t mind, but we couldn’t wait.”

David groaned. “Damn! With all that’s
happened I forgot all about it, but then I assume as co-chairman,
you’ve done well in my stead.”

“You should never assume
anything, Darcy. In only makes an ass out of you and me, but in
this case, you’re safe. Fripp did a lot of the leg work to get it
up and running, no pun intended.” She laughed. “And I did
everything else. It’s set for this weekend. The festival officially
begins on Saturday, but we’ll begin Friday night with live music
and political speeches. There’ll be barbequed chicken, pork, beef,
potato salad and coleslaw, and there will be hotdogs and hamburgers
for the kids, something for everyone. I’m having Gibson’s handle
it. But, I do need your signature on a few things so we can
finalize everything. When can we get together?” she asked. “And
don’t tell me tomorrow. It needs to be today. Dean Gibson needs to know how
to proceed, and I need the money released for the food and live
band. I also need some additional input from you about the yacht
races set for Saturday.”

“All right.” He smiled and
shook his head. “How about you meet me in my office at a quarter of
noon, and we’ll discuss it over lunch. I’m indeed grateful to you
and Connor.”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you then, and Darcy,”
she eyed him with a quick smile, “you’re looking good, darlin’.”
She popped his backside and sped up, leaving him in her dust.

To say David was a little more than
surprised would have been an understatement. He was shocked!
Watching the slender blonde disappear around the next corner, David
shook his head and smiled a crooked smile as he slowed to cross the
street for home. Amelia Taylor was definitely the town flirt, he
mused to himself, and he was no fool.

He had better keep his distance, he thought
as he jogged into the courtyard and stopped by the water spigot
long enough to douse his head and get a cool drink. Letting out a
deep exhilarated laugh, he shook the excess water from his hair and
grabbed the towel from the fence where the maid had draped it.
Ninety degrees with ninety-six percent relative humidly before
eight o’clock in the morning, he wondered if he would ever become
accustomed to the Carolina heat or women like Amelia Taylor. Just
because her husband cheated didn’t mean he did.

 


~*~

 


The family, with the exception of William,
who always ate upstairs in the morning, was already eating when
David entered and took his seat at the head of the table. His
children were playfully bantering about their plans for the day.
Davie was invited to Tommy Hatfield’s birthday party at Atchley
House, while James wanted to have Jeremy Hachette over for video
games. Even Dana seemed as if she had plans. David smiled at the
domestic tranquility set before him.

Cecilia glanced up as David took his seat.
“Elizabeth called while you were out.”

“What did she say? Is everyone well?” David
asked, unfolding his napkin.

“Yes,” she answered while she fixed Davie’s
eggs and grits. “Mostly it was Emily wanting to speak with Dana.
I’m afraid both are terribly lonely for one another.” She cast Dana
a fleeting glance, and the little girl looked between her
stepmother and father.

David glanced at Dana. “Do you miss Emily,
Ducky?”

“Yes, terribly, I’m afraid. I like it here
well enough, but it is a bit lonely. It’s just me and Ellie most
days. Of course, I do have the garden, which I love very much.”

“Well, perhaps soon you will make new
friends. The Harbor Festival is coming up. You’ll meet children
there. In the meantime, I’ll see what I can do,” he said, taking a
slice of toast from the serving tray.

“Perhaps,” she whispered.

He helped himself to a serving of Spanish
omelet in mushroom sauce while Cecilia poured his coffee.

“Love, today promises to be very busy. I’ll
be meeting all afternoon with Sam Cory from Mon-Agra concerning our
plans to market the Sea Island Cotton seed. If you feel up to it,
I’d like for you to join us.”

“I don’t know, David, I’ll have to see. I
have an appointment with Dr. Adams this morning at ten.”

“Another one.” David frowned. “You just saw
him last week, and you’re not yet in the third trimester.”

“Yes, I know, but he feels he needs to keep
a closer eye on me.”

“Why?” David asked as he wiped his mouth and
placed his napkin aside. “Cecilia, is there something I need to
know about? You’ve taken an early maternity leave. You are all
right, aren’t you, and you would tell me if you weren’t, wouldn’t
you?”

“David, we’ve already been over this. You
are well aware that I must not go into labor because of the
emergency C-section last time. There really isn’t anything else to
tell.”

He looked at her briefly and shrugged. With
too many other pressing matters on his mind, he really didn’t feel
like pressing the matter, and besides, he couldn’t take the morning
off to accompany her to another appointment, anyway. There was
simply too much work to be done.

Picking up his cup of coffee, he froze.
Yorkshire pudding? He took a sip and returned the cup to its saucer
as he curled his nose. “Why has Elvira prepared this?” he asked,
pointing to the Yorkshire pudding. “You know I have little use for
it, and besides, it isn’t even a breakfast food unless it’s served
as Toad-in-the-Hole, which this isn’t, or with Marmite, which I
don’t see present.”

“Darling, Dana requested it. She and Elvira
have become fast friends. Between the kitchen and the gardens, Dana
spends all of her spare time with Peter and Elvira, and well,
Elvira wanted to fix something special just for her.”

David tensed. Suddenly his good mood
evaporated as an unpleasant feeling washed over him. Yorkshire
pudding was a favorite of Sandra’s, but he had never cared for it
and rarely ate it.

Incensed, he determined to speak to their
cook. She was not to indulge his daughter, nor did he like the fact
that his daughter had become too familiar with his servants.
Apparently Dana did not understand her position in this family. He
would speak with her, too, and correct her misconception.

Turning back to his wife,
he said, “That was very nice of Elvira, but from now on, you or I
are to decide what is to be served at our table,
not a six-year-old.” He
turned to Dana. “Yorkshire pudding, if it is served at all, is to
be served with roast beef for Sunday tea, not for
breakfast.”

Dana dropped her gaze and picked at her
eggs.

“Oh, David really,” Cecilia interjected.
“It’s just bread. I really don’t care when or how it is
served.”

“Well, I do,” David snapped. “And it’s not a
bread.”

“Okay, it’s a popover. Same difference to
me.”

Just as he was about to take another bite of
his omelet, he noticed Dana with a cup.

“Mum Cecilia, may I have some coffee?”

Before Cecilia could speak, David answered,
“No, Ducky, you may not. Caffeine is not good for a little
girl.”

Dana looked up in shock. “But Mum let me
have it, and Auntie Elizabeth didn’t say I couldn’t.”

David set his cup down and
looked directly at his strong-willed daughter. “Well, I said you
may not. This is
my house—not your mother’s or
your Aunt’s, and little girls have no business
drinking coffee. Now eat your eggs and drink your orange juice, and
don’t forget to finish your milk. Milk and juice are what a little
girl should have.” He paused and looked around. “And that goes for
you and Davie as well, James,” he said to his two sons, James in
particular, who was gawking. “We are going to begin eating better.
No more daily sweets. The three of you eat entirely too many as it
is. Confections are low in nutritional value and rich in calories,
which none of you need a steady diet of. Sweets need to be a
special treat.”

The two boys were taken aback while Dana
once again dropped her gaze and picked at her eggs.

“David,” Cecilia said, looking directly at
her husband, “don’t you think this is a bit much?”

“No, love, I don’t. Considering that my
father died at sixty-three of a heart attack and yours at
fifty-two, I think it’s time we began paying closer attention to
our health.” He paused, glancing between his wife and children.
“Cecilia, we’ve talked about this before. The children eat entirely
too much junk food. Neither you nor I were allowed to do this as
children, and I think it is about time that we took the upper hand
with our tiddlers. This is not a topic open for debate, at least
not in front of the children. Now let’s find another topic of
conservation.”

Cecilia sighed. “Very well, then,” she said.
“What are you doing for lunch? After my doctor’s appointment, I
thought we might all have lunch on Queen Street under the pergola.
Are you free? I’ll bring the children along.”

“Oh, yes, Daddy, I want to have lunch with
you,” James said. “We’ve hardly seen you since we’ve been
home.”

“Me, too, Daddy. Please have lunch with us?”
Davie chimed in.

“And you want to have lunch with Daddy, too,
don’t you, Dana?” James asked.

Dana nodded but said nothing.

Cecilia smiled in return. “It’s official. We
all want to have lunch with you. I’ll even bring William.”

David moaned and shook his head as he took
another sip of coffee. “I’m sorry love, but I have an appointment
with Amelia Taylor to go over the plans for the Harbor Festival
this weekend. I’m enormously indebted to her. She and Connor Fripp
have had to do all the work for this function. However, I’ll tell
you what we’ll do. She and I shall join you at the Queen Street
Garden Café, and we’ll all have lunch together. Perhaps her little
girls can join us and the children can have a playtime. I haven’t
seen Meggie and Sarah in ages, and they are such adorable little
girls.”

Cecilia drew a sharp breath.

“Love, do you see a problem with this?”

“We will discuss it in
private,” she said as she put her fork aside. “But as to lunch,
yes, I will join you. Now,” she turned to the children, “I want the
three of you to go with Nore to The Battery. A walk will do you
good, and later you can go to Waterfront Park and play in the
fountain.” She turned to Dana with a smile. “We have a large
pineapple fountain where the children play in the summertime to
cool off. The pineapple is the symbol of Charleston’s
hospitality.”

Dana smiled back and nodded. “I think I
would like that.”

“Good,” Cecilia answered.

As the children were getting up to leave,
David called out, “Dana, before you go out to play, have Nore go
over the assignments I gave you. In fact, I’ll speak to Nore myself
before leaving for the office. Send her down to my study when you
go upstairs.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

Dana turned and drew in a deep breath.
“Daddy?”

“Yes.”

“May I please have a day from schoolwork?
Nellie’s eggs hatched today and I want to watch over her, and well,
Peter is teaching me about gardening, so may I please not have to
do it all today. I’ve done very well, haven’t I?”

“Yes, you have, but you are still not where
I want you to be, and only by diligent study will you obtain the
standards I’ve set for you, so no, you may not have the day off. If
you are attentive to your studies, you should be finished by noon.
Then you may have lunch with us and the rest of the day is yours to
do with as you please, but Dana, you are never to be in the garden
alone. Peter or I must be with you at all times.”

“But why?”

“Because I said so. Do I make myself
clear?”

She dropped her gaze. “Yes, sir.”

“Very well, then, off you go, all of
you.”

Once the children were out of the room,
David turned to Cecilia. “Now, what is it that couldn’t be said in
front of the tiddlers?”

“Before we get to that, I
have something to say, well actually two things to say. I’ll begin with
school. David, you are pushing Dana too hard. She tries her best
and has improved greatly. Couldn’t she just have one day
off?”

“No, love. She has improved
because I’ve held her feet to the fire. If I give in even
once, she will want
another and another. Trust me, I know what is best.”

“But, David, she’s just a
little girl. You’ll burn her out.”

“Love, leave her to me. When she reaches the
first milestone I have set for her, I’ll ease up. She’s almost
where I want her to be. Her reading has improved significantly, her
penmanship is excellent, and her arithmetic is getting there. Once
she has mastered her addition and subtraction facts, we’ll go to
three times a week.”

“All right, David, but I think this is too
much for a six-year-old. James is not pushed nearly as hard as you
are pushing Dana.”

“James doesn’t need to be
pushed. He’s quite aggressive on his own, and he is
not behind.” David shook
his head. “Love, we both agreed that I would bring Dana up to speed
in her academics, and that is what I am doing,” he said. “Now,
let’s drop this. What was the other thing you wished to speak with
me about?”

Cecilia looked at her husband and took a
deep breath. “Why did you have to make such a fuss over the
Yorkshire pudding at breakfast? It really wasn’t that big of a
deal. Yes, it’s true, you or I should plan the meals, but the bread
was a small thing, and I didn’t mind at all.”

He hesitated. “Because…even though it’s
popular now, it is still a poor man’s staple…and it was…” he
glanced away, “a favorite of Sandra’s. She apparently grew up on
simple fares as a girl, eating mostly breads and potatoes. Sandra
never got far away from her upbringing. She would often fix it with
roast beef when I would stay with her, and well, it brings back
unpleasant memories I’d just as soon forget.”

“But David, you hurt Dana’s feelings. She
thought she was doing something nice. She doesn’t know about the
history between you and her mother. All she knows is that she likes
Yorkshire pudding. It has a sentimental value to her and makes her
feel good to think of the enjoyable times she shared with her
mother.”

“And it brings back painful memories and bad
feelings for me. I would just as soon she forgot everything about
Sandra.”

“Because it’s what you need. You can’t face
the past, so you bury it.” Cecilia tilted her head and smiled. “I
do understand, but David, it won’t work. The only way to overcome
the past is to face it.”

“I do love you, Cecilia, and I know you
care, but let me handle things in my own way. Please, don’t push
me. I need space and time to work through things.” He hesitated and
then said in an almost whisper, “If she were to do half the things
her mother has done, it will break her daddy’s heart.” He sighed
and shook his head. “Love, I’m doing the best I can…the best I know
how. This is something very personal. Let it be.”

“Yes, I know, and I do understand, but
still, I worry about you.”

“Don’t. There isn’t any need. I’ll be fine
once we’ve all adjusted.” His lips curled. “Now, you wanted to
speak with me about Mrs. Taylor. Apparently you are not happy with
my plans to meet with her, so tell me why you’re upset.”

Cecilia sighed and
momentarily glanced away. “You know perfectly well why. It’s
because I don’t trust her. Glenna Cunningham called the day before
yesterday. Cameron is having an affair with Millicent Montgomery,
the newly crowned Miss South Carolina. He has given her a top job
at Taylor Shipping as his new personal assistant,” Cecilia smirked.
“Glenna says the Taylors have had separate bedrooms since before
Rachel was born. David,” she looked her husband directly in the
eye, “Amelia is a desperate woman. She sees everything she’s
scratched to get slipping away. If Cameron throws her aside, she’ll
look for her next victim.”

David rolled his eyes as he rose from his
chair and threw his napkin down. “Cecilia,” he said as he walked
towards the door, “I would think, considering what we experienced
in London these past several weeks, that you, of all people, would
be less eager to pay heed to senseless gossip and a bit more
sympathetic to the plight of Mrs. Taylor. You have seen the way
Cameron behaves towards his wife. It’s appalling. He treats her
with an air of indifference, humiliating her in public. Frankly, I
feel sorry for her.”

“Yes, I have, but she is
not without guilt. David, she has shamelessly flirted with you all
these years and even more so since you and she have shared the
historical society’s social committee chairmanship.”

“I’ve told you she means nothing to me, and
besides, she flirts with anything in trousers.”

“Yes, but with
you more than the rest.
David, I don’t trust her.”

He chuckled softly and
moved the few steps to where his wife stood, placing his hand on
her face. “Love, you’re the only one who catches my attention and
holds it, the only one who lights my fire and turns me on.
It’s you I love,
Celia, and when nighttime comes, you’re the one I want to take to
bed. You have the
gold-plated pussy, love.” He winked. “Now, I’m late for the office,
and I need to see Nore and Elvira before I leave. I’ll see you at
noon for lunch on Queen Street. And remember, you’re the only one
for me.” He gave her a quick kiss.

He turned to leave, but paused in the
archway, and glanced back. “Love, I want a complete report about
your doctor’s appointment today. Everything is all right, isn’t
it?”

“Yes. We’ll discuss it tonight.”

“All right. Don’t worry
about a thing, love. I have everything under control. I love you,
and no one but you,” he said with a smile as he turned and left.

Cecilia shook her head as she watched him
go. “Yes, I know, but it doesn’t keep anybody else from having eyes
for you,” she murmured to herself. “It isn’t you that concerns me,
darling. It’s her.”


Chapter 19

 


 


David left the breakfast room for Dana’s
room in a bit of a hurry. The morning meal had taken longer than
he’d planned, and he was more than a little irritated as he
mentally processed his agenda. He had meetings with clients all
morning, and then his afternoon meeting with Mon-Agra. The stress
of that decision alone weighed heavily on his mind, not to mention
everything else.

Once he reached his daughter’s room, he took
a deep breath as he put his hand to the doorknob and turned it.
There she sat on the side of her bed, a sad expression filling her
features, and once again, his conscience was pricked.

“Dana,” he said softly as he entered the
room, “I must have a word with you.”

Dana dropped her head.

“Ducky, look at me.”

She slowly raised her eyes to meet her
father’s, and he knew she had been crying. He wanted nothing more
than to pull her into his arms and kiss her tears away, but that
would send the wrong message. No, he had to be her father first and
foremost.

He cleared his throat.

“I don’t mean to be
unreasonable with you. In fact, it’s just the opposite. I know you
are doing your best to adjust, coming from an entirely different
world to a place where nothing is familiar. I understand that, but
Ducky, as a member of this family, there are certain things you
must adhere to,” he said while pacing the floor in front of her,
casting a glance every now and then in her direction. “Firstly, you
are not to
approach the servants for special favors without prior permission.
They are quite busy with their duties, and it is an extra burden
for them to accommodate a six-year-old.”

Dana looked up. “But Daddy, Elvira is my
friend. She said she didn’t mind, and I’m not a bother. I know I’m
not.”

“Dana! That is not the
point. Elvira works for me and as such, she answers to me or your
stepmother—not to you. I will allow you to request Cook to make
something special for you once in a while as a special treat, but
not on a regular basis, and most assuredly, you are not to inject
your desires into the family meal unless you have prior permission. That goes
for your brothers, too—not just you. It is not your place. I might
also inform you that I dislike Yorkshire pudding. It is not
something I wish to eat. Occasionally with roast beef for Sunday
tea, as I said earlier, I will allow it, but not as a staple in our
family fare,” he said, giving her a stern look. “As for friendship
with the servants, it is out of the question to take it to a
personal level. You may be friendly, polite, personable even; of
that I approve, but not an intimate relationship. There is a
distinction of rank that must be upheld. Do I make myself
clear?”

“Yes,” she
sniffled.

“Dana!” he said, more harsh than he meant to
be. “I am your father, and you are to show me proper respect. Now,
as for Mr. Morgan, you may visit the gardens and play there to your
heart’s content, but never without Peter or me present. If Mr.
Morgan wishes to show you the plants, and that is all well and
good, but you are not to impose on him either.”

Dana glanced up. “But why? Ellie and I love
the gardens. Why must Mr. Morgan always be present?”

“Because I said so. That should be
sufficient. Now, look at me and listen closely. I will be speaking
with Nore in a few minutes, and she will inform you of my wishes
for the day. For now, take out your copybook and copy the poem we
selected last night. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow has many good
things to say that a little girl ought to learn. I will check your
work when I return this evening.”

“Yes, Daddy,” she muttered as she cast her
eyes away.

“Very good…and Ducky—.” David smiled and his
heart softened. “I know this seems difficult for you, but I really
am looking out for your best interests. I want you to excel in
accordance with your ability, and Ducky, you do have exceptional
ability. Once you’ve reached a level according to your potential,
we will relax a bit. Do you understand?”

She glanced up with tears swimming in her
eyes, but said nothing.

