
        
            
                
            
        

    Iceberg
A recent widow, Lady Arabella Grey hires the young and unconventional Zandra Lancaster as governess to her children. Despite Zandra’s impressive recommendations, Arabella is skeptical and unimpressed by Zandra’s youth and artistic nature. But Zandra is brilliant with her daughters, and Arabella’s inexplicably drawn to her.
Zandra harbors secret reasons for needing this position, and when she reciprocates their attraction, her feelings escalate. Impropriety abounds as she craves Arabella’s company and increasingly intimate touch.
An extended trip to Manhattan with Arabella and the children changes everything. As they embark on the RMS Titanic’s maiden voyage, their love is undeniable, but so is their course toward unforeseen danger, risking not only love but their very lives.
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C HAPTER ONE
The Governess
London
Spring of 1912
Mildly annoyed, Arabella looked up as Kingsley, her butler, entered the library. “Yes?” she said as she returned her focus to her manuscript.
“Miss Zandra Lancaster, the new governess, has arrived, milady,” Kingsley said in his customary clipped tone.
Arabella pinched her lips. Tardiness did not impress her. “The woman is two days late. She better have a good explanation. I was starting to think she had perished on her way from Scotland. That, or found the love of her life and eloped.”
“It seems Miss Lancaster indeed has had quite the misadventure on her way here, milady.” Kingsley waited patiently just inside the door.
Interested against her will, Arabella swiveled her chair to face him. Kingsley’s tone suggested a mystery regarding the new governess. “Well, if she’s presentable, do show her in.” She adjusted her prematurely white-blond hair, as it kept dislodging the hair pins and falling into her eyes, and waited for the woman who came so highly recommended to enter.
“Miss Lancaster, milady,” Kingsley said and held the door open for a dark-haired woman, just over average height. She wore black and held a monstrosity of a hat in her hand as she approached Arabella.
“Lady Grey,” Zandra Lancaster said and bowed.
Bowed? Arabella simply stared. Didn’t this…this girl know how to curtsey? Nowhere in her intense correspondence with her friend, Mrs. McKellar, had she mentioned how young Zandra Lancaster was. “You’re late.” Arabella thought she could smell faint, but acrid, smoke from the woman.
Miss Lancaster nodded. “Yes. The train derailed.” She made an odd little gesture with her hands, as if apologizing for the mishap of the train.
“Derailed.” Now that sounded too fantastic, as excuses went, but the girl looked at her with unwavering brown eyes. No, not brown. Cognac-colored.
“Yes. It was a terrible accident. Other trains are still being rerouted. Hence my being delayed, rather than late, milady.” Miss Lancaster met Arabella’s gaze. “I had to travel to the next town to catch another train and—”
“Your excuses are of no interest to me.” So, not late. Delayed. It didn’t escape Arabella that Miss Lancaster had just corrected her, albeit very cordially. She stood and approached the new governess. Circling her slowly, she knew that this sharklike habit of hers usually made housemaids and valets tremble, but Miss Lancaster merely waited until Arabella finished. When she came closer, Arabella could smell more of the smoke. How bad had this “derailment” been? She had not read anything about it in the newspaper, but perhaps it was mentioned in today’s issue, which she had yet to peruse. As she worked toward a deadline, she didn’t always read the paper until late afternoon.
“Are you in mourning, Miss Lancaster?” Arabella walked back to her desk but remained standing. She didn’t like the idea of having the young woman towering over her.
“Yes, milady.” Miss Lancaster nodded but didn’t volunteer any more information.
“Who passed away?” Arabella raised an eyebrow. She needed to know, as this girl was supposed to tend to her children’s education. If it was someone very close to this woman, that wasn’t ideal.
“My grandmother, milady.” A shadow ghosted over Miss Lancaster’s face.
“Was it long ago?” Arabella prayed that it was, since she didn’t want her twin girls to be around someone dressed in black for too long. If she was deep in mourning, perhaps she couldn’t give her daughters her full attention.
“The year is almost over, milady. Another month.” A tremor traveled through Miss Lancaster’s frame, and she squared her shoulders and visibly set her jaw.
“My condolences.” Arabella thought she needed to offer some polite words regarding the governess’s loss, but they didn’t seem to register with the girl.
“You come highly recommended, even if you are younger than I understood you to be, but apparently the McKellars are very fond of you. Mrs. McKellar especially listed all your qualifications and sang your praises.” Arabella turned and pulled the golden silk rope next to her desk. Almost immediately, the door went up, and Kingsley reentered the library.
“Show Miss Lancaster to her room,” Arabella said. Turning to the governess, she continued. “Take the time to get sorted before the children’s supper, at five. I will introduce you to them, and then we will both dine with them, a routine you will stick to unless Kingsley or I tell you differently.”
“Yes, milady.” It was obvious that Miss Lancaster was trembling now. Arabella hoped the girl wasn’t of a delicate nature. She didn’t give that impression, but she looked paler than when she entered the room.
“This way, Miss Lancaster,” Kingsley said and motioned for the governess to follow him.
Arabella sat down and reached for her glasses. Reading the last few sentences she’d written before the new governess finally arrived, she still couldn’t focus. Normally, she only had to start typing and the words flowed, but not now. She envisioned the pale, rigid young woman who stood clutching her hat harder and harder, and the mystery Miss Lancaster exuded intrigued her more than her manuscript did.

Zandra studied the room that would be hers, located on the third floor of the London townhouse belonging to Lady Arabella Grey. She was cold to the bone and grateful for the roaring fire that a maid must have started for her. She tossed her hat—God, she loathed it—onto the bed and staggered over to the fireplace. Extending her hands, she felt the warmth permeate her pale skin and filter through to her veins.
She pulled out her father’s old pocket watch and saw that she had three hours before the twin girls’ supper at five. She longed to have a bath, and she should have ample time. Kingsley, the butler, for some unfathomable reason had taken it upon himself to show her both her room and the very modern adjoining bathroom, outfitted with a water closet and a bathtub.
Opening her trunk, she retrieved her robe and some toiletries, among them her rosewater, and stepped into the bathroom. It was small, but to have her own one was a luxury that had never been bestowed upon her, not even during the horrible years she had lived with her grandmother. Small bottles sat on a narrow shelf above the bathtub, and while she ran the water to fill it, she opened them curiously, one by one. Lovely scents of lavender, citrus, and something resembling winter apples showed they were liquid soaps. This was another luxury Zandra had never encountered before, and she placed her own bottle of rose water, which she used to rinse her hair and face, on the same shelf.
Undressing, she moaned as she unhooked her corset and removed her underwear. Her ribs hurt and so did her left hip. She raised her arms and examined her naked body in the mirror. A large blue-black bruise marred the left side of her torso and down to her thigh. She touched it briefly and winced. She didn’t think she’d broken any ribs, but she wasn’t sure. The train had stopped so violently and then turned on its side, slamming her into the opposite row of benches. Sighing, she hoped she would be able to put on her corset again.
The warm water made her whimper, but it soothed her bruised body. Leaning back, she washed her hair that still smelled of smoke and finished off with a rinse, using her homemade rose water. When the coal from the engine had spilled out and ignited the dry grass along the track, the ensuing fire had created a lot of smoke.
Zandra indulged herself for fifteen minutes in the bathtub, and then came the next challenge. She hauled herself out of the deep tub, and tears flooded her eyes when her side protested. Muttering a curse, she knew this was far from an ideal start in the Grey household. If Lady Arabella lost what little patience she seemed to possess and decided to fire her, Zandra would be in deep trouble. She didn’t know anybody in London, and her financial situation was dire. She wasn’t destitute, but her humble savings and what little money her grandmother had left her wouldn’t last very long—a few months, at the most.
Zandra pulled out clean clothes and opted for a charcoal dress, even if she broke tradition by forgoing a strict black one. She longed to wear color again and not be forced to wear black for a woman who’d made her life miserable. Knowing her year of mourning was almost over, she had brought her favorite three, more colorful, dresses, and hoped Lady Arabella would approve of them. She certainly hadn’t seemed pleased by her being in mourning. Who could blame her? The awful hat alone was enough to make people wince at the sight of her.
While she dressed, which took twice as long as usual since she was so sore, Zandra thought of the woman she was going to work for. Lady Arabella wasn’t at all what she had envisioned. When circumstances in the McKellar household, where Zandra had taught their youngest son before he went off to Eton, had changed and made her redundant, Mrs. McKellar had mentioned her good friend of many years in London and her eleven-year-old twin girls. Zandra had thought it might be an interesting change to teach little girls rather than very rambunctious boys and accepted, as it was high time for her to move on to another household. She had pictured Lady Arabella as refined and traditional, much like Mrs. McKellar. But from their short meeting earlier, Zandra knew Lady Arabella was anything but. Refined, yes. That much was obvious in the way Lady Arabella carried herself. Traditional, absolutely not. Zandra had learned from Mrs. McKellar that the countess was a widow of seven years and had chosen not to remarry, which wasn’t common in her social circles. The Grey money had belonged to Lady Arabella from the beginning, and the woman had complete control of her own finances, which was also a rare thing. Learning these facts before she left Edinburgh, Zandra had been curious about such an unorthodox life and how Lady Arabella made it work.
Tugging at the clasps of her corset, Zandra could barely breathe. She checked the time and gave herself another half hour before she began to explore the parts of the house available to a governess. She usually inhabited a no-man’s land between the upstairs and downstairs.
When she was finally dressed, she dried her long, brown hair as much as possible with a towel. Normally she bathed in the evenings after her wards were asleep and let it air-dry, but now she needed to put it up in her customary twist, even if it was still damp, but so be it. At least she was finally clean.

Arabella strode into her daughter Rosalind’s room. “Dearest, why are you on the bed? Are you unwell?” She sat on the side of Rosalind’s four-poster bed and felt the girl’s forehead. It was cool, and Rosalind didn’t look sick.
“No, Mama. I’m just angry.” Rosalind glowered up at Arabella. “Maeve is going to cause trouble, and I don’t want any part of it.” She slammed a fist into the mattress.
Arabella fought not to smile. Rosalind was the more sweet-natured of her girls, while Maeve, the younger by one minute, was all fire and always had an opinion. Rosalind was usually content to let her sister lead, but occasionally, like now, she became exasperated.
“What is Maeve up to now?” Arabella asked after kissing Rosalind’s forehead.
“She hates the idea of having another governess. She thinks she doesn’t need one. I mean, Miss Perry was all right, but Maeve never liked her, and I know why.”
Arabella also knew why, but still waited for what Rosalind might share with her. “I like the idea of a new governess, who might teach us new things and do it in a different way, maybe. Miss Perry—she just didn’t understand Maeve, and Maeve made it even worse by pulling all those pranks. But I love studying, Mama. I enjoyed having a governess, and if our new one is even better than Miss Perry, then…” She slammed her fist against the mattress again. “If Maeve ruins this…I’ll hate her.”
Arabella shook her head. “No, you won’t, dearest. You love your sister, just not everything she does. What is she up to?”
“I don’t know, Mama, because she’s keeping it even from me. She said that I would ruin the ‘surprise’ and tell on her. I would never. I’d try to put a stop to it, though.” Rosalind sat up and hugged Arabella.
“Very well, Rosalind. I’ll go find your sister and see what I can learn. And don’t worry. Maeve will not hear about our talk from me.” Arabella held Rosalind close for a moment before pulling back to caress Rosalind’s cheek. “Now, go wash your hands. It’s almost time for your supper. I’ll join you today and make the proper introductions to Miss Lancaster.”
“That’s her name? Miss Lancaster?” Rosalind slid off the bed and hurried into the bathroom she and Maeve shared. “What’s her first name?”
“Zandra.” It was a rather unusual spelling.
“Zandra? Isn’t it pronounced Sandra?” Rosalind dried her hands and rejoined Arabella. Small for her age, she kept her curly red hair in two long braids. Her freckled face and blue eyes made her adorable, and Arabella’s heart clenched at the sight of her. Her twins were the most important people in her life.
Maeve turned out to be busy reading at her desk in her room. Looking up from her book, she smiled angelically at her mother, then glowered at her sister, obviously searching for signs that Rosalind might have tattled on her.
“Time for your supper,” Arabella said. “Have you washed your hands?”
“Yes, Mama,” Maeve said, her eyes bright. “I’m famished. What are we having? Do you know?”
“I do. I believe Mrs. Thompson has prepared some veal. Ice cream for dessert, if you’re good girls.” Arabella didn’t let on that she saw the fire inside Maeve reflect in the girl’s eyes. “Come along. I’m going to introduce you to Miss Lancaster.”
“Oh, marvelous,” Maeve said, beaming.
They entered the part of the corridor where the room used for studying and for the girls’ dinners was located. They ate breakfast and lunch with Arabella in the morning room, which was rare among their peers. Normally, children in her social class ate with the nanny or governess and visited with their parents only an hour or two every day—at best. This was not what Arabella wanted for her girls. She despised the idea of leaving their upbringing to someone who could potentially extinguish their fire. It had been attempted with her when she was a young girl, and only her innate strength and disdain for authority had saved Arabella from being a traditional woman of her generation.
One of the maids brought the trolley holding dinner for four people. Behind her, Miss Lancaster carried a large salad bowl that apparently didn’t fit on the trolley. She placed it on the sideboard, where the housemaid busied herself plating the food.
“Miss Lancaster.” Arabella noticed that the new governess had clearly bathed and changed clothes. She smelled of expensive soap…and roses? Her hair looked damp, which meant she had realized she smelled of acrid smoke. Pleased, she gestured at her daughter. “This is Rosalind, to the left, and Maeve, to the right. You may find it hard to tell them apart in the beginning. My rascals initially find it funny to switch identities when they’re introduced to someone new.”
“Hello, Rosalind.” Miss Lancaster held out her hand in a grownup manner as she greeted Rosalind. “I hope you will enjoy my classes and getting to know me.” She turned to Maeve and repeated the handshake, which seemed to startle Maeve. “So good to meet the two of you. I’ve mostly worked with boys and look forward to teaching intelligent girls such as you two. Mrs. McKellar was kind enough to let me know that you’re much further ahead than eleven-year-old young ladies normally are. I’m interested to discover exactly where we need to start.” She smiled broadly at the girls, who merely stared at her.
“Well. Let’s eat before the food gets cold,” Arabella said and motioned for Zandra to sit next to her at the table.
Maeve moved in too fast for Arabella not to be suspicious. “I think Miss Lancaster should sit across from you, Mama. That way you and she can talk.” She smiled innocently, which was far from her usual devil-may-care grin. Even Rosalind glanced wide-eyed at her sister.
Miss Lancaster took the seat Maeve suggested, and when her face didn’t show anything untoward, unless Arabella counted a quick flicker of…pain?… Arabella sighed with relief and took the seat across the table.
They spoke of the girls’ education, and Arabella had to concede that Zandra Lancaster was the type of governess who brought the children into the conversation. She clearly didn’t believe that children should be seen but not heard, which Arabella found refreshing.
“I thought you were in mourning, Miss Lancaster,” Maeve said and tilted her head. “Your dress is charcoal. Not black.”
Miss Lancaster smiled gently. “I know, Maeve,” she said, obviously not about to add a title to the children’s names. “I have only one solid-black dress, and it smelled rather badly of smoke, as I was in an accident on the train coming here. And if you like, you can call me Miss Zandra.” She turned her calm, cognac eyes toward Arabella. “If milady approves, naturally.”
“Why not? I find standing on ceremony rather tiresome.” Arabella speared an innocent piece of asparagus.
“Can’t you lend Miss Zandra one of your black dresses, Mama? You have millions of them.” Rosalind looked between Arabella and Miss Zandra.
Miss Zandra blushed and looked like she’d rather cover her eyes with her free hand. Arabella smiled at her firstborn. “I doubt that would be necessary, Rosalind, but it was a nice idea. I believe Miss Zandra is at the end of her mourning period, for which a dark-grey dress is entirely appropriate.”
They kept the conversation light during the rest of the meal, and Arabella occasionally regarded Maeve, who was beginning to show signs of distress. “Are you all right, dearest?” Arabella said as she delicately dabbed her lips with her linen napkin.
“Mama…” Maeve looked unhappily at her half-eaten food. She swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. You’re going to be so angry.” She blinked slowly.
“Maeve?” Frowning now, Arabella looked over at Miss Zandra, who in turn glanced back and forth between Arabella and Maeve.
“What did you do?” Rosalind whispered and held her silverware so hard, her knuckles whitened. She gaped at her sister.
“Excuse me? What’s going on?” Miss Zandra shifted as if to get up, but as she did, the chair scraped along the floor, and she fell off it. After she disappeared between her chair and Rosalind’s, her chair clattered to the floor.
“Miss Zandra!” Rosalind pushed her chair back and then knelt on the floor. She pushed at the governess’s chair and tried to get it away from Miss Lancaster, but it was impossible. Rounding on her pale sister, Rosalind glared at her. “This is what you did? You glued Miss Zandra’s dress to the chair!”
Arabella circled the table quickly and found the new governess curled up on her left side, trying to catch her breath. It had looked like she’d merely slid off the chair, but something else must be amiss since she was very pale, and tears clung to her lashes. “Miss Zandra?” Arabella looked over at the chair, where the skirt of her charcoal dress was indeed firmly glued to the seat.
“Just let me…catch my breath…” Miss Zandra held up a hand as if warding Arabella off. “It’s not because…I slipped off the chair. I was bruised yesterday…in the train crash.”
“I see.” Arabella tugged at the fabric that was stuck to the chair, but it didn’t budge. “We have to cut you loose, I’m afraid. It seems your dress is destroyed anyway. I will reimburse you for it, naturally, and Maeve will be punished.” She glared at Maeve solemnly. “You, dearest, owe Miss Zandra an apology, and that’s just the beginning.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I’m sorry!” Maeve came around the table, looking down at Miss Zandra. “I had already done this…and then I found I really like you despite everything, and it was too late.”
To Arabella’s astonishment, Miss Zandra smiled faintly. “You’re forgiven. Now, can you and your sister bring me a pair of scissors? I think you’ll have to be the one to cut my skirt loose, Maeve.”
It was somewhat of an experience to watch Maeve’s face while Miss Zandra spoke. She went from pale to pink, only to offer to go on a mission for some scissors with her sister.
“You are very forgiving, Miss Lancaster.” Arabella tugged fruitlessly at the skirt. “Damnation. What kind of glue did she use? It must come from the garden shed. I know the gardener keeps some potent chemicals out there.”
As soon as the girls left the room, Zandra slumped to the floor and groaned. “I’m sorry, milady, but my wounds hurt more than I wanted the girls to realize. I can’t be on my left side, or I will become ill. May I ask you to help me change position?”
“Of course.” Arabella understood that Miss Zandra had underplayed her symptoms while her girls were still in the room, and now, she was in agony. She knelt behind Miss Zandra and tugged her up as far as the skirt would allow. This meant holding the young woman pressed to her chest, which made her stomach clench. It had been a long time since she had embraced anyone except her children. Apparently, that was something one needed to practice, judging from how holding on to Miss Zandra affected her.
“Mama! We found some scissors, and we also found Mrs. Leonora!” The girls ran into the room, followed by the housekeeper.
“Oh, my goodness, milady. Good thing I bumped into the little ladies.” Leonora held up some large fabric scissors and studied the chair. She gave Maeve the scissors and nodded at the skirt of Miss Zandra’s dress. “You did say you had to be the one to cut, Miss Maeve.” She gave Maeve a long look. As it turned out, Mrs. Leonora had to take over the task, as Maeve’s small fingers prevented her from efficiently separating the fabric from the chair.
Once Miss Zandra was liberated, Arabella felt her slump against her for a few moments before she stumbled to her feet. “Thank you, Mrs. Leonora.” She then turned to Arabella, her complexion grey rather than merely pale. “I think I need to go and find something else to wear—”
“As it turns out, Rosalind’s idea earlier might have some merit after all,” Arabella heard herself say. “Why don’t you come with me to my rooms, and we can peruse my closet. I have a feeling we can find something. At least it will be better than a dress with a massive hole in the skirt.” Arabella knew that was only half the truth. She had seen how Miss Zandra favored her right side and moved with a limp. “Girls, let Miss Zandra lean on you until we reach Mama’s rooms. Then you can go back to your study room, where I want you, Maeve, to design a card for Miss Zandra that shows you’re truly sorry. Rosalind, you may read one of your books.”
“Yes, Mama,” the girls said in unison. They stepped in under Zandra’s arms, and she leaned against their shoulders. Slowly, they began to walk to Arabella’s suite one floor down.
Arabella took the lead, wanting to make sure their new governess didn’t fall down the wide staircase.



