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Saratoga Springs, New York
July 22, 1894
Sara Rose Peterson stepped onto the railroad platform in Saratoga Springs and into pandemonium.
"United States Hotel here!"
"This way for the Grand Union!"
"Clarendon!"
"Adelphi, please!"
Gingerly, Sara took another step. Her injured leg was achy, but thankfully, it was cooperating today. Taking a few more steps, she smiled, happy that she didn't fall on her face and cause undue attention to herself.
Looking around, she allowed the sights to delight and welcome her. She loved arriving at the Springs and being in the middle of the chaos. Her New York City life was usually quiet and lonely and all this excitement made her feel alive and energetic.
Porters sang out the names of the grand hotels that were embroidered on their hats.
"Carriage to the Windsor!"
"Congress Hall here!"
"Pavilion!"
"Carriage to the Columbian!"
Sara smiled as the bell in the cupola of the turreted brick station clanged a noisy welcome, adding to the bedlam. Looking around, she saw plainly dressed townsfolk and elaborately dressed visitors alike craning their necks to get a glimpse of the stylish ladies who'd arrived on the afternoon train and the wealthy and powerful men who were escorting them.
Heavy hogshead trunks strapped with steel bands, hatboxes,
and wooden crates in various sizes were being unloaded from the train and stacked in piles under the signs of the various hotels.
Servants clad in colorful livery glowed with importance as they kept a watchful eye over a certain stack of trunks or gave instructions directing the porters to take them to a waiting carriage. Horses whinnied, and the smell of manure mixed with the steam of the train.
Nothing has changed here at The Springs. Except me.
Sara sighed and looked around for her father, then spotted him by a rail car giving orders as his racehorses were being unloaded. Weaving and dodging through the crowd, trying to hide her limp from critical eyes, she slowly walked toward him.
After the long journey, she knew she was limping more than usual. She dismissed the pain as she always did and focused instead on the beautiful thoroughbred being led from the train car down the wooden ramp to the platform.
A man with a long white beard and a perfectly bald head pointed and said, "That must be Seawind. He's a fine animal. He'll win the Travers Stakes by a long shot. My money's on him."
Sara straightened her back proudly. Seawind was the fastest horse she had ever ridden, and by far the fastest horse her father had ever acquired. Seawind would win the Travers for sure, and when he did, all her dreams would come true.
"Ladies and gentlemen, move away, please," ordered a deep, commanding voice. "Seawind is getting nervous."
Sara stopped walking to look at the man who was speaking about her horse. Just as she was approaching the ramp, he looked down at her with a scowl.
"Miss, please move away. I don't want anyone to get hurt."
Sara still didn't recognize the tall, handsome man with the neatly-trimmed beard and moustache who was holding her horse's lead rope, but he continued to shout and gesture for everyone to move away. Walking next to him was Toady Evans who was both handler and jockey for her father's stables. Sara wondered why Toady wasn't leading the horse and giving orders.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I ask you to please move away. Seawind is getting agitated from all the attention," the man yelled, handing the reins to Toady. His twinkling eyes contradicted the stern tone of his voice.
Toady tried to control the horse, but Seawind still fussed. His head bobbed, his eyes were wide in fright and he walked sideways. Seawind was going to fall off the narrow ramp! Sara knew she could calm the horse, if she could only get through the crowd.
"Excuse me, please." Forcing her tired leg to move, Sara
pushed her way closer to Seawind. "Please, let me by. Please."
"Toady, hold him still! Get him down the ramp!" the handler commanded to the jockey. Then he looked down at her. "Miss, I told you to get out of the way. The horse is agitated."
She ignored his instructions. Seawind was her horse and she could control him. As she reached for his bridle to hold his head steady, the unthinkable happened. Her leg gave way and she started to fall.
Sara let out an involuntary shriek of dismay as Seawind reared up. She could see the bottom of the stallion's front hooves as he reared. She winced, preparing herself for the inevitable pain, just as she had on that icy day in January – the day she lost her mother...forever.
Strong arms reached out to steady her, then whisked her away from the frightened horse.
"Are you all right?"
She gazed into the blue eyes of the handler. "Y-Y-Yes." Sara tried to calm her thundering heart. She couldn't stay upright; her leg was too fatigued and she thought she was going to faint. She swayed.
He easily scooped her up and cradled her in his arms as if she didn't weigh a pound.
"Please, put me down!" Sara pleaded. "Seawind's frightened and I can help calm him."
"Toady!" the man turned and yelled, "Put a blindfold over Seawind's eyes, and get him out of here. Quick! Get him out of this crowd."
"No...let me...help Seawind," she begged. "He trusts me."
The gallant gentleman who held her smelled of leather, and horses and of a warm July day. The slight breeze tossed his hair and she noticed that his mustache and beard contained glints of red from the shining sun. He was even more handsome close up.
He didn't seem to hear what she had said. Instead he looked at the scene before him. Then he glared down at her, his blue eyes burning like the hottest part of a flame.
"What did you think you were doing? I told you to get out of the way."
"I was going to help," she whispered.
"You can't be serious."
"I am most definitely serious," she said quietly. "Now please put me down. I wish to get to Seawind."
"The horse is fine now. Toady got him out of here."
Sara closed her eyes and struggled to think. Her emotions were all jumbled. While thankful for her narrow escape from injury, she was still worried about Seawind. All her hopes and dreams were centered on the beautiful thoroughbred. And being in such close proximity to this strong, rugged man confused her even more. When she opened her eyes, she was mortified to see the eyes of the crowd upon her. "I think you can put me down now Mr.–"
"Summers...Um. . . Jack Summers."
"Mister Summers, are you going to carry me all the way to
the United States Hotel?"