For a brief moment, David’s heart was
pricked as he thought of himself and his father when he was her
tender age. He strolled over to where she stood and pulled her into
his embrace as she burst into tears.

“Dana,” he said as he sat in the chair by
her bed and pulled her into his lap. “Dana, don’t cry. I’m only
doing what I think is best. I care very much for your future.
You’ll see it in time.”

She looked up and nodded, and David almost
told her he loved her, but then his heart hardened as he saw her
mother’s expression reflected in her deep blue eyes. With one quick
kiss, he dismissed her and told her he would see her tonight.
Standing in the doorway, he gave one more transient glance before
exiting her room and closing the door.

 


~*~

 


Bounding down the staircase at a rapid pace,
David’s next destination was his study and a consultation with
their governess. He shook his head as he quickly turned the corner.
The look in his daughter’s eyes had pierced his conscience. He
wasn’t quite sure why he couldn’t say the things he knew she longed
to hear. Yes, it was her mother, but there was more to it than
that. David had always wanted a daughter, and now that he had one,
he didn’t quite know what to do with her. She wasn’t the soft
feminine type he had dreamed of when he envisioned the little girl
he hoped for. Dana was…well… more of a hoyden than a little lady,
and that bothered him. He shook his head as he reached his
study.

When he entered, Nore rose to her feet with
a bright smile.

“Mr. Darcy, you wished to see me.”

“Yes, that’s correct,” he said. “Take a
seat.”

As Nore resumed her place, David fell into
the large leather chair behind his massive oak desk.

“I want you to spend the morning instructing
Dana in the things I’ve written out in her lesson plan book, which
you will find on my desk upstairs. See that all of her work is
completed to my satisfaction, and I trust you know precisely what
that means?” he asked.

Nore nodded.

“Very good. I want you to follow the plan
exactly as I’ve written it. Make sure her work is done correctly
and neatly. She is to work for three hours every morning,
practicing. If she gets her work completed and up to my standards
in less time, she is to read until the time is up. Then, and only
then, may she go out and play, not a moment before. She is to work
whilst you take the boys across the street to the Battery. Practice
makes perfect. I want my daughter to understand simple arithmetic
with borrowing and carrying by the end of the summer, and I want
her to have memorized the first half of her multiplication facts,
as well. I’ve purchased some elementary maths workbooks. You’ll
find them on the shelf marked for her in the upstairs library. She
is to complete one lesson per day, and have her complete a lesson
in her penmanship book. Go over her reading assignment with her,
and I’ll check everything tonight.”

“Very well, Mr. Darcy. I’ll see that
everything is done before she goes out to play.”

“That’ll be all.” He
glanced at his watch and frowned. …I’m
late. Damn! I’ll have to drive in today.

Once Nore had left, David had a brief talk
with his cook, and left through the kitchen door for his
Lamborghini. David normally enjoyed walking the short distance from
the townhouse to his office, but with his morning occupied with
domestic responsibilities, he could not afford that luxury.

 


~*~

 


Dana sat on her bed, hugging Emily’s spring
bear to her chest and gently rocking back and forth, trying to keep
another rush of tears from falling. Their time together at the
beach had been wonderful, even the time spent on James Island and
at Lawton Hall had been good, but her daddy was different since
they’d come to Charleston. Before, he’d been so busy he’d hardly
paid her any notice, but today he’d made up for it.

Nore placed a gentle hand upon her face and
brushed away the tears. “There, there, child. It’s all right.”

“But Miss Nore, why must my daddy be so
strict? My mum was never strict. She let me do as I pleased with
hardly any rules. And now there are rules, rules, and more rules.”
Dana glanced at her governess through reddened eyes. “Why must I
sit here in this stuffy room while James and Davie are allowed to
play in the Battery? And he won’t even let me keep Ellie in my room
at night. Uncle Fitzwilliam did. ”

Nore looked at her little charge with
sympathy. “Dear child, it is because your father loves you and
wants the best for his darling daughter.”

“No, he doesn’t.” She pouched out her lower
lip and suppressed a sob. “I’m sure of it. I’m an inconvenience at
best, and he hates me at worst.” She hugged her bear even tighter
as the tears spilled. “And he never allows me to speak of my mum.
He scolds me whenever I do, and he took my bracelet. I want it
back. He doesn’t love me, and I know it.”

“No, it isn’t that. I can assure you it is
not. He does love you, Dana, but he doesn’t know how to show it.
Men are sometimes like that. They are very protective of daughters.
My father was, too.”

“Nore’s right, Dana,” Cecilia said as she
slipped into the room and gently closed the door. Taking a seat on
the bed next to the little girl, Cecilia pulled her into a hug and
kissed her tearstained cheek. “Dana, your daddy does not show his
feelings very easily. I should know, as it took quite a lot for us
to come together and fall in love…to admit that we loved each
other.”

Dana looked up with questioning eyes. “Mum
Celia, did my daddy love my mum…even just a little?”

Cecilia shook her head, and then nodded with
a smile. “Yes, Dana, I believe he did in his own special way.”

“Then why did he leave her… leave us?”

“Dana, he didn’t know about you until your
mom became sick. Had he known, I assure you, come hell or high
water, nothing could have kept him from you. Let me tell you a
story.”

Cecilia sat with Dana upon her lap and
leaned back against the soft pillows as Nore quietly slipped out
the door with a smile and one last look, leaving daughter and
stepmother together. When the door was securely shut, Cecilia began
her tale.

“Dana, life has not been easy for your
father. When he was a little boy, his mom and dad had a stormy
marriage, and your daddy suffered greatly because of it.”

“Like Mum and Stuart?”

“No, not quite so bad as that. Mr. Darcy,
your grandfather, and Lady Anne, your grandmother, could never
overcome their fears and admit how much they loved one
another…needed one another until it was finally too late. Your
daddy saw his mother’s unhappiness and was never able to express
his own feelings. That caused him to grow up cold inside—something
I don’t want happening to you. Whatever you think, always know that
he does love you and one day he will realize it and tell you. In
the meantime, you have me. I’m here for you whenever you need me. I
love you, Dana, as if you were my own daughter.”

“Oh, Mum Celia, I love you, too, not quite
as much as my real mum, but almost. And I do love my daddy.” She
looked up and tilted her head. “Maybe he would have loved me more
had I been a boy. He loves James and Davie, and William, too.”

Cecilia gave a small laugh. “No,” she said,
“he loves his sons; that is true, but ever since James was born all
he has talked of is a daughter. He has wanted a little girl for
almost as long as you’ve been alive.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really!”

“Then I shall do my very best to please him.
I love him so much, and I want him to love me,” she said now
smiling. “Thank you, Mum Celia. I shall be the best little girl
Daddy could ever want. And I am sorry about Grandmother and
Grandfather Darcy. That’s why the rose is special, isn’t it?”

Cecilia smiled. “Yes it is. It reminds your
father of his mother. He loved her very much, and from what I’ve
heard, he was the apple of her eye. She loved all her children, but
her second son was special. Now, you do your work as he instructed,
and when I return from my doctor’s appointment, we are all going to
lunch at a very special place. You may have some playtime…and if
you don’t want to reread your primer, then don’t. I won’t tell if
you don’t.”

Dana giggled. “No, I think I will read it if
I finish early, but no one said I would finish early, did
they?”

“No, pumpkin.” Cecilia tapped Dana’s
turned-up nose with the tip of her index finger. “Now, I am off to
see my doctor. Study diligently, and we’ll have fun when I return.
I’ll even take you shopping for a new outfit to wear to the Harbor
Festival. We can pick it out together.”

“Thanks! I would really like that.” Dana
beamed. “I want to get something special for Daddy.”

“That’s a good girl,” Cecilia said with a
smile as she rose from the bed to leave. When she reached the door,
she turned back. “Dana, your father does love you, and in time,
you’ll know it.” With that, she turned the knob and left Dana to
her work.

 


~*~

 


After Mum Cecilia left,
Dana sat on her bed, gazing at her copy of Alice in Wonderland Nore had been
reading to her. Thumbing through the pages and thinking of Alice,
she muttered to herself, “Boring old school work.”

Ellie sat in the corner watching her
mistress from between closed paws as she rested, resting but never
asleep.

Dana sighed and cast her dog a fleeting
glance. “Ellie, I hate school work. Facts, facts, facts, that’s all
daddies care about. Even Emily has to study. I talked to Emily just
this morning, and she says it’s her mother who makes her study so
hard. I guess it’s not too terribly bad.” She released a long
breath and stared at the stack of books on her desk. “All I do is
copy in my copybook and learn my numbers. What am I to do? I shall
surely go mad sitting in here while James and Davie play across the
street. Oh, I wish we could go outside!”

She glanced around her room. “I wish there
was something to do, a secret place to go where no one would tell
us what to do. Wouldn’t that be nice?” she looked at her dog and
giggled. “What do you think, Ellie?”

The dog’s ears perked up, and she whimpered
as if to say, “I don’t know.”

Dana laughed. “Oh, bother, Ellie. You are so
sympathetic to my situation. Hmm…I do wonder though. James says the
Battery and these old houses are haunted. Do you suppose they are,
Ellie?” she asked, her lower lip turning down in wonder.

Again Ellie whimpered.

“Oh, Ellie, how I long for an
adventure!”

Ellie’s ears lifted and her nose twitched.
Unbeknownst to Dana, a shadow had crept into her room, slithering
through the window between the cracks in the sash and frame,
sliding down the wall and across the floor to the chimneypiece in
Dana’s room.

Ellie began to growl.

“What’s wrong, Ellie? Is something the
matter? Do you see something?” Dana’s eyes riveted to the corner
where Ellie had descended, her nose to the ground and her tail to
the air. But just as it had appeared, it was gone, vanished in the
twinkling of a dog’s eye. Ellie turned and sniffed the room.

“Come, Ellie, and sit with me. There is
nothing to be worried about.”

Dana sighed. “I had best do my work so you
and I can go outside later. If it’s not perfect, Daddy will be
cross.”

Ellie did as she was bidden.

Dana rose from the bed and
went to her desk where she put her Vivaldi CD in the sound system
her father had given her and set it to auto repeat. Then she picked
up her copybook and the volume of Longfellow her father had
selected for her. Dana opened it to page twenty-three and began to
write. Kind hearts are the gardens, Kind
thoughts are the roots, Kind words are the flowers, Kind deeds are
the fruits, Take care of your garden And keep out the weeds, Fill
it with sunshine Kind words and kind deeds…


Chapter 20

 


 


Arriving at his office fifteen minutes late,
David had just enough time to grab a cup of coffee and relax before
he met with his first appointment. While he was reviewing the
account for that meeting, he heard a familiar voice in the lobby.
Connor Fripp was flirting with his receptionist.

David sat back in his swivel chair and
chuckled. He had known Connor almost from the beginning of his time
in the Holy City, as Charleston is sometimes called. Connor Fripp
was six-foot-two with sandy blonde hair and pale blue eyes. He had
a healthy dose of self-confidence and fancied himself as a ladies’
man, only he lacked that certain something David had been told he
possessed to carry it through, thus the reason for their
friendship, a friendship of mutual admiration.

Connor was from Beaufort and came from a
family with old money. Among the matriarchs was his mother, who
could make a sinner with the vilest temperament repent simply to
shut her up. Mrs. Fripp never turned her talents on her son,
however, and could think of nothing she would like better than to
see him married with children.

At thirty-five, David thought that not
unreasonable, especially since he was her only son and she wanted
the Fripp name to continue through their line. But David also
understood Connor, having once been a man like him. And marriage
was not likely anytime soon.

David laughed to himself as he glanced up
and saw Connor’s smiling face peeking around the door.

“Darcy! Good to see you man! I heard you’d
gotten back in town. Why no phone call?” Connor’s rich laughter
rang out.

“Fripp, come in and have a seat. I’ve about
twenty minutes to spare before my first appointment. Grab yourself
a cup of coffee.”

“I don’t mind if I do,” he said, taking a
cup from the cupboard and filling it. “When’d you get back?” Connor
asked, taking a seat.

“We’ve been back about two weeks, but I’ve
spent the last week at Lawton Hall. I had several meetings with
Professor Dobbins concerning the Sea Island Cotton Project.”

“How’s that comin’ along?” Connor asked,
lighting up a cigarette.

“Excellent! We received the patent and now
I’m trying to decide what to do—sell the rights or market the seed
myself. In fact, I’ve meetings all afternoon with representatives
from Mon-Agra’s Delta Cotton.”

“Mon-Agra…umm, you gonna run with the big
dogs.” He whistled through his teeth. “They’s the big Daddies in
the agricultural world.”

“Yes, I know.” David lifted his cup for a
sip before continuing. “Fripp, what do you have on your mind? I can
see by that look something is. So what’s up?”

“Well, it ain’t the price
of eggs in China, that’s for sure.” He laughed and crossed his
legs. “Darcy, I might as well come to the point, since time’s so
short. I stopped by for two reasons: one, I just wanted you to know
we missed you, good buddy. Amy and I had to pull up the slack and
git ‘er done on the Harbor Festival, but it’s gonna be all right.
We’ve been workin’ it pretty close, but we still need a few things
from you, Mr.
Chairman.” Connor laughed.

“I know. I’ve seen Amelia,
and I’m meeting her for lunch,” he said. “Connor, as I told Amelia,
I’m grateful to the two of you for all the work you’ve done in my
absence. I’ll make it up with the Oyster Roast and Clam Bake
Festival this autumn. We’ll have it at my and Cecilia’s estate on
James Island. I’ll do it up right and pay for it entirely. The
historical society can save their money for something
worthwhile.”

“Sounds good to me.” He paused with a
grin.

“Now what was your other reason?” David
asked glancing at the clock.

“Other reason? Oh yea! What I’m primarily
here for is to invite you to the gym this afternoon. You see, I‘ve
met this girl, and I want you to see her. Man, she’s a long tall
skinny drink of water. Beautiful girl from South Alabama! I think
I’m in love.” He beamed. “I want you to check her out and see what
you think.”

David laughed. “What happened to
Abigail?”

“Abby C. Bobo Bird-legs Franklin? Hell! She
dropped me flatter than a fritter.”

“Why? I thought the two of you were getting
on splendidly. I thought that maybe—”

“Don’t go there, ‘cause that’s what she
thought, too, only I told her she had another think comin’, and
that’s when she cussed me out and left.” He paused and tilted his
head. “You know, that’s the thing with women. They have these
expectations—things I’m not willin’ to give,” he said with a laugh.
“The problem with women is that they control ninety-eight percent
of the money and all the pussy, or so they think, but I’ve met this
new girl. She’s good between the sheets, if you know what I mean
and she don’t expect much. Man, she’s good! She could take the
polish off a chrome trailer hitch ball. Like a match set to a dry
alfalfa field, that woman lights my fire. I want you to meet her
and tell me what you think.”

“Fripp, it doesn’t matter what I think.
She’s your girl. Why would you want my opinion? Are you thinking of
marrying this one?”

“Hell no! I’ve only known her a week, but
she’s a good screw.”

“Connor!”

“What? I’m a good Christian! I’m in church
every Sunday, listenin’ to that blatherin’ fool go on and on about
fornication and the lust of the flesh. If you ask me, that collar’s
just a little too tight. Hell! That man don’t get enough! That’s
what’s wrong with him. He’s got an obsession with sex.” Connor
laughed, flicking his ashes in the waste can.

“Connor, I’ll give you
Blyth is quite
dull for such a young man, but I wouldn’t go so far as all that.
He’s a rather good chap, better than most, in fact. Perhaps he’s
one of those who takes his orders seriously. A true man of God, now
wouldn’t that be a novelty? No, I’ve no use for God or religion,
but I do respect the position and the man, boring though he
is.”

“Aw hell! You know me! I
don’t give a damn what he does. I sit there for momma and that’s
about it. Besides, the way I look at it, you pays your nickel and
you takes your chances. I don’t fiddle-dick around,” Connor said.
“Abby Jane? She left me and I’ve moved on, gotten a little wiser in
the process, so to speak. More to the point though, Darcy, Cindy
Lou’s dumber than a doorknocker. When they coined the phrase dumb
blonde, they was thinkin’ of her. I’m done with the intelligent
ones and their expectations. I’ve about decided the stupid ones are
your better bets. They believe whatever I tell ‘em and don’t make
demands. Just like I like it.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of such philosophy,”
David said, more to himself than to Connor Fripp.

“Well, what do you say? You comin’ with me?
Afterwards we’ll stop by the Foghorn and have a few beers.”

“No, not today, but if you are free on
Friday, how about then—in the afternoon, say five o’clock? I’m
trying to get back in shape and quit smoking, so the gym is
something I definitely need.”

“Friday’s good.” He winked. Rising from his
seat, he downed his cup. “And you can meet Cindy Lou then!”

David laughed and shook his head as he
watched Connor move toward the door.

“Damn!” Connor stopped and turned. “I nearly
forgot. Congrats on your new daughter. I always knew you wanted
one. Now ya got one!”

New daughter indeed…!…Yes, I’ve definitely
got one…

“Thanks.”
…I suppose…

“Well, I got to get outta
here. I’m late for work myself and Uncle Edgar ain’t none too happy
when I’m late. See you around, Darcy.”

Oblivious to David’s mood, Connor nodded and
left, but stopped long enough to flirt and proposition Ashley one
more time. No matter how much of a hurry he was in, he always had
time for a pretty smile. David took a deep breath and smiled as he
picked up the account he had been working on when Connor
interrupted.

 


~*~

 


Peter Morgan shook his head and wiped the
sweat from his brow as he walked up the steps of the garden terrace
to the kitchen door. He’d picked a bundle of fresh flowers and
aromatic herbs for Elvira, partly because he knew she could use the
herbs for the cooking and he knew she liked flowers, and the rest
was because he enjoyed her company. After cleaning the mud and dirt
from his feet on the boot-cleaner, he entered the house to find
Elvira busy with her meal preparations.

“Mornin’ Vira. I brung you these,” he said,
placing the herbs on the counter and the flowers in a quart Mason
jar.

“Mornin’ Peter.” Elvira glanced up from
kneading a lump of dough. “Lordy be. Ain’t that lovely of you. I
need the herbs for tonight’s dinner and Lord have mercy those
flowers shore do smell good.” She smiled. “What can I gits ya?”

“Oh, a glass of that peach iced tea would be
mighty fine. It’s a scorcher out there, and I’m mighty thirsty. And
you’re welcome. I’m always wantin’ to brighten your day,” Peter
said with a broad smile.

Elvira wiped her hands on her apron and went
to the refrigerator, taking out a large pitcher of tea. Pouring a
tall glass, she handed it to Peter.

“Um-um. That’s mighty fine, Vira. It just
hits the spot,” Peter said after a long slow drink. “Ain’t nobody
makes it like you does.”

“Ah, shucks, Peter, you is always sayin’
that. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you was a courtin’
me.”

“Vira, next time I gits married, it’s gonna
be to you.” He winked and gave a laugh.