 
C HAPTER TWO
The Dress
Zandra let go of the twins’ shoulders and remained standing in the center of the floor of what was obviously Lady Arabella’s bedroom. They had reached it via a small parlor, where she could easily envision Lady Arabella relaxing after a day of—whatever this woman spent her days doing. She had seen a typewriter in the library earlier, which had sparked her interest. Perhaps Lady Arabella was avidly corresponding with friends?
“Very well, girls. Back to your study. Maeve, remember, the card needs to be heartfelt.” Arabella looked sternly at the girl.
“Yes, Mama.” Maeve shifted her gaze to Zandra. “I really am sorry. I’m hopeless when I’m angry.”
Zandra melted at the sight of the contrite girl. Identical to her sister in most ways, with their red hair and freckles, she stood there, chin raised but with shiny eyes that spoke of withheld tears.
“I can understand that trait. Why don’t we discuss the subject during our rhetoric and conversation lessons? I was quite the temperamental girl at your age.” That was one way of putting it. Desperate and resentful were other words that came to mind.
Maeve’s tears clung to her lashes now, but she wiped her eyes quickly before they fell. “Thank you, Miss Zandra.”
Arabella nodded, looking somewhat placated. “Excellent. Run along, girls. I’ll be by later.”
“Yes, Mama,” the twins said and hurried out of the room.
Zandra swayed where she stood. “This really isn’t necessary, milady. The dress can be mended, I’m sure—”
“I would think not. The hole is at least fifteen inches across. And matching the fabric exactly will be impossible. I will not have my children’s governess walk around in obviously mended clothes.” Lady Arabella scowled. “I realize this is my child’s fault, and I will make it up to you. In the meantime, I have a few dark dresses that might just fit you.” She looked Zandra over for so long, it made her tremble. “I suggest you sit before you faint.” Arabella pointed to a chair next to a vanity. “There.”
Zandra sat, and when she wasn’t in danger of falling again, she took a quick look around the countess’s bedroom. Dark-blue wallpaper, white furniture, which Zandra found unusual, and gold accents made for a lovely color palette. The large four-poster bed had blue and gold brocade curtains tied back around it, and electric lighting seemed to run through all the rooms she’d been in. Lady Arabella obviously preferred a modern home. The McKellars had been highly suspicious about electric lights and absolutely against installing them in their home. Their gaslight, kerosene lamps, and candles were at least a hundred times more hazardous, in Zandra’s opinion.
Lady Arabella had disappeared behind a door in the far corner, and after a few minutes, she returned with several garments hanging over her arm.
“Milady,” Zandra said, trying to reason with her dynamic new employer. “You needn’t do this yourself. I’m sure your lady’s maid, Emilia, can assist me—”
“She will not know which dresses I’m prepared to gift you. It will be quicker this way.” Lady Arabella’s tone clearly showed that she’d run out of patience for any more arguing. “Here is one. It’s black with a subtle dark-grey pattern. I think it lends itself well to your last month of mourning. I do admit that I’ve always found it ridiculous that we are forced to wear black. If that’s what one wants—fine—but to have a stigma attached to us if we don’t…” She shook her head. “But it is what it is.” Holding up the dress, she tilted her head to Zandra, her stunning white-blond hair falling into her eyes. She moved it with a practiced flick of her head. “Well?”
“The dress is lovely. Far too nice for a woman in my position.”
“It’ll do for now.” Lady Arabella waved Zandra’s statement away with a snap of her fingers.
She held up two more dresses of a similar design. One had a too-deep neckline, which made Zandra blush. “Not appropriate among the children,” she murmured and had to rest her hand against the vanity.
“I think the first one then. Let me assist you.” Arabella held out a hand, and Zandra could only stare at it for the first five seconds. Then she gave in and took Lady Arabella’s soft, strong hand. Lady Arabella didn’t have any problems steadying Zandra, who had to cling to her a few moments.
“Thank you,” Zandra murmured. “I think I can manage.” Of course, just as she uttered the words, she felt a sudden twitch of pain in her side and pressed her hand against it, trying to swallow her whimper.
“Miss Zandra.” Glowering now, Arabella took her by the shoulders. “You have mentioned this train derailment a few times, and it is only now dawning on me that you must have been quite injured. Will you let me examine what pains you so much?” Her stern appearance contradicted the concern in her voice and her gentle grip of Zandra’s shoulders.
Zandra gulped. “It’s a mere bruise, milady. The skin isn’t even broken.”
“That may be, but you could have fractured one or several ribs. That, and the fact that you traveled an entire day after the accident with these injuries, is potentially dangerous.”
Lady Arabella gazed at Zandra’s dress and found the fastening on the side, where it extended up across her right collarbone to the side of her neckline. “This is a clever solution. I commend your seamstress for making a dress that provides independence while getting dressed, yet looking like a high-end garment. It must be very practical.”
“It is.” Zandra began unfastening her dress, afraid the countess would take it upon herself to do it. When she reached her waist, she couldn’t twist enough and had to concede defeat. “I might need help with the last of the buttons.”
“Well, then.” Lady Arabella deftly unbuttoned the last five and helped Zandra step out of the dress.
“Why are you wearing a corset if you’re bruised?” Lady Arabella raised her eyebrows. “That must add to the pain.”
“It did when I tightened it.” Zandra forced herself to not break eye contact with Lady Arabella. She refused to lose her courage now. “Once it locked in place, so to speak, it helped support me.” She made a wry face. “That said, it’s hard to breathe right now.”
“Easily remedied, I hope.” Arabella rounded her and began untying the ribbon on the corset. “Another interesting design. Does this mean you’re able to tighten your corset yourself without having to nearly dislocate your elbows in the process?”
“Yes.” Zandra indicated the intricate system of strings and ribbons. “It’s easy to pull it on, but a challenge to remove it.”
Lady Arabella tugged at a few ribbons and smiled when they came loose. She pulled the corset apart in the back, and the rush of air streaming into Zandra’s lungs was a huge relief. Before she could protest, Lady Arabella pulled the corset off completely.
“Oh, thank you, milady.” She clung to the backrest of the chair she had just vacated. “I—I—”
“Just sit down again, Miss Zandra.” Still sounding matter-of-fact, Lady Arabella helped Zandra onto the chair again with gentle hands.
“I just can’t believe how much trouble I’m causing.” Zandra sighed.
“These troubles are hardly your fault. My daughter and the railway company are the culprits.” While she spoke, Arabella loosened Zandra’s camisole and pulled it up on her left side.
“Dear God, Miss Zandra!” Clearly shocked, Lady Arabella covered her mouth with her hand. Zandra guessed the countess didn’t normally respond this way to an injured member of her staff. Lady Arabella tugged the thin fabric more gently. “The damage starts along your ribs, goes past your waist, and…stand up.” She helped Zandra stand. “Forgive me for being so intrusive.” Lady Arabella studied Zandra’s entire left side. “Your bruise extends past your hip and down to your knee. Is this why you’re limping?”
Feeling cornered, Zandra couldn’t keep the resentment out of her voice. “I limp because your daughter glued me to a chair and I aggravated an already painful injury. An injury I sustained because I agreed to travel across the country to teach your children, milady.” She pulled away and refused to fold her arms over her chest, even though she felt far too exposed. So what? If the countess found it embarrassing that Zandra was only half-dressed, she shouldn’t have insisted that she undress in the first place.
Lady Arabella’s eyes bugged out for a few moments, and then she pursed her lips. “No need for sarcasm. I was merely assessing your injury, not criticizing you.”
Zandra didn’t allow herself to mellow. “May I try on the dress you are determined to bestow upon me?” She knew her polite tone bordered on insubordination. A school of fish seemed to swim in a circular pattern in her belly and caused havoc with all her senses. She had never had anyone scrutinize her half-clad body in this manner, and it totally unnerved her. What kind of household had she agreed to work in? Had she merely exchanged one unsustainable circumstance for another?
“Certainly,” Lady Arabella answered, taking the dress off the hanger. “Will you at least allow me to help you with the buttons, as this is a conventional dress that is fastened in the back?”
Oh, no. What was she supposed to do tonight, at bedtime? Ask the mildly acerbic Emilia whom she had encountered in the kitchen earlier to unbutton her new dress? Or perhaps the calm Leonora, whose bright, gentle disposition made her live up to the meaning of her name, light. “Yes, please, milady.”
“I think it will still fit even if you forgo the corset for now. We don’t have the same body type, but this is a rather forgiving pattern.”
“What?” Zandra turned and looked at Lady Arabella, panicked. “But—” The mere idea that Lady Arabella had compared their bodies made her tremble.
“You’re slender enough, and the dress is cleverly constructed, as you’ll find out.”
Hesitatingly, Zandra stepped into it and felt Lady Arabella pull it up around her. As Zandra pushed her arms through the narrow sleeves, she held her breath as Lady Arabella made sure to straighten her camisole, only too aware how near the countess’s hands were to her skin. Why this made her need to inhale too deeply and too frequently was anybody’s guess, but the urge made Zandra want to pull away—before she managed to figure it out.