"No. Although I could. You weigh no more than a newborn colt." He dipped his arms to set her on her feet.
Still unsteady, she hobbled toward a bench under a nearby elm tree.
Jack rushed to her side and took her hand. "You're hurt...you’re limping! You need a doctor." He helped her to sit down.
She gazed into his eyes, now the blue of Lake Saratoga on a sunny August day. They showed earnest concern for her plight. Stunned at the direction of her thoughts, she pushed them away. "Mr. Summers, there is nothing a doctor can do for me."
"But you're hurt!"
"I'm fine, really. It was just a tiring journey."
"A long journey would not have done that much to–"
Sara held a gloved hand up to quiet him. "I limp from a carriage accident that occurred several months ago," she told him frankly. “It's not from Seawind's rearing, Matter of fact, Seawind has helped to strengthen my leg. He's my horse."
Sara saw a flush of scarlet cross his face and was dismayed. She didn't mean to embarrass him, nor did she want his pity.
He sat down beside her, still not letting go of her hand. "I'm sorry, Miss. I just assumed you got hurt just now and–" He shifted uncomfortably on the bench. "Please forgive my stupidity."
His hand was gentle in hers and his concern so genuine that
Sara rushed to alleviate his discomfort. "Mr. Summers, I assure you that you did not hurt my feelings. I'm quite used to remarks about my limp and–"
"Remove your hand from my betrothed!"
Sara was jolted by the loud, voice, and immediately moved her hand from Jack's.
"Monty, please!" Sara looked at Montague Fordice in dismay. She had never heard such an outburst from him.
Jack Summers rose to his feet, and Sara noticed that they were about the same height. However, where Montague was a bit soft and gray in pallor with slicked down hair under a bowler hat, Jack was slim, muscular, and sun bronzed with hair that blew free in the summer breeze. It was easy to see that Jack was familiar with hard work and the outdoors, whereas Monty was wealthy and hired others to labor for him.
"How dare you accost this woman," Montague bellowed. "I demand to know your name at once.
A crowd was beginning to form around the trio, and it appeared to Sara that Montague was enjoying the attention. However, she was beginning to feel nervous with all those eyes staring at her. She was glad to see her father hurrying through the crowd toward them.
Sara tugged at her gloves without taking her gaze off her betrothed. "Mr. Fordice, please, do be quiet and let me present Mr. Jack Summers. He has assisted me and has been most kind." She looked at Jack. "Mr. Summers, may I present Montague Fordice?"
Jack held out his hand, but Montague ignored it.
"Sara, my precious little girl, are you all right? Toady told me that Seawind reared and you–"
She put her hand on her father's to calm him. He always worried so about her – sometimes too much.
"Daddy, I'm perfectly fine," she whispered so no one else would hear. "Seawind was frightened by the crowd, and I was trying to get to him. However, my leg gave out, and Mr. Summers assisted me over to this bench."
Bond Peterson held out his hand in a gesture of friendship. "I'd like to thank you, Jack. My daughter is my whole life."
Sara wondered briefly as to how her father knew her rescuer's first name, but then noticed Jack's hesitation, as if he didn't want to touch her father's hand. Finally, with what seemed to be a forced smile, he reached out and shook it.
Jack's gaze darted to Sara. "Sara is your daughter?" It was more of a question, than a statement. "Oh, I remember. . . she said Seawind was her horse," he muttered under his breath.
Bond nodded at Jack. "I shall always be indebted to you, Jack, and will be increasing your wages promptly."
Jack chuckled. "Mr. Peterson, I've only worked for you for less than a day, and you're increasing my wages already?"
"That's correct. Money is no object when it concerns my Sara."
"I didn't know he was in your employ, Bond." Monty sniffed. "But I wholeheartedly agree with you. Sara is so precious, such a treasure. We are both indebted to Mr. Summers." He stiffly nodded to Jack. "But I must say that my jealousy flared when I saw you holding the hand of my beloved betrothed.” He bowed to Sara. "Forgive me."
Jack met Monty's gaze. Something transpired between them that Sara didn't like.
“You’re forgiven, Monty." She fanned her face. "Now, please, may we proceed to the hotel? It's getting quite hot in this sun."
Her father patted her hand. "Of course, whatever you wish, my dear. The horses are already on their way to the stables."
Bond held out the crook of his arm. Sara rose slowly and took it, standing still for a while to get the circulation back in her leg.
She turned toward her rescuer. "Thank you again for your assistance, Mr. Summers."
"Any time, Miss Peterson." He started to tip his hat, then realized he wasn't wearing one, and smiled. Sara thought that when he smiled, he looked as handsome as ever.
"Thank you again, Jack," Bond said. "We'll leave you now.
I imagine you have a lot of work to do to get Seawind and the other horses settled."
Jack nodded. "Yes. Yes, I do." Jack excused himself and walked back toward the train.
Sara thought it strange that he didn't address her father, his employer, as "sir", but as her father took her arm and they walked to their waiting carriage, her thoughts turned to Seawind. She hoped that he had settled down for Toady.
"Monty, you're welcome to join us in our carriage, unless you have other plans," Bond said, turning toward him.
Monty brushed imaginary dirt from the lapel of his coat. "I have my own carriage and four." He face flushed red. "And I would be honored if Sara would accompany me in my carriage."
He didn't address her, but addressed her father, and Sara felt herself getting angry. More and more it seemed that Monty forgot that she was even there or that she had a brain in her head.
"By the by, Bond," Monty rubbed his hairless chin, "how did you come to hire Jack Summers?"
"He was highly recommended by a business associate of mine, who's a professor at Cornell. Mr. Summers will be tending to my stable this season."