“Well now, I don’t know about that. I ain’t
none too eager to marry, and I would think after that witch you
married, neither would you. ‘Tain’t worth the trouble.” She gave
him a wide-toothed grin.

“Lord have mercy!” He shuddered. “She was
one straight-razor-tongued old woman I hope I never see again.
Lordy that ole woman is mean, an ugly old woman. She’s ugly clean
to the bone.”

“I hear ya. Ain’t no doubt ‘bout that. I
swear if she don’t make the alligators look tame, but they ain’t no
two ways about it. Her magick is powerful. You has got to admit
that. Some say she’s more powerful than you is.”

Peter gave Elvira a sharp look. “Yeah…and
it’s ‘cause of me. I taught her everything she knows…I never
thought about her being so mean. That’s why we ain’t livin’
together. I stays here in town while she lives in that swamp. But
Vira, should I ever have to challenge her…we’ll see who’s the true
master. Vira, you ain’t nothin’ like her. You all that’s good in a
woman.”

Elvira shook her head. “Peter, you do carry
on, but let’s drop this. I wanna asks you something else. What you
think of Mr. David’s daughter?”

“Miss Dana? I likes her. She ain’t nothing
like most of them society little girls, all proper and uppity.
She’s different. And she shore enough is a pretty little thing,
prettier than most and so kind hearted. Why, did you know she
picked a bouquet for Miss Cecilia?”

“Yes, I did. She had Sandy put ‘em in a
vase. They’re sittin’ right over yonder. Miss Dana said she’d take
‘em up to Miss Cecilia’s room when they come back from wherever it
is they’re a goin’. That child sure loved her mama, too. I do
wonder what happen to the poor child’s mama.”

“She died.”

“Who told you that?”

“Dixie did,” Peter
answered. “She heard ‘em talkin’ about it up in the nursery when
she was seein’ ‘bout the baby. That’s how come Miss Dana’s come to
live with us. That poor baby’s mama died. Bless her heart. But she ain’t
alone in the world. No. Miss Cecilia loves that child as if she was
one of her own, and I do believe Mr. David cares about her, too,
although not as much as Miss Cecilia do. He don’t dote on her like
the Missus do.”

“Well, that’s a might shame
then, ‘cause that baby shore loves her daddy. She thought he’d be
pleased about them puddins, but Mr. David told me right up straight
not to ever make ‘em again unlessen he said so.” Elvira shook her
head. “I might not likes it, but I works for him, and he done
reminded me of that.”

“Yeah, you got that right. He gave me a
talkin’ to, too, and I don’t likes it either, but that’s the way it
is.”

He paused and scratched his chin. “That poor
child. She shore loves flowers and growin’ things. She told me her
mama taught her about flowers. If she comes back to the gardens
like she says, I’ll teach her some more. She sure likes to learn,
and the animals take to her, too. Nellie let her touch her and
showed Miss Dana her babies. That baby has the sight. She can talk
to animals, and I do believe she is a seer. Somehow, Miss Dana’s
connected to that rose and them doves.”

“Why you say that?”

“Cause I done saw it in her face. She has
the mark on her forehead that only one of us can see. I wonder who
her mama was, ‘cause Mr. David don’t have it. He’s got a way about
him, I has to admit, but his face don’t shine like that, and he
ain’t got no winged dove on his forehead. That baby’s special.”

“Well, I heard Miss Cecilia say to Miss
Glenna just the other day that her mama was a dancer in one of them
clubs for high-class gentlemen…you know, like they has down in
Atlanta. That’s how she met Mr. David. She must a been mighty
pretty, ‘cause she has a awfully pretty child.”

“I just hope Mr. David comes to know just
what he’s got in her.”

“Me, too, Peter…me too. ‘Cause if she be one
of us, we needs to protect her. They’ll be out to gits her.”

“I know. I’ll be keeping a close watch, and
I’ll have the animals watchin’ her. That dog of hers is a seer,
too. Ellie and I done had us a little talk. As long as Ellie’s
about, the Little Miss will be watched over. I just worry about
when she goes to Carlton.”

“I’ll send word to Ruby. We’ll look after
that baby.”

“Yes’em call Sister Ruby. I clean forgot
‘bout her. She and Tully’s both got the sight. Should they ever go
to Lawton Hall again, we’ll have to get Sister Tully involved, and
I best be watchin’ them doves mighty close. Somebody done tried to
kill ‘em once.” Peter set his empty glass on the counter and moved
towards the door. “Well, Vira, I best git back to work. Mr. David
wants his roses tended to. You have a good day, and save a piece of
that bread for me.”

Elvira smiled as Peter left through the back
door.

Just as she went back to kneading her dough,
Cecilia stepped through the kitchen door.

“Elvira, I’m off to my doctor’s appointment.
Would you mind making a pitcher of red raspberry leaf tea for me?
Aunt Ruby said it would help me.”

“I don’t mind at all. I’ll have it for you
when you gits back. And Miss Cecilia, Ruby’s right. That tea’ll fix
you right up. We been using it for years. The Gullah say that it
strengthens your female parts, makin’ you deliver a fine healthy
baby. Don’t you worry none. Ain’t nothin’ gonna happen to that baby
boy. We’re all prayin’ for you.”

Cecilia blushed with a small laugh. “Elvira,
what would I do without you, Ruby, and Tully? Three sisters and
three of the best friends I’ve ever had. Oh and…please don’t mind
David. Whenever Dana wants Yorkshire pudding, she’ll have my
permission to have it. Just don’t serve it at the table again
unless I or Mr. Darcy requests it.”

“Well, if that be the case, I’ll fix it, but
I’m comin’ to you first. I don’t want to do anything wrong.”

“Don’t worry. It’ll be all right.”

 


~*~

 


Cecilia sat patiently in Dr. Adams office
waiting for him to come. After her exam he had requested a private
audience with her to go over the results. From the look on his face
and that of the attending nurse, she knew it must be serious. Only
after the birth of William had he ever requested a private meeting
in his personal physician’s office.

Cecilia glanced around the room, taking it
all in as she waited. The bookcases were neatly filled with medical
periodicals and books in the field of Obstetrics. Her eyes shifted
to the certificates and diplomas adorning the walls, interspersed
with pictures of the doctor’s family and landscapes his wife had
painted. Dr. Adams was known as one of the leading physicians in
the field of high-risk pregnancies and infertility. He had written
several articles for prestigious medical journals and was
acknowledged as the best in his field and was quite an impressive
man and seasoned doctor. He had also been her mother’s physician
and had delivered her and her stillborn brother.

Cecilia startled. There was a sound of
movement at the door. She took a deep breath as Dr. Adams entered
with her chart in hand. He closed the door and cleared his throat
as he took a seat behind his imposing desk. Opening her file, he
took out a piece of paper.

With a sigh, Dr. Adams shook his head and
looked up over the rim of his glasses.

“Mrs. Darcy, I was concerned last week, but
after today’s examination, I am alarmed. I told you it was time to
abstain. You didn’t. Now matters are worse. Your cervix is weak and
is slightly dilated. The stitches we put in place are still
holding, but just barely. Have you not experienced any pain during
intercourse?”

Cecilia blushed slightly. “Sometimes, but
only a little. It’s fleeting, nothing serious.”

“No bleeding?”

“Sometimes, but it’s nothing really.”

He gave her a pointed look.
“No, Mrs. Darcy, it is something. The pain is from tension placed upon your cerclage,
which is the only thing holding your cervix closed and your baby in place. And
the bleeding is from stress placed upon those sutures. If they
separate, it will be like forcefully ripping open the drawstrings
of an old-fashioned purse, and I don’t think I have to tell you
what that means. Cecilia, your cervix is weak. The stitches are
beginning to give way. Your cervix could rupture at any given time.
You are not a
broodmare.” He removed his glasses and set them aside. “I warned
you not to become pregnant, and when you did, I advised you to
terminate—that is documented. But you wouldn’t listen. I strongly
suspect the reason you refused to release your medical information
to your husband is because you know he would have been in agreement
with me. Now I implore you to sign those papers and bring Mr. Darcy
into the information and decision-making loop. Without your consent
to give him authority in a medical emergency, I put myself at risk
if I have to make a judgment call in a crisis. You have to
prepare.”

Cecilia shifted nervously in her seat and
sniffled.

“You, like your mother, had
a partial placenta previa with your first pregnancy, resulting in
an emergency Cesarean section and a torn cervix. I advised you on
no more than two children. With your last two, you had a cerclage
to keep you from going into premature labor, and you had another partial placenta
previa with your last pregnancy. Your uterus almost ruptured.
You’ve had three Cesarean sections—two of them emergency vertical
incisions. Today’s pelvic and ultrasound examinations show not only
stress on that old scar, but that your cervix is softening, and
it’s much too early for that. At twenty-five weeks you’re in
danger. I’m putting you on complete bed rest, and upon monitoring
you, I may admit you to the hospital. For the optimal health of the
baby, I want to get you to the thirty-seventh week, if we can wait that long.” Dr. Adams
paused and took a slight breath. “Mrs. Darcy, you must have a tubal
ligation. There is no choice in the matter. You will not carry a
fifth pregnancy to term, and you may not this one.”

…There won’t be a fifth! I don’t need to be
lectured as if I am some sort of teenager!

“Each time I have opened
you up, the scarring has been worse than the previous time, and
there has been minor separation. With your third pregnancy, it was
much more serious. Your husband should have been informed of the
risk you are taking.”

He laid the report aside and folded his
hands in front of him.

“Cecilia, as a longtime
friend to your family, I am telling you, this one
is your last one.
Furthermore, no more intercourse. And no lifting of anything
heavier than a sack of flour. It could put you into labor. You’re
done with work, society functions, entertaining—all of it. Anything
that could stress you is off limits. I’m giving you my personal
cell number in case I am needed. If you go into labor, there is no
time to go through the normal channels. Give me a call and get to
St. Mary’s ASAP. You could rupture and bleed to death.”

Cecilia turned and looked
away. …Yes, I know. You’ve told me often
enough!

As Dr. Adams rose from his chair, he looked
her directly in the eye and further stipulated. “I mean it,
Cecilia. No more intercourse! And I want those papers signed as
soon as possible and your husband informed of your condition. He
may, if he wishes, contact me for further information. See the
receptionist at the front desk. She has them ready for you. I also
want a supply of blood on standby. AB negative is extremely rare.
You’re fortunate your husband’s family shares your blood type. Call
them.”

“Dr. Adams,” she called
out, a slight tremor reflected in her voice. “My Gullah housekeeper
recommended I take red raspberry leaf tea. She says it strengthens
the uterus wall. What do you think?”

He blinked and tilted his
head, giving her a look as if to say, you’ve got to be kidding… you’re clutching at straws,
but finally he nodded and spoke. “It won’t hurt,
but I doubt it’ll help.”

Shaking his head, Dr. Adams turned and left
the room, leaving Cecilia shell-shocked.

She blinked at the closed door. If she told
David the truth about her medical condition, then she would have to
tell him she was warned not to become pregnant. Telling him
everything meant she would have to tell him she had kept
information from him—information about her pregnancy with
William—something she wasn’t prepared to do. In time she would tell
him, maybe even today. She wiped a tear. David was going to be
furious!


Chapter 21

 


 


David and Fitzwilliam had
been on the phone for the better part of half an hour discussing
their plans to meet in New York for the Global Energy Conference.
After the arrangements were made, the conversation turned to more
significant matters of the moment, with the latter filling the
former in on the latest developments in London concerning the
scandal of The Four Miscreant
Lords.

“David, you’ve got to find
a copy of The Times. Surely they sell international papers in Charleston. I know
you can read it online, but there is nothing like having it in your
hands and seeing it in print. Lord Westbury is being attacked from
every direction—the tabloids, the BBC, and the local newspapers.
The Crown Prosecutor Service has filed charges. Chief prosecutor
Nick Goodman charged Westbury and the others yesterday over their
alleged shady accounting practices and out-and-out fraud. They are
to appear at London’s City of Westminster court on August
11.”

“That quick?”

“That’s what the paper
says. Tory leadership confirmed today that Lord Westbury
has resigned his position as the Conservative
Party’s whip in the Upper House, and along with his three
associates, was formally suspended from the party by Party Leader
Robert Smith. The Lords have been charged with six offenses of
false accounting on expenses and two charges of tax evasion.
Westbury alone owes an estimated £137 million in unpaid taxes. They
are in serious trouble.”

“He’ll remain in office,
though, won’t he?”

“Unfortunately, yes.
Just like other Peers, they cannot be touched. Not
by Robert Smith, not by anyone. As you know, the last time we
stripped any Peers of their titles was in 1917, and the two in
question—the Duke of Albany and the Duke of Cumberland, were
removed for treason. Short of joining the Taliban, Westbury and his
associates are untouchable. The only positive thing is that, if
convicted, Westbury will be away for a very long time. White’s is
abuzz. Every day something new is released. Every sleazy thing he
has ever done has been exposed, including his shameless treatment
of Sandra and others like her. His proclivity for perverted sex
games and lewd parties has come out, too. The men at White’s are
comparing him to the nobles of the court of Louis XVI.
The Shadow is the talk
around town. Lord Westbury is hated.”

“That’s all well and good,
but what do you mean by if
they are convicted?”

“Well, yes. There is always the question of
Parliamentary privilege. Wagers are being placed daily as to
whether the Lords will go to prison or get off.”

“Parliamentary privileges?
They’ll get off! If I were there, I’d put my money on
it.”

“Not necessarily. Politicians listen to the
people, and the British people are speaking. A special election has
been called. Tories are in serious trouble and so is Labor.”

“What about
The Globe,
The Monitor, The
Sun? Have I been mentioned? And what about
Fox? Did she—”

“I know what you’re asking,
and the answer is no. You’re old news. Not one word has been
mentioned. Ms. Fox has remained on target, and her target is not
you.”

David breathed a sigh of relief.

“Nothing about Dana either?”

“Not a word. Shana is very
professional,” Fitzwilliam said. “But do pick up your own copy
of The Times. I know Cecilia will want to
see it. There are far more details in there than what I’ve told
you.”

“I will.”

David glanced up at the sound of a faint
knock.

His receptionist cracked the door open.
David held up his hand and spoke into the receiver.

“Fitzwilliam, I need to go. I’ll be in
touch. Call me on Monday.”

“All right, David. Unless something happens,
I’ll ring you then.”

David placed the phone in its cradle.
“Ashley?”

“Mr. Darcy, Mrs. Taylor is here to see
you.”

“Oh, good grief.” David fell back in his
chair and released a tense breath as he glanced at the clock. “I
forgot all about our meeting. Give me a moment to clear my desk,
and then I’ll call for her.”

Ashley nodded and softly closed the
door.

Putting away the last account for the filing
clerk to file, he reached into his personal file and pulled out the
folder for the Charleston Historical Society’s social events.
Placing it on his desk, he then called his personal assistant.

“Ashley, send Mrs. Taylor in.”

Amelia strolled through the
door. She’s dressed very
provocatively, David thought.

She flashed him a brilliant smile, her
prefect teeth shining. “Well, hello there, good lookin’,” she said.
“Don’t you know it’s very uncouth to keep a girl waiting?”

David answered with a slight laugh as he
rose from his desk, “Mrs. Taylor, you never cease to amaze me.”

“Oh, come now. We’ve known
each other for what, seven years now, and worked together very
closely for the past two months, even if you have been AWOL for
most of it. So don’t you think we could drop the formalities?” She
raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you call me Amelia at the very least,
and Amy would be even better? I’ve told you before, I don’t like
being referred to so formally. Besides, this Mrs. Taylor stuff is
beginning to make me feel ridiculously old, as if I have a huge
wart on the end of my nose. Mable
is Mrs. Taylor, wart and all.” Amelia
laughed.

“All right.” David chuckled
and shook his head. “Amy it is, then. I wouldn’t want you to feel
self-conscious because of me.”

“That’s much
better.” …self-conscious indeed! If you
only knew… “Now, let me show you the
preliminary plans. Then we can discuss the specifics over lunch.
You’re buying, by the way,” she said as she took a seat and crossed
her legs.

“Yes, of course.” David
resumed his own seat. “But Cecilia and the children will be joining
us at the Queen Street Garden Café. Do you think Meggie and Sarah
would like to come along?”

Amelia Taylor flashed a brilliant smile.
“Well, of course they can come. We’ll have to stop by my townhouse.
Meggie has been dyin’ to see you, darlin’. She often asks after
you. Besides, I’m dyin’ to ride in your car, or better yet, I’d
love to drive it. I just love a Lamborghini—especially a
Reventón.”

David laughed. “I’m afraid
that’s impossible. No one drives the Reventón except
me or my wife. It’s a
personal preference.” He cleared his throat and changed the
subject. “I’m looking forward to seeing Meggie again. I’ve missed
her, too. I’ve someone rather special I would like her to meet…my
daughter, Dana. She’s close in age to Meggie, and I’m hoping the
girls might become acquainted. Dana could use a friend as she
becomes accustomed to America.”

“Daughter?! I wasn’t aware
you had a daughter.”

“Yes, well, neither was I until a month ago.
She’s my daughter from a previous relationship. Her mother, sad to
say, has passed away, and well, now I have her.” David shifted
uncomfortably and then smiled. “Now, let me see the arrangements,
and if everything looks suitable, I’ll sign off and the money can
be released.”

Amelia took several sheets of paper from a
black binder. Rising from her seat, she moved to David’s desk,
bending down just enough that her low-cut blouse fell open.

David flushed and took the papers, not
missing how her perfectly manicured fingers traced over his hand a
little too slowly for propriety’s sake. He swallowed nervously and
placed the documents on his desk where he read over each sheet and
initialed them in places. Satisfied with Amelia’s work and the
attention she had paid to the particulars, he signed on the dotted
line, dated it, and handed them back to her.

“That’ll do it. This year looks to be the
best we’ve had since I’ve been here. A triumph, if I must say so
myself, and the thanks goes to you. Very detailed and to the point.
You’re truly remarkable, Amy.”

She sat back down and once again crossed her
legs, lifting her skirt slightly. “Humph! Remarkable?” She raised
an eyebrow. “Cam doesn’t think so. The girls and I have suffered
terribly since you’ve been gone. I guess you haven’t heard, so I
might as well go ahead and tell you. The whole town is talkin’
about it!”

“Oh? What exactly has happened?” David
asked, more than a little concerned. “Cecilia has heard something,
but we never give credence to rumors,” he quickly added.

Amy glanced away and sniffled, as if she
were gathering her thoughts. As David watched her, he couldn’t help
but pity her. The Taylors had three of the most beautiful daughters
any man could ever wish for, particularly the eldest, Megan. And
although David wasn’t overly fond of Megan Taylor’s father,
Cameron, he had taken the time to come to know Megan and her
sister Sarah during the many times their families had been
together at various society festivals and functions. It
was a pity, because in spite of their parentage, the girls were
adorable.