Arabella harnessed her anger, and whatever else had set her on edge, as she began to carefully close the back of the black dress. Indeed, Miss Zandra—good Lord, even she had adopted this young woman’s suggestion how to address her, when she should have just referred to her as Miss Lancaster, or even just Lancaster—was slender, but surprisingly curvaceous now that she wasn’t constrained by a ridiculous corset. Arabella had her dresses made so she could go without one if she chose to, and this black dress was one of them. She hadn’t worn it in two years, but it was still modern enough and suited this purpose.
She kept an eye on Miss Zandra’s camisole, which wanted to bunch up inside the dress without the corset. Nudging it into place, she felt tremors race through Miss Zandra’s body, and to her annoyance, her own stomach clenched again. This was ridiculous. Not only that, but it was also dangerous.
Finally, Miss Zandra was properly covered again, and Arabella rounded her to see the finished result.
The black dress hugged every curve, and even if it had a modest neckline, it still pushed Miss Zandra’s décolleté enough to draw attention. Good thing this girl would wear this dress only until Arabella’s seamstress could make a new one. After all, Miss Zandra shouldn’t represent the Grey household in a sub-par dress.
“It fits you better than I thought,” Arabella said. Her tone sounded cold even to herself, and Miss Zandra flinched. Good. She needed to put space between them after this dubious idea of her assisting her children’s governess, no matter how right it felt after Miss Zandra’s ordeal. Why the hell had she brought the woman to her bedroom when she could have sent her downstairs with Leonora? For all she cared, Miss Zandra could have borrowed one of Emilia’s strict dresses until later.
“Thank you.” Miss Zandra sounded dispassionate, and she stood so straight and with her hand clasped before her, that Arabella wondered if she’d imagined the warm, friendly woman who had talked to her girls earlier.
She knew this distance was for the best, as she didn’t normally let anyone in, let alone someone belonging to the staff, even if a governess was a special entity. Not in service, per se, but not a peer either, even if many of them came from good families. Sometimes such a family had fallen onto hard times, and the well-born daughter needed to work. Before Arabella had harnessed her curiosity, she wanted to ask why Miss Zandra had to seek employment. It wasn’t hard to see that she’d had a stellar upbringing and education. It was most likely a money situation, which was unfortunate, given Miss Zandra’s beauty and poise. Then again, why would Arabella wish for the young woman to be caught in the trap of marrying a man who would take over her entire life?
“Take a look,” Arabella said, deliberately mellowing her voice as she motioned to the full-length mirror.
Miss Zandra moved across the floor, the limp barely noticeable now. She quickly stopped when she saw her reflection. “Heaven help me.” She stared at herself. “I can’t teach the children in this, milady!” She rounded on Arabella, her eyes huge.
Arabella was at a loss for words as she stared at the revelation before her. The dress, pushing at Miss Zandra’s more generous curves, made an entirely different statement than when Arabella had worn it a couple of years ago. “I agree.” She held back a curse. Nothing was going to plan. “Wait.” She walked over to her dresser and rummaged around for a few moments. “Here.” She plucked out a few large lace handkerchiefs and gave them to Miss Zandra. “You can use it to cover your, uhm, décolleté. The addition will still fit the style of the dress.”
Miss Zandra turned to the mirror, and after giving Arabella a pointed look, which clearly meant for her to turn around, she pushed one of the handkerchiefs into the neckline of the dress. Arabella had turned her back, but another mirror on the other side of the bedroom showed enough, and she found it extraordinarily difficult to look away. She blinked repeatedly when she saw Miss Zandra push the handkerchief in place.
Furious at herself and annoyed with the strong-headed Miss Zandra, who was clearly not above reprimanding or correcting her employer, Arabella strode toward the door leading to her private parlor. “Can you find your way back to the children?” She refused to look at anything but Miss Zandra’s eyes, but it was an effort.
“Yes, of course, milady. Thank you for lending me your dress. And for the handkerchiefs. I will have it all back to you clean and proper as soon as I have made arrangements for a new dress.”
“Tomorrow’s Saturday, and I’m going out. You can join me if you like, and we’ll stop by to see my seamstress. Bring one of your other dresses, and I’m sure she can replicate your clever fastenings.”
Miss Zandra looked like she might decline, but obviously she was of a practical nature, because she finally nodded once. “Thank you, milady.” She bowed—damn it, bowed—and left the parlor.
Arabella walked over to the window overlooking their small garden. Her country estate was surrounded by a large park, but in London, it was enough to have a small backyard—somewhere to have a glass of wine or breakfast on nice mornings. She pressed her forehead to the cool window. It was an unusually cold March. Growling deep in her throat, she pushed off the window and adjusted her hair. She had work to do, decisions to make, and some of those decisions were life-altering for her and the girls.
A knock on the door made Arabella pivot and assume a rigid position. She half-expected the exasperating Miss Zandra to return to argue against the dress some more. “Enter.”
Kingsley stepped inside, holding a silver tray. “A telegram, milady.”
Arabella waited for him to reach her and then snatched it from the tray, unable to keep her growing annoyance from showing. “Thank you.”
Kingsley bowed smartly and left her parlor. She opened the telegram and then took a deep breath. This was it. This was what would change everything for the better.
From: White Star Line
To: Lady Arabella Grey
Confirmation for seven (7) 1st cl tickets and suite w adj cabins. <stop>
Departure from Southampton Noon Wednesday 10th April 1912 <stop>
Itinerary for the R.M.S. Titanic sent to London address. <stop>



 
C HAPTER THREE
The Back Seat and The Back Room
Zandra stood ready and waiting when Arabella came down the stairs, pulling on her gloves as she crossed the checkered marble floor.
“There you are.” Lady Arabella glanced at her reflection in the large mirror across from the front door before flicking her fingers for Zandra to join her.
Kingsley stood by the door and opened it for them. Zandra had asked him which door she was supposed to use. Kingsley, a friendly man, unlike so many other butlers, had said that, in the Grey household, the governess used the front door when accompanying the children or Lady Arabella. If leaving or returning on her own, she should use the servants’ entrance.
Outside, Paul, the chauffeur, held open the door for Lady Arabella, who quickly climbed into the automobile. Zandra wished she had asked Kingsley whether she was riding in the back with Lady Arabella or in front with Paul. Hesitating, she pulled her coat’s collar closed against the icy breeze. She looked at Paul, shuddering, and hoped to catch a clue from him, but he merely stared at her with a slightly awed expression.
“Miss Zandra. Are you coming?” Lady Arabella leaned forward, frowning. “I dislike being kept waiting.”
Zandra hurried forward and stepped inside the car, sitting next to Arabella in the quite narrow seat. However, she was used to sharing the seat with a small boy, not a grown woman. Were all cars such a tight squeeze?
“My seamstress is a miracle worker. We need to order two dresses that you can easily wear even after your mourning period.” Arabella kept gazing at something outside the window. “Are your other dresses reasonably à la mode?”
“From a Scottish point of view, I’d say so.” Zandra wasn’t sure she liked this overbearing intrusion into how she dressed, though she realized she represented Lady Arabella’s household as her children’s governess, especially out in public.
Lady Arabella snapped her head around, her eyes narrowing. “Which doesn’t mean anything.” She stared at the horrible black hat that Zandra hated more than words could express. “Perhaps Madame Tatiana’s milliner has something better than that atrocity in stock. We can hope.”
Zandra could get behind that. If she didn’t have to wear the flat, unbecoming—yes, atrocity of a hat—any longer, she could accept criticism for having resided two years in Scotland. Besides, Edinburgh was hardly the highland wilderness.
“Thank you, milady,” Zandra said. “I wouldn’t mind if I didn’t have to lay eyes on this hat again.”
“If you dislike it, why did you buy it?” Lady Arabella raised her brows.
“I didn’t. It was my grandmother’s. I—I couldn’t afford one. Nor will I be able to buy any extra dresses, milady. Since you want to exchange the one that—was ruined—I can agree to that. Though I might be able to purchase a hat.”
“I thought you realized that Madame Tatiana would bill me as she always does. Regard it as part of your…uniform, as it were.” Arabella returned to looking out the window.
Uniform? Zandra still wasn’t comfortable with Lady Arabella’s plan. She was quite aware that a servant or governess got only one chance to protest anything. If she tried again…it wouldn’t go down well.
After twenty minutes of driving along the busy streets of London, Paul pulled over and jumped out of his seat. Opening the door, he held out his arm to Zandra, but she merely smiled and stepped onto the pavement. Lady Arabella was right behind her, and when a man ran into Zandra, pushing her toward the car, she barely managed to brace herself against the open door.
Unable to not whimper in pain as the muscles in her left side screamed, Zandra clung to the door, trying to not close it on her employer.
“Zandra!” Lady Arabella called out. “That man should be reported. Are you injured?”
Shocked that Lady Arabella called her by her first name only, Zandra shook her head. “I’m fine, thank you, milady. Just—sore.”
“I would imagine so.” Lady Arabella rounded Zandra and extended her hand. “Come on. Step away from the pavement, and let’s get into safer territory. Madame Tatiana can only prick you with a pin.”
Slightly dizzy, Zandra followed Lady Arabella into a shop, where a woman of undeterminable age and the brightest red hair Zandra had ever seen approached them.
“I got your message, milady,” Madame Tatiana said, her voice low and resonant. “Is this the child? Dear girl. Come sit over here. You are pale. Do you not feed your employees, milady?”
Zandra gawked at the seamstress. Surely her frank words would get her into trouble. To her utter shock, Lady Arabella merely chuckled, walked over to the corner, and poured two cups of tea. “You scare Miss Zandra with your odd sense of humor, madame. She’s very new to our household and might think you mean what you say.”
“Look at the girl. You must have scared the living daylights out of her in that monstrous machine you insist on riding in. No wonder she’s lost her color.” Madame Tatiana looked at Zandra and then slowly lifted her gaze. “That said…what is that?” She widened her eyes.
“That is one of the things I hope you’ll be able to help us with.” Lady Arabella took one of the teacups for Zandra. “Here, Miss Zandra. I put extra sugar into it. You’ll get over the shock much faster.”
“What shock? Apart from the one the darling girl must’ve sustained from seeing her own reflection when leaving your house with that thing on her beautiful head.”
“Just outside your store, madame, a madman practically shoved her into the side of my automobile. If Miss Zandra hadn’t acted hastily, he would have caught us both.”
Madame Tatiana glared toward the entrance, as if the man might be waiting around to be the victim of her wrath. “Some of these younger men have no manners.” She pulled out Zandra’s hat pin. Examining it, she studied the pretty owl at the end of it. “Now, my dear, this is lovely. You hold on to it.” She handed Zandra the pin and then threw her grandmother’s old hat into a bin.
Placing the pin on the table next to her, Zandra sipped the tea, grateful for the strong, sweet beverage. “Thank you, milady,” she murmured.
“Lady Arabella, would you like to try on the last of the dresses you ordered for spring? Let the girl find her bearings in the meantime, yes?” Madame Tatiana didn’t wait for Lady Arabella’s reply but disappeared behind a curtain.
“Guess I’ve been summoned,” Arabella muttered, then put her teacup aside. She followed Madame Tatiana, leaving Zandra to enjoy her tea and find her bearings.

Arabella studied her reflection. “Did we really agree on the pearls here?” She pointed at the beautiful but, in her mind, too youthful decoration along the neckline.
“We did, milady. They bring out the color of your hair.” Madame Tatiana spoke absent-mindedly as she examined the sleeves.
“My hair has no color.” Arabella adjusted her forelock.
“Yet, in the right lighting, it sparkles and takes on a life of its own. As will the pearls.” Madame Tatiana chuckled. “Why don’t we ask for a second opinion. Let’s show your girl.”
Before Arabella could object, Madame Tatiana flung the curtain open and raised her voice. “Miss Zandra. Please join us. We need you to cast your vote.”
“Excuse me?” Miss Zandra sounded puzzled, but Arabella heard her get up and walk toward them.
Entering the dressing room, Miss Zandra looked around at all the fabrics, half-finished dresses, mannequins, and sewing materials. Four women operated sewing machines, and one woman was embroidering something that required a large magnifying glass.
“Here. Over here.” Madame Tatiana hooked her arm around Miss Zandra’s waist and pulled her over to Arabella. “Let me know what you think. Your honest opinion, yes?”
Looking like an animal in a trap on the verge of closing, Miss Zandra gazed at Arabella, her eyes widening. “My opinion? But why?”
That was a good question. Arabella wanted to bare her teeth in a growl at the impossible seamstress. If Madame Tatiana wasn’t the absolute best at her craft, Arabella would have left in a huff years ago. She had indulged the woman for too long.
“Because your opinion matters just as much as anyone else’s.” Madame Tatiana’s eyes glittered as she met Arabella’s gaze. “Isn’t that so, milady?”
“Oh, absolutely,” she said silkily. “Go on, Miss Zandra. What’s your verdict regarding Madame Tatiana’s latest creation?”
“The color is very unusual, but it suits you well, milady. The shape is flattering, and the embroidery is stunning,” Miss Zandra spoke quickly and in a low tone, but her quick response surprised Arabella. It seemed as if even Madame Tatiana was taken aback.
“And?” Arabella said slowly.
“If I were to change anything, I would remove the faux roses next to the pearls.” Miss Zandra took a step back, probably certain that she had offended either woman, or both.
“The roses? What roses?” Arabella turned to the mirror and stepped closer. “Oh, good God, Madame Tatiana. Were you trying to spring these florals on me? You know I refuse to wear anything adorned with flowers. You will have to remove them.”
“And the pearls?” Arabella turned to Miss Zandra, who closed her eyes briefly, perhaps trying to wish herself somewhere else.
“The pearls make the dress perfect for you, milady,” Miss Zandra said. “They are soft and understated.”
“Really.” Arabella turned her back to Tatiana. “Very well, keep the pearls. Remove the flowers. And liberate me.”
“Of course, milady.” As Madame Tatiana began unfastening the tiny buttons on the back of the dress, Arabella glimpsed Miss Zandra scurrying out into the store and closing the curtain behind her.

So much for privacy. Zandra stood balancing on a stool, dressed in only her petticoat and camisole. At first, Madame Tatiana had looked shocked that she wasn’t wearing a corset, but then she must have seen the large bruise and merely nodded. “With or without corset, your physique would be the envy of every young woman who sets foot in my studio.” After taking out her measuring tape, Madame Tatiana began writing notes as her assistant made good use of it.
Of course Lady Arabella wanted to weigh in on what dresses she meant to order for her. But then Madame Tatiana pointed out that Zandra had been “most astute” in sizing up Arabella’s own dress.
Taking a seat on a tall stool, Lady Arabella kept an eye on everything that took place, and when the different fabrics came out, she voiced her opinion regarding only how many dresses she wanted. Two for the soon-to-be-over mourning period, and two others for spring. Zandra wanted to stomp her foot and remind Lady Arabella that she already had dresses for spring, but it would be of little use.
“I plan for us to travel,” Lady Arabella said. “That means having several choices. That also means that one of the dresses should function as an evening gown, if necessary.”
Zandra nearly fell off the stool. Travel? Evening gown? “Milady?” she asked weakly.
“Are you trying to kill this girl as well, milady?” Madame Tatiana asked. “She could have broken her neck.”
Lady Arabella merely rolled her eyes in an already familiar way.
Zandra picked a pale-yellow fabric that boasted a darker-yellow pattern and a champagne-colored silk fabric for the evening gown. Thankfully, Madame Tatiana had several designs whose patterns were already in use, which made it easier to choose—and it gave Zandra some peace that it wouldn’t be entirely a one-of-a-kind dress like the ones the designer had made for Lady Arabella. When she had pointed out the clever buttons on her destroyed dress, Madame Tatiana had shown her several other options for independence in getting dressed. The dresses suitable for mourning would be ready within a week, clever buttons included.
When Zandra was ready to climb down from the stool, Lady Arabella was right there, extending her hand.
“We can’t have you fall and break your neck, can we?” she murmured, and the low timbre of her voice sent shivers down Zandra’s spine. When Lady Arabella took her hand and guided her safely onto the floor, Zandra could feel other tingles traveling up her arm. She swallowed hard and turned to Madame Tatiana to thank her, wishing immediately that she hadn’t. The perceptive seamstress stood with her hands on her hips, regarding them under raised eyebrows, and appeared to have just had an epiphany.
Zandra wasn’t the only one who reacted to Madame Tatiana’s expression. Lady Arabella actually sent the normally sassy woman a look that made her take a step back.
“The dresses need to be delivered before the seventh of April,” Arabella said. “If need be, Harris can collect them.”
“Yes, milady,” Madame Tatiana said. “Can Miss Zandra come in for a fitting, or I could bring an assistant and come to the house if that’s more convenient?”
“The latter. Miss Zandra will have no time to go gallivanting around London. She’ll be busy teaching my daughters.”
“Of course, milady.”
For some reason, Lady Arabella stayed behind while the assistant helped Zandra back into the black dress. Zandra did her best not to yelp when the assistant, not knowing about her bruise, tugged too hard at the dress. She didn’t want the poor girl to suffer the wrath of Lady Arabella.
When Zandra was dressed again, Madame Tatiana clapped her hands. “I almost forgot! Miss Zandra needs a new hat. Let’s see…” She walked over to a shelf at the far wall of the store, where eight different black hats were on display. “You can have your pick of any of these, Miss Zandra.”
Zandra looked at them but had no idea which to choose. “I just need one to go with my hairdo. I keep my hair like this most of the time.” She indicated her twist. “Sometimes a low bun.”
“I know precisely. Do you like this one?” Taking down a small, pretty hat with stylized flowers and a thin net covering the wearer’s forehead, Madame Tatiana put it on Zandra’s head. “We just need your pin.”
“I left it there on the table—oh, thank you, milady.” Zandra took it out of Lady Arabella’s hand and gave it to Madame Tatiana.
“The sooner we can leave,” Lady Arabella muttered.
As they exited the store, Paul followed their every step, clearly not about to let any sprinting men run into either of them again. Zandra stopped to let Lady Arabella in first, but she shook her head. “No. I plan to leave the car twice more before we return home. You can just sit back and wait. This way I don’t have to step on your feet when I exit.”
That made sense. Zandra climbed into the car and pressed herself into the corner, to give Lady Arabella most of the space. Paul, whose surname she now knew was Harris, drove for about five minutes before he pulled over again and opened the door for Lady Arabella. She was gone for about five more minutes, and then Paul seemed to drive back the same way they came, although Zandra knew she could be wrong, as she hadn’t been to London since she was a little girl.
She had no idea she’d fallen asleep, until a firm, but not brusque, hand shook her hand. “Miss Zandra. Zandra! Wake up. I’m about to run another errand, and I’d rather not have to explain to Harris why you’re leaning on my shoulder.”
“Wh—what?” Zandra shot up into a sitting position, appalled at having not only fallen asleep in the presence of her employer, but also slid onto her shoulder—goodness, for how long?—even if she’d given Lady Arabella as much space as possible.
Her bruise hurt, and she fought back tears. “I apologize, milady. I had no idea—”
“I would think not,” Arabella said acerbically. “Then again, don’t fret about it. I dragged you on this shopping spree mere days after your horrendous accident. I did find the article about it, and it was so much worse than I ever could have imagined. We are lucky you’re alive. Several others didn’t make it.”
“I—I know,” Zandra said, trembling now. “I saw some of the less-fortunate ones, as they were in my car.” She couldn’t continue but looked out the window to try to compose herself.
“I’m sorry you had to go through that. I can’t imagine—” Lady Arabella broke off her soft tone when Paul pulled the car over. “One last errand, and then we’ll go home.”
“Home.” Zandra immediately realized she had repeated the word out loud. Only when Lady Arabella hesitated before stepping out of the car did she realize exactly what she’d said and pressed her lips hard together, as if that would stop some other unexpected words from escaping.
Lady Arabella raised an eyebrow and then turned to hurry into what looked like a bookstore. At any other given moment, Zandra would have mustered the courage to ask to join Lady Arabella, but her employer was right. She was exhausted after the traumatizing last few days.
Closing her eyes again, she was soon fast asleep.