Bond looked down at Sara and patted her hand in the crook of his arm. "I'm grateful that Jack was there." Raising an eyebrow, he scrutinized Montague Fordice. "Reflecting back, I don't remember even hearing you say a welcoming word to my daughter."
"But...but...I was distracted. I w-was highly upset that Sara was almost hurt," Monty stammered. "Thank goodness she is fine. I'd like her to accompany me to the United States Hotel in my carriage, if you wouldn't mind, Bond."
"Why don't you ask me, Montague? I'm right here," Sara asked as her anger continued to grow. The man must surely think her invisible.
He looked shocked to see that she actually was present. "Why, of course, you are. Well, then, would you join me?"
"No, thank you. I'll join my father and Aunt Trixie." Sara took satisfaction in knowing that she piqued him a bit. Turning her back on Monty, she waved to their long-time driver.
Johnson, clad in scarlet livery, opened the door of the carriage and assisted Sara. Her Aunt Trixie waited in the carriage with her parasol perched high over her head. She was cooling herself with a white lace fan and looked wilted.
"Sara, where on earth did you disappear to? Are you all right?"
"Aunt Trixie, I'll tell you the whole scrumptious story later," she whispered.
Her aunt laughed. "See that you do."
"Johnson, to the hotel, please," Bond ordered.
The driver nodded. "Yassir, Mr. Peterson."
The carriage lurched. Sara glanced back over her shoulder at Jack and Monty still at the train platform. She couldn't make out their words, but it was obvious they were fighting. She saw Monty push Jack. Jack began to walk away, but Monty pushed him again from behind. Jack turned around, swung a muscled arm, and punched Monty in the stomach. Monty doubled over, fell on the platform of the train station, and curled up into a tight ball.
Sara knew it was wicked of her, but she gave a silent cheer for Jack Summers.
# # #
What a different picture Montague Fordice presented with Bond and Sara Peterson out of sight, Jack thought. The man’s feigned politeness was gone, and he was itching for a fight.
It was amusing that the man was insinuating that he, a "mere groom", was interested in courting Sara Peterson, a rich heiress. Jack couldn't understand his concern. All he did was save her from getting trampled by her own horse. But when Fordice started shoving him, he had gone too far. Jack warned him several times to leave him alone.
And when Fordice pulled his arm back to punch him, Jack socked him first.
Walking around the prone body of Fordice as if he were a fresh mound of horse droppings, he thought of Sara Peterson, wondering if she knew what a fool she was going to marry, but then he decided that it was none of his concern.
He thought of how tiny she had felt when he lifted her into his arms. She was as light as a cloud and her violet eyes made him think of the deep purple irises his mother used to grow in the front garden of their home on Union Avenue. Sara's cheeks had flushed easily with a pink glow, probably from the embarrassment of being carried, and then from being gawked at by the growing circle of spectators that Fordice had attracted. She was beautiful, but so very delicate. And she’d hurt her leg.
He pushed aside his sympathetic feelings toward Sara and reminded himself that she was the daughter of his enemy. He must stick to his plan, with one modification.
And it was Montague Fordice who gave him the idea.
He would cultivate a friendship with Sara and use her to get close to her father. If he were in her company on a regular basis, he would be better able to find incriminating evidence on Bond Peterson. Undoubtedly, Bond, the doting father, wouldn't be too far away from his daughter.
Jack didn't care if she was betrothed to Fordice either. The attention he would pay to Sara would probably aggravate the man. Jack smiled. That would be an extra bonus.
Jack congratulated himself on the idea of getting to Bond through Sara, then felt a pang of conscience that he quickly dismissed. Although he didn't want to hurt her, if need be, he would. After all, Bond Peterson hadn't cared about the hurt he had caused.
Because of Bond, his father was in prison and his mother was a recluse.
Sara Peterson might very well get hurt, but he'd try to make sure that didn't happen. But if it did, she was young and rich and would soon forget.
However, his mother, once a leading lady of Saratoga society, would never get over the scandal. Nor would his father.
He thought back to those horrible days. If only his mother had summoned him back from Cornell sooner. After his father's trial, the family's mineral water business started to fail. Jack had to prove his father's innocence, and fast, before the bank took the house and the business. Then what would happen to the last of his mother’s sanity?
If only he had known a year ago. If only his mother had told him.
Jack heard noises behind him and turned to see three men helping Fordice to his feet. A skinny little man in an impeccable frock coat dusted off Fordice's clothes with a small hand brush. Must be his valet, Jack thought with sympathy in his heart for the poor man who had to serve Fordice.
Fordice wiped his sweaty face with a rumpled handkerchief and glared at Jack. "I'll kill you for this, Summers."
"Better men than you have tried, Fordice."
"Do you know to whom you are speaking?"
"A strutting peacock?" Jack replied. The dandy's face became even redder, and for a moment he thought the man might faint on the train platform or have a heart attack.
"Why...you...you...stable hand!"
"If that's the best you can do as far as name calling is concerned, Fordice, I suggest you get out of my way. I have work to do at the stables."
"You haven't seen or heard the last from me!"
Jack chuckled. "Unfortunately, I suspect you're right about that."
# # #
The sight of the United States Hotel on Broadway never
failed to send a rush of excitement through Sara. It was a
monstrous building that went on for a half-mile. Sheltered from
the afternoon sun, ladies and gentlemen rocked on the piazza that ran the length of the hotel as they sipped lemonade or iced tea.
Children played nearby under the watchful eyes of an assortment of parents, governesses and nannies. Carriages lined the street as porters scrambled to get the arrivals of the recent train settled into their accommodations.
Another season at Saratoga. This would be the season that would change her life. Sara could feel it. She hoped that the waters would help Aunt Trixie's arthritis as well as her own twisted leg.