Therefore, the thought that Amy’s children
were in distress, especially Megan, grieved him, for Meggie was
what David had always desired in a daughter—refined, polite—the
perfect little lady. He’d never seen her when she wasn’t
immaculately dressed with her hair always perfectly styled in
ringlets. And because of her loneliness, he had made it a point to
always single her out and give her the special attention he knew
she needed, the attention her father never seemed to give her.

Finally Amelia Taylor shook her head and
caught David’s gaze. “No, I don’t mind telling you at all. In fact,
I’d rather you heard it from me instead of from one of the old busy
bodies,” she answered as she uncrossed her legs. “While you were
away, Cameron moved out of our townhouse and into the executive
suite over the offices of Taylor Shipping. His little honey lives
there. Has been for several months now. Oh, yes! He not only made
her his personal assistant, he made her his personal whore,
too!”

“Amy, I’m sorry to hear this, I—”

“Oh, don’t bother sayin’ anything. It was
bound to happen. You see, he never loved me. I was always second
fiddle to…well, never mind that. Let’s just say that since I
couldn’t give him the son he wanted—and never mind it’s the man who
is responsible for the gender of a child, he’s been put out with
me, especially when I told him I was not going to ruin my figure a
fourth time just to please him. I as much as told him if it was
that damned important to him to go out and sire one with someone
else. I never dreamed he’d take it to heart. That SOB!”

“Amy, before I left for London, I had
noticed Meggie was…well…not herself. I’ve been worried.”

Amelia took out a tissue and dabbed her
eyes. “Yes…Poor Meggie is sufferin’ terribly. I’ve begun takin’ her
to the preacher for counselin’.”

David gave Amelia a concerned look. “I think
the girls might be good for one another since both seem to be
withdrawn. My daughter has some problems of her own. I’m afraid I
found her in deplorable circumstances. She has experienced
things…seen things no child should ever be exposed to. Perhaps she
and Meggie can help one another by becoming friends.”

“Yes, I know Megan has some social problems
brought on by the stress at home of late. I hope for the same
thing. You’ll have to tell me all about it sometime. What did you
say her name was…Dana?”

He nodded.

Mrs. Taylor gave him a fleeting glance with
watery eyes and then broke down. “I loved Cam,” she sobbed, “more
than anything in the world, allowin’ him to humiliate me for years
while he whored around chasing one beauty queen after another, but
I thought once we were married and the children came along things
would change, but as you’ve witnessed over the years, it didn’t.
The icing on the cake came after he pulled away from me once it was
affirmed that Rachel wasn’t a boy. That bastard! After all I’ve put
up with he’s divorcing me for his sweet little thing, Millicent
Montgomery. Millie!”

David shook his head. “Amy…I am so sorry.
How could he do this to you and his precious daughters?”

“Precious daughters
indeed!” She dabbed another tear. “He can very easily. You see,
Millie’s pregnant. Apparently she’s carrying his son, and Cameron
wants a quick divorce! Since we have a prenuptial, I get very
little of what he’s worth, but Cameron has agreed to buy me a house
on Lagare Street and is settlin’, five hundred thousand plus child
support. I suppose it could have been worse. He could have given me
nothing but child
support!”

David pushed back in his chair and passed
his hand over his face. “Amy, I don’t know what to say.”

“There is nothing to say, really. I always
knew Cecilia had the better man. It’s no secret we’ve been rivals
all of our lives. I only wish I’d let her have Cam back in college,
but…”

“Well,” David laughed, trying to lighten the
mood, “I’m rather glad you didn’t.”

She smiled. “So am I in one respect. Had I,
then you wouldn’t be here, and you do brighten this stuffy society.
I’ve truly enjoyed knowin’ you and had hoped you and Cam would have
become friends. I wish we all could have been friends. I really am
sorry for the way I treated Cecilia all those years ago. Had we
been friends, maybe some of your goodness would have rubbed off on
Cam.”

David laughed to himself. There was no way
he and Cameron would ever be friends. David despised him, and not
only for the way he treated his wife and family, but for his
business practices and ethics as well. No one could deny that
Cameron Taylor was all about Cameron Taylor and whatever benefited
his personal needs or furthered his business interest. To David,
the man was a true rogue if he’d ever seen one, and he knew
plenty…himself included.

He looked at Mrs. Taylor, pitying her for
her mistakes and glad that she had apparently matured from them.
“Amy, get a good divorce lawyer. Cameron has three lovely little
girls. He owes you at least the Tradd Street house where the
children are comfortable, and I know you are loath to give up. He
at least should have the decency to think of his girls and their
stability. It’s wrong to take them from the only home, the only
security they’ve ever known.”

“Oh, how I wish. The Lagare
house he has in mind is a cracker box compared to what I’m used to.
Even my step-daddy’s house over on Church Street was more
impressive. But, by all rights, he cannot give me the Tradd Street
house. You see, it is a historical home, which has been the Taylor
family for over two hundred years, and I cannot keep it unless I
bear him a son, and there is no chance of that. Millie’s child is a
boy. Cameron has it all, and me and my daughters are left with very
little. He’s not like you. I’m sure you love your little girl very
much, seein’ as to how much you’ve wanted one all these years and
how much you love Meggie, but Cam is nothing like you. His
daughters are of very little consequence to their father. All he
cares about is a son.”

David sighed and shook his head. Mrs. Taylor
was right. As he sat listening to her, he couldn’t understand how a
man could not want his daughters when he would have given half his
wealth to have conceived just one with his wife. He steepled his
fingers, contemplating all that he heard as she went on to explain
that the Taylors are very concerned with family heritage and that
the estate passes down through the male line. If Cameron does not
have a son, Sheldon had his will set where everything will go to
Seth, Cameron’s younger brother. All Cameron and his children would
have is money and a job working for Taylor Shipping.

Amy broke down in tears and David moved to
comfort her, taking a fine linen handkerchief from his pocket.
“It’s all right, Amy,” he said, handing her his handkerchief. “This
is not the end of the world. I will help you find the best divorce
attorney—one that works on a percentage. You’ve been a good wife
and mother for seven years. If there is a way to break a prenuptial
agreement, we’ll find it. Don’t cry.”

Amy rose to leave, and as she did, she
stumbled. David was quickly by her side, catching her in his arms
just as his wife appeared at the partially shut door.

The shocked look on Cecilia’s face quickly
turned to anger. She was furious.

“Am I interrupting something?” Cecilia asked
in a cool tone, still standing in the doorway.

David was startled, but Amelia had the look
of the cat who’d just swallowed the canary.

“No, not at all. I was just leavin’. David,
I’m not sure I can make it to lunch after all. We’ll discuss the
particulars another time,” Amelia said as she moved over to David’s
desk and gathered the papers. “I’ll call you in a few days, but if
I don’t see you before Saturday, just know I’m sure the festival
will be a complete success. I’ve enjoyed working with you,
darlin.”

As Amelia stepped past Cecilia, she turned
and said, “See you around, suga’.”

While Cecilia watched her arch rival stroll
to the elevator, her hips swaying from side to side, she seethed,
but when Amelia turned and gave her that crooked smile, Cecilia
knew only too well what was up, and it wasn’t the New York Stock
Exchange. She slammed the door and turned with her back against it,
her arms neatly folded over the small bump on her midsection.

“Love, it’s not what you think.”

“Oh? And what is it you suppose I think?”
she asked with a bite in her voice.

“I don’t know, but I know how it
looked.”

“You were holding her, comforting her. Did
you kiss her, too?” Violet-blue fire flew from her eyes.

“Cecilia! I won’t have you
calling my character into question. I’m a married man—married
to you. Do you
have so little faith in our relationship—our love?!”

Cecilia took a steadying breath and stepped
away from the door. “Don’t hand me that bullshit, David. Why were
you holding her?” Her icy glare let him know he’d crossed the
line.

“All right. Fair enough. She told me the
most unsettling story I’ve heard in a while, and well, when she
began to cry, the gentleman in me could not help but respond. When
she rose to leave, she stumbled and fell, and I caught her.”

“The gentleman in you?! Come on, David!”

“Cecilia, this is not like you. What in the
bloody hell is wrong with you?”

“I want to know why when I walk in your
office I find my arch rival in the arms of my husband.”

“And I’m trying to tell you. Will you not
listen to me? Do you think so little of me that you think that I, a
married man with so much to lose, would disgrace my family and take
a married woman—a woman prominent in society right here in my
office where anyone could walk in on us as you’ve done? Good God!
Ashley is right outside. Think about it, Celia! I am not a
cad!”

She took a deep breath, steadying herself.
“Okay. Let’s hear it. What happened?”

David ran his hand through his hair. “Well,
as I was about to tell you, she’s upset, understandably so. Cameron
is divorcing her. He’s moved in with Millicent as you heard from
Glenna…and well…Millie is pregnant, pregnant with a son. Taylor
wants a quick divorce, and he is attempting to dump his wife with
very little money into a cramped house. They have a prenuptial. He
has no regard for his daughters. I just don’t understand that. Duty
demands that he at least have the decency to provide for them in a
suitable manner, and well, stay married to their mother.
Inheritance be damned!”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but what you think
is suitable and what Cameron thinks are two different things
altogether. And I can assure you, Mrs. Taylor bears her part of the
responsibility for this mess she finds herself in. She’s not
without fault.”

“Cecilia, can you not have a little
compassion, if not for Amy, then for the tiddlers? They are about
to have their world ripped apart.”

“Compassion?” She raised an eyebrow. “I have
about as much compassion for her as she has for me. Oh, David,
can’t you see she’s picked you as her next conquest? She’s competed
with me for everything I ever cared about. She turned girls against
me when we were in school, making my life miserable, and she even
tried to embarrass me among my peers in society. Had it not been
for Glenna and some of the older matriarchs, she would have.”
Cecilia stared at him with watery eyes. “She stole my boyfriends.
She’s not above stealing my husband.”

David shook his head with compassion. “No,
love, you’re wrong. She is devastated, albeit a little jaded, but
devastated just the same by all that is happening.”

He moved to where Cecilia stood and pulled
her into an embrace. “I love you more than my own life. You’re
pregnant. That’s why you feel insecure.”

Cecilia bristled and pulled away.

David released another breath and closed his
eyes as he shook his head. “I’m sorry love, I shouldn’t have said
that. I know how it looked, and had I walked into a similar scene,
I would have reacted the same way. But you must know there is no
one else for me, no one else I even think about. I love you,” he
said with a smile. “Now let’s go to lunch. We’ll walk and you can
tell me all about your doctor’s appointment. I worry about you and
my little man.” He reached and gently rubbed her belly. “Tell me
you are all right and that everything is going to be fine.”

“David, I do have to talk to you about it,
but not now. Let’s talk at the café. I’ll tell you all about it
once we’re settled and the children are playing. For now, hold
me…just hold me.”

He moaned. “Love…you’re everything to me.”
He held her close, placing tiny endearing kisses in her hair. “I
don’t possess the words to express how much you mean to me, so
settle for my affection. It comes from my heart.”

Cecilia glanced up and pecked his lips.
“Let’s go to Queen Street and enjoy our ‘tiddlers’.”

She laughed.

He laughed in return.
“Tiddlers indeed! Some of me
is rubbing off on you.”

“More than you know,
darling.” She gave him a gentle smile. …yes…more than you know. I love you, David Darcy, but what
will you think of me when you learn what I’ve done?

“All right, love. I’ll
catch you up on our progress with the cotton project and other
things on our way over to the café.” David put his hand to the
small of her back, escorting her out of his office. “I’m working
late tonight. Read to the children and look after them in my stead.
Tell Dana to have her work ready. I will check that when I get in.
And have Elvira leave me a little of tonight’s supper. I hate it,
but I’ll be working late all this week and into the next one. I
have a ton of work to catch up on.”

Cecilia glanced up at him
and slipped her arm around his waist as she leaned into his tall
frame. Making their way to the elevator, Dr. Adams’ words came
rushing to the forefront of her thoughts. “…no more intercourse. It could put you into labor… And I
mean it. No more intercourse!” She was not
happy about that, especially since she knew her husband’s sexual
appetite and now suspected Amelia Taylor had set her eyes on him.
She mused as the elevator lowered …some
things never die—especially old rivalries. Even a good man can
slip.


Chapter 22

 


 


David and Cecilia turned the corner into the
outdoor section of the Queen Street Garden Café. Nore was there
waiting with the children when they arrived, having already
selected a table under the pergola, now covered in thickly leafed
grape vines. Cecilia breathed deeply and released a sigh of relief.
The shade of the pergola provided the sensation of the temperature
having dropped by ten degrees, giving a reprieve from the
oppressive heat.

“Daddy!” Davie cried out,
running to his father. “I’m glad you came,” he said, wrapping his
arms around David’s legs, looking up into his eyes with
expectation.

David bent and picked him up. “Have you been
good today? You’ve not given Nore any problems, have you?” he
asked, looking in the governess’s direction.

Nore smiled and shook her head. “Mr. Darcy,
you have some of the most well- behaved children I’ve ever had the
pleasure of caring for. Davie is a real gem. He and James are
perfect little gentlemen, and Dana is such a sweetheart. I truly
enjoy caring for them.”

“Thank you, Nore,” David said, placing Davie
back down.

“Daddy, ice cream? I want ice cream!”
William danced up and down. “Can me have it?”

“Wills…it’s
may I.”

William pouted.
“Okay…May I?”

David chuckled and picked him up, giving him
a big hug. “My little man, of course you may. How about the rest of
you?” he asked.

“Yea!” they all cried.

“Have you all been good for Mum? And Dana,
did you work on your lessons as I instructed?”

“Yes, Daddy. They’re all
done, and I even read two lessons in my primer, and Nore read to me
from Alice in
Wonderland.”

“Very good, Ducky. I’m
proud of you.” He placed his hand on her head and tousled her hair.
“That’s my girl.”

“Dad,” James piped up, “you know we’ve been
good. Nore said so.”

“Umm…and so she did,” he said, setting
William down to run and play. “Very well, then. Let me order each
of you an ice cream cone. You may choose your flavors, and then
your mum and I will order your lunch while you play on the
playground. When it is time to eat, we’ll call you. Mum and I have
things to discuss.”

Taking their seats around the round table,
Nore retrieved a canister of wipes and placed them on the blue and
white checkered tablecloth. One by one she cleaned the children’s
hands before they took the ice cream cones.

Once Nore had left with the children for the
playground, David and Cecilia made themselves comfortable. “Now
love, tell me what the doctor said.”

Cecilia reached in her purse and pulled out
a copy of her medical release form. “I’ve authorized you to have
access to my medical history. In case of emergency, you’ll have the
power to make decisions.”

“Is there a problem?” he asked, taking the
form and unfolding it.

Just as Cecilia was about to answer, she
suddenly stopped. “Not now.”

Noticing his wife’s expression, David turned
to see Amelia Taylor coming around the corner.

He refolded the document and put it in his
coat pocket, making a mental note to keep it with him at all
times.

David rose from his seat with an affable
smile.

“Amy! Meggie. What a pleasant surprise. I
thought you had changed your mind.”

“I did.” She grinned. “And then I changed it
back. It’s a woman’s prerogative, you know. Besides,” she said with
a sly smile, “Megan so wanted to see you, and well, here we
are.”

“Where are Sarah and Rachel?”

“Oh, they’re with their
Grandmother Taylor, so I can’t stay long. Mavis is having a family
portrait made of the girls, for what that’s worth.”

David raised a brow and slightly shook his
head as he bent down and picked Megan up and kissed her cheek.

“The pergola is lovely this time of year,
isn’t it? I always liked this quaint little place covered in grape
vines and wisteria, my absolute favorite. Cam and I used to come
here when we were datin’.” She shot Cecilia a look. “It’s beautiful
and so very cool on a hot Carolina afternoon. Next month the grapes
will be hanging down in large clusters, making it even more
lovely,” Amelia said as she took a seat and flipped her long blonde
hair over her shoulder.

Cecilia leaned back and placed her elbows on
the chair arms as she glanced between Dana, who stood off to the
side watching, and Amelia Taylor with her perfectly manicured nails
and not a hair out of place. Amelia was provocatively dressed in
white short-shorts, barely covering her rear-end, and a top
designed to display her assets to the best of their advantage. Her
makeup was perfect, and her lips blood red. Cecilia sniffed gently.
Erotic Jasmine—David’s favorite.

Cecilia narrowed her gaze. A conversation
with her husband was in short order.

“How have you been, Meggie?”

Megan Taylor giggled. “I’ve been very
good.”

“That’s my girl,” he said, giving her
another kiss before setting her down. “Now, Meggie, I have someone
I want you to meet.” David turned to his little girl standing close
by. “Dana, come here. I want you to meet Megan Taylor. Meggie, this
is my daughter, Dana Darcy.”

Megan stared. “You have a dirty face. Have
you been sucking on a sow?”

Dana’s eyes widened. “What?”

David chuckled and reached over, pulling a
wipe from the canister on the table. “Dana, you have ice cream on
your face. It does sort of look as if you might have been…well,
never mind. It’s better now.”

“Yes, much better now,” Megan said. “Let’s
go and play on the teeter totter, and I shall talk to you. But I
mustn’t get my dress dirty. My grandmother would be angry. We’re
having our pictures taken this afternoon. She spent a fortune on
it. It’s Christian Dior, you know. Even my shoes are Christian
Dior.” Megan held out her foot for Dana to notice.

“No, I didn’t know.”
Nor do I care.

“Well, it is,” Megan said
with a slight sneer. “Only the best clothes will do for me. I only
wear the latest designer fashions. It has to have a label or I
won’t wear it. Come on. Let’s go and play.”

Cecilia watched the girls skip towards the
playground, and as she saw them go, she couldn’t help but think how
the apple didn’t fall too far from the tree. Megan Taylor reminded
her of another little girl nearly thirty years ago…always proper
and always well-manicured but with little substance—the spitting
image of her mother. Cecilia’s attention didn’t linger with the
girls for long. Interrupted from her thoughts, she brought her
attention back to the conversation at table.

“Cecilia,” Amelia cooed, “how is this one
comin’ along, darlin’. I do declare! You’re pregnant more than you
are not. Aren’t you afraid you’ll lose your figure? I do hope this
one is comin’ along better than your last. You know we worried
about you. The ladies from the St. James’s had the prayer line
goin’. I hope all goes well for you this time. You know you really
should quit this.”

“Yes, I thank you for your concern.” Cecilia
glanced away on a hard intake of breath.

“Cecilia, you were about to tell me what Dr.
Adams said when Amy walked up. Won’t you continue?”

“We’ll talk about it later. The waiter is
here with our tea. I think we should order now.”

 


~*~

 


The girls teetered up and down on the
seesaw. “Your father loves me, you know. He thinks I’m very pretty
with my golden ringlets. I think your daddy prefers platinum to
dirt blonde. Sarah’s hair is dirt blonde, and he doesn’t pay her
nearly as much attention as he does me. I am very special, you
know.”

“How nice.”
…I like my dirt blonde hair. My mum had dirt
blonde hair, and she was prettier than your mum.
Dana eyed Meggie, wondering what her father saw in
such a snot!