 
C HAPTER FOUR
An Expensive Bird
Arabella returned to the car, carrying a parcel of books she intended to give the girls when they set off on their journey to America. Harris opened the door for her, and Arabella handed him the parcel as she prepared to step inside. She had opened her mouth to say something to Miss Zandra, when she saw that the girl was asleep again, this time leaning against the cold window. Arabella owned one of the few vehicles that boasted a closed rear, yet the car was still a frigid way to transport people. At least they were out of the chilly wind.
Arabella frowned. It couldn’t be good for her to sit like that. Grabbing one of the blankets Harris kept in the back of the car, she tucked it around Miss Zandra.
“Mm?” Zandra turned her head away from the window but didn’t open her eyes. “Home?”
“Not yet. Soon.” Arabella sat down, and just like before, Miss Zandra shifted and ended up with her head on Arabella’s shoulder. “Dear God.” Arabella glanced at the rearview mirror but didn’t think Harris would be able to see Miss Zandra unless he turned around and looked directly at them.
She decided—again—to let Miss Zandra rest, as there was bound to be mayhem at the house when the girls learned they were back. Rosalind had sulked about not being able to go, and Arabella could picture her asking all kinds of fashion-related questions.
Again, Arabella could sense a faint scent of roses coming from Miss Zandra and could have sworn it originated from her hair. Perhaps the girl had some special rose-scented concoction. No matter what, it tickled her senses, and she inhaled the soft scent greedily.
Harris was a capable, safe driver, and he couldn’t be blamed for potholes in the road. The car bounced several times, and the fourth time it happened, Miss Zandra began to slip. Arabella put out her arm in front of her to stop her from falling forward and risk smacking her face into the partition between them and Harris, who was protected from the elements only by a small protruding part of the roof.
Zandra’s upper body pressed against Arabella’s arm, which made her wake up. Seeming disoriented at first, she didn’t seem to notice that Arabella’s arm brushed her bosom as she tried to keep her from falling.
“Easy. The road is notoriously bad around here. We’ll be home shortly.” Arabella tried to sound matter-of-fact, but it wasn’t easy when she could feel the outline of Miss Zandra’s breasts through her coat sleeve.
“Good. Wait.” Miss Zandra snapped her eyes wide open. “Oh, no. Not again. I’m so sorry, milady.” She tossed herself back into her corner, squeezing her eyes closed for a moment before she dared look at Arabella.
“Don’t be dramatic, Miss Zandra. Compose yourself, as we indeed are near home. The girls will be eager to hear about your adventure at Madame Tatiana’s. They too have new spring dresses being made there, but they’ve already had their final fitting.”
“Dresses. Yes. Of course. Dresses for spring.” Miss Zandra shook her head briefly. “I don’t know why I’m so prone to dozing off. I’m usually never this way.” She shifted and grimaced, clearly still in pain.
“The shock from the accident, the injury, the journey across Scotland and England, and then acclimating into a new household where a child glued you to a chair. Not to mention being in that buffoon’s path today. I find it perfectly reasonable that you’d be exhausted. Once we reach home, we’ll have lunch with the girls, and then I suggest you rest before you accompany them for a walk. If you’re up for it, of course. If not, it can wait until tomorrow—or Monday.”
“Thank you,” Miss Zandra whispered. “I’m sure a walk will be good for all of us. I mean, the girls and me.”
“I rarely have time to indulge in outdoor exercise. I must work this afternoon to make up for lost time.” Arabella wondered why she explained herself to Miss Zandra, as this was not her habit. In fact, she insisted that people take her word at face value and just do her bidding because she paid them to do so. She paid Miss Zandra also, yet Arabella found her vocal cords and lips form one word after the other simply because she found it easy—and she wanted to.
Reeling herself in, she focused on the people they passed in the street. She was so lost in thought, she flinched when it turned out that Harris had stopped outside her townhouse. He performed his usual duties, and Arabella stepped outside, glancing behind her to make sure the young governess got out of the car in one piece.
“Mama! You’re here!” Rosalind ran down the stairs that sloped to the pavement. “Did you bring any of your dresses home yet? And what did Miss Zandra get—oh, look. A new hat. I saw Miss Zandra’s old one this morning, and I’m glad you bought a new hat, Miss Zandra, because the old one was hideous.”
“Rosalind, calm down. We don’t criticize anyone else’s wardrobe.” Arabella sensed how Miss Zandra flinched and turned to stare at her in disbelief. “I know I do, when it comes to anyone representing this household. But you’re not in my position, Rosalind, since you’re unable to help Miss Zandra find and procure a better-looking hat. It would have been a pointless critique, don’t you agree, dearest?”
“Yes, Mama. I apologize for what I said about your old hat, Miss Zandra.” Rosalind looked up at Miss Zandra earnestly.
“It was an ugly hat, that’s true,” Miss Zandra said. “But that doesn’t matter. The person wearing it might not be able to afford or have access to anything else.”
“Exactly.” Arabella walked up the stairs and found Kingsley and Maeve waiting just inside the door.
“Hello, dearest,” Arabella said and kissed Maeve’s forehead. “Almost time for lunch.”
“Yes, I know,” Maeve said and gazed past Arabella at her governess. “Hello, Miss Zandra. Did you find a new dress instead of the one I ruined?” She was still subdued, which Arabella took as a sign that she was truly contrite.
“I did. Several, thanks to Lady Arabella’s generosity. I will receive them early next week. The spring dresses will take a little longer. If you’re curious what they’ll end up looking like, I can draw them for you later.”
“You can draw clothes?” Rosalind gaped. “I would love to see that, Miss Zandra.”
“Of course you may.” Miss Zandra smiled gently at Rosalind.
Arabella studied Miss Zandra closely. That could explain some of her sense for details regarding Arabella’s dress. Was she a trained illustrator perhaps? The McKellars hadn’t mentioned anything like that, but perhaps little boys weren’t too interested in drawing clothes. Arabella promised herself to investigate while they had their lunch.
“Miss Zandra’s dresses won’t take very long,” Arabella said as she removed her coat and gave it to Kingsley, along with her hat. “We’re traveling soon, and we will need to take them with us, as we’ll be gone a while.”
“How long, Mama?” Arabella’s daughters gaped. “We didn’t know you’d bought the tickets. Did you get them already?” Rosalind did a perfect pirouette.
“Not yet. They’re in the mail, though. We will leave for Southampton on the third of April.” Arabella watched Kingsley help a pale Miss Zandra out of her coat. When she raised her arms to remove her pin and take off her new hat, Arabella could see that it was impossible for her to move her left arm adequately.
Not about to let Kingsley remove a lady’s hat, pin and all, Arabella stepped closer. “Allow me.” She pulled the owl pin out and took off the stunning hat. Inserting the pin into the hat again, she slid her index finger over the bejeweled bird. “An heirloom?”
“Yes. It was my mother’s.” Miss Zandra straightened the ends of her sleeves.
“The emeralds make this piece unique and rather expensive, I would imagine.” Arabella placed the hat on the table in the center of the hallway. “Kingsley, keep a close eye on Miss Zandra’s hat pin.”
“Of course, milady.” Kingsley took the hat and placed it inside one of the cabinets where the outdoor clothes were stored.
“Excuse me, milady, but did you say emeralds?” Miss Zandra blinked repeatedly. “Real emeralds?”
“Oh, absolutely. Surely you must know that fact?” Arabella raised a deliberate eyebrow.
“No, milady. I…I had no idea.” Miss Zandra looked indeed stunned.
“Well, now you do. I would imagine you were always careful with it, as it is an heirloom from your mother, but it should be worth quite a bit, so now you have one more reason to not leave it sitting on a table in a shop.” Arabella turned to go visit one of the powder rooms. “Go wash your hands girls. We eat in ten minutes.” She glanced at Kingsley, who nodded.
“Lunch is on time, milady.”
“I’ll beat you, Rosalind!” Maeve seemed to have recovered from her bout of contrition. The girls rushed in the opposite direction, heading for the powder room nearer the morning room.
“You may join me, Miss Zandra. This corridor has two powder rooms. She pointed to one door and then chose the one on the opposite wall for herself. Entering, she let the water run, not minding the cold right now, as she had felt flustered on and off all day. Adding a governess to their journey had been a spur-of-the-moment idea that entailed all this extra planning. Three weeks ago, she had never heard of Zandra Lancaster, and considering all the drama that had occurred since she arrived—even before she arrived—Arabella was surprised that she hadn’t cut her losses and waited until they reached New York before she hired a governess.
Stepping out into the corridor, she found Miss Zandra waiting for her. “Are you ready?” Arabella tilted her head and considered the strange juxtaposition between the austere dress and the warmth Miss Zandra exuded, as well as the way her soft hair twist framed her face. Those qualities, combined with a hint of irreverence and strength, made Arabella press a hand to her stomach.
“Yes, milady,” Miss Zandra replied and started walking half a step behind Arabella.
“I much prefer if you fall into step with me.” Arabella lowered her voice. “After today, I think we can agree that the submissive-servant act doesn’t suit you.”
“Eh—excuse me, milady?” Miss Zandra nearly fell behind again but lengthened her stride. “I don’t understand.”
“You were self-assured enough when you critiqued my dress. You fell asleep on my shoulder twice.” Arabella glanced at the now-flustered Miss Zandra. “And when that idiot in the street nearly took us both out, you managed to save me from being hit by slamming into the side of my car. You’re no sensitive greenhouse flower, are you, Miss Zandra?”
Miss Zandra was quiet for so long, Arabella was certain she wouldn’t reply, but then she said, “I suppose not. Yet that doesn’t mean I don’t know my place, milady.”
“You wear a hat pin worth hundreds of pounds. It hints that you come from a different home than what Mrs. McKellar suggested in her letters.” Arabella stopped just outside the morning room. “We will address this situation later. For now, let’s spend time with the girls and finally get something to eat.”
“Very well, milady.” Miss Zandra took a deep breath, clenching her teeth. “Let’s.”
Oh, the young woman showed she could get annoyed as well. Arabella did her best to hide her shudder.