Sara wanted to continue riding while she was here, the way she did when she was at home. Of course, she'd have to hide her identity here at The Springs. It would be scandalous if anyone knew she was riding astride. But she had to keep Seawind ready for the Travers, the biggest race of the season. The race that would change her life.
She felt whole again when she was on a horse. It was as if she could use the horse’s legs as her own, and she could walk and run like she had before.
Her father waved to the three hotel proprietors who
scurried out to meet the Peterson carriage. "Welcome Mr.
Peterson...Miss Sara! How wonderful to see you again, too,
Miss Beatrix!" Those rocking on the piazza halted and stood
to see who was arriving.
"Who's arrived so far?" Bond asked one of the hotel proprietors, and Sara knew that her father was eager to talk business as soon as he was able. He always said that more business deals were made in one Saratoga summer then elsewhere throughout the entire year.
Tompkins' eyes brightened. "William Henry Vanderbilt is in his usual spot on the piazza. I saw Judge Hilton and Richard Canfield with him. John Rockefeller and J.P. Morgan just left for a walk. Nellie Bly, the reporter from the World is in the lobby as we speak, and Diamond Jim Brady and Lillian Russell are expected soon."
"Are the bookies here yet?" Bond asked.
Sara knew that question was coming. Her father needed to know who were considered the favorites to win the races.
"Some are here. Irish John Cavanaugh's here. So are Big Store and Johnny Walters. The Boy Plunger and Fashion Plate have been seen down at the stables looking at Henry of Navarre, the McCelland horse. They've all been waiting for Seawind to arrive and well as Bravo Joe," said Perry, referring to Montague Fordice's horse.
Bond nodded. "Wonderful. No doubt they want to get an idea of the odds just as much as I do." He stared at the front of the hotel. "It will be good to see everyone again. I have some business to discuss with Morgan, Brady and Vanderbilt."
"May I add that everything is being readied for Sara's engagement party," said Gage. "Chef Morris just needs to go over the menu at your convenience."
"I'll leave that up to the ladies. Bea and Sara will take care of that."
"Very well, Mr. Peterson," Gage replied.
Tompkins snapped his fingers and three porters appeared. "Your usual cottage is ready Mr. Peterson. We wouldn't think of letting it to anyone else. Let me escort you personally."
Bond held out his arm and assisted Sara and Beatrix down
from the carriage. "I'm sorry to keep you ladies out here in the sun. How inconsiderate of me. Shall I call for some maids to help with the unpacking, Bea?"
Beatrix smiled. "You ask me that every year, Bond, and every year I tell you that I'd rather do it myself."
"I know, but I thought I'd offer anyway. We don't want all
those vultures on the verandah to think that Bond Peterson has
fallen on hard times and can't afford maids for his favorite ladies." He shook his head and frowned. "I simply don't know why you won't let me bring the servants."
"Oh, Daddy!" Sara chuckled, knowing that everyone else brings at least fifteen servants. "You know we like to do things for ourselves at the Springs. We have enough servants at home. At least in Saratoga, we are finally alone.”
“I know, honey, I know. But I just don't understand it."
Bea waved her hand. "You know we don't care what people think. If we need some help, we'll ask for Clara, Sara's friend."
Bond nodded as Sara and Beatrix each took a proffered arm and walked up the steps of the grand hotel.
The marble floor of the lobby glowed in the reflection of
the huge crystal chandeliers overhead. Hundreds of handsomely
dressed men and women milled around. As her father went to sign the register, Sara moved toward a large gathering of people in the corner of the room to see what the attraction was.
"It's Nellie Bly, the newspaper woman,” whispered a woman in a light green satin hat and matching dress. Pink plumage cascaded from her hat down her back. “She's here to do a story. I heard her say that this town has gone mad with the mania of gambling."
"I see," Sara replied. It probably wasn't right, but she often asked Porky or Mike, her Saratoga friends, to place a dollar bet or so on her horses for her. She felt that she was showing her support for their stable by betting that they would win. And she had accumulated a tidy sum from betting on her horses. After one final bet when she would let it all ride on Seawind, she'd be the owner of her own stables.
"Ready, daughter?"
Her father's deep voice woke her from her reverie. "Yes,
father."
Aunt Trixie took her hand. "I've made arrangements for a light lunch, but after that I think you ought to lie down for a while, Sara."
"There was a time that I would argue with you, Aunt Trixie,
but my leg is bothering me more than usual today."
"Can you walk, honey? Do you want me to carry you?" Bond
asked.
Sara saw the sadness that appeared in his eyes whenever they talked about her handicap. "Oh, no, Daddy. I can make it to our cottage." She wasn't in that much pain, and she'd die before she used a wheelchair or had to be carried by her father.
"Actually, I think she'd rather be carried by that handsome
groom you hired, Bond," Aunt Trixie teased.
“Nonsense!” her father bellowed. “She’s going to marry Monty.”
But if Aunt Trixie only knew how true her statement was! Sara felt a telltale blush heat her cheeks as they began the long walk to their cottage.
# # #
At the Peterson barn, the biggest white barn on the grounds of the racecourse, Jack Summers forked sweet-smelling hay into Seawind's stall, then poured the special feed he had mixed into a wooden trough. Seawind walked over immediately and began eating.
"There you go, boy," Jack said, petting the horse's sleek chestnut coat. "I made it especially for you." He lifted the metal bucket and poured its contents into another trough to the side of the first. "Here's something to make that plain water taste a little better." Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a green bottle and paused to read the label "Wheeler Mineral Water, Bottled in Saratoga Springs, New York." He shrugged his shoulders, took a long draw, then poured the rest of the bottle into Seawind's water. "After all these years, it still tastes good," he said sadly.