Megan jumped off the seesaw, sending Dana
crashing to the ground. Running over to the live oaks, she hid
behind a large tree.

Dana was shocked and more
than a little angry. She got up and dusted her shorts off.
Well, of all the mean things to do. I’m going to
go over there and tell her off. Who does she think she is? That
hateful snot!

“Dana! Are you all right?”
James asked as he came running with Davie following. “I saw what
she did. She’s awful. I don’t know why Daddy likes her, except that
around him she’s a little angel. She makes me want to
barf.”

“I’m fine!” Dana said rather gruffly. “I
can’t stand that little prim. She reminds me of the girls at my old
school. So snotty and rude!”

“Don’t mind her,” Davie said. “She’s a
little weird. Daddy likes her and all, but I think she’s yuck.”

“No! I’m going to tell her off.” Dana
marched in the direction of the trees as James and Davie stood by.
“Well, Davie, this should be fun. Let’s watch!”

When Dana approached with the full intent on
telling Megan off, she found her crying. Dana blinked twice and
gawked.

“Well, what are you looking at?”

“What’s wrong with you?” Dana asked. “You’re
so strange. First you’re mean to me and then you run off.”

“I’m sad,” Meggie said. “My mother and
father are getting a divorce. My father doesn’t want me. He never
has. But your father loves me. You are so lucky to have the daddy
you have.”

“Oh, bother. Crying girls. Come on Davie. I
thought we would get to see a girl fight, but this is too much! All
girls are like Emily, and I will never understand them.”

“Yeah! I hate girls. Let’s leave.” The boys
turned and ran in the direction of the playground where Nore was
swinging William in the toddler’s swing.

“Oh, Meggie! I am sorry…sorry about your dad
and mum…and sad that you’re crying.” Dana went to hug Meggie, but
she pushed Dana away.

“No, don’t! Don’t touch me! I don’t need you
or anyone. Leave me alone!” Megan turned and ran away.

“Dana? What is going on here? Have you done
something?”

“Daddy!” Dana turned and stumbled into her
father’s tall frame. “No. Meggie is crying.”

“Dana, it’s time to eat. We’ll talk about
this later.”

“But Daddy, I didn’t do anything. Meggie
said her parents are getting a divorce, and well, I didn’t know
what to say.”

David took a deep breath. “It’s all right,
Ducky. Let’s eat. Meggie needs time to herself. You must respect
that. Now come.”

David took Dana by the hand and led her to
the children’s table, but Megan sat with the adults. After they
ate, he walked Nore and the children to the car, which was parked
next to Amelia’s. Just before the children climbed into the SUV,
Dana turned to her father.

“Daddy, may Ellie and I play in the garden
this afternoon? All of my schoolwork is done, and it’s to your
expectations. Nore said so. Can I, Daddy?”

“Only if Peter can be close by, but if he is
busy, you mustn’t bother him. Find something to do inside or have
Nore take you to The Battery or Waterfront Park, but you are not to
be in the garden unattended. Is that understood?”

Dana dropped her gaze and muttered, “Yes,
sir.”

“Good! Come give Dad a hug,” he said,
motioning for his sons as well, but Megan Taylor pushed Dana and
stepped in front of her.

“I love you,” Meggie said.

David looked perplexed. “I love you, too.”
He turned to Amelia. “Take her home, and do try to see that her
thoughts are occupied. I’m of a mind to speak with Cameron, but I
suppose it’s a little too late for that.”

“Yes…it is,” Amy replied, opening the door
for Megan to get inside. “Nothing will be gained speakin’ with Cam.
He doesn’t care. Well, I need to get to Taylor House. I’ll see you
around,” she said as she slipped into the driver’s seat.

Amelia started the car and left. As she
drove around the corner, David went to Dana. “I’m sorry, Ducky.
Meggie is a little distraught. We’ll talk tonight. Now give me a
hug.”

Dana reached up and hugged and kissed her
dad before he buckled her into her seat.

When everyone was gone, David turned to
Cecilia. “Now, what were you going to tell me before we were
interrupted?”

“Nothing that can’t wait until tonight.
We’ll talk then. Let’s return to my car,” she said, moving in the
direction of the Lawton & Darcy Executive Complex.

“Megan Taylor is just like her mother. I
wonder why Amelia didn’t correct her when she pushed Dana. That
child is undisciplined and has some of the worst manners—”

“Don’t say that. Megan is going through a
difficult time. I’ve no idea why Mrs. Taylor didn’t correct her,
except possibly because she knows the child is emotionally
disturbed.”

“That’s an understatement. To me she’s just
downright mean. Plain and simple.”

“No, love, you’re wrong. She needs love and
understanding.”

Cecilia looked at her husband with
questioning eyes. “I hope you’re right, darling, but I do wonder…”
her voice trailed off as she glanced away. She had bigger and more
important things weighing on her mind than someone else’s spoiled
brat of a child. But still she couldn’t help remembering how years
ago another little girl had sat on her chest in the kiddy pool in
the park. If it had not been for her nanny, she would have drowned
that day. Cecilia shuddered at the memory. She had been only three
years old.

Walking up Queen Street,
Cecilia slipped her hand into David’s. “Darling, I want you to be
very careful of Amelia Taylor. She’s on the make. Her next intended
victim is you.”

David exhaled nosily. “Love—”

“Love, nothing! Did you not see the way she
was dressed?”

David cleared his throat. “I tried not
to.”

“That’s what I’m talking
about. She dressed for you, and her perfume? It just happens to be
the one you prefer. How she knew that, I don’t know.”

“Probably because she asked
me what it was you were wearing at our last charity benefit.” He
cast a sideways glance at her. “Love, I know what you are alluding
to, and I want you to know I am not blind. I know she’s a flirt,
and she probably would take it to the next level if I allowed it.”
He tightened his grip on his wife’s hand. “Cecilia, I won’t allow
it. I’ve been trying to keep my distance for months. It’s just that
I feel sorry for her girls—especially Meggie. I’ve watched her grow
up. She’s always held a tender spot in my heart. I hate to see what
is happening to her. That child has some rather deep-seated
emotional problems exacerbated by her parents’ thoughtless
behavior. I’m going to speak with Cameron on Saturday. If he
doesn’t do something, he’s going to have a very troubled little
girl on his hands, if he doesn’t already.”

“And what about you?”

“What about me?”

“Dana. I saw how she looked at you when you
picked up Megan Taylor and hugged her. You told Meggie you loved
her. I don’t believe you’ve ever told Dana that. She noticed.”

“Oh, God.” David rolled his eyes. “I thought
nothing of it. She and I will have a talk tonight. I told her as
much after that incident on the playground.”

Cecilia furrowed her brow. “What
incident?”

As they turned the corner onto Meeting
Street, David told Cecilia everything he knew about the occurrence.
When he concluded, Cecilia shook her head. “That’s what worries me,
David. You’re to tenderhearted. Amelia will use her daughter to
pull you into her affairs before you even realize what is
happening.”

“Love, give me some credit
for having a brain when it comes to Mrs. Taylor. After having
gotten to know her, I don’t see Amy as the spiteful woman you see
her as, but I do see her as desperate, and because of that, I know
to stay clear. It’s the children that worry me. But like I said,
I’m going to speak with Cameron the first chance I get. Don’t
worry, love, I’m no fool. You’re the best woman a man could ever
have, and I am well aware of it. I would never do anything to
jeopardize what we have.”

When they reached Cecilia’s
car, David opened the door for her. “It’ll be late when I get in
tonight. I expect this afternoon’s meeting to last up into the
evening. I’ll be taking Mr. Cory to the Lawton Dining Room, but
have Elvira save me a plate. She’s preparing my absolute favorite,
roasted curry duck with coconut shrimp and
lime. She doesn’t make it often, and I don’t want to miss it,” he
said with a smile.

“I’ll be sure some is
saved, and if you don’t make it home in time, I’ll read to the
children. I’ll also wait up. I want to hear all about this
afternoon’s meeting. You know how I feel about this
project.”

“Yes, I do. It’s important to me, too, but
there is something more important. Cecilia, no matter what, we are
going to talk tonight. I want to know what’s happening with
you.”

“We’ll talk. I promise.”

“Good. I also want to discuss moving the
family to Carlton after the Harbor Festival. I have nearly as much
work there as I do here.” David pulled Cecilia into a loose
embrace. “We’ll leave Sunday after church, and I’ve made
arrangements with Aunt Ruby to have Sunday tea with roast beef and
Yorkshire pudding.”

“Oh, David, that’ll make Dana so happy!”

He leaned in and gave Cecilia a kiss. “I
thought it would. You see, I do think of her. In fact, I plan to
spend all of Sunday just with her.”

“Good! I’m glad to hear it. She will be
thrilled to have your undivided attention.”

David closed the car door and waved goodbye
before turning to walk into the executive complex and his series of
afternoon meetings. Bounding up the side entrance steps and into
the complex, he released a tense breath. He was acutely aware of
his daughter’s needs, and he intended to be the father she needed,
and not because of duty alone, but because he was beginning to
admire her for more than just her high spirits. Although he wasn’t
quite ready to admit it, he knew that, with very little effort, she
could wiggle her way into his heart. No, she wasn’t frilly, the
kind you dressed in white frocks with lace and ribbons, the way he
had imagined his daughter would be. Instead, this daughter was
independent and very curious. She was her own person, and she had a
will of iron, much like the little boy he had once been.

…That’s what worries you,
isn’t it Darcy? If she’s half the trouble you were, she’ll be a
handful. Are you up to the challenge?


Chapter 23

 


 


Cecilia heard a gentle knock on the door.
She looked up and furrowed her brow. It was the middle of the
afternoon, and she was not expecting company. The boys were
occupied with friends, and Dana was playing in the garden. She
shrugged her shoulders and set her needlework aside.

“Come in,” she called
out.

The door slowly crept open, and all Cecilia
could see was a big, beautiful bouquet of flowers. Finally Dana
slipped in and closed the door.

“Mum Celia,” she said in a timid voice, “I
brought these for you. Sandy put them in your favorite vase.” The
little girl stepped forward, offering the flowers. “I think it is a
lovely vase. I like seahorses.”

Cecilia’s lips curled into a soft smile.
“Your daddy gave that to me a long time ago. Sandy’s right. It is
my favorite.”

“My daddy is very good, isn’t he?”

Cecilia smiled again and sat up. “Yes, he
is. Dana, they are lovely. Put them over here so I can smell them,”
she said, pointing to the table by her bed. “You’ve picked my
favorites—especially the stocks and peonies. They smell
heavenly.”

“Thank you,” Dana answered, glancing around
the room. This was her first visit to her parents’ bedroom. “May I
sit and have a chat?” she asked, her eyes resting on a wedding
picture framed above the mantelpiece.

“Why, of course you may. What would you like
to talk about?”

“Well…I was just wondering, since we talked
this morning and all. I want to know about…about my mum and dad.
You see, Megan told me her parents are getting a divorce, and I’m
not sure about what all that means, but I know it’s bad. Mum Celia,
did my mum and dad get divorced?” Dana asked as she placed the
flowers on the bedside table and took a seat next to Cecilia’s
bed.

Cecilia took a deep breath. “No, honey, they
didn’t. They—”

“Then what happened? Were they married?”
Dana asked.

Cecilia looked away, unable to meet the
child’s questioning eyes. Finally she shook her head and glanced
back. “Dana darling, this is a conversation you should be having
with your daddy.”

“But he won’t tell me. I’ve
asked him before whilst we were at the beach on the island, and all
he said was later, but then later never comes. I’ve asked him three
times, and he’s told me to never ask him again,” she said, looking
up through dark lashes. “He introduces me as his daughter from a
previous relationship…and…well, I don’t understand, Mum Celia. What
does it mean? Why won’t you tell me?”

“Darling, it’s
complicated.” Cecilia sighed and then smiled.

“It must be, because no one
will tell me. Please…please
tell me.”

“Dana.” Cecilia released a
deep breath. “All right,” she said. “Sometimes people do stupid
things, things they shouldn’t. They think nobody will get hurt. But
they’re wrong. Dana, your mother and father were once very close,
but they never married, and—”

“That’s why people say I’m a bastard,” Dana
said solemnly. “Since I’ve learnt to read, I looked it up on the
computer. A bastard is a child born to parents who are not married.
I thought that might be true, but I didn’t want to think it. It’s
also why my name was Hamilton like my mum’s and not Darcy. Darcy
was my middle name. I knew it couldn’t be right.”

Cecilia closed her eyes and shook her head.
“You’re a very smart little girl, Dana, and since you’ve figured
out things this far, you have a right to know. Come sit on my bed
with me, and we’ll talk.”

Cecilia took Dana’s hand in hers and told
her what she could of her parents’ relationship, leaving out the
sordid details and trying to concentrate on those things that were
good. Lastly she explained how her parents were young and had not
thought beyond the moment. Dana seemed to take it all in stride,
but Cecilia wondered.

“He didn’t love my mum, did
he?”

“He cared, Dana. That much
I can tell you with certainty. As for the depth of his emotional
attachment, I really can’t say. Like I told you earlier, I do think
he loved her in his own special way. They were together for a very
long time. But one thing I do
know for certain is that he does love you.”

Dana nodded. “He told Meggie he loved her,
but he doesn’t tell me.”

“But he does love you. I don’t want you to
concern yourself with Megan Taylor. She is going through a
difficult time and your daddy and I feel very sorry for her. In
time you’re going to learn just how much your daddy loves you…and
Dana, he does love
you.”

“Yes, I know. He’s so very
good to me, and he cares about my lessons and all. I just wish he
would say it, but then he doesn’t say it to James or Davie either.
He does to William, though, but not us.”

Cecilia laughed. “That’s
because William is the baby. Daddies always pay extra special
attention to the baby. But, William will soon be replaced
with little Daniel,” she said, rubbing her rounded belly, “and
then he will get
the extra attention.”

Dana giggled. “Yes, and I cannot wait for my
little brother to come. I want to hold him and love him. I will
cherish him always.” Dana looked up. “Mum Celia, do you suppose I
might have a baby doll so I can pretend to be a mummy, too?”

“Yes, you may. I would love that, and while
I am confined to bed rest, I want you to come to my room every day,
and together we will stitch a layette for our babies. I’ll teach
you how to crochet, sew, knit, and tat. We’ll make baby blankets,
gowns, booties, and quilts. Your Aunt Elizabeth’s mom taught
me.”

“That will be such fun! Can we start
tomorrow?”

“And I’ll order you a Bitty Baby today with
all the trappings. It will be here early next week. I’ve been
meaning to do that since we came home. I’ll have it sent to Carlton
since we’ll be there next week. Now,” Cecilia said, “tonight we
begin a new story. I want you to pick it out. What would you like
for your daddy and me to read?”

“I choose Heidi,” Dana said
with confidence. “It reminds me of my daddy and me, only Heidi has
a grandfather and not a dad. I’ve seen the movie and loved it, but I’ve never heard
the story read.”

“Excellent choice! Now, I
really must rest. Today’s outing has made me very tired. Give me a
hug, and I will see you at dinner.”

“Will Daddy be joining us?”

“No, darling. He has to work late.”

“Oh,” she said as her countenance
dropped.

“Dana, he will be with us when he can. Now
that we’re back from our holiday, he has an awful lot of work to
catch up on. But he does love us. We are always first and foremost
in his life. That’s why he works so hard.” Cecilia smiled once
more. “Now come and give me a hug.”

Dana reached over and Cecilia pulled her
into a tight embrace. Dana kissed Cecilia’s cheek and said, “I love
you, Mum Celia.”

“I love you, too, darling.”

Dana slipped down from the bed and out the
door.

Cecilia stared at the closed door. Dana was
truly a beautiful child in every sense of the word. The little
blue-eyed, blonde-haired girl had worked her way into Cecilia’s
heart, and she loved her as much as she did any of her own
children. Cecilia’s lips curled upward. Soon Dana would have her
father wrapped around her little finger. Cecilia was sure of
it.


Chapter 24

 


 


The meeting with Mon Agra’s
Delta Cotton had lasted all afternoon and late into the evening. It
was a contract Lawton & Darcy was seriously considering, but
after the long hours of grueling negotiations, it was finally
becoming crystal clear there would be no resolution. Delta Cotton
could not give David any assurances that the environment would not
be negatively impacted by their further development of the Lawton’s
Sea Island Cotton, and that
he could not accept. Nor would he have the seed
Cecilia’s father had poured twenty years of his life into be
reengineered into a terminator seed. No! He would not have it, and
it was apparent they had reached an impasse.

Lawton & Darcy would have to take
control and market the cotton on their own nickel, something David
had not originally wanted to do, as it meant many more long hours
away from his wife and children, but it couldn’t be helped. He
sighed heavily.

As David returned to his office after seeing
Mr. Cory out, he sank into his executive chair. He let out a deep
breath and cast a glance at his personal assistant who was waiting
across from his desk. “Well, Clark, what do you think? Did I do the
right thing? One and a half billion dollars is a lot of money to
have turned down.”

“Mr. Darcy,” Clark smiled, “I’ve always
admired you, but never more than at this moment. What good is money
if we destroy the planet in pursuit of it? No sir, you did the
right thing. Tomorrow I’ll get to work on marketing strategies to
promote the seed ourselves. We can give Delta Cotton a run for
their money. Samuel Cory is a company man. He has Delta Cotton’s
best interests at heart—not ours. You saw the report I prepared on
them. Cory may be a good man, but he touts the company line. Mr.
Darcy, we can do this ourselves. We don’t need them.”

“Yes,” David agreed. “Clark, it’s late. I’ve
missed dinner with my family, but hopefully I can make it home in
time to spend an hour or more with the children and then help my
daughter with her schoolwork. We’ll convene tomorrow morning and
begin discussing plans to launch the Sea Island Cotton. I liked
many of your proposed ideas, and you’re right, I think we can do
this ourselves.”

“Schoolwork, sir?”

“Yes,” David chuckled, “I’m trying to catch
her up in her academics. I’m afraid she is terribly behind.”

Clark laughed. “You certainly do wear many
hats, sir. Someday I hope to have a family like yours. You’re the
perfect example of a husband and father, you know. The kind of man
I want to be.”

“No, Clark.” David paused and then sighed.
“I’m anything but. However, I do try, and I think I’ve improved
over the years.” David stopped abruptly and tilted his head,
catching his assistant’s gaze. “Clark, may I offer you a bit of
advice?”

“Yes, sir,” Clark said as they both rose to
leave.

“Don’t dip your nib in just any inkwell.
Save it for that special woman …one who will love you as you love
her, one you will want to have those tiddlers with. Anything else
just isn’t worth it.”

Clark stared at his employer. “Thank you,
Mr. Darcy. I appreciate it more than you know. I’ll see you first
thing in the morning. Have a good evening, sir.”