Zandra sat next to Rosalind and across from Maeve. Lady Arabella claimed the head of the table, regarding them all with great interest, as it seemed.
“Please, Miss Zandra,” Arabella said slowly. “Rosalind and I are dying to know how you have become proficient in drawing clothes. Or are you perhaps a talented artist in general?”
“I’m not sure I’m talented, but I can draw garments, and I take great joy in it.” Zandra dabbed her lips with her napkin, wanting to hide behind it as much as she could. She did not enjoy being put on the spot—again. After what Lady Arabella had said to her in the hallway, she was half expecting a literal interrogation.
“All garments? Like hunting clothes, ball gowns, bathing suits, and lingerie?” Maeve asked, her eyes glittering. Zandra had a feeling the little rascal was trying to trap her.
“I can’t say I have tried to draw all those clothes, Maeve, but some. The principle should be the same. After all, drawing is about putting together basic shapes.”
Lady Arabella blinked. Perhaps Zandra’s answer surprised her.
“I would love to see samples of what you have drawn in the past, Miss Zandra,” Lady Arabella said, a faint smile now playing on her lips.
Zandra measured every breath she took, to keep from hyperventilating, something she’d been known to do when feelings of panic struck her. She counted to three every time she inhaled and then paused, only to repeat the same when she exhaled.
“I wish I could draw,” Rosalind said longingly. “I would love to be able to draw horses and people.”
“You can learn, Rosalind,” Zandra said calmly between breaths. “Our hands have muscles that can be taught to portray what our eyes see. If you are truly interested, I can teach you the basics.” Catching herself, she added quickly, “If Lady Arabella approves, of course.”
“Do you, Mama? Do you approve of Miss Zandra?” Rosalind looked pleadingly at her mother.
“By all means, Rosalind, if it makes you happy.” Lady Arabella sent Zandra a searing look. It was obvious that Zandra was stacking up several different things that Lady Arabella meant to “address later.” Shivering, Zandra cut into her pork chop with more interest in avoiding Lady Arabella’s gaze than any real hunger.
“What are we doing this afternoon, Mama?” Maeve asked. “Or…are you working again, which means we have to take a walk in this cold weather?”
“I had planned to, but I can cut my work hours in half if you are good girls and take a nap after lunch. Yesterday held too much excitement for you and for Miss Zandra. I think you should all rest for a couple of hours, and then I’ll be ready to join you in the study. We could play board games or perhaps charades.”
“Oh, yes, charades,” Rosalind said and clapped her hands. “Now that there are four of us, two on each team.” She smiled broadly, and even Maeve seemed excited.
“What do you think, Miss Zandra? Does charades in the afternoon before the children’s tea sound agreeable to you?”
Zandra couldn’t believe that Lady Arabella was actually asking her, a lowly employee. She was most likely putting on a show to annoy her and endear herself to her children. That was what she thought, but two could play the make-believe game. “I remember enjoying charades when I was younger, and sometimes we’d play it at the McKellars’ home. Their little boy was particularly good at it.”
The twins looked at each other, and wordless communication had never been louder. Obviously Rosalind and Maeve planned to outsmart and outwit any little boy that Zandra had ever taken care of.
After they finished their lunch, Lady Arabella excused her children. “Go on up and rest, girls. You’re big enough not to need tucking in during the daytime. I’m sure your governess will look in on you before she also retires for a few hours.”
“Of course, milady,” Zandra said.
Once the girls had left after kissing their mother’s cheeks, Lady Arabella stood, which meant that Zandra did too. “About today.” Lady Arabella tapped her lower lip as she walked over to where the valet had put the coffee pot and poured herself a cup. “Do you want some?” She held up the pot.
“No—no, thank you, milady.” Zandra stood with her hands folded in front of her, hoping her face showed no emotion right now. Beneath the surface, her feelings rushed around in her blood stream, causing havoc.
“I think I’ve barely scratched the surface with you, Miss Zandra. Every time I think I’ve figured you out, and I pride myself at being a good judge of character, you say or do something that…well, doesn’t alter everything, but reveals enough about you to make me wonder who is really meant to join us on our trip and take care of my children.”
“Excuse me, milady. I heard something about traveling before, but am I to understand I’m expected to go on an extended journey?” Zandra wasn’t sure why that had been her assumption, but clearly, she was wrong.
“Extended journey. I’d say so. We’re sailing on the Titanic on April 10th, to New York. I plan to write my upcoming two novels there, and then I’ll see how the girls like it—or if they’d rather return to London.”
Zandra gaped. “M-Milady…what? New York?”
“I have a house there. I haven’t been there since before my husband died. I’m taking my lady’s maid, my housekeeper, Kingsley, and you with me. I want continuity for the girls, and I want people I can trust to set up the house in New York.” Arabella spoke more slowly. “The McKellars assured me that you are completely unattached and have no living relatives and would have no issues with leaving London for a few years.”
The McKellars. What? “The McKellars told you I had nobody left?” Zandra was furious but tried to keep her breathing calm, and herself even calmer. How could the McKellars know that fact? They were a nice family, but much more traditional about how they regarded servants and employees. Invisible, annoying, practical. And they had the gall to pretend they knew anything about her life…Zandra stopped herself before she directed these words toward Lady Arabella, but perhaps some of her ire showed in her eyes, because her employer appeared almost shocked at her outburst.
Before Zandra could harness her anger, Lady Arabella stepped closer, well within her personal space. “This is unexpected. I didn’t think you could look more beautiful.”



 
C HAPTER FIVE
Touching
Zandra wasn’t sure if she had ever been prepared for so many vastly conflicting emotions. On her way to her room for the rest that Lady Arabella had practically ordered her to take, she couldn’t let go of the remarkably strange words coming from her employer’s mouth.
Knowing some people found her beautiful, Zandra didn’t put too much stock into comments from men—she’d had plenty of those during the last ten years. No matter where she worked, their leering expressions followed her.
Superficially speaking, Lady Arabella was no man, yet she somehow looked at Zandra that way, unless she had hit her head during the derailment, after all, and was hallucinating. Zandra certainly hadn’t hallucinated when she heard Lady Arabella say, “I didn’t think you could look more beautiful.”
Unlike the leering men, Lady Arabella had sounded entirely matter-of-fact, which seemed on par with her persona. The woman was soft-spoken. However, the clear way she enunciated didn’t make her voice soft at all—but succinct and with purpose. In a few instances, though, she had sounded gentler, such as when she discovered the bruise and woke her up that last time in the car.
Zandra’s cheeks warmed at the thought of having slept on Lady Arabella’s shoulder there—twice, as Lady Arabella had pointed out before lunch. Yes, she was exhausted from being tossed into a new working environment after having lived through such an ordeal, but still.
When Lady Arabella had stood so close to her in the morning room, Zandra hadn’t known what to think. She had no frame of reference to judge what Lady Arabella was after. Was she angry? Did she intend to somehow discipline her? Or was she about to question her regarding her past, or the hat pin, or the fact that Zandra knew how to draw?
None of that happened, and in retrospect, Zandra wished it had. This situation would have been easier to deal with. Instead, she simply had to stand there while Lady Arabella gazed at her features and her hair.
“I have a question,” Lady Arabella then said, then folded her arms over her chest. She tilted her head, and Zandra felt as if Lady Arabella had glued her to the floor.
She wanted to feign a headache, or something similar, and retreat to her room, but she couldn’t move or even barely speak coherently.
“Yes?” Zandra managed to say, proud that at least her voice didn’t tremble.
“Your hasty departure from the McKellars. Their youngest son still has a full semester and a summer break before Eton, yet Mrs. McKellar, who has been a good friend of mine for quite some time, wrote me in what can only be considered a rush, wanting you to, and I quote, ‘End up employed in a good, reliable home.’” Lady Arabella stood so close now, they were only a hand’s width apart. “She managed to convince me in a series of four telegrams that I would be doing my daughters a disservice if I didn’t hire them a competent, well-educated governess for their stay in America. As it turned out, she could also offer me you.” She tilted her head. “You can perhaps appreciate my surprise when this situation dawned on me, and I had to try to see the logic in how she sang your praises. Yet I knew Rosanna would never lie to me but still couldn’t get rid of you fast enough.”
Zandra pressed her lips together where she stood, hands behind her back. “It was time for me to leave. Mrs. McKellar and I agreed.”
“She told me that. I also learned that the boys, especially young Jack, were heartbroken when they heard the news.” Lady Arabella tipped her head back slightly to meet Zandra’s gaze fully, even if a mere inch difference in height existed between them. “This is code for it not being about the children’s education. Something happened, or kept happening—”
“Please,” Zandra said, knowing she had interrupted Lady Arabella, which was unforgiveable. As a governess, and certainly as a servant, she should never talk back. Ever. “The matter was resolved, and it was not…not what you seem to make it out to be.”
Lady Arabella’s eyes had widened, and then she pulled her upper lip up in a feral smile. “What I make it out to be? I have yet to figure out anything about this situation. I need you to fill in the blanks, as it were, Zandra.” Arabella stopped talking, blinking rapidly a few times, perhaps from realizing she had used only Zandra’s first name. Again.
“There is nothing to fill in. Please, milady. I’m not in the habit of lying—”
“And yet here you are…lying by omission.” Lady Arabella raised her hand and gripped Zandra’s chin firmly, but not painfully, between her curled index finger and thumb.
Zandra knew better than to jerk free. In all honesty, as she had just claimed to be truthful, the touch didn’t seem as intrusive as it should have been. Lady Arabella’s fingers held her gently, and the strong expression in her eyes made Zandra freeze in place.
“I’m your daughters’ governess, Lady Arabella.” It felt strange to say her name out loud, but Zandra needed to make her point in no uncertain terms. She forced the same steel into her voice that she’d heard her mother use when Zandra was little, and which later had helped Zandra control young boys. “You are entitled to all the hours I’m on duty as their teacher and, in many ways, their nanny, as they don’t have one at the moment. That said, you are not privy to any information about my life, or my past, unless it directly affects Rosalind and Maeve.” She raised her chin, and Lady Arabella let go as if she had burned herself.
“I should reprimand you for talking to me like that,” Lady Arabella murmured so quietly, Zandra had to lean near to hear. “I can of course wire Mrs. McKellar and ask her…”
“I think we both know that Mrs. McKellar is not ready to discuss the matter any more than I am.” Zandra pulled at her fingers behind her back, a nervous habit from childhood.
“Dear God, you’re infuriating!” Arabella threw her hands in the air and turned away from Zandra. She walked a few steps toward the door, then rounded on Zandra and put her hands on her hips. “You say I can ask you only about things that directly affect my children. How do I know this isn’t one of them?”
“Trust me—it isn’t, milady,” Zandra said and began walking to the door, as she’d had enough.
“Prove it.” Lady Arabella growled the words under her breath, making Zandra stop in the doorway.
“That’s easy enough.” Zandra motioned toward Lady Arabella where she stood, the light from the window casting highlights in her white-blond hair. “You don’t have a husband.”
Hurrying out along the corridor now, Zandra didn’t hear if Lady Arabella tried to order her back to continue the interrogation. Probably not. Unless Lady Arabella had suddenly become dense, she must’ve guessed part of the truth at least.
On the third floor, Zandra checked in on the sleeping girls. Even the way they slept showed how different they were under their identical surface. Rosalind lay on her side with a soft blanket tucked neatly around her. Maeve lay upside down in her bed with an open book on top of her stomach. One leg hung over the edge, and fearing the girl might fall onto the floor, Zandra stole inside. She removed the book, mindful of placing one of the bookmarks laying readily on Maeve’s nightstand where the girl had left off. She lifted the dangling leg onto the bed and rolled the girl toward the center. Covering her with a blanket, she was halfway to the door, when a drowsy voice said, “Thank you.”
“Shh. You’re welcome. Go back to sleep.” Zandra slipped out into the corridor and hurried to the only refuge she had in this house, her room. She opened what buttons she could reach on her dress and managed to wriggle out of it. Wearing only her slip and underwear, she climbed into the bed and rolled herself in a similar soft blanket that the twins used. The fire had turned almost to embers, but the blanket kept her warm. She didn’t want to ring for a maid. She needed to be alone.

Arabella was furious. Striding out of the morning room, she nearly collided with two maids and Mrs. Leonora. Not in the mood to apologize or talk at all, she went to her study and locked the door behind her, as was her habit when old ghosts came knocking—or, like now, when new ones seemed to be forming.
Miss Zandra had stood up for herself. That was one thing. But the way she had done it—putting Arabella in her place and holding her ground was unheard of. So used to her ability to make grown men cry and send said men’s foolish wives scurrying, Arabella still had not had any defense against Miss Zandra’s steadfast words.
After throwing herself into her chair, Arabella pulled her beloved typewriter toward her. This was what made it possible for her to remain sane in this man’s world. It infuriated her how much energy she had to spend placating, flattering, and generally playing the game men liked to play. Even if she was richer, more powerful, and more famous than most people, once they learned her pen name, even the lowliest bank teller was certain she was just “a little dear.” That is, until she unleashed the dragon inside, the one that had graced every page of her books since she began writing. Those unfortunate people who didn’t move out of her way fast enough then barely lived to regret it. Honestly, she had lost count of how many fools she’d had fired from their positions.
Yet Zandra Lancaster was different. Her words were infuriating, yes, but now that Arabella could breathe normally without spewing fire, she had to concede that Zandra had not been disrespectful. Imagine that—a governess who knew how to set boundaries, even against the mother of the children she was hired to teach.
Just before she left the room, Zandra…Miss Zandra had stated that the difference between the McKellar household and Arabella’s was that Arabella didn’t have a husband. It was not difficult to figure out what must’ve taken place.
Rosanna McKellar was Arabella’s friend, whom she loved like a sister. Her husband Joshua was not very impressive, and Arabella had never bothered much with him. While Rosanna had brought a large dowry to the marriage, Joshua McKellar worked as a lawyer in Edinburgh, catering to the nobility and the nouveau riche, which was what Arabella’s mother had called people with new money—and lots of it.
Rosanna was a fair, upstanding woman who loved her sons as much as Arabella loved her daughters. She rarely mentioned Joshua when they talked about raising children and all this endeavor could entail when you insisted on being very hands-on. Arabella had surmised that Joshua was old-fashioned and saw his sons for only an hour a day, if that. He had no doubt planned to take over the upbringing when the oldest boy was sixteen. Arabella wondered if the man realized he would have to fight his way past Rosanna.
If McKellar had shown interest in Miss Zandra…oh, be damned with the title…interest in Zandra, Arabella could see Rosanna taking the necessary steps to get Zandra out of the house before her reputation suffered. A niggling image of Joshua McKellar trying something physical made Arabella stand up so fast, she pushed her chair back into a shelf. Rosanna would have wanted to protect Zandra, and herself and her sons as well. There was no way, surely, that Zandra would welcome that married bastard’s hands on her.
“Or mine,” Arabella whispered to herself. She had touched Zandra more than once. Several times. Seen her in her underwear. And held her face just now.
Groaning, Arabella covered her face with both hands. What a fantastic mess this was turning out to be. She would simply have to keep her distance until everything settled down. The most important thing was that her girls should get off to a good start with their governess.
Arabella snorted. She was certain Zandra wouldn’t agree with that sentiment after yesterday. Still, not once had Zandra been anything but sweet, informative, and kind to the girls, especially Maeve. And when she thought about it, it was as if Zandra had the same approach when it came to her. Even if Arabella had crossed boundaries she shouldn’t have, Zandra had kept her temper and merely stood her ground. It was rather impressive, if still annoying, as Arabella hated for someone else to be right and to keep the initiative.
So, staying distant was the best course she could—“Oh, God. I promised the girls charades.” Arabella didn’t often talk to herself, but she did now, when she remembered the conversation with her twins during lunch. She checked the time. She’d have two hours to work—at the most.
Groaning, Arabella rolled a new sheet of paper into her typewriter. And then she stared at it as if she suddenly didn’t know how to form words. She tried every trick she had against writer’s block, but when nothing worked and all she could think of was the conversation she’d just had with Zandra, she gave up. She moved over to the leather couch just below the window and pulled one of the books she had meant to read onto her lap. Opening it, she perused the two first pages, then promptly fell asleep.

Arabella tried to catch the elusive figure in the distance, but as soon as she neared, it changed shape and wasn’t one of the girls or any of her friends. It morphed into a stranger and then fluttered away in the wind, assuming its form farther down the road.
“Wait!” Arabella called out, snagging her skirts on branches and twigs along the dark, narrow road. She slipped in her too-dainty shoes, her heels digging into the mud as she reached for the figure that seemed just within reach, but never was.
Her heart pounded, and tears ran down her cheeks from sheer frustration, and fear, that she would never keep up. The sound her pulse made nearly deafened her, and she tried to cover her ears, but that made it even more difficult to run. Eventually the thumping of her heart was so loud, she jerked awake.
“Lady Arabella! Is everything all right?” a female voice called out from the other side of the door leading to the corridor. “Lady Arabella?”
Nearly falling off the couch, Arabella stood on unsteady legs, trying to wake up fully. She was still in her study, the time was… She squinted at the clock on the mantle. At least it was still daylight outside, so not the middle of the night.
Someone pounded on the door now. “Lady Arabella. I will fetch Kingsley if you don’t open up. You’re worrying me.”
Of course. Zandra’s voice.
Arabella unlocked the door and opened it. “What are you screaming about?” she asked, congratulating herself on managing such a cool tone, when she knew she was still unsteady and not ready to face Zandra.
“Thank the Lord.” Zandra pressed a hand to her stomach as if to calm fluttering butterflies. “I’ve been trying to get your attention, milady. The girls are awake and eager to play charades.”
The damn charades. “But of course. I will go and wash my hands and then meet you in the downstairs parlor. I hope the maids have a good fire going. This one seems to have gone out.” Arabella was shivering from sleeping in a room that was quickly getting colder.
“I will let the girls know, milady.” Zandra turned to walk away but stopped herself and looked back over her shoulder. “I should mention that they have their hearts set on forming a team, as they can’t wait to outsmart us, and I quote, ‘older people.’”
Arabella didn’t normally gape at anything, but she came close this time. Zandra looked adorable when her eyes glittered and she mimicked her girls’ intonation and wording—there was no other word for it. Arabella found it ridiculously difficult to remember why she was supposed to keep her distance. Her girls would be another variable in her efforts to do the right thing. Already they were working against her.
“I see.” Arabella closed the door to her study. The maids would start a new fire in here, and hopefully she’d be able to write some tonight once the girls had retired for the day. “Tell them I’ll be right there.” She moved to pass Zandra, heading for a powder room. As she brushed by her, she caught Zandra’s eyes. “And since we can’t let two eleven-year-olds humiliate us too much, I expect you to perform excellently. You can do anything, right?”
Zandra blinked, and her cheeks instantly flushed. “I’ll do my best, milady.”
Arabella knew she hadn’t technically had the last word, but she had definitely gotten the best one this time around.