Jack closed the bottom of the stall door, leaving the top half open for Seawind to stick his head out and enjoy the sun and fresh air. He thought he should take a walk down to the bottling plant and check on things.
He prayed that loyal old Uncle Max, who had a penchant for Canfield's Casino, was handling the business properly, but it wouldn't hurt to check.
A great sadness fell over Jack as he thought of his mother sitting alone in a dark corner of the parlor of the huge house on Union Street. Agatha Wheeler, once the leading lady of Saratoga society, spent her days rocking in that corner, lost in thought. She refused to leave the house, afraid she might be slighted by one of the matrons. Afraid of a giggle or finger pointed in her direction as she walked by. Afraid of being shunned by a so-called friend who had once tried to win her favor.
Anger replaced sadness as he remembered how he had felt when he read in the Saratoga Daily Sentinel that Wheeler Mineral Water was falling on hard times due to George Wheeler's incarceration.
He hadn't known about his father's trial nor that he was serving time at Auburn Prison. Again it bothered him that his mother hadn't his mother contacted him. He would have returned home immediately to help. He could have found the real guilty party or would have died trying.
Now John "Jack" Wheeler, masquerading as Jack Summers with a beard and moustache, hoped with all his heart that it wouldn't be too late, and that he could clear his father's name.
Racing season at the Springs was his father's whole life, yet he rarely placed a bet. "Just like to watch the beautiful animals, son," he would always say. "Those thoroughbred horses are beauty in motion."
Jack knew that his father would never intentionally hurt a horse. Not ever.
As he walked from stall-to-stall tending the other race horses in Peterson's stable, Jack resolved anew to vindicate his father and make sure Bond Peterson paid for his lies.
He pulled the invitation to dine with the Petersons out of his back pocket and read it again. His plan was falling into place, and tonight he'd begin to charm Sara Peterson.
Sara awoke from her rest eager to explore the hotel and see what had changed since last year. Arising, she put on her wrapper and went to the bath area to splash some water on her face.
She walked in and out of the cottage's six other bedrooms, noticing the familiar mirrors, sofas and lounges, rockers and easy chairs. She smiled as she recognized the same Japanese vases scattered about and filled, as always, with fresh flowers and greens.
Some rooms were handsomely papered with large cabbage roses above the mahogany panels, other rooms were painted a delicate beige. The crystal chandeliers glowed in the late afternoon sun.
When she walked around the drawing room, a white piece of paper upright on the rosewood writing desk caught her eye. She read: "SARA, BEA AND I WILL BE AT THE REAR PIAZZA. JOIN US FOR A FRUIT ICE WHEN YOU AWAKEN."
Sara hurried to get ready, noticing with relief that her leg felt less tired and she wasn't limping as much. She needed that nap and now felt as though she could run a country mile without being on the back of a horse.
She dressed and walked out onto the front porch of the cottage, hoping that her friend, Clara Cunningham, was working tonight. They had been friends as long as Sara had been coming to the Springs. Clara lived in Saratoga, near the hotel, and they played together as children. Even though they corresponded throughout the year, she couldn’t wait to talk to her best friend in person. Clara was one of the reasons that she didn't want her father to arrange for maids or other servants. She didn't want Clara or anyone else to wait on her at the Springs. She would rather have the satisfaction of doing things for herself.
Training her eyes straight ahead as she approached the rear piazza, Sara held herself tall and concentrated on trying not to limp. She couldn't tolerate the pitying stares that would come her way or the feigned looks of concern from some of the ladies.
The piazza never failed to impress Sara. It seemed like one long front porch that ran along most of the nine hundred rooms of the U-shaped hotel. The roof over the piazza was three stories high and was supported by enormous pillars. In the center courtyard was a three-acre park resplendent with colorful flowers of all varieties, gigantic elms, bubbling fountains and brick walkways. Thousands of white wooden rockers gave the guests a comfortable perch to wile away the hours and watch the continual promenade of walkers on the piazza and in the park.
Sara knew her father's favorite spot. He waved at her, and she waved back. Aunt Trixie saw her, too, and waved. It would take her a while to get to them so Sara slowed her pace even more. Already, her leg was tiring.
# # #
Beatrix Bishop saw the expression on Bond's face as Sara limped toward him, and her heart twisted in pain. He was a millionaire several times over, yet he was powerless to help Sara walk the way she did before the accident. Nor could he bring his wife Rose back. The two things she knew he wanted most in the world, he would never have.
"What I wouldn't give to have Sara whole again," he muttered as if reading her mind.
Bea covered his hand with hers. How often had she heard him say those words?
"I think she's walking better than ever," Bea said for the hundredth time since the accident. "Riding has done wonders to strengthen her leg, and the mineral waters will help her."
"The doctors say she will always limp," Bond added. “And you know I don’t like her riding.”
"Sara is a very determined young lady. You can see for yourself how much she has improved in the past few months. Riding Seawind has helped her immensely. That horse loves her and she loves him."
Bea wiped her teary eyes with a lace-edged handkerchief. "Heavens, Bond, must I remind you that the doctors almost removed her leg? Thank goodness one of the surgeons had some sense."
He took her hand that was still clutching the handkerchief, and kissed the back of it. Her heart lurched.
"I don't know what I would have done without you, Bea. You pulled us both back from the brink of despair. When Rose died, I wanted to die, too. You made me realize that I had to go on living and help my daughter."
"You know, Sara's like a daughter to me, too, and there is not a day that doesn't go by that I don't miss my sister Rose. I am happy that I could help," Bea said. She didn't want to, but she removed her hand from his. It wouldn't do for the gossips to start whispering about the spinster and her late sister's husband holding hands. It was bad enough that their tongues would wag soon enough about their staying in the same cottage together.