The sage wisdom of Mr. Darcy astounded him
at times, and the man held his deepest respect. As they made their
way to the elevator, Clark looked around. It was late, nearly nine
o’clock. The janitorial crew was busy, cleaning for the night. If
he could, he would phone a certain young lady he’d been thinking
about of late and see if she might be interested in a walk on the
beach and a long talk. He smiled. Sullivan’s Island under the
starlight—perfect after a long day. Maybe he was ready for that big
step—that is, if she was still willing.
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David pulled his Lamborghini into the
carriage house now converted into a parking garage and shut off the
engine. Releasing an exhausted breath, he leaned back against the
leather seat and glanced at the newspaper folded on the passenger’s
seat. He’d only given it a cursory read since his brother had
filled him in on the details. David chuckled. Westbury was headed
for the Big House, as Aunt Ruby would say. He couldn’t wait to tell
his wife the news. But that would have to wait. His children were
first.

“Ohh…” he moaned as he stretched his back.
He was worn out. Hours of grueling negotiations with Mr. Cory of
Delta Cotton had taken their toll.

“Well, I might as well go in and see how
Cecilia and the tiddlers are faring,” he said to himself as he
opened the door and slid from his seat.

Making his way from the garage to the front
door with the newspaper tucked under his arm, David put his key in
the lock and turned it. Walking into the dark house tired and
hungry, he threw the newspaper on the receiving desk by the
stairwell, removed his coat and tie and tossed them over the
banister, and then made his way to the kitchen. Elvira had left a
plate of leftover duck with coconut shrimp. He sighed heavily as he
put it in the microwave, regretting that he’d missed yet another
dinner with his family.

While he was eating, he briefly thought of
Dana. Cecilia was right. He had been insensitive to her feelings at
the garden café. Well, he would make it up to her, and they would
talk about Megan Taylor, too.

Megan Taylor was another thing that bothered
him. He’d watched that little girl since she was an infant. What
was wrong with Cameron Taylor? Couldn’t he see what he was doing to
his family? Weren’t his children precious to him? David shook his
head as he rose to his feet and moved towards the sink where he
rinsed his plate before setting it aside for Elvira in the
morning.

Through the kitchen door and down the
corridor he made his way to the foyer, grabbing his coat and tie
along with the newspaper before taking the stairs two at a time to
the landing. He left his coat and paper on the upstairs landing
table and walked down the short hall to the nursery common room
where he found his children assembled. Cecilia was finishing the
nightly reading when he came through the door.

William dropped his yellow Pooh Bear and ran
to him, throwing his little arms around his legs.

The others dropped what they were doing,
too, and gathered around, calling his name. “Daddy! Daddy! You’re
home!”

“Yes,” he said wearily. “I’m home.”

William’s hands went up. “Up Daddy. Pick me
up.”

David reached down and scooped his little
boy into his arms, giving him a big hug and kiss.

“Umm…I’ve missed my little gentleman. It’s
good to be home,” he said, squeezing the toddler tight. He glanced
at the others. “Have you been good today?”

They all nodded.

“Daddy, can I tell you about the party?”
Davie asked.

“In a minute. I need another kiss from my
Wills,” David answered as he kissed William’s lips and nuzzled his
nose with his own.

“Daddy! Daddy! Down. Set me down. Daddy, you
are squeezing my stuffin’ out,” came the little tike’s squeals of
delight.

“One more hug and kiss for your old man and
then you shall be set free.”

“Oh, Daddy!” William chuckled as he wrapped
his arms around his father and pressed a wet kiss to David’s lips.
“Now, down Daddy.”

“And down you go!”

As soon as William’s feet
hit the floor, he was off to play with his Pooh Bear. “It’s another
adventure in the hundred acre woods, Daddy. Pooh Bear, Winnie the
Pooh Bear.” He hopped from foot to foot, spinning around, slinging
Winnie the Pooh and singing the Many
Adventures of Winnie the Pooh jingle as he
went.

David laughed. “Well, I think it is time to
call for Dixie and have an adventure in your bed. It’s well past
your bedtime, Wills.”

At the sound of her name, the nursemaid
stood up from her chair by the mantelpiece and laid her sewing
aside. She took a very reluctant William by the hand. “It’s time
for all God’s children to be in their beds, Mr. William. Soon the
Sandman will come and take you away to dreamland.”

William pooched out his lower lip as if to
protest.

“Don’t give Dixie any trouble, Wills,”
Cecilia said, “or I’ll have to take Pooh Bear to bed with me.”

William giggled. “Oh, Mommy, you don’t need
Pooh. You have Daddy!”

David laughed out loud.

Cecilia only smiled as she watched him go,
his little hand tucked securely in the gentle black woman’s firm
grasp.

As soon as William was gone, the others
surrounded David, all talking at once. “Now, now, one at a time,”
he said as he fell into his oversized chair and scooped them into
his lap, kissing them all and squeezing them tight. Even Dana was
overjoyed to see him as he pulled her into his lap too and kissed
her forehead.

Cecilia closed the book and picked up the
afghan she was working on. Slipping her crochet hook in and out,
she quietly watched with a pleasant smile from the other side of
the room.

With Davie and James on one knee and Dana on
the other, David said, “One at a time I want to hear about your
day. You go first, Davie.”

“Well, I went to Tommy’s birthday party. He
had a clown and a pony there. We had lots and lots of pizza and
cake, and then we took turns riding around the backyard. After that
we played games.”

“How about you, James, did you have
fun?”

“Oh, yes. Jerry and I played Super Mario
Brothers. Elvira made us nachos with cheese dip and taquitos, but I
didn’t eat any. I was too stuffed from lunch.”

“Daddy, I want to have my next birthday at
Carlton,” Davie said. “When are we going home? I miss Carlton!”

“I have to talk with your mum, but my plans
are to leave after Sunday services. We’ll have Sunday tea at
home.”

“Oh, goody!” James turned to his sister.
“Dana, we’re going home! I’ll get to show you all the cool things
at Carlton,” he said.

Dana smiled and leaned against her dad.

David pulled her to himself and asked,
“Ducky, tell me about your day. What did you do?”

“Nothing much. Ellie and I played in the
garden. Mr. Morgan let me help transplant the flowers from the hot
house, and I picked some flowers for Mum Celia,” she said.

David looked up at his wife who smiled and
nodded.

“That was very thoughtful of you, Ducky.
What else did you and Ellie do?”

“Well…I watched Nellie sit on her babies,
and when it grew dark, Tickles came, and oh, Daddy,” she sat up,
“Mr. Tickles let me touch him! Just like Nellie did this morning.
Daddy, he is so magnificent—bigger than Nellie, and he is such a
good father to let Nellie have a break. I love Nellie and
Tickles.”

David frowned. “Dana, I don’t want you
handling wild animals—especially birds. They have mites, and mites
will make you itch.”

“Oh, but Daddy, Mum always let me—”

“Dana! I’m not to be argued with.” He gave
her a stern look. “Now, since the reading is over, I shall see the
boys to bed and then I’ll come back for you and your lessons.”
David scooted the children from his knees and rose to his feet.

“Yes, sir…” her lashes swept downward. “Mum
said I’m to obey you,” she murmured to herself in a half whisper as
she moved away.

“What was that, Ducky?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head, not raising
her eyes to meet his.

As he was walking towards Cecilia, Dana
called after him, “Daddy, won’t you tell us you love us?” Dana
asked.

David was taken aback. “Well, of course I
love you—all three of you and William, too. You’re my little
munchkins, aren’t you,” he said with a teasing grin. Knowing what
his daughter meant, and knowing what she was fishing for, he added,
“And besides, if I didn’t love you, I wouldn’t push you.” He turned
to his sons. “I do love you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes, Daddy, of course we know that!” James
said, and Davie nodded.

“Good. Now, off to bed you go. Both of you.
Mum and I will be there to tuck you in a moment. Have Dixie get you
ready.” He turned back to his daughter. “Dana, have Nore get you
ready for bed. I will see you after I’ve seen to the boys. Meet me
in the schoolroom.”

The three children linked hands and left the
nursery common room together for their respective bedrooms.
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Once the boys were seen to, David made his
way to the schoolroom adjacent to the library. He released a
fatigued breath as he pushed the door open and entered.

Dana glanced up from the worktable, a
pleasant smile gracing her face. She had her math worksheets laid
out all in a neat row for her daddy to see.

David took a seat beside her and picked them
up, going through them one by one. He smiled. “Ducky! This is
excellent. Not only are your figures correct, but your numbers are
formed correctly and neatly.” David glanced at Dana. “I’m very
proud of you. Now let me see your copybook.”

Dana slipped her tablet from her rucksack
and presented it with apprehension, holding her breath as he opened
it to today’s assignment.

David frowned, nodding as he scanned it.

Dana’s heart sank.

Then David broke into a grin. “Ducky, this
is very good. Much better than your brother James, and even better
than me at your age.” He handed it back to her. “I’m very proud of
you. I can tell that you have put forth great effort. Now, take out
your primer and read to me.”

Dana released the breath she’d been holding.
“Thanks, Daddy.”

She picked up her copy
of Illustrated Classical Fairytales
and began to read. Her reading was flawless and
smooth. David sat with a look of deep concentration as his daughter
read.

“No-no, go back and reread
the last two paragraphs.”

Dana glanced up.

“Yes, read them again.”

She nodded and began to read. “The children
were still awake and had overheard the conversation. When the
adults were asleep, Hansel got up again and wanted to gather
pebbles as he had done before, but the woman had locked the door,
and Hansel could not get out. But he comforted his little sister
and said, ‘Don’t cry, Gretel. Sleep well. God will help us.’

“Early the next morning the woman came and
got the children from their beds. They received their little pieces
of bread, even less than the last time. On the way to the woods,
Hansel crumbled his piece in his pocket, then often stood still,
and threw crumbs onto the ground.”

Dana paused and marked her place with one of
the ribbon markers her father had bought for her in London.

“Ducky,” David said with a gentle smile,
“tell me what you think the meaning of that passage is.”

“Well,” Dana replied with
some thought, “it means that his stepmother is selfish—she’s wicked
and doesn’t want the children, but Hansel is the good brother who
is very protective of his sister. But he isn’t thinking. Birds eat
bread. It also means that God’s angels will watch over them.
He will protect them
because they have no one else.”

“That’s correct.” David
nodded. “Now continue.”

Dana read on to the end and closed the book,
marking her place for next time before pushing it aside.

“Now, Ducky, tell me the meaning of this
tale.”

Dana looked up and tilted her head. “It
teaches children that very bad things can happen, but they can be
survived and overcome.”

David grinned. “That’s
correct,” he said. “The story of Hansel
and Gretel is a parable which teaches a
little child a very valuable lesson. Listen to your parents always
and obey them. I’ll never lie to you. I will always have your best
interest at heart, even if you cannot see the reasoning. Don’t
trust Greeks bearing gifts, or in this case, strangers offering
sweets, like the witch did with Hansel and Gretel. Never, ever,
Ducky are you to trust a stranger or someone you don’t know, no
matter what they look like or what they offer. People can be
deceiving. Sometimes evil appears as good, like a wolf in sheep’s
clothing. Remember that, Ducky, and never forget it. These things
hold true regardless of the time we live in.”

“Yes, Daddy. I
will.”

“Very good, Ducky,” David said, pushing back
the chair and preparing to stand.

Remembering her tears
earlier this morning his heart softened. “You read very well, with
fluency, and just as importantly, you comprehend what you read. As
a reward, you may have tomorrow off, but,” he paused and smiled at his
daughter’s upturned face, her eyes filled with expectation, “I want
you to read. You must read every day. Read whatever you like, but
read.”

“Okay. I’ll do that.
Daddy,” Dana said as she placed her books back in her rucksack,
“that’s kind of like me, isn’t it? I mean, bad things happened to
me and Mum, and I was afraid I would be abandoned like the children
in the story. But God sent you to save me, didn’t he? And you will
protect me, won’t you? You’re like the woodcutter, unsure at first,
but you loved me and took me because I belonged to you.”

David hesitated for a
moment and fell back into his chair as he contemplated his
daughter’s observation. “I’d not thought of it that way, but I
suppose you could think that. However, unlike the woodcutter, I would never
cast you off on a stepmother’s whim. And yes, Ducky, I do
care.” …very much, in fact.

“No, and Mum Celia
is not an evil
stepmother, either.” Dana giggled. “We’re best friends, like me and
Emily, only different.”

“No, she’s not,” David
said, gazing into his daughter’s eyes. “She loves you very much and
is determined that you be kept safe and sound, as am I. Now,” he
paused and tapped his daughter’s regal nose, “it’s time for bed.
Put away your things and let’s go to your room where you can tell
me anything you like. Just you and me, Ducky.”

Dana giggled. “I’d like that.”

As they strolled down the hall and to the
left to Dana’s room, she said, “Daddy, I talked to Emily today. I
think she misses me terribly. She says she’s lonely at Pemberley
and that George and Alex are driving her mad. I can’t wait for her
and Auntie Elizabeth to come. They’re coming soon, you know? I
really miss Emily.”

David laughed. “Yes, Ducky, I know you miss
her. Your uncle and I must be away for a conference, and Emily and
her mother will be here during that time, but I do believe the boys
will be with them.”

When they reached Dana’s room, David opened
the door to find the nanny waiting. “I’ll take care of putting her
to bed, Dixie. You may be excused for the night. We’ll see you in
the morning.”

“Thank you, Mr. David,” Dixie said with a
bright smile. “You sleep tight, Little Miss, and don’t let the
bedbugs bite.”

“Goodnight, Mrs. Burks,” Dana said as she
reached to give the elderly black woman a hug. “I love you.”

“And I love you too, Little Miss. Now you
mind your manners and the Sandman will pay you a visit. All God’s
children are special, and He’s placed an angel to watch over you in
Miss Ellie’s place. Did you know that, child?”

Dana giggled. “Oh Dixie, I do love you.”

“I hear that.” The elderly woman lovingly
stroked the side of Dana’s face. “Goodnight, Mr. Darcy.” She
glanced at David. “I’ll be up here bright and early to take care of
the Little Miss and those little gentlemen, too.”

“Goodnight Dixie.” David said with a
smile.

As Dixie left, Dana slipped beneath the
turned down quilt and silky sheets. David sat beside her on the bed
and brushed the fringe from her eyes.

“Dana, what did you think of Megan Taylor? I
would like very much for you and her to become friends. Do you
think you could?”

“Well…Megan is very strange. I’ve never met
anyone quite like her. Her parents are getting a divorce, and I
think it makes her sad, but Daddy, she was mean to me. You heard
her.”

David shook his head. “Yes, I did. But I
also know she is a very troubled little girl, and if you could
overlook it, she might be a good friend to you. You see, her
parents do not get on very well, and yes, they are divorcing. Megan
needs friends more than ever. Do you think you could try…for me,
Ducky?”

“I’ll try for you, Daddy.”

Dana stared at her father and took a deep
breath. She wanted to ask about him and her mother, but she knew
better than to approach that delicate subject, especially in light
of poor Megan’s situation, figuring her own must be similar.
Instead, she summoned her courage to ask about another delicate
subject, one she had asked before and hoped he would
reconsider.

“Daddy,” she asked rather timidly, “may
Ellie please sleep in my room? I miss her terribly at night.”

“Ducky, since we left
London we’ve been over this countless times. A dog’s place
is not in your
bed, and since I can’t keep Ellie out of it, she must remain
downstairs in Mr. Lyndon’s care. Now, don’t ask me again, because
the answer will not change. It is decidedly no!”

Dana sniffled and shook her head. It was
always Ellie’s watchful eye that made her feel secure, but Mum
Celia had given her a Bible, and that brought her some comfort.
Dana paused in her thoughts and glanced at her father as he rose
from his seat.

“Daddy,” she finally said, “I want you to
read to me—to just me, and then we’ll say our nightly prayers.”

He paused and dropped back down. “Don’t you
get enough reading?”

“No. I love to hear stories, and I found
these in the children’s wing of the Lawton Library.” Dana pointed
to the five books on her bedside table. “Mum Celia said I could
have them. They were hers when she was a little girl. Please,
Daddy, read me a bedtime story.”

David glanced over to the
collection—Uncle Arthur’s Bedtime
Stories. He picked up the first volume and
turned it over in his hand. He’d never seen it before, but was
impressed with what he saw. Deciding it wouldn’t hurt, that he
could spare the time for his little girl, he opened the volume and
found a story, Dennis and the Dive
Bombers. As he read, he and his daughter
found themselves laughing at the absurdity of a troop of boys going
to war with stick swords against a hive of hornets and the results
of such foolery. He laughed even harder when Dana asked if he’d
ever done such a thing. To the best of his knowledge, he had not.
He smiled and told her that while he and his brother might have
slipped a frog or a harmless garden snake into their governess’s
room, they’d never done such a thing as battle a hive of angry
hornets.

After the story, David tucked her into bed.
While she repeated their nightly prayers, David listened to her
innocent petitions, touched by her thoughtfulness as she mentioned
each and every servant, her cousins, aunts, and uncles—even the
ones she was yet to meet. And his conscience was pricked when once
again she asked Jesus to give her mother a message.

“Night-night Mr. Jesus and please tell Mum
how happy I am and how much I love my daddy. Amen.”

David rose from his knees and placed a
tender kiss on his daughter’s forehead. As he pulled the quilt up
to tuck her in, Dana said, “Daddy, hand me my spring bear that
Emily gave me, and I want the Bible Mum Celia bought me. I want to
keep it under my pillow just in case there really are haints in the
house like James says. I don’t want a gentleman ghost visiting me
in the night and sitting upon my bed staring at me. I think I would
wet my knickers if he did.”

David chuckled. “All
right,” he said, moving towards the chair where the bear sat neatly
arranged with a few other stuffed toys. He picked it and the
children’s Bible up and handed them both to her.
“Goodnight, my little one. I’ll have to speak with
James about his wild imagination. Dana, there are no such things as
ghosts, haints, hags, spooks, or anything else that goes bump in
the night.”

“Okay, Daddy, but James
doesn’t believe in them either. He just tells me about them.” Dana
yawned and closed her eyes as she snuggled her bear close with one
hand while her other rested on her Bible. She kissed her bear and
said, “Goodnight, Emily. I’m thinking of you.” She yawned again and
she was out.

David reached and gently stroked her face
before bending down and placing another kiss on her cheek. His
daughter was sound asleep. “Goodnight, Ducky. And I do care for
you,” he whispered softly. “I know you don’t think so, but I
do.”

Before long, he could hear the gentle sound
of her steady breathing, and he could see the rise and fall of her
chest as she smiled softly, lost in a sweet dream. She looked
angelic, like a cherub, snuggling her pink bear, twitching every
now and then. David smiled. As he was about to leave, his senses
were alerted to the sound of a summer storm.

A clap of thunder sounded in the distance
and a steady rain had begun to fall, coming down in bucketfuls.
David moved towards the window, making sure it was shut, and then
turned and slipped from his daughter’s room into the hallway.