 
C HAPTER SIX
Lace
Zandra rose from the settee after glancing again at her card. Discreetly wiping her damp palms against her skirt, she then stood still in the center of the floor, her eyes closed. She wasn’t sure she believed the twins when they’d said that all the notes they kept in a basket were “ancient” and had been used during charades since they were babies.
Opening her eyes, she glanced at her teammate. Lady Arabella sat perfectly poised in an armchair, her hands folded on her lap. She studied Zandra closely through narrowed eyes.
Zandra moved her hand as if directing someone from a distance. She saw Lady Arabella lean forward a little, focusing on her every move. Pretending to push something firmly into place just in front of her, Zandra then raised her left hand. She bent forward and moved her free hand in a large circle as if she hid under something. She held the pose, while fiddling with her hands for a moment. After a few additional seconds she rose and looked expectantly at Arabella.
“I think you have to do it again, Miss Zandra,” Rosalind said and giggled. “It went too fast.”
“I agree,” Lady Arabella said, her voice a mere purr. “Do it again. Only slower.”
Zandra groaned inwardly. They had played for almost an hour, and the score was even. If Lady Arabella guessed her word, they would win, and she already was quite certain that Lady Arabella was all about winning, clearly even over her own children.
She nodded and drew a deep breath as if to reset the scene. Again, she used her hands to direct imaginary people and then nodded. She repeated pretending to shove something firmly into something else, then raised her left arm. When she acted as if she was hiding under something, she did it the same as before, waited a few seconds, and then “appeared” again.
Lady Arabella frowned, and Zandra could see that she really wanted to solve the charade that would give them the win.
“You have one last attempt, Miss Zandra,” Maeve called out. “That’s what Mama always says, or the game will drag on indefinitely.” The girl was an expert at sounding like a mini version of her mother.
“I think I need to see this clue from another angle. That is not against the rules.” Lady Arabella stood and moved to where Zandra directed her attention when she acted out the charade. This meant she couldn’t turn any other way, or Lady Arabella wouldn’t be able to see it from “another angle.”
Zandra waited until Lady Arabella stood closer to the fireplace in the parlor. The flickering flames framed her from behind, and Zandra swallowed hard as she tried to focus on what she was supposed to do. As Lady Arabella was backlit, it was hard to see her expression, but Zandra didn’t think she exaggerated when she guessed Lady Arabella was smirking. She was only six feet or so away, after all.
Not about to back down, Zandra stepped into character again. She locked her gaze on Arabella and motioned with her hands as if to direct her employer into another pose, or position. Making a production of showing Lady Arabella that she must raise her chin, move an arm, and adjust her hair, she felt like she was exacting a tiny revenge for Arabella’s smirk. She didn’t think she was dreaming when Arabella grew tense.
Showing she was pleased with Lady Arabella’s imaginary pose, Zandra formed her hands around an invisible, flat, rectangular object and shoved it into something between her and Lady Arabella, not taking her eyes off her. This time, she let her hands smack together for emphasis and hid a smile when Lady Arabella flinched.
Finding this scenario oddly pleasing, Zandra raised her left hand high above her head. She bent forward, this time toward Lady Arabella, and pretended to swing something over her head, then snapped with her fingers of her left hand, as audio effects might stir Lady Arabella’s mind.
“Dear God, Zandra. You’re a photographer.” Lady Arabella chuckled, and the warm, rich sound made Zandra straighten too fast and widen her eyes. The bruise smarted, but she couldn’t stop staring at the triumphant woman before her.
“Correct,” Zandra said weakly, hoping that the twins, in their outrage of losing to “older people,” didn’t notice how Lady Arabella had once again skipped her title.
“We nearly won,” Maeve said, her lower lip protruding. “If Mama hadn’t guessed it on her third attempt, we would have. I knew what it was right away.”
“But I did win the point and, thus, the game, dearest,” Lady Arabella said and ran her finger along Maeve’s cheek as she passed her on her way to the silk rope on the wall. “And now, it’s time for your supper, girls. I’ll ring down so Mrs. Leonora knows we’re done with the game, and that will give you time to freshen up. Your governess and I will do the same and join you. And this time, there better be no surprises.” She glared at Maeve, who shook her head as she backtracked toward the door.
“Never ever, Mama. I like Miss Zandra now.”
“Even so. You will not do that again to anyone. Is that clear, dearest?” Arabella pursed her lips, which made Zandra jump and Maeve yell, “I promise, Mama,” and leave the room.
“I don’t think she’ll even contemplate it,” Lady Arabella said, motioning for Zandra to join her as she left the room.
“I hope not,” Zandra said calmly. “It was a humiliating start in a new household.” Zandra had often been told that she was too forward when talking to her betters, but if the girls were to benefit from her presence in their lives, she couldn’t coddle them or their parent.
“I would imagine so, yet you’ve not scolded her or constantly berated her for it.” Lady Arabella slowed her steps and then came to a full stop just outside the powder rooms on each side of the corridor. “Why is that?”
“You have already disciplined her. That was not what she needed from me at the time, or now, a day later. I must build a relationship with your daughters, milady, and if I alienate them, they will loathe me. Yet if I am too lenient, they won’t listen to anything I say. It’s rather simple really.” Zandra shrugged.
Lady Arabella’s blue eyes grew flat, and a frown appeared between her perfect eyebrows. “When put like that, it would suggest that you are of the opinion that I should have been able to figure out your answer myself, if I had a working brain.”
What? This was far from what Zandra meant. “I apologize, milady.” She pressed her hands against her waist. “I intended to convey that there was nothing untoward about my approach. I want to get to know the girls before the lessons start in earnest. I certainly would never insult your intelligence, milady.” Zandra wasn’t sure if she could say anything to mitigate Lady Arabella’s affinity for jumping to conclusions, a pattern she had established from the first moment?
“I see.” Lady Arabella relaxed marginally. “You turned out to be a worthy adversary for the girls this afternoon though, I have to say.”
“Excuse me?” Zandra blinked. “Oh, the charades.” She chuckled nervously. “I’m glad you thought so, milady.”
“Well, then, Miss Photographer,” Lady Arabella said, allowing a faint smile to grace her lips. “I’ll see you in the children’s study in a few minutes.”
“Yes, milady.” Zandra fled into the opposite powder room, needing some solitude, if only for a minute. She could barely believe that she had stood before Lady Arabella, reenacted how she directed her pose, and bent toward her while emulating a photographer. The position had felt very strange when Lady Arabella changed angles. Shutting the door behind her, she leaned against it and closed her eyes. Thank the Lord, tomorrow was her day off. She needed to regroup and regain her equilibrium after this week of pure insanity.

Late in the evening, Arabella cast her waist-long braid back over her shoulder, then took a kerosene lamp and lit it. She always walked all the floors before she went to bed. The girls insisted she was patrolling the house, and Arabella supposed there was some truth in that allegation. Dressed in her lace-trimmed, white cotton nightgown and a blue robe, she pushed her feet into her slippers.
The corridor was faintly lit by electric sconces, but they didn’t provide enough light for her when she made her rounds.
Arabella started on the ground floor, noticing Kingsley and one of the valets moving in the periphery. She didn’t acknowledge them, but they saw her, and she saw them, which was enough. The staff knew this was her habit, and it hadn’t taken Arabella very long to realize that at least one or two of them stayed until she finished.
Ascending to the second floor after she found everything quiet on the first, Arabella moved at her regular quick pace, glad her slippers didn’t create the same clattering noise as her shoes.
The third floor slowed her down. Here, her daughter’s slept, and so did Zandra. The governess had retired once the girls were in bed, which nobody could blame her for doing, considering her ordeals of late.
Opening Rosalind’s door, she saw that her nightlight was on and cast a soft, warm light on her daughter. She slept like an angel, her hands tucked under her chin. Arabella didn’t go in, merely watched her girl breathe for a few moments.
Arabella frowned when she saw that Maeve’s door wasn’t entirely closed. Gripping the lamp harder, Arabella tiptoed closer and peered inside. Her feisty daughter was lying sideways on the bed, far too close to its foot. Bent over the sleeping girl, Zandra was in the process of pushing pillows against Maeve’s side. Arabella started to rush forward and ask what the hell the woman was doing, but she decided to merely observe.
“Child,” Zandra murmured when she managed to push more pillows in place, clearly to keep Maeve from rolling off the bed in the night. “There.”
“Miss Zandra?” Maeve murmured. “’Night…”
“Good night. Sleep now. You’re fine.” Zandra stroked Maeve’s cheek and turned around. Spotting Arabella, she slapped her hand over her mouth before hurrying past her and through the door.
In the corridor, Zandra stood pressed against the wall, dressed in a nightgown and a robe, like Arabella, but hyperventilating. “Milady. You startled me.” She stared at Arabella and then seemed hellbent on looking everywhere else instead.
“How did you know Maeve sleeps like no other child?” Arabella raised her lamp to study Zandra’s expression.
“I saw earlier today. And when I heard her whimper in her sleep, I had to make sure she was all right.”
“Whimper? You heard that all the way from your room?” Arabella measured the distance by looking over at the half-open door casting a sliver of light onto the corridor floor.
“No. Of course not. I was on my way back from the kitchen when—”
“The kitchen? Whatever for?”
“I needed some warm milk, milady.” Zandra shifted. “Mrs. Croy was still awake and assisted me.”
“Trouble sleeping?” Arabella began walking toward Zandra’s room. “I’m merely doing my nightly rounds and certainly didn’t mean to frighten you.”
Zandra nodded as she hurried to keep up. When they reached her door, she slipped inside and turned to face Arabella, who remained on the threshold, looking at the neatly kept room. The only place where things were out in the open was the small desk, where she saw drawing paper, pens, brushes, and watercolors.
“I’ll let you get back to bed.” About to close the door and leave, Arabella stopped halfway. “You will be able to sleep after the milk, I hope. You’ve had quite a day today also.”
“I’m sure I’ll be fine, milady.” Zandra was rubbing her side, but it seemed to be an unconscious movement, as her gaze was firmly locked on Arabella.
“Pain still torturing you?” Arabella knew she was frowning at the idea of Zandra hurting for any reason whatsoever.
“Some, milady.” Zandra took a step back, which actually made Arabella smile, even if her reaction wasn’t very funny.
“You can rest easy. I’m not about to drag you into my room and make you disrobe again.” Arabella knew she was playing with fire, but it was such a treat to see the heat rise on Zandra’s cheeks. “I’m just teasing.” Arabella relented. “Good night again, Zandra. I hope you sleep well.”
“Th-thank you, Ar—.” Her eyes grew huge at what Arabella thought might have been a colossal slip of the tongue for Zandra. Unless she misunderstood, it sounded as if Zandra had nearly called her Arabella.
As she walked the last of her rounds, Arabella began to feel like she had an inner echo that repeated how clever it would be of her to keep her distance from Zandra and not to speak to her about anything except the children.
Suddenly she noticed that the belt on her robe had come undone. How long had it been like that? It was truly ironic how the same echo snickered at her for constantly failing at any attempts at propriety.

Zandra couldn’t believe how fast the weather changed this far south of Scotland. Yesterday, rain had poured down as if someone in the sky had turned on the faucet. Now, as she stepped outside carrying her bag full of art supplies, she walked right into the most brilliant of lights. The sun turned everything golden. The rain seemed to have washed dust and grime from the cobblestone street outside the Grey townhouse. She had already asked Mr. Kingsley about the nearest park, which was only a five-minute walk away. Looking forward to some fresh air and the opportunity to draw, she hoped to find inspiration there. She was always inspired by garments worn by people from all walks of life. She needed to practice all kinds of patterns of lace.
The topic of lace brought her late-evening encounter with Lady Arabella back to the forefront of Zandra’s mind. She gripped the handle of her bag and lengthened her stride toward the park. Lady Arabella had indeed startled her last night when she loomed in the doorway after Zandra had tucked Maeve in for the second time in one day.
Not only that, but it had been obvious that Lady Arabella hadn’t paid attention to how her robe had come half undone and showed the semi-transparent lace that ran along her neckline. Fully aware that she shouldn’t have stared, Zandra had launched into an explanation about needing milk, which was true, but hardly something she could expect Lady Arabella to care about.
The oddest thing happened when Lady Arabella actually walked Zandra to her door. What lady born into nobility would do such a thing? And she lingered.
Zandra found a bench where she could put her bag of supplies next to her and sit in the sun while she drew. She sharpened her graphite pens with a small penknife, then pulled out a new piece of drawing paper and fixed it to her thin board. Looking at the naked branches of the surrounding trees, she began to create patterns of lace, thinking she could make samples to use whenever she needed to in the future.
Losing track of time, Zandra came up with three pages with nine patterns of lace on each, and then she thought she might try to design a dress with the prettiest of the samples. With renewed energy, she pulled out yet another piece of paper and started drawing the outline of a cloak.
Occasionally people stopped and studied her efforts, which she didn’t mind, and when two children, a boy and a girl around the age of five or six, shyly approached her, she smiled at them and their nanny, who stood right behind them.
“May we see what you’re drawing, please, miss?” the boy asked, his manners impeccable.
“If your nanny says it is all right, then absolutely.” Zandra smiled at the children, who looked wide-eyed at their nanny.
“Just for a moment, Master Colin,” the nanny said kindly. “Then it’s time to return for your lunch and nap.”
Zandra recalled that she too had an appointment of sorts. Since it was her day off, she wanted to eat with the ones among the staff who were still on duty, to get to know them.
Master Colin and his sister moved closer and looked at Zandra’s drawing.
“She’s beautiful,” the little girl said, and her lisp was adorable.
She? Zandra blinked and looked at her drawing. She was drawing a cloak over a dress—oh, no. Oh, dear. She stared at her creation, and though she had worked in a trance, as she often did, this…this was taking it too far.
“Who is she?” Master Colin asked.
“Not anybody real,” Zandra said and shook her head. “Just a fantasy woman.”
“Come on, children. Thank the nice lady for showing you the drawing.” The nanny supervised the children as they gave her their thanks. “And if you don’t mind me saying, miss, real or not, that’s one pretty lady.” She smiled broadly before she ushered the children in front of her along the path.
Zandra gazed at the drawing, not sure what to think about the motif. Though she had meant to draw a cloak over a fancy dress, now she saw something that looked more like a half-open robe over a lace-trimmed nightgown. Also, the woman boasted long, braided, white hair and most definitely resembled Lady Arabella Grey.
It would be insanity to keep it, but Zandra knew she could never tear it up. She just wouldn’t show it to anyone. After packing her supplies, she checked the time on her father’s pocket watch. She had ten minutes to reach the house and wash her hands before lunch in the kitchen. Grabbing her bag, she hurried along the path, and just as she turned onto the street the weather turned again, and rain began to fall.