"Rose and I would sit here every summer. We met here and later married here. Our little girl was probably conceived here. We even named her after Saratoga Springs," he muttered, staring blankly ahead.
Bea felt the heaviness around her heart as she listened to the same stories Bond told whenever he felt melancholy. Hadn't she felt the same way for the past two decades? Hadn't she loved Bond Paterson first, before she introduced him to Rose? It was at the Springs when she swallowed her sadness and stood up for Rose at the most magnificent wedding the United States Hotel had ever held. Didn't she even help bring Sara into this world? Didn't she stand next to Bond at Rose's deathbed and promise Rose that she'd take care of him and Sara?
It was Rose's last request.
Rose knew all along that Beatrix had loved Bond from afar.
Bea could see it in her beloved sister's eyes before Rose closed them for the last time. Rose knew and silently gave her blessing.
"Did you have a nice rest, my beautiful daughter?" Bond asked, getting up to offer Sara his rocker. He held it steady as she quickly sat down.
"Whew! I forgot that this walk was so long." Sara said.
"Would you like some fruit ice, honey? I'll get you some," Bond said.
"Yes, thank you, Daddy. Lemon, please."
"My pleasure. Bea, how about you?"
"Lemon sounds delightful."
"I'll be right back," Bond said.
Bea handed Sara her white lace fan. "So, tell me about what happened at the train station." She smiled at her niece.
Sara smiled back. "Aunt Trixie, it was so delicious! My leg gave way as Seawind reared, and I found myself gallantly rescued and swept into the arms of the most handsome man I have ever seen. He carried me to a bench so I could sit down and rest. Jack Summers is his name, and he works for Daddy. He's a groom, I believe."
Bea smiled. Sara's face was flushed and her eyes sparkled like diamonds. She had never seen her niece this animated when she spoke about her betrothed, Montague Fordice.
“This Jack Summers...you say he is handsome?"
"Oh, yes! His hair is as black as Midnight Moon, the stallion that was Seawind's sire. His eyes are so very blue and he's as tall and as strong as a redwood."
"Why Sara, how poetic." Bea chuckled. "Tell me more."
"And he punched Montague! Montague was lying on the train platform when our carriage drove away."
"You don't say!" Bea smiled. There was many a time when she would have given her life savings to punch Monty herself.
"Actually, Aunt Trixie, Montague deserved it. He pushed Jack from behind, and before that Montague was making an awful commotion and everyone was looking at us," Sara explained.
Bea nodded. "Speaking of Monty, what are you going to do about him?"
Sara looked puzzled. "What do you mean?"
"When are you going to tell your father that you do not want to marry the man?"
"Is it that obvious that I can't tolerate him?"
"My darling girl, it's very obvious. The only one who hasn’t noticed is your father. When are you going to tell him?"
Sara stopped fanning herself and the glow left her face. "I can't, Aunt Trixie. I just can't. He seems to have his mind up. He thinks it's the best situation for me. Daddy keeps saying that he isn't going to live forever, and he wants me situated before he leaves. But I don't love Montague. And I can tell that he doesn't love me."
"Dearest, your father is as healthy as an ox! But what do you want, Sara? What would make you truly happy?"
"I want to be in love before I marry. I know I'm twenty-two, and on the shelf, but isn't it better to be a spinster than to be with someone you don't love or who doesn't love you?"
Tears stung her eyes. How right you are, my dear Sara. You must have been reading my mind.
"Aunt Trixie?"
"Yes, Sara, I think it is better to be alone than to be with someone who doesn't love you."
Sara's fan moved in double time. "I want to raise horses. Have my own horse farm."
Bea grasped the lace at her neckline. "All alone? Why Sara, you couldn't."
"I know I'll have to hire a manager and other help, and I have a lot to learn, but I have been saving my own money to buy some land and that's what I want to do Aunt Trixie."
"Why don't you speak to your father? He'll give you the money, if you convince him that–-"
"No. This is something I want to do on my own. Besides, Daddy will never allow it. He thinks that ladies shouldn’t do such things. He thinks that I am totally helpless."
"But you know you're not."
"That's right, Aunt Trixie. I'm not. And a new century is upon us. Women are doing all kinds of things. Look at the woman who have gone out west. They are doing all kinds of things that men do, and–"
“Dearest Sara, you don’t have to convince me, but New York society is not ready for such ideas yet, nor is your father.”
“But it’s my life, Aunt Trixie.”
“I know, dear,” she said with a sigh.
# # #
Jack made his way to the dining room of the United States Hotel. A wave of nostalgia swept over him as he remembered the days he would come here with his parents when he was a child. They'd listen to the morning and afternoon concerts on the piazza and then partake of the evening meal.
Jack handed the card he had received earlier to the headwaiter who loftily bowed and motioned for him to follow. He knew that about one thousand guests could sit in the dining room at the same time while being served by two hundred and fifty waiters. He hoped that he would remain unrecognized despite the large number of people. Afterall, he grew up here and used to work at the Union.
Jack followed the headwaiter until he stopped and gestured to a table occupied by Bond Peterson, an older woman, and the woman who had filled his thoughts since the afternoon, the lovely Sara Peterson. He couldn't hide his pleasure.
The waiter bowed. "Madame Bishop, this gentleman is here for you." He handed the card to the older women.
"Thank you, Mr. Reed," Bea said to the waiter, who again bowed. Then she addressed Jack. "I am Beatrix Bishop. You must be Mr. Summers. I am glad you were able to accept my invitation. Do sit down."
# # #
Sara felt her face flush when Jack Summers appeared at their table and smiled at her. She couldn't help but notice how dashing and masculine he looked in dinner attire. She tried not to stare at him as Aunt Trixie explained that she'd sent a messenger to the stable, inviting Jack to dine with them.