Gently closing the door,
David mused to himself. …She really is a
sweet child, so innocent in spite of her
upbringing. His daughter was beginning to
claim a place in his heart, and David Darcy knew it. His one regret
was that he had not discovered her sooner. Had he done so, he would
have protected her from the pain she had known and seen to it that
she was cared for and nurtured. But that was in the past, and it
was his intention that all the pain she had experienced would fade
away into a memory…a memory to be forgotten in time.

 


~*~

 


David moved quickly down the hallway in the
direction of his and Cecilia’s bedroom, stopping just long enough
to pick up his coat and tie and newspaper. He’d been tense for
days. He and his wife hadn’t made love since they had arrived in
town, and the only thing on his mind now was his wife and how much
he needed her, how much he wanted to bury himself in her waiting
arms.

As he strolled through the door to their
room, he noticed the scent of sweet-smelling flowers. “Stocks?
Peonies?”

Cecilia set aside the book she was reading.
“Yes. Your daughter picked them. She wanted to brighten my
day.”

David smiled. “It is a very lovely gesture.
She’s a good-natured child,” he said, tossing his coat and tie over
the back of a chair.

“Yes, she is. She’s always thinking of
others and she loves growing things. She wants to spend her time in
the garden playing in the flowers and helping Peter.”

“Well, I don’t see why not,
as long as Peter is always present. Sunshine and fresh air are
certainly good for a child,” he said as he placed the paper on the
bedside table and began unbuttoning his shirt. Pulling it out from
his trousers, he laid the custom-made white dress shirt across the
chair alongside his coat and turned to his wife. “I’m going to take
a quick shower and then I want us to talk. You promised me you
would tell me about your doctor’s visit. I also brought home a copy
of The Times. It’s
over there.” He pointed to the folded newspaper. “We’ll talk about
that, too. Oh, and it’s raining. That’ll be good for the gardens.
We need the rain to break this oppressive heat.”

“Yes. Dr. Adams,” she said
softly.

“Umm, sounds ominous,” he replied laying his
trousers over his shirt. “We’ll discuss it in detail when I come
back, but first I want to ravish you. Then we’ll talk. You don’t
know what I’ve been through today with Mr. Cory from Delta Cotton.
I’ll tell you about that, too—after we’ve made love.” He winked and
gave her a big smile as he made his way to the shower.

She heard her husband’s
baritone voice mingled with the soft sounds of water splashing
against the tiled walls, and for a split second, she contemplated
telling David everything, but it was only a
fleeting thought. With all the problems they’d had of late, it was
more than she wanted to face. She would tell him only what she had
to and pray she would be able to bring this child to term without
him ever knowing the difference. After all, she had her pride,
too.

She took a deep breath and smiled. The water
was no longer running. David appeared in front of her naked and
fully aroused. Cecilia’s body tightened. Her husband was physically
perfect in every way and she wanted him, so much so that the
thought of not being able to be with him grieved her.

“Love,” he said as he slipped between the
sheets and cupped her breast through the cotton lawn of her
nightgown. “It’s been a long day and I want you. Celia, you don’t
know how much I need you…how much I’ve looked forward to being with
you.” His lips bored down on hers in a hard possessing kiss as his
hand slipped under her gown, stroking her.

His lips were warm and passionate,
demanding, taking her with a desire that made her tremble. He
deepened the kiss, making it clear how much he wanted her.

“David…please.” She breathed out, breaking
the lingering kiss. “We can’t…I shouldn’t.”

David pulled back. “What do you mean you
can’t? Love, look at me.”

She unwillingly lifted her long lashes and
her watery eyes met his. “I…I…”

David threw back against the pillow, clearly
agitated. “You’re too tired?”

“No.”

He frowned. “Then what is
it?” And suddenly it hit him as he released a hard breath and
closed his eyes. They couldn’t because she couldn’t. “Love, I think we had
better have that talk now. I want to know what Dr. Adams said—all
of it.”

“David, I’m perfectly fine,
but—”

“Perfectly fine? No, love,
you’re not perfectly fine. If I’m not careful you’re in pain when we make
love.” He turned and gazed at her. “What did the doctor say? Surely
he said something. Do I need to talk with him?”

“No, that’ll not be
necessary.”

“Love, tell me what is going on or I’m
calling his office first thing in the morning. There is a reason
why we can’t make love…something you’re holding back. Tell me what
it is.”

“Yes.” Cecilia hesitated and then sighed.
“There is a little more,” she said. “I am fine, but the cramping
and spotting are indicative that I could go into labor prematurely,
and we don’t want that,” she told him. “Dr. Adams has suggested
that we abstain just to be on the safe side.”

“Abstain? Suggested?” he asked, his eyes
searching hers.

“Well, not
exactly suggested.” She
took a deep breath. “It is mandatory bed rest and
abstention.”

“Love,” he said in alarm,
“that doesn’t sound right. Are you sure that’s all I need to know?
You’re not holding anything back, are you?”

“No. The baby has dropped and it’s not time
for that yet. That’s all.”

“Nothing more?” he raised a brow in
question.

She smiled. “Nothing more,” she reassured
with her fingers crossed under the covers. “It’s just a precaution
to keep me from going into labor.”

“Well, I’m relieved to hear it.” David
released the breath he’d been holding and linked his hands behind
his head. “I thought there might have been something more serious.”
He paused, and then added, “Thirteen weeks,” he said softly. “Yes,
we can do this. I don’t want anything happening to my son…or
you.”

David passed his hand over his face. “No
cigarettes, no whiskey, and now no sex.” He shook his head and
sighed.

“Darling, there are other things we can do.
You don’t have to do without,” she replied.

“But you do.” He shook his head. “I don’t
know. We’ll see. I prefer my gratification the old-fashioned
way.”

“I’ve never known you to refuse the
other.”

He smiled. “No…I haven’t at
that, but it’s not the same as making love to my wife. The other
feels like…well—” …like
Sandra. “Oh, never mind!”

He winced. He’d never asked his wife to do
the things he’d asked Sandra…things his wife had occasionally
volunteered, but not things he’d requested. He moaned inwardly and
squeezed his eyes shut as he pulled his wife a little closer.

While David lay there holding Cecilia, his
mind wandered back to that late summer night in the gardens three
years ago. “Cecilia, I have to know something, and you must tell me
truthfully. Was it because of me that you went into labor that
night under the pergola? You told me sex had nothing to do with it.
That it was a full moon and the gravitational pull caused your
water to break. That wasn’t the truth, was it?”

“No.” She hesitated. “The truth is that we
were supposed to abstain then, too, but…”

“We didn’t.” He finished for her. “And
William was born premature…six weeks.” David withdrew his arm out
from under Cecilia.

“That’s it. Carlton is out
of the question. We must stay in town where you will be close to
hospital,” he said. “I can travel back and forth for the work I
must do there, but you and the tiddlers are to stay here. I’ll
attend Friday night’s political speeches as this year’s chairman of
the historical society and Saturday’s festivities with the
children. You stay here and rest.”

“No David, that is
not what I want. I’ll
agree to stay home from the Harbor Festival. I wasn’t looking
forward to it anyway. But being in town will only bring more stress
with people stopping by constantly, wishing me well and simpering
over me with first one thing and then the other. Aunt Polly’s home
remedy for this or that, or Abby Sue says this works for whatever
ails you. No. I won’t have it. I have to be at Carlton. For some
reason that I cannot explain, I must go home,” she said. “My
strength comes from the rich soil of my ancestral home. I will rest
better there than in town. Elizabeth and the children will be here
when you have to be in New York. I will be fine. We can stitch
little Daniel’s layette and enjoy the girls. I may even let James
and Davie go to Longbourn with Alex and George. And besides, I need
Aunt Ruby. If I’m going to have anyone dote on me, it’ll be
her and
her remedies. She’s the
only one I trust.”

“All right, love. You know
I can refuse you nothing, especially if you are passionate about
it. If you think you can handle it, then I will agree, as long as
you are certain Elizabeth is coming.”

“She is. I talked with her this
afternoon.”

David stared off into the
distance through narrow slits. He’d give anything for a cigarette
right now. “Okay, love. I will agree to take you to Carlton on one
condition and one condition only. You will let Wendell drive you to
your appointments here in Charleston.” David turned and looked at
his wife lying on his shoulder. “I mean it, Cecilia; I want
you to follow the
doctor’s instructions to the letter.”

She nodded her agreement.

“We’ll go on with our plans for Sunday,
then. I’ve a lot I need to attend to once we get home. I need to
see my new farm manager Reuben hired and check with Leroy. I’ve had
a calf penned for the deep freeze. He’s supposed to have banded it.
Aunt Ruby wants a pig and two ewes, too. We’ll need to get those
penned as well. Then there’s the rice.”

“How’s Reuben doing with that?”

“The Carolina Gold will produce record
yields this autumn. I couldn’t be more pleased. The only thing
concerning me is those missing calves and lambs. That’s why we’ve
hired this new wildlife management and farm specialist. I’m hoping
he can figure out what’s happening.”

“I will agree; it is rather strange. No sign
of an animal attacking them. No blood, no fur. What do you suppose
it is?” Cecilia asked in a worried tone.

“I don’t know, and neither does Reuben. I’ll
be going out myself to have a look around, but let’s not worry
about that now. I want to bring you up to speed on our negotiations
with Mon-Agra’s Delta Cotton, and then we need to talk about my
trip to New York. I talked to my brother today to verify the
arrangements for the Global Energy Conference. That’s set for the
second week of August. But there is one other thing of importance
to you.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, Fitzwilliam and I
had a nice chat this morning, and you’ll be interested to know that
Lord Westbury is in serious trouble. What they are calling the
‘expenses scandal’ erupted after the publication of
leaked parliamentary
expenses.” David smirked. “Hampton and his cronies will be facing
jail sentences of up to ten years.” He paused and glanced at his
wife. “Fox’s exposé worked with precision, and for whatever reason,
she left me out of her scandal column. My brother has filled me in
on all that’s happened since the last time we talked, and I
discovered a little more in today’s edition of The Times.”

“What did he say? I forgot
to ask Lizzy when I spoke with her today.”

“Well, it seems that every sleazy thing
Westbury has ever done has been exposed. Every day some new
revelation is brought to light, including his proclivity for
perverted sex games and lewd parties. The Earl of Westbury is
hated. He’s now known as an abuser of the vilest sort. Many are
comparing him to the nobles of pre-revolution France. Not at all
pleasant for him, I assure you. Shana Fox is a master. Her column
was a relentless drumbeat until everything was exposed.”

“What about Dana? Was there any news of
her?”

“No. She wasn’t mentioned. Not by name at
least, only as a statistic. Fox stayed on target. Her focus was on
Hampton alone.”

As David lay there holding his wife, he
wondered if Fox had been kind to him because of her compassion for
the misfortunes of Sandra and her child, or if she harbored any
tenderness towards him in light of the affection they had once
shared. He opted for the former.

“Well, I hope he
rots.”

David chuckled. “Quite understandable,” he
agreed. “Now, let’s put this aside and let me tell you about my
meeting with Sam Cory, but before I do, I want to tell you that I
am going to the gym with Connor Fripp Friday afternoon. He wants me
to meet his new girlfriend—Cindy Lou.”

“Another one? What happened
to Abigail Franklin?”

“She dropped him when he wouldn’t
commit.”

“That’s Connor.”

“Yes, anyway, I should be home for dinner,
but I’ll let you know if I’ll be late.”

“All right. When I’ve recovered from having
the baby, I’ll join you at the gym.” She smiled and kissed his
cheek.

“David, there is one other
thing I need to speak with you about before we talk about Delta
Cotton.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, it’s Dana. She came to my room this
afternoon, and we had a nice talk. David, she has lots of questions
about you and her mom, and well, she is putting things
together.”

“What do you mean?”

“She knows you never married her mother. She
asked me about it…and I told her…the truth.”

He pulled back and moaned.

“It’s what you should have done in the first
place, and if she asks you again, I think—”

“I’ll talk to her in good time, but for now
I don’t want to talk any more on this subject.”

“But David—”

“Love, enough!” he said. “I’ll take care of
it. Now, let’s discuss Delta Cotton.”

“Okay…” She released a sigh and shook her
head.

They spent the next forty-five minutes with
David filling her in on his negotiations concerning the cotton
project and what his plans were. They talked briefly about his
pending trip to the Big Apple and the energy summit until finally
David yawned, fatigue catching up with him. He pulled Cecilia into
the curve of his body, cupping her left breast with one large hand
as he fell into a deep sleep, listening to the sounds of the
falling rain.

As Cecilia lay there in her
husband’s arms with his masculine scent wrapped around her, she
couldn’t help but think of how it was going to be a
very long
hot summer in more ways than one. For the life of
her, she could not understand why he could not just open up and
talk about his past, but she knew better than to press
him—especially when he had that certain tone in his voice and look
in his eyes. There were just some places that not even she could
go. She sighed once more and clutched his hand in a caress before
she, too, drifted off.


Chapter 25

 


 


On a moonless night,
shadowy and foreboding, a mysterious woman cloaked in black moved
at a rapid pace through the streets of downtown Charleston, a black
dove trailing her every step. Dark of the Moon was the time
for Black Work.
She pulled her hooded cape a little tighter about her face. A
summer rain had drenched the streets, covering the city in a steamy
mist. The light of one solitary star fading in and out of the dark
clouds and the streetlights glimmering dimly in the haze were all
that lit her way as the woman made her way to No. 8 Archdale
Street.

When she reached her destination, she
stopped and stood by an old wrought iron gate, twisted in age and
covered in wild honeysuckle. The dove circled above, cooing in the
night. The woman was lost in meditation. Five minutes to midnight.
The witching hour, dead time for evil, was about to begin.

Within the garden, the weathered tombstones
pointed upward in the mist like long spindly fingers, old and
traced in silver by slow-moving slugs. They were ancient. Bleached
and blackened, moss-covered and grey, they were cracked and broken
by the passage of time.

As if some unseen force propelled her
forward, the woman squeezed through the gate. The garden was filled
with weeds and low-hanging trees, dripping with water and weighed
down in Spanish moss. Large, unkempt bushes and tall grass had
overtaken the tombs. The Unitarian Churchyard gave the appearance
of being abandoned, overgrown, and neglected, but the woman in
black knew better as she made her way towards the far corner of the
garden, looking for a grave seldom visited by any living soul.

She smiled to herself and pushed her way
through the overgrowth, snakes and lizards slithering out of her
path, and crawling insects scattering before her footfalls. She
looked up, her jaw set in rebellion. The silhouette of a large owl
hooted overhead as the clouds gathered and rain threatened once
more.

The smell of wet earth in the chilled air
filled her nostrils as she trudged forward through the velvety
darkness, careful of her every step. All was silent but for the
moaning of the wind and the cry of the night birds. The woman
halted and looked about, searching. Time was of the essence as the
hour pressed towards midnight.

Onward she slogged until she found what she
was looking for, an old grave long forgotten; its inscription once
etched in the stone was now blurred by time. Pausing, she reached
into her black bag and took out a bottle of the finest rum from the
island of Barbados. She uncapped it. Tropical paradise in a bottle!
Her wicked laughter rang out in the night as somewhere in the
distance a bell tolled the hour: midnight.

The black dove cooed and took roost in the
cedar boughs overhanging the weathered stone.

After taking a long, slow drink, the woman
poured a generous amount on the ancient grave. Lavinia liked rum,
and only the best from the Caribbean would do.

When the woman was
satisfied the spirit had drunk its fill, she set the half-empty
bottle on the alabaster stone above the grave, bleached as white as
the bones within. She took out a ceremonial knife—a mother of pearl
dagger used in ritual sacrifice. An emblem of a black dove with
blood-red eyes, the antithesis of the white dove, was carved into
the pearl handle. The eyes seemed to gleam in the light of the
evening star peeking through the thick cover of black clouds. With
one swift motion, the woman sliced through her left palm, letting
the blood flow freely. Then she reached into her bag and took out a
pure white rose—a magick
rose taken from a magick garden. She placed it under
the streaming blood until it was saturated and dripped as if it
wept.

When she was pleased that
the spell was set, she laughed a fiendish laugh and returned the
rose to the bag. She then retrieved the bottle of rum from the
gravestone and poured it over her hand to cleanse and seal the
wound, slinging rum and blood over the dirt of the grave, the taste
of blood mingled
with rum.

The earth trembled and the wound closed.
Soon another laugh was heard, but not a human laugh. No, this laugh
was weighty and dark, as if something from the deep had
awakened.

The woman smiled and cried out, “Come
forth!”

The earth moved and a resonance shook the
air in a slight tremor. “I obey no mortal, but for a taste of
rum.”

The woman’s lips twisted into an evil grin,
and she took another bottle from her bag and uncapped it. “Drink,
witch.” She emptied the contents onto the ground, and a satisfied
laugh was heard. The ground rumbled and the earth shook under her
feet.

“A blood curse has been invoked. I will live
again,” said the voice from the grave.

The woman stood back.

A dreadful thing rumbled up from the bowels
of the earth as a hand clawed its way through the drenched ground,
shivering like a flower in the chill of an early spring. A spirit—a
hag with no nose, ugly and shapeless, rose from the grave.

Glowing like marsh gas bubbling up through
the saturated earth, the hag hovered before her, suspended in mid
air.

The woman raised her hand. “Go forth into
the night.”

The hag shrieked and cackled. Then, like
mist before the dawning of the morning sun, the hag disappeared
into the wind, gone in the twinkling of an eye, leaving a wisp of
vapor in her trail.

With a nod, the woman gathered a handful of
graveyard dirt and made her way back to the realm of the
living.

Stealthily, she slipped out of the garden
and into the street, the black dove hovering closely in her wake,
headed in the direction of a yellow antebellum house that sat on a
corner down by the harbor. Gleeful in her deed, she slung the dirt
and the blood rose at the door of No. 2 South Battery Street and
cackled into the wind.

Lightning struck and thunder clapped. The
black squall, which had threatened earlier, finally broke,
drenching the city once more with a torrential downpour.

The black dove rested in the old magnolia on
the corner of East and South Battery, opposite the house, cooing
mournfully.
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Once the door to Dana’s room was closed, the
curtains rustled and a black thing with deep-set red eyes and no
nose slithered through the window sash and crept slowly towards
Dana’s bed. But before it could reach her bedpost where it wanted
to rest, it was repelled backwards by an unseen woman bathed in
light wearing a white robe with a golden sash tied around her
waist. A crown of gold, encrusted with brightly colored jewels,
rested upon the woman’s head, and she held a red rose in her hand.
The crest of a pure white dove, clutching a single scarlet rose in
its beak, was emblazoned upon her bosom.

The thing shrieked in horror and fled as
quickly as it came.

The wind whistled in the magnolias outside
the child’s window, its branches slapping against the panes as
No-Nose took up residence in their ancient boughs, watching…ever
watching, diligently waiting.

The woman with piercing eyes and a gentle
smile stood guard over the sleeping child as she brushed her
fingers over the velvet petals of the solitary rose.
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On the other side of the pond, separating
two continents and two cousins, a little girl knocked on her
parents’ bedroom door.