Arabella stood in her study, looking out toward the small garden. Her daughters were using what little lawn they had to practice playing croquet. Having managed to outline the next two chapters in her current novel, Arabella was now a little less annoyed with the disruptive arrival of Zandra Lancaster. She knew a lot would ride on this book doing even better than the previous three in the series, as she was switching to a new publishing house in New York.
Squeals from the garden made Arabella snap her head up, and she saw her girls drop their mallets and begin to run. Torrential rain was now drenching her children, and she understood they were hurrying to reach the front door.
Arabella half-ran through the house. Reaching the foyer, she saw Kingsley approaching the front door with quick steps. He flung it open just as the girls rounded the stairs and stumbled up toward her.
“So much rain!” Maeve sounded more gleeful than upset, but Rosalind looked miserably at her reflection in the large mirror. Arabella could understand, as it had taken Emilia a long time to turn Rosalind’s wild curls into perfect ringlets. Maeve never minded the wilder look.
When another gush of rain sent droplets onto Arabella’s cheek, she rounded on Kingsley. “Close the door this instant.”
“Begging your pardon, milady. We have one more person who requires shelter.” Kingsley indicated a vaguely familiar figure, barely visible through the rain where they came running along the sidewalk.
“Who…? Oh, don’t tell me. Zandra.” Arabella made sure Emilia and a maid, who had swiftly arrived with towels, took the girls to their rooms. “Where has she been?” She had taken it for granted that Zandra was resting all day, but apparently, she had ventured outside. “Do you know?”
“I believe she’s been to the park, milady.” Kingsley answered cordially but didn’t take his eyes off Zandra. “She shouldn’t be running. The cobblestones—”
The cobblestones became slippery when wet. Everyone knew this fact, mostly from painful experience. Even Arabella, as a child, had met the offending stones hard enough to fracture her wrist.
She should have followed her girls up to their rooms, but she knew Emilia and the maid were taking good care of them. Instead, she stood just inside of where Kingsley waited, out of the spray of the rain, and prayed that Zandra wouldn’t do something stupid—like fall.
When it looked like Zandra was about to veer off at the servants’ entrance, Kingsley raised his voice, something he rarely did. “Miss Zandra! This way. Main entrance!”
Zandra came to a stop that nearly became her literal downfall, but then she made a ninety-degree turn and dashed up the stairs. She kept a large leather bag clutched to her chest, and her old coat and new hat were so waterlogged, a small lake was forming inside the door.
Kingsley closed the door and stared at the nearly unrecognizable Zandra, his lips slightly open, which, for him, was the same as gaping fully in astonishment. “Miss Zandra…are you all right?” he asked incredulously.
“Yes, thank you. Just wet.” Zandra studied the floor and winced visibly. “Oh. You should have let me in the servants’…” It was obvious when she had finally spotted Arabella. “Milady! I’m so sorry! I’m going to change clothes and then help mop up the water—”
“Stop.” Arabella held up her hand. “You’re not going to mop any floors. You’re the governess, and you are hardly responsible for the rain, but as this is England, not that different from Scotland, do remember to carry an umbrella in the future.”
“Yes, milady.” Zandra had begun to shiver, and now her teeth clattered.
“Oh, for the love of—” Arabella pinched the bridge of her nose and then shook her head. “Go to your room and get out of your wet clothes before they give you pneumonia. I will do what seems to have been my main objective since you arrived, Zandra.” She looked at Zandra, who for some unfathomable reason looked beguilingly lovely with water still running from her hair and clothes. “Bring you yet another dress.”



 
C HAPTER SEVEN
The Dragon Within
Zandra looked back at her first week of teaching the obviously brilliant twins. Such agile minds left her feeling that she had somehow stumbled upon future scholars. These girls were going to America with their mother, and in that country of opportunity, they would hopefully not have their wings clipped. She could always hope.
No one ever asked Zandra up front, but it was obvious that Lady Arabella took it for granted that Zandra was joining them. It had to make sense to Lady Arabella since she had learned from Mrs. McKellar that Zandra “had nobody” left when it came to her family. That was true in the harshest of senses, of course.
Zandra hadn’t objected to going to America, especially since she had truly begun to “scrape the surface,” to quote Lady Arabella, this week when it came to Rosalind and Maeve. Now it was Friday, the 28th of March, and she had promised the girls that they would have an art class if they had completed their history test. It was more of a diagnostic test to determine their level, but the competitive girls attacked their notebooks as if their lives were in jeopardy.
They had handed them in quickly and now stood around the table in the center of their study, their eyes aglow at the art supplies Zandra provided.
She used her own, as the only items available in the study were graphite pens and lined paper. She found it quite strange that the girls didn’t even have access to the cheapest crayons. Of course they were hardly worth using, as they were mostly wax, but still. She pulled out her set of colored pencils and waved the girls over.
“Do you know what these are?” She handed each of them a pencil to examine.
“Sort of pencils, but the lead is colorful.” Rosalind’s eyes shone. “Can you paint with these?”
“Not paint, but you can color your artwork. These are fragile, but I think you girls are mature enough for me to lend them to you during this class. They’re quite expensive.” She looked at them, using her no-nonsense governess expression, which had kept the McKellar boys in check most of the time.
“Oh, we’ll be very, very careful,” Maeve said eagerly and placed the pencil she’d examined studiously on the table, using both hands.
“If you enjoy this lesson, perhaps I can ask your mother if she can buy you your own set. I imagine she would like to know that you won’t grow tired of artwork quickly.” Zandra gave each of them a tray to support her drawing paper. “I thought we’d start with a fun exercise, where you draw anything you want, and once you are happy with your drawing, we can discuss what colors you want to use.” She handed them freshly sharpened graphite pencils and an eraser to share.
The girls reacted very differently after they received the material. While Maeve thought for all of two seconds before she began to draw with vivacious movements, and frequently used the eraser, Rosalind sat staring first at the paper and then out the window. Slowly, she began to sketch, using small, precise lines.
“May I sit in on this class?”
Zandra jerked when Lady Arabella’s voice came from the door opening. Turning quickly, at first, she could only stare at the stunning beauty that had just stepped inside. Dressed in an understated tangerine-colored dress, which set off her blue eyes until it was impossible to meet her gaze for much longer, Arabella came up to stand next to Zandra. “Art class?” She raised her eyebrows. “Is this an extracurricular activity?”
“In a manner of speaking, milady. It’s a reward for being attentive students and finishing every assignment this week. Well, they still must read the book they agreed on and write a book report over the weekend. Not a long one, about seventy-five words.”
“I see.” Arabella regarded the art supplies. “These are yours.” She frowned. “You truly don’t have to use your own property.”
“I promised to give them art lessons, and since I couldn’t find anything useful for that purpose in the classroom, milady, I thought, just this once, that they can borrow mine.”
“This is very generous of you.” Lady Arabella had lowered her voice and stepped closer. Her arm touched Zandra’s, and soft tingles traveled all the way up to her neck, creating goose bumps and warming her skin. Zandra didn’t know what to do. The goosebumps were one thing, but if she kept blushing around Lady Arabella, her employer would soon start to notice and think it strange. She had a feeling Lady Arabella considered her peculiar as it was.
“I’m ready to color,” Maeve said, literally bouncing on her chair. “Mama, do you plan to draw too?”
“I can’t draw to save my life,” Lady Arabella said and rounded the table. “Let’s see what you have created.”
Zandra felt her absence as a chill going down her left side. She walked around the table from the other side, ending up on Maeve’s left. Then she leaned over the girls, unprepared for how Lady Arabella had the same idea, which made them end up nearly cheek to cheek.
Zandra forced herself to focus on Maeve’s drawing and realized she had to hold her breath to not inhale the dark, sweet scent she already associated with Lady Arabella.
“A…horse?” Lady Arabella squinted at the drawing.
“Mama. It’s not a horse,” Maeve said and turned to Zandra. “Miss Zandra. You can see what it is, can’t you?”
The lines were crude, and Maeve had used too much force in places, but when she disregarded all the lines that weren’t necessary, she saw the motif clearly. “I interpret this as a unicorn.”
Maeve clapped. “Yes! That’s it, Miss Zandra.” She leaned against her mother and patted Lady Arabella’s arm. “And not just any unicorn, Mama.”
“I see now. It has to be—”
“Astra! It’s your unicorn, Mama. I will color it, and you can keep it in your study.” Maeve faltered a little. “If you would like that, Mama?”
Zandra melted when she saw Lady Arabella hug her child to her. “I would be honored to display a drawing of Astra that you created, dearest.” She kissed the top of Maeve’s head.
“I will color her yellow, green, and orange, just like in A Sparkle of Hope.” Maeve beamed and leaned over the colored pencils, then obviously remembered herself and sat back down while looking up at Zandra. “Miss Zandra, may I use those colors?”
“You may.” Zandra nodded. “I think you should pick at least two more for the eyes. You have made them large and expressive.”
“Why two? Aren’t eyes just one color?” Maeve looked at her mother and then at Zandra. “Mama has blue eyes and yours are brown.”
“At first glance,” Zandra said. “If you look closely, you will see that an eye has a multitude of colors. I think two will do for this first art class. Tell me when you are about to paint the iris, and I will show you something special.”
“Thank you, Miss Zandra!” Maeve removed the colors she needed from the tin box. “I’ll be careful with them.”
Zandra hoped so, remembering how Maeve had used the poor graphite pencil.
“Miss Zandra? I think I’m ready to color too.” Rosalind looked up at Zandra and her mother. “If you agree, that is.”
“Rosalind, this is your drawing. I can offer advice and teach you techniques, but only you can judge if it is done, and if you are happy with it.” Zandra placed a gentle hand on the obviously apprehensive girl’s shoulder. “Let’s see.” She bent over Rosalind, and just like before, Lady Arabella did the same, but this time she placed her hand on top of Zandra’s on Rosalind’s shoulder.
Zandra gasped, for two reasons. First, because Lady Arabella’s touch singed her skin. She felt the heat from Lady Arabella’s palm and the way she moved her fingers back and forth, probably intending to calm her daughter, but instead stroking her fingertips along Zandra’s nails. Probably realizing her mistake, Lady Arabella removed her hand and placed it against the back of Rosalind’s neck instead. It was still close enough for her arm to trap Zandra’s hand where it still lay against Rosalind’s shoulder. The air in the children’s study was suddenly thicker and damper than before.
Forcing herself to focus, she studied Rosalind’s drawing, and she felt, more than heard, Lady Arabella inhale deeply.
Rosalind had drawn a near-perfect rendition of the window in the study and the naked tree outside.
“There’s not a lot of places for the color,” Rosalind said quietly. “No leaves on that tree yet.”
“Perhaps not,” Zandra said slowly. “But the sky has color, and the wall around the window…not to mention the curtains.”
Rosalind blinked. “Oh, yes! May I use some red, yellow, and blue, please? And perhaps grey, as the sky is a bit overcast.”
“You may, though you must share some of the yellow and blue with Maeve.” Zandra smiled.
“And no fighting over them,” Lady Arabella said, her voice strangely husky.
Zandra mustered the courage to turn her head toward Lady Arabella, even though she was still very close. To her astonishment, she saw how her eyelashes clung together as tears dampened them.
Not sure what she was thinking, Zandra moved her right hand from Rosalind’s shoulder and placed it on Lady Arabella’s lower arm.
Slowly turning her head, Lady Arabella looked at her quizzically. Zandra was aware she was grossly overstepping, but the obvious way Lady Arabella’s daughters’ talent had moved her did something to Zandra. She had very rarely interacted with Mrs. McKellar, other than handing in reports of her sons’ progress and, of course, later, when she’d had to bring less palatable occurrences to her employer’s attention. Lady Arabella was an entirely different sort of woman. She often showed up unannounced and spent a lot more time with her children than ladies of the nobility usually did. Mrs. McKellar had also been involved with her boys, but not to this degree. To learn that her girls had, in very different ways, budding talents for art had to be special for a mother like Lady Arabella.
Zandra removed her hand and rounded Lady Arabella to check on Maeve’s progress. Her drawing was indeed colorful, and she didn’t bother much with coloring inside the lines everywhere, but the color palette she had chosen for her horned horse-like creature was beautiful. “How did you choose those particular colors, Maeve?” Zandra asked.
“It’s the colors she has. Everybody knows that Astra shimmers in all these hues…and gold too, but I didn’t see a gold pencil.” Maeve glanced at the box but shook her head.
“There are different ways to create gold in a drawing. That will be for another lesson.” Zandra thought of what Maeve had just said. “Wait. This is Astra from The Bantillion Saga?”
“Yes, exactly,” Maeve said and added more yellow on the unicorn’s back.
“I read the first book in the series, A Sparkle of Hope, for the youngest of the McKellar boys. It’s a beautiful, wondrous story.”
“We know,” Rosalind said absentmindedly. “We know everything about Astra and Ivy Sparkle, obviously.”
“I see.” Zandra truly didn’t. Instead, she returned to Rosalind’s side and stood watching as the girl used cerulean and navy-blue colors to create the sky with a delicate application. She left out color completely where the wispy clouds appeared and added grey where some rain clouds created an overcast area. Naturally, both the twins had room for improvement, but they were very obviously creative and had potential.
“I will buy each of them a set of art supplies before we leave for Southampton next Friday.” Lady Arabella bent to kiss Rosalind’s head. “My clever girls.”
Zandra knew she had to discuss going to America in more detail with Lady Arabella, preferably today. Before Lady Arabella left the study, Zandra lengthened her stride and caught up with her just outside.
“Milady? May I have a word with you? I mean later. Tonight?” Zandra hid her nervously fidgeting hands behind her back.
Lady Arabella stopped and turned around. “What about?” She frowned.
“About going for a prolonged stay in America.” Zandra refused to press against the doorpost behind her, no matter how much her body insisted.
“About the journey?” Stepping closer, Lady Arabella took Zandra by the arm and tugged her out of sight of the twins. “Why?”
Zandra stared at her arm as Lady Arabella had yet to let her go. It wasn’t a painful grip, but it still made her tremble. “I need more information, please, milady.”
“I explained everything to you when I informed you of the two-year stay. What else do you need to know?” Lady Arabella looked annoyed now.
“I know milady doesn’t have time to answer my questions right now, and that’s why I asked if milady might be able to—”
“Dear God. Very well. After the girls have retired for the evening. My private parlor.” Finally letting go of Zandra’s arm and looking quite surprised at having held onto her in the first place, Lady Arabella turned around and strode down the corridor. Her shoes made the by-now so-familiar sound that reminded Zandra of the drums of the Scottish military bands that occasionally performed at Edinburgh Castle.
Taking a fortifying breath, Zandra returned to the study and began to give the twins a few tips on how they could enhance their drawings. An hour later, she ended the class, and two very proud girls ran, even if Zandra called out after them not to do so, to their mother’s study with their efforts.