Mr. Reed started to pull out an empty chair, but Jack waved him off. "That's not necessary. I can get it. Thank you." The headwaiter bowed, then sharply turned and left.
Jack smiled at Sara as he took the seat across the table from her instead of the other chair. "Thank you for the invitation, Miss...er...Mrs. Bishop," he said to her aunt.
"It's Beatrix, but please call me Bea. We are not very formal when we are at the Springs."
Jack nodded, then turned to Sara. "Miss Peterson, how are you feeling?"
Sara's heart beat wildly as she stared at the elegantly dressed man. At the same time, she realized that had he been wearing his work clothes just then, she would have found him just as appealing. He was boldly handsome and striking, clearly a man whose mere presence commanded the attention of every female in the room.
"I never was ill, Mr. Summers." She could have kicked herself for sounding so snippy. She was just so nervous that the right words wouldn't come.
"I'm sorry if I offended you, Miss Peterson, I just remembered that earlier at the train, you–"
"I-I..."
Thankfully, Aunt Trixie interrupted before Sara made more of a fool of herself. "Mr. Summers, I invited you to dinner, so we could thank you for what you did for our Sara. We are ever so grateful, aren't we Bond?"
Bond stood up and reached over the table to shake Jack's hand. Jack hesitated, then rose from his seat and clasped Bond’s hand in return. They both sat down.
"Dinner wasn't necessary. I was glad I was able to assist Miss Peterson," Jack said.
"Please, let's not be so formal. Let's call each other by our first names," Bea said.
Sara glanced suspiciously at her aunt. Aunt Trixie only smiled back. Vaguely, she heard the others talking about Seawind and the upcoming races, but she couldn't help stealing glances at Jack. She wondered why he seemed so reluctant to be around her father. And she wondered what Aunt Trixie was up do. Was she matchmaking?
All too soon, a familiar voice woke her out of her reverie.
"What is that groom doing at this table?"
Sara jumped, startled at Monty's tone. His face, usually a gray color, was flushed with anger.
"I invited him, Monty," Aunt Trixie said in a tone that dared him to challenge her. "I request that you be more courteous to our dinner guests. And you are late. Explain yourself."
Sara hid a smile behind her gloves.
"I-I apologize," Montague stuttered. "I was...tied up...at the stables. Bravo Joe arrived on the late afternoon train. I was directing my staff as to how I wish him to be handled."
"I won't introduce you to Jack, since you both met earlier," Bond said.
Jack stood and offered his hand in friendship. Monty stared at Jack's hand in obvious distaste, and did not take it. Sara held her breath and Aunt Trixie gasped beside her. Jack's blue eyes were full of mirth as he continued to hold out his hand. Finally, Monty relented, but only after he noticed everyone staring at him in shock.
A booming voice with a French accent distracted Sara from the reoccurring disgust she felt whenever she looked at Montague.
"It is true! My little friend Sara is here. Mr. Tompkins told me you were arriving today. I made a very special menu this evening just for you."
"Chef Morris! How nice to see you! I hoped you have a lot of dishes prepared. I am very hungry.” She pretended to sniff the air.
Chef Morris laughed and clapped his hands in delight. "How I've missed you and your wonderful appetite, Sara Peterson! We'll talk later. I must get back to work. I shall expect a report from you later on my cooking. Oui?"
"Oui."
"Try my Frog Legs Cardinal and the Russian turnips, although you will like the veal and the lamb, I am sure." He kissed his fingers and raised them into the air. "I will see that you get all of them, ma cherie." The rotund man patted Sara's shoulder, smiled at the others, and plodded away.
"All of them?" Jack asked, looking at Sara in amusement.
"All of them," Sara stated.
Bond shrugged. "My daughter likes to try different foods."
"And she doesn't gain a pound," Aunt Trixie added.
"It is quite strange," Montague said flatly, looking at Sara as if she had sprouted two heads. "Do you think that such an appetite is appropriate? Maybe Sara needs to be examined by a physician."
"It's appropriate for Sara, but not for you Fordice." Jack chuckled. "Seems like you could stand to lose a few pounds. Maybe you should stop after the first course every evening."
Monty looked like he was ready to explode into a rage, as everyone laughed. Sara particularly enjoyed Jack's joke and was charmed that he came to her defense.
Just as Monty was about to say something, a bell rang and the waiters filed out. Course after magnificent course was served, all elegantly prepared. For two hours they dined and conversed, all except for Montague, who sulked, and Sara who tried to participate in the conversation, but was nervous in Jack's presence for some reason. She didn't eat as much as she usually could have, and knew she grinned like a fool throughout the meal.
After desserts of eclairs, whortleberry pie, peach meringue tarts and tea, they took the customary promenade around the lighted courtyard to walk off the sumptuous dinner.
Aunt Trixie turned toward Jack and Sara. "You young people go ahead. I have something I wish to discuss with Bond and Monty."
Sara was rooted to the ground as Jack shifted his weight uncomfortably beside her. Monty looked as though he was going to erupt like an angry volcano.
"Run along. We'll catch up with you." Aunt Trixie shooed them away with her hands.
Sara looked up shyly at Jack. He bowed slightly and offered her the crook of his arm. She took it, and a rush of excitement went through her. His muscles flexed under the soft fabric of his coat. She could smell the scent of sweet grass on him. Vetiver hair tonic, she decided. Trying not to limp, she steadied herself and concentrated, but her leg was stiff from sitting.
In an embarrassing moment, her hip banged into him and she stopped. Looking away, she held on to the nearest pillar, trying to calm her fluttering stomach.
# # #
"I'm sorry," she said.