“Emily, what is it? Have you any idea what
time it is?” her father asked.

“Please, Daddy, I can’t sleep. I’m thinking
of Dana. I had a dream and in the dream something was trying to get
her. It was black and ugly. I’m afraid.”

Fitzwilliam sighed and ran his fingers
through his disheveled hair. “Come in,” he said softly. “You can
sleep with Mum, and I’ll sleep on the chaise.”

“Okay,” she said, slipping through the door.
“And let’s light a candle and say a prayer. I’ll feel better if we
do. Dana and I have a connection. I just know when she is in
trouble.”

“Emily, I’m sure it’s nothing, but if it’ll
make you feel better, we’ll call tomorrow,” Elizabeth said.

“Yes, Mommy, please. Let’s call as soon as
we can.”

“All right. Now come here.”

Elizabeth pulled her daughter into an
embrace and they said a prayer as Fitzwilliam lit a scented candle.
Emily was soon fast asleep with her worried mother looking on.

“It’s probably nothing, but I’ll call
Cecilia tomorrow,” she said.

“I think that would be wise,” her husband
answered.


Chapter 26

 


 


Scene in Heaven

 


Eleazar, archangel and general of the
Heavenly Host, and his five captains: Amos the Fruit Picker and Ira
the Watchful, Dara, a being of wisdom and compassion and Ari the
Lion, and Tobiah servant of the great Yeshua Ben David, moved
towards the throne room of the Most High at a rapid pace. The Lord
of Hosts had summoned them.

General Eleazar, also known as Eli, was a
powerful being and servant to the Most High. He wore a
jewel-encrusted saber on a golden sash and was a seasoned warrior.
He had been there since the dawn of time and had seen the creation
of the heavens and earth. He had fought in the great battle when
heaven was shaken and Lucifer, the Son of the Morning, had led the
rebellion against the Throne of the Most High. It was his charge to
watch over the faithful and those predestined to a purpose since
the foundations of the earth, and when called upon, Eli would take
charge and fight for that which was good and just.

The great warrior entered and bowed his knee
before He who sat upon the Throne of Grace.

The room was bathed in the light emanating
from the Great White Throne. Smoke and the sweet scent of incense
mingled with the prayers of the Saints, was rising up from the
altar, filling their nostrils with its exotic fragrance.

“Master, you summoned?”

“Yes,” said the Lord of Hosts as He pointed
his golden scepter. “Rise, my good and faithful servant. I am in
need once more of your service. A prayer has reached us from the
Isle to the North. A Daughter of Eve has sent forth a petition. One
from the Land of the South has become a target of our enemy.”

With a slight gesture of his hand, the
Master pointed to the golden altar which was before the Great White
Throne.

An angel came forth and stood at the
ceremonial structure, holding a golden vessel in his hand with much
incense that he offered with the prayers of the saints upon the
golden altar.

Smoke from the incense combined with the
prayers and ascended up out of the angel’s hand before the
Master.

“You must go to Charleston. The doves I sent
have reported that a blood curse has been let in the Garden of Evil
this very night. Amos, Ari, Tobiah, Ira, and Dara are to accompany
you. You are to watch the family at No. 2 South Battery Street.
Lady Anne and Lady Sandra are already there. The young lion who has
charge over his family does not believe. You must help him, but
remember, man has free will, and you cannot intervene in his
choices. Only he can choose his path, be it for good or be it evil.
Counsel…protect, but the final choice will be his.” The Lord of
Hosts took His seat.

“So shall my word go forth out of my mouth:
it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that
which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent
it. When a prayer is received, it shall be answered. Go.”

Eleazar bowed low. “As you wish, my Lord. I
leave at once.”

In a brilliant flash of light and a
fluttering of wings, the great general and his companions were
gone.


Chapter 27

 


 


The next morning, Sandy
went to retrieve the morning paper just as she did every morning,
but this morning when she opened the door, the morning edition
of The Post & Courier
was not what she found.

Sandy released a piercing scream.

David, who was about to go for his morning
run, came running to the front of the house followed by Peter
Morgan and Dana.

Sandy was trembling and crying, while Peter
looked on in shock, his eyes as big as saucers.

“Sandy, go back in the house!” David cried
out. “Peter, what is this disgusting thing?” he asked as he reached
to touch the rose.

“Don’t touch that!” Peter sprang forth and
slapped David’s hand away. “It’s a blood rose. A blood curse done
been let. If you touch it, you will die. Whoever threw that rose
has unleashed a powerful hag.”

David looked at his gardener in shock.
“You’re serious!”

“As a heart attack. I knows
about these things. Once a blood curse has been let, it will try to
find its mark. It can’t be undone. This here is very serious,”
Peter said. “Mr. Darcy, you best let me handle it. I’ll take
it and the dirt
and bury them in my garden. I’ll see what magick I can work to find
out who done let this curse and how I can fix it.”

“But you said it can’t be
undone.”

“No. It’s come to claim a soul. But, if it
can’t have the soul marked for it, it will return to the sender and
claim its blood.”

“Oh!” Dana cried. “Like the killing curse in
Harry Potter.”

David’s head snapped around at the sound of
his daughter’s voice. “What are you doing here?”

“Ellie and I were in the garden and—”

“Go back in the house this very instant!
Now!”

“But Dad—”

“I said go!”

Dana dropped her head and ran to the back
and into the kitchen.

“David, what is going on?” Cecilia asked,
coming to the front door.

“Stand back, Miss Cecilia; it’s gonna be all
right. You just let ole Mr. Peter take care of it, and don’t touch
that rose.”

Cecilia shrieked back in horror when her
eyes dropped to the bloody rose lying on her front porch.

“Love, go inside. I’ll be in later. Peter
needs to clean this mess up. I’m not sure what it all means, but do
as Peter says and don’t touch anything.”

Once Cecilia disappeared, David turned to
his groundskeeper. “Clean it up, bury it, whatever the bloody hell
you want to do with it, but don’t mention it to anyone—especially
not to my children. They already tell enough tales of ghosts,
haints, haunts, hags, plateyes, and I don’t know what else—”

“Don’t forget the Boo Hags.
Dey’s dangerous, too. Dey rides you in the night and sucks your
energy, and then dey takes your skin!” Peter declared, slipping
into the Gullah dialect.

David gave his gardener a severe look. “I
don’t believe in such nonsense.”

“That’s well and good, Mr.
Darcy, but that don’t make it not so, and besides, it shore enough
believes in you, ‘cause somebody done put a hex on this family, an
evil root. A blood curse.”

David shook his head, his jaw set. “Clean it
up, Peter. I’m going for my run.”

Peter shook his head as he watched Mr. Darcy
cross the street to The Battery. “To be so smart…so educated, he
shore is one fool.” He turned to Elvira, who was now by his side.
“Vira, gits me a broom and a dust pan. We gots to clean this up.
I’ll dig a deep hole in my garden and we’ll puts some herbs in with
this. We can’t stop the spell, but perhaps we can redirect it.
Remember, things you do eventually find their way back to you.
Whoever it is that sent this may find it comin’ back for them.”

“I hear ya, Peter. We gonna
have to pray extra hard
for this family. Dear Lord, help Mr. David with
his unbelief, and help us to keep ‘em safe in this family.
Amen.”

“Amen sweet
Jesus!”
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When David returned from his run, he found
his wife, pacing back and forth, waiting for him in their
bedroom.

“Love, is there a problem? Why are you not
downstairs with the tiddlers having your breakfast?”

“I just got off the phone with
Elizabeth.”

“And,” he motioned with his hand, “is there
a problem in England.”

“No,” she said rather
calmly. “None other than Emily had a nightmare last night at
around midnight our time or a little thereafter.”

“I’m sorry Emily had a bad
dream, but this affects us how?” he asked.

“Oh, David, stop it! She had a premonition
of something bad happening to Dana. She saw a…a hag.”

David rolled his eyes and
held up his hand. “Love, I’ve got to get a shower. Then I want to
eat my breakfast and get to work. I’d like to walk this morning.”
He paused and then said, “You are a very intelligent woman, and I
would think you,
of all people, would not be taken in by this nonsense. I’m heading
for the shower. We’ll talk about this later.”

“David! I believe in
curses. This is Charleston…Lowcountry. We are one of the most
haunted places on earth. I told you a curse was placed on my family
in the early 19th
century. You know my family’s history. This curse
is real, and we’re in trouble.”

He tilted his head and looked at her in
disbelief. “Cecilia, that supposed curse can be explained. It was a
series of misfortunes—”

“So my father thought…and he’s dead. He died
without breaking it because he didn’t believe in it. I thought I
had broken it with our marriage. Now I wonder.”

“Love,” he said tenderly, “I’m sweaty and I
stink. Let me get a shower and I will listen to what you have to
say. I’ll drive if I have to, and if I’m late, well, I’m the boss.
Who will lecture me?”

They both burst out laughing and said at the
same time, “Ashley!”

When David returned from the shower, he and
Cecilia sat and talked. She told him about the culture of the Sea
Island people, their beliefs and ways, and how fear rules the
people. However, she explained how their fear was not without
substance.

“One of Daddy’s drinking buddies was the
Beaufort County coroner. He would tell Daniel and my daddy tales
that would make the hair on the back of your neck stand on
end…bizarre things and unexplained deaths that happened out on the
remote Sea Islands. And then there’s the infamous Jim Williams of
Savannah. Nobody talks about it, but everybody knows what became of
him.” Cecilia paused, and then spoke, “David, this is
witchcraft.”

“Witchcraft?” David’s brow shot up. “Love,
we are over three hundred years past Salem. I would have thought
that long forgotten.”

“No. Witchcraft or hoodoo,
a form of voodoo, was and is very prominent in the Carolina
Lowcountry and elsewhere—even today.”

David looked at her in disbelief. “Surely
you jest!”

“No!” Cecilia paused and
looked him directly in the eye. “David, I feel very strongly about
this. It’s not something to be taken lightly. I’ve told you my family was
cursed! This is real to me.”

“All right, love,” he said
sympathetically. “I do apologize. I know you feel strongly about
it, but,” David took his wife’s hands in his, “I learned a long
time ago we fear that which we don’t understand, and through fear,
we create our own reality. A curse has only the power you give it.
Don’t let fear rule your life.” He smiled and gently stroked her
belly. “You have our son to think about. Whatsoever things are
good…pure and lovely, think on those, not curses and voodoo. It’s
not real. It’s a figment of our imaginations, something we use to
explain what we cannot comprehend. I don’t know who played that
cruel joke last night, but I’m willing to bet it was some teenager
showing off for his girlfriend, thinking it a funny
prank.”

Cecilia released a deep breath and briefly
closed her eyes. “Okay, darling. Let’s get dressed and go
downstairs. I’m sure the kids are wondering where we are.”

 


~*~

 


David spent the better part of the morning
trying to calm the servants and his frightened children. With
mounting frustration, he glanced at the grandfather clock in the
entryway near the stairs. He was late again. Damn it! He’d have to
drive. Clark had already called and was holding his first
appointment for him, but had told him Mr. Daltrey of Holman &
Hofmann Industries was growing impatient. David grabbed his suit
coat and stopped long enough to kiss his wife goodbye.

“Love, don’t wait up for me. After I’ve
finished my normal schedule, Clark and I will be working on the Sea
Island Cotton Project. It’ll be midnight before I return. See the
children to bed and tell them I love them. Unfortunately, I will be
unable to read tonight. If there is an emergency, however, don’t
hesitate to call. I love you, Celia.”

“I love you, too, darling. I wish I could
help. When we move to Carlton, perhaps Clark can come out there and
both of you can work at home. That way, maybe I can help.”

“We’ll see, love. Now I must go.”

He gave her one quick kiss and was out the
door.
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Elvira and Peter had taken the rose and
graveyard dirt to the back, and Peter had dug a hole near the far
corner of his cottage. Once the rose and dirt where placed in the
hole, Peter rummaged through his garden, snatching up a little of
this and a little of that: Devil’s Trumpet and Dogbane, also known
as Jimsonweed and Oleander, a handful of Rue, three dove’s
feathers, and a red rose from Mr. David’s rosebush. He threw the
feathers and red rose into the freshly dug hole, followed by the
rest. As soon as the red rose touched the blood rose it seemed as
if both came alive, writhing and twitching almost violently. Smoke
with the stench of cankered blood and sickly sweet rose-scented
perfume mingled with Caribbean rum boiled out of the ground. And
all the while the two white doves circled above, crying a mournful
cry.

“That ought to keep it a fightin’ for some
time, but it ain’t enough. I gots to do something and do it pretty
quick. Here, give me that shovel.”

After the rose was buried, he looked up at
Elvira. “I gots to go.”

“Where’re you goin’, Peter?”

“I gots business to attend to.”

He tilted his straw hat and
pulled out a root from his overalls as he set out for St. Helena
Island and the isolated little hamlet of Frogmore. His father would
know what to do. Yes, he had to see…Dr. Raven. He would be there
tonight at his father’s grave, at the hour of good and
evil—dead time!

… Mount Gay Rum…? Only one
kinda hag likes that drink!

Peter Morgan crossed the bridge, taking the
ramp onto U.S. Highway 17, headed due south. It was time to come
out of retirement.

…A blood curse, but who’s
the conjuror…?
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Later that morning, Cecilia heard a soft
knock on her sitting room door.

“Come in,” she said.

Dana and James, followed by Ellie, slipped
through the door and gently closed it.

“Mom, I’m worried and so is Dana. The
servants are saying that someone hexed us. Is that true?”

“James,” she sighed as she placed her sewing
aside, “come here and let me hold you.” She motioned with her hand.
“You come too, Dana.”

Cecilia pulled James into her lap while Dana
took a seat beside her. She took Dana’s hand in hers and enclosed
it with her son’s.

“It appears that some teenagers thought it
would be great fun to vandalize our house last night as a joke. It
is a prank that kids often play to…I suppose frighten people. So,”
she said with a smile as she squeezed their hands, “you are not to
worry about a thing.”

“But Mom, why did they choose our house? Why
not the Vincents next door? Why us?”

Cecilia laughed. “Oh, I don’t know,” she
said. “It’s just the luck of the draw, I suppose.”

Dana looked up. “But Mum Celia, why did Mr.
Morgan say it was a blood rose…a blood curse? What did he
mean?”

“Yeah?” James asked. “When I went to see
him, he told me to keep back and return to the house.”

“And he wouldn’t allow me to come near
either. He’s my friend and we talk about everything, but he won’t
talk to me about this…and…there is something else. I saw him take a
red rose—one of the special roses, with him to his cottage garden.
The doves were upset, too. Ellie and I watched it all from my
window. They were crying. Why?”

“I’m sure I don’t know why the doves would
cry.” She paused and shook her head. “Peter has his ways about him,
and if he asked you to stay back, then you do as he says. I don’t
pretend to understand everything, but I know Peter is wise. Now, I
want the two of you to go about your business and play as usual.
Nore will take you to Waterfront Park to play in the fountain
later, but you are not to go to the garden until Daddy or I say it
is okay. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am…” James said rather
dejectedly.

“James, give Mommy a kiss and you run along.
I need to talk with Dana just a few minutes.”

“Okay,” he said, reaching
over and kissing his mother’s cheek before slipping out of her lap.
As he reached the door, he turned back. “Hurry up, Dana. I want you
to play Star Wars with me before we go to the park, and I suppose Ellie can
play, too.”

When the door was securely shut, Cecilia
picked back up the baby gown she was working on and casually said,
“Dana, did you happen to have a bad dream last night.”

Dana frowned. “No. I don’t remember dreaming
at all. I had a very peaceful sleep. I was very tired. Why?”

“No reason really, except Aunt Elizabeth
called this morning, and she said Emily did. She was crying and had
to sleep with her mother.”

“Oh no! Is she all right? Do I need to ring
her up?”

“She’s fine, and we will call her a little
later. I need to talk further with Elizabeth anyway. But Dana,
Emily seemed to think you were in trouble. Apparently the dream was
about you.”

“Oh,” she softly breathed
out. “I’m fine, really. A little shaken about this morning and that
ghastly, disgusting…thing, but nothing more.” She paused
to think. “Well, Ellie has been frightened lately. She doesn’t like
the tree outside my bedroom window, but that’s nothing at all. I
think it’s a lovely tree.”

Cecilia’s brow creased as she stopped in
mid-stitch. “What about the tree? What does Ellie do?”

“Well, it’s very annoying. She will go to my
window and sniff and then she will growl. I try to calm her, but
she won’t have it. Then, this morning she was quite perplexed. She
ran around in circles chasing something, or so it seemed, but I
didn’t see anything, and if there was something there I’m sure I
would have seen it. Sometimes I can see things, you know.”

“See things? Like what kind of things?”

“Nothing unusual.” Dana shrugged. “I create
things from my imagination. Once I had created a lady in white with
long blonde hair. She wore a pretty crown with jewels—like the
Queen’s. She was my special friend and would comfort me when…when
Stuart would be mean…and call me those names.”

“Did she ever talk to you?”

“Oh no, she didn’t talk.
She only smiled, and while she was there, I knew I was safe. One
time she touched me, and I felt so calm and peaceful. That was
before Uncle Fitzwilliam came and found me and Mum. I
knew then that he would
come like my mum said, only I thought it would be my dad
instead.”

…interesting… Cecilia began to stitch again,
her needle moving in and out rapidly. “That’ll be all…and Dana,”
she looked down into her stepdaughter’s upturned face, “Keep Ellie
with you always.”

Dana nodded enthusiastically and then
scooted off the couch and left, skipping and bouncing through the
house. “Come, Ellie, we’re to have the whole day to ourselves. No
schoolwork. Yea! Let’s find James and Davie.”

As Cecilia watched her go,
she thought of only one person, Jane. Jane Bennett Bingley would
understand. She, too, had the ability to see things, and Jane had given a
foretelling that Cecilia’s curse would be broken. She thought it
had been when she had given birth successfully to James, and then
her other sons. But now she didn’t know what to think.

She laid the gown aside and picked up the
phone and dialed.

“Jane.”

“Celia?”


Chapter 28

 


 


With her hair curled prettily, Dana came
bouncing down the stairs, thrilled to be going to the Harbor
Festival, as James had told her it was a grand affair with loads of
fun things to do. Dana was so excited, and she knew it was
important to look her very best for this special event since she
would be meeting many new people today, friends that were important
to her father and stepmother.

Therefore, particularly for
today, she had chosen a special outfit which she had picked out
especially for her father when Mum Celia had taken her shopping
last week: a three-tier lemon-yellow scooter skirt with flowers in
shades of orange, and a wide-brimmed summer hat with a flower at
the band to match. She’d also chosen a cute pale yellow camisole
top with painted dewdrop cabbage roses. A pair of yellow sandals
with an orange cabbage rose at the toe finished the look. Dana was
very proud of her appearance, as her mother had always stressed
that a young lady must look her best when going out. She could not wait to model her
new outfit for her father.
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