Jack turned to her, puzzled. "What are you sorry for?" He looked into the vibrant, violet eyes of the lovely woman at his side and tender feelings coursed through him. He hadn't been able to take his eyes off her all evening. Matter of fact, she crept into his thoughts constantly since their meeting at the railroad station.
"I am sorry that I am walking so...awkwardly."
"I hadn't noticed," he lied. "Just relax and we'll go slower and enjoy the beautiful evening."
When she smiled at him, he felt invincible. However, he reminded himself that he was wooing Sara Peterson for only one reason: to find information that would convict her father and clear his.
She leaned on him heavily, and he felt a stab of sorrow that she had to endure such pain.
"Shall we sit for a while, Sara?"
"If I do, I might not ever get up."
"Shall I lift you then and carry you as I did this morning?" he teased.
She smiled and shook her head. He could see the color paint her cheeks and her eyes sparkled in amusement, but she didn't answer.
"Let's sit," he said, steadying a rocker for her. She sat down quickly, obviously glad to be off her feet. He sat down next to her.
"Thank you, Mr. Summers."
"As your aunt said, let's be less formal. I understand that I am only a groom, but this is the Springs and you know that the class system is mostly forgotten here. Please call me Jack."
"And you must call me Sara."
They sat in silence for a while, enjoying the motion of the rockers and the starry night. The rockers creaked and the subdued chatter of the other people strolling off their meal was soothing.
Sara finally began to seem more comfortable in his company, more than she had at dinner, and Jack decided that it was time to begin his plan to gain her trust and confidence.
"Tell me about your accident," he urged. "That is, if you don't mind."
Sara closed her eyes as if readying herself to begin speaking. She opened them, and he smiled in encouragement.
"But if I'm prying, please forgive me, and do not answer."
She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. "It happened just before Christmas. It was a carriage accident, I believe I told you that at the station. It was raining, and the rain had turned to snow. Then it became icy. Mother and I were coming home from visiting my Aunt Trixie. The carriage must have slid, or the horses. I don't know."
Tears flooded her eyes and she struggled to continue.
He took her hand and held it in his. "Forgive me. It's upsetting you. Don't go on." He felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. He didn't want to make her cry. He’d just wanted her to confide in him. "I shouldn't have asked you such a personal question."
"No. That's all right. You've been so kind, I don't mind, really. I just get upset when I remember. . .my mother screams. I can hear them, you know. Even now. She kept calling my name and my father's name." She stared up at the sky. "I remember that we tumbled over and over inside the coach. Then we were thrown, and the carriage landed on top of us. I don't remember much more than that. When I awoke, my right leg hurt so very badly, and my father and Aunt Trixie were crying. I knew then that my mother was dead."
As if he were there, Jack could hear the screeching of the horses, the sickening cracking and breaking of the carriage as it tumbled, the screams of Sara and her mother.
He couldn't help but feel sorry for Sara Peterson.
He ran his thumb back and forth over the smooth skin of her hand. It felt so small in his. He knew what it was like to lose the ones you love. He'd lost both parents, too, in a way. One to a brick and mortar prison, one to a prison of the mind.
But he couldn't allow himself to feel sorry for her or he couldn't follow through with his plan.
Until he could sort it all out, he decided to change to a lighter subject. "You said at the train station that Seawind helped strengthen your leg. How is that?"
"I trained him. I walked him, rode him and taught him everything that Mr. King–he was our trainer–taught me to do. And the exercise made me stronger."
"You did a fine job with him, Sara. I know horses and I can tell. I'll be watching Toady work him out tomorrow at the training track."
"Oh! I would like to see his workout, too. I'll get up early, go to the drinking hall and drink the water. Then Aunt Trixie and I usually go for a mineral bath. After that, I could watch Seawind." She stared down at her hands, folded on her lap. "I wish I could ride him myself," she mumbled. "But unfortunately, I'm a woman and it's not ladylike unless one rides sidesaddle and wears a riding outfit. When I ride Seawind at home, I wear a split skirt and ride astride."
She lowered her eyes as if she'd just admitted some terrible, dark secret. The truth was that because she was born a woman, she couldn't even ride her own horse at Saratoga the way she wanted to.
Jack noticed her wistful expression and knew exactly the best way to gain her confidence.
"If you’d like to ride your horse, I'm sure we can work it out. Heaven knows, you'd be a perfect fit in Toady's jockey's clothes, and you can tuck your hair up under the cap. No one would have to know."
Sara could hardly contain her excitement. "That would be wonderful. You'll arrange it? And not let anyone know?"
"Certainly. Seawind's your horse, and I work for you."
Her face lit up, and it made him feel good. Then he reminded himself of his mission yet again. "Your father has some fine horses, the best I've seen."
"Yes, I know."
Jack knew the answer, but asked anyway. "Does he race often?"
"Racing thoroughbreds started off as a hobby for my father, but now I think he likes it more than he does any of his businesses."
"Where else does he race?"
"Churchill Downs, Santa Anita, and Aquaduct. Lately, we've stopped going to Santa Anita. Daddy said that it's too far, and the horses don't like all that nice weather because they are used to the terrible weather of New York."
"So you come here every year, do you?"
"Every year, but last year, we left early."
Jack's heart beat faster, maybe she'd tell him something he didn't already know. "Why?"
"My father was upset because he had to testify in court. It bothered him terribly and–"
Jack was anxious for her to finish her statement, but she was distracted by a woman calling to her from across the courtyard.
"It's Clara! Over here, Clara." Sara waved, and the woman waved back.
Jack recognized her–Clara Cunningham, the younger sister of his schoolmate and longtime friend, Steve Cunningham. He couldn't let Clara see him. She'd recognize him for sure.
He jumped up quickly and turned his face. He mumbled, "I have to get back to work now. I have to check on the horses."
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