Arabella held her cognac snifter, rolling the dark-amber liquid around, inhaling its scent. Only then did she remember that she’d compared the color of Zandra’s eyes to the color of cognac on that first day a little more than a week ago.
She had kept her distance more carefully after the weekend. Or she confessed, she had kept her distance as far as Zandra was concerned. After she gave her yet another dark-grey dress that rainy Sunday and was met with the sight of a barely dry Zandra who had clearly been completely undressed under her simple robe, Arabella had cursed herself for even considering handing over the garment herself.
Yes, Emilia and a maid had been busy assisting the girls, but still. And the way Zandra had looked in that plain robe, her hair resembling a dark waterfall down her back, and her skin still damp at the collar, was enough for Arabella to simply throw the dress at her and leave.
At least being frustrated, no matter the reason, made it possible to bury herself in her writing. She had finished three chapters this week, which had to be a record.
Arabella sat on the small settee in front of the fireplace, a half-read book next to her on the sideboard, and, she had to admit, she merely waited for what Zandra needed to discuss, or ask, so urgently. Rosanna McKellar had assured Arabella that Zandra had a valid passport since she had accompanied the family on several trips abroad during the previous two summers. She was able to travel.
A knock on the door made Arabella flinch. “Enter.”
Zandra hesitated for a moment in the doorway and then stepped inside.
“Close the door.” Arabella sipped her cognac and then pointed at the other end of the settee. “Please. Sit down.”
Zandra looked at the settee and then at the armchair right next to it, but then seated herself gracefully. “Thank you, milady.”
“Would you like something to drink?” Arabella hoped Zandra would ask for a drink—anything—so she could stand and pour a glass for her. Having the girl sitting right next to her might be a complete error in judgment. She gripped the snifter harder.
“No, thank you, milady.” Zandra’s eyes were wider than normal, and fire played in her amber irises, making them glow as if she were a feline in the dark.
“So. Ask your questions, then.” Arabella could hear the sneer in her voice when she uttered the word questions and tried to harness her budding ire.
“Why wasn’t I informed about the imminent relocation to America, to New York, when I applied for the position as governess, milady?”
Arabella blinked. “What do you mean? You knew already. It was in the information I wrote to Mrs. McKellar.”
“It was never relayed to me. As I understood it, I was to come here and prepare the girls for higher education. It was only when milady asked me about the exact reason why I left the McKellar household somewhat hastily that I learned about this journey.”
Arabella thought back to what she’d said and had to agree. If Rosanna hadn’t, for some reason, been truthful to Zandra, that would have been the first time the topic of America had come up between them. “This is very odd. I have no idea why Rosanna would—” She turned her attention to Zandra, who sat ramrod straight, her hands clasped on her lap. “She evidently wanted you to be gone right away. Rosanna didn’t want to risk you balking at the idea of leaving the country.” Arabella put down the snifter.
“I agree, milady,” Zandra whispered. “I think we were both lied to.”
“Only two questions matter right now.” Arabella could hear the dragon’s low growl in her voice. Maeve had focused on drawing Astra, the unicorn she’d created when the girls were four years old and she was a new widow. If Arabella had been able to draw, she would have chosen the dragon, Naramehr, as her subject. Sometimes the female dragon seemed to live in her chest.
Zandra merely tilted her head, and Arabella could tell her lower lip was trembling. What was she afraid of? Surely not her?
“Since nobody actually informed you, or asked you…do you wish to join my family, Kingsley, Mrs. Leonora, and Emilia on our journey to America? I have told all three of them that if I decide to remain there with the girls, I will pay for their tickets home if they don’t want to stay beyond the two years they’ve agreed to. Of course, I extend the same courtesy to you.” For some reason, a sharp twitch made Arabella’s breath catch at her last words.
“And the second question?” Zandra whispered, and yes, there were tears in her voice.
“Why did Rosanna McKellar lie to both of us? I have known her for a long time, and this is not something I would ever expect from her.” Arabella watched Zandra lose color except around her high cheekbones, where harsh redness remained.
“I can answer the first question without a problem, as milady has already provided the information I felt I lacked. I welcome the opportunity to travel to America. I am already so fond of the girls, and I think I can be of use to them.” Zandra blinked several times, and Arabella realized that she was trying to valiantly ward off the tears.
“That’s reassuring. The girls would be most cross with me if I lost their, and I quote Maeve, ‘favorite governess of my whole life.’ I also heard from Mrs. Leonora that you have made friends with her and Emilia. Not to mention Kingsley. Ever since he feared you might fall and smack your little head on the pavement, he’s acted like you’re his long-lost daughter. Don’t think I haven’t noticed it.” Arabella was pleased to see that her attempts at humor made Zandra regain some color.
“As for the other question, milady,” Zandra said and inhaled deeply mid-sentence, “I think it’s becoming obvious by now that my situation in the McKellar household had become unbearable. It was not Mrs. McKellar’s fault—it had nothing to do with her, even if the other party in the entire mess suggested that were the case.” Zandra tipped her head back, again blinking rapidly.
“What did he do?” Arabella asked quietly, Naramehr back in her chest, wrapping her tail around Arabella’s heart.
Zandra’s lips parted, and now her tears spilled down her flushed cheeks. “Please, milady.”
“Did he take advantage of you?” Arabella gripped the armrest with one hand and formed a fist with the other. A fist that she would have liked to plant in Joshua McKellar’s face, because who else could it be? If it had been any other male person attached to the McKellar household, Rosanna wouldn’t have gone to such measures.
Regarding Zandra’s tear-stained face, Arabella slid closer and took her hand firmly in hers. “Just so you know, I do not blame you. I would never.”
“Oh, Arabella. He just wouldn’t let me be. He never went so far as to…assault me, but he was everywhere. I had to tell Mrs. McKellar. He kept saying she was not the woman she used to be and that servicing him should be added to m-my du-duties.” 
Noticing Zandra’s slip, Arabella could care less if Zandra used her name without the title. Didn’t she always do the same with Zandra’s name? Not even Kingsley raised an eyebrow to that omission after a mere week.
“He should pay for that. For all of that,” Arabella said quietly. “But his kind rarely does. I will write to Rosanna once we’re in America, to let her know I’ve learned the truth. That’s what you deserve, and she might feel empowered to lay down the law to him. Who knows?”
“He said I was too beautiful. That he couldn’t be expected to control himself. I couldn’t relax for a moment. He showed up in all the rooms where I was, even the nursery. I was able to breathe only after I retired for the evening and could lock my door. The housekeeper knew what was going on—she offered me my own key and showed me how to place a chair under the door handle.” Sounding calmer now, Zandra looked down at their joined hands. “Such a sordid affair, all of it, and I was so relieved that Mrs. McKellar believed me.”
“You are most likely not the first woman he’d pursued in this way. A despicable husk of a man.” Arabella saw that Zandra was still shivering, and she tugged at her hand, pulling her into her arms. “As long as you know that you did nothing wrong. He had no right. No right at all.” Arabella knew she was dangerously close to a glass house with her hands full of stones, but damn it, she was perhaps a dragon at heart, but not a sleazy predator.
For the first few seconds, Zandra seemed stunned by Arabella’s embrace, but then her arms came up around Arabella’s neck. “Oh, thank the Lord,” she whispered. “I knew it would be revealed at some point. To you, I mean. I wasn’t sure…but I hoped you’d understand.”
“I do. Show me one woman who hasn’t been subjected to even a fraction of that type of behavior at least once.” Rocking the shaking young woman, Arabella wondered how the hell she could let go of this creature, having seen her beautiful tears and been allowed to comfort her.
Zandra decided for her. It seemed it had suddenly dawned on her that she had not only called Arabella by her name but also clung to her as if shipwrecked. Though pulling back, Zandra was still within reach, and Arabella kept a gentle grip on her shoulders, just in case she panicked and ran away. She should have known better.
“I just took some liberties I shouldn’t have,” Zandra said and cleared her throat. “I apologize, milady.”
Feeling a chasm open between them at the use of the title, Arabella winced. “Would you mind calling me simply Arabella when it’s just us? Or is that another boundary that might make you feel awkward?”
Zandra tilted her head and didn’t withdraw from Arabella’s light touch. “I suppose it could be seen as fair since you’ve called me Zandra ever since last Sunday.” She smiled wanly, certainly recuperating quickly. 
Arabella chuckled. “I hear the word milady enough as it is, to be honest,” she said and finally forced herself to let go of Zandra. “Perhaps we can share a cognac, or maybe a sherry sometimes, and simply enjoy the fireplace. I admit that my evenings when the girls have retired are often lonely. I realize it is outside of your work hours—”
“But would it be part of my job, really?” Zandra shocked Arabella by taking her hand. “We could simply share some companionship and see if we can find some topics of mutual interest?”
Dear God in heaven. Arabella’s vocal cords tightened completely for a few moments. Simply? There was nothing simple about Zandra’s innocent suggestions. Guileless and with her clear eyes locked on Arabella’s, Zandra waited for her reply.
“Yes. That.” Arabella cleared her throat again. “Exactly that.”
Zandra gave a broad, blinding smile. “I look forward to it, Arabella.”



 
C HAPTER EIGHT
Buttons and Past Propositions
“Emilia?” Zandra poked her head into the room next to the kitchen where Emilia kept everything she used to make sure Arabella was immaculate every second of the day. The young redhead sat polishing black boots, boxes stacked around her next to a big trunk. “Do you have a moment?”
“If it truly is a moment, perhaps.” Emilia looked up, appearing as serious and impassive as always. Zandra had been taken aback at first, as the woman rarely smiled and was as acerbic as anyone Zandra had ever met. Emilia thawed only a little when Mrs. Leonora was present, which made Zandra think of the importance of having good and loyal friends.
“I just need to borrow something to attach a button. I can do it myself.” Zandra ventured into Emilia’s domain and looked around. “How organized you are.”
“I must be. If I miss so much as a button or a hook on one of Lady Arabella’s or her daughters’ garments…let’s just say I won’t stand for it.”
“I commend your dedication.” Zandra smiled broadly and glimpsed warmth in Emilia’s eyes.
“Let me see the garment so I can offer you the right shade and type.” Emilia held out her hand, and Zandra fumbled with one of her new dresses that had been inadvertently mishandled.
“Do you always move so gracefully?” Emilia asked, but a faint smirk betrayed that she was joking.
“On occasion,” Zandra said as she handed over the dress. “It makes the girls slow down if I’m calm. And by calm, I mean slow. That forces them to step back and think once more before they speak.”
“Now there’s a miracle unto itself.” Emilia studied the buttons that made it possible for Zandra to dress herself independently. “This is very clever. I’m not sure I approve.”
“What? Why not?” Zandra blinked.
“If everyone had dresses constructed like this, I could become obsolete.” Emilia raised her eyebrows. “Either way, I’m impressed by the ingenuity. But this is a new dress. I haven’t seen you wear it, Miss Zandra. How can it already be damaged?”
“I think it happened when it was pulled from its box. Purely an accident.” Zandra shrugged. “And please, Emilia. You promised to call me Zandra. We’re not in a hierarchy downstairs. Mr. Kingsley made that point very clear.”
Emilia’s eyes glittered unexpectedly. “So, you mean we can call him Neal?” she asked quietly.
Zandra snorted. “Hardly. That wouldn’t be appropriate at all. Although it does suit him. His name.”
“As does yours. Interestingly, Lady Arabella has forgone your title as well. Guess it saves time. She’s very practical.” Emilia made the last remark sound as if it were Arabella’s best quality.
“Yes.” Zandra knew she was blushing, and she had no idea why. Thinking back to her talk with Arabella yesterday, which was of course nothing she could ever share with Emilia or anyone else, heat throbbed in her belly. Arabella had held her, comforted her—and protected her. She still found it difficult to envision such a moment. It had been so unexpected, and she had never felt so safe.
“Very well. I shall remember to not attach a title to your name, Zandra.” Emilia had found a small button and some thread. “If you want, I can do this. It will take me only a minute.”
Zandra started to object but then realized that Emilia was reaching out the best way she knew how—by offering her skills. “Thank you. I truly appreciate that offer. If you ever need assistance, anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask me.”
Emilia looked evasive at first, but as she cut the thread and then threaded the needle, she appeared to hesitate. “Actually.” She cautiously maneuvered the pale-yellow dress into position. “There is one thing, but I am apprehensive, as it is not a mere minute-long favor.”
“Tell me anyway.” Intrigued, Zandra took a seat on a stool opposite Emilia.
“I have seen some of your drawings. I especially like the ones you showed us of people passing by the house. You are very talented in capturing expressions.” She began to stitch the button in with quick, skilled fingers.
“Do you want me to draw something for you? I would be happy to do so, naturally.” Excited about the prospect of gifting a piece to a new friend, Zandra smiled.
“I’m thinking of two very small drawings. One would be for me, and the other for…someone else.” Hesitating again, Emilia ran the thread in loops between the button and the fabric but paused. She measured about an inch between her thumb and index finger. “This small.”
Zandra nodded, slowly figuring things out. “For one locket? Or two?”
Emilia’s pale complexion colored faintly. “Two.”
“Who or what will I be drawing?”
Emilia swallowed but then cut the thread and handed the dress over to Zandra across the table. “Me.” She lowered her hands out of sight behind the table. “And Mrs. Leonora.” She looked like she was bracing herself against some sort of adverse reaction from Zandra.
“That won’t be difficult as I know your faces quite well by now,” Zandra said calmly. “Two small portraits like that will take me a couple of hours. I can do it tomorrow, Sunday, on my day off, if you give me the exact size tomorrow morning. I have no plans other than to strategize how to best pack my luggage.” Her stomach rolled a little at the thought of being on a ship and crossing a vast ocean like the Atlantic.
“I will consider it a true favor and a sign of friendship.” Emilia’s eyes glazed over.
Zandra thought of the potential implications of the tiny portraits. The logical conclusion was that the two women would carry each other’s portrait in lockets, and certainly, truly good friends sometimes did that. But young girls who adored their best friend usually practiced this habit. Emilia and Leonora were adult women, which could suggest something more than friendship might exist. Knowing their relationship had nothing to do with her, Zandra felt she should reassure Emilia, who still looked like she regretted asking, as her shoulders were pushed up toward her ears.
“I have a routine when I do portraits meant for private use only,” Zandra said casually as she put the dress back on its hanger. “If the client doesn’t state differently, I just assume that complete confidentiality applies.” She stood and smiled warmly at Emilia.
Emilia suddenly stood as well and rounded the table. Taking Zandra’s free hand between both of hers, she studied her closely. “You are a rare being, Zandra Lancaster,” she said quietly. “Thank you.”
Zandra squeezed Emilia’s hands and then left her room. Walking back to the staircase, she sensed that she’d been accepted into a special circle of friends, like she had passed some sort of enigmatic test.
Back in her room, she looked over the rest of her modest wardrobe, not counting the new dresses that had somehow multiplied by two in even more colors, which was equally amazing and exasperating. She had to remind herself of what Arabella had said that day they visited Madame Tatiana. Uniforms. Granted, the most stylish and beautiful uniforms a person could imagine, but still.
She counted her unmentionables, camisoles, petticoats, slips, and nightgowns. She should be all set for those five days before they boarded the ship. Onboard, there was laundry service, which was Leonora’s and Emilia’s responsibility, Leonora had told her. Kingsley—Zandra snorted at the idea of calling the friendly, correct man Neal—would look after and monitor everyone’s needs. It was remarkable that Arabella had secured cabins for all of them grouped in first class. According to Kingsley, it was for practical reasons. There was that word again. Arabella was merely being practical. Arabella wanted access to her staff without having to send word for them if they were in second, or even third class, which many servants were.
Having worked as a governess for five years, Zandra had seen how the wealthy lived. In the beginning, she was awestruck with the clothes, the furniture, and generally all the possessions that the richest of the rich surrounded themselves with. When she learned how much they took them for granted, how careless they could be with beautiful items, like art, she began to see her employers and their families and guests for what they were. People. Regular people who simply happened to have a lot of money and sometimes also a pedigree. They became less impressive with time, and she could easily focus fully on the children’s education.
Coming from a bad situation to the Grey household, despite all the initial drama, had been like taking a cleansing bath. Especially after last night, when she had dared to tell Arabella the truth. She had hoped she wouldn’t be let go or blamed, and Arabella had not disappointed. She had even comforted her, which was unfathomable. Zandra couldn’t think of a single person she had worked for who would have responded like that. Not even Rosanna McKellar, the only other person she’d told.
Joshua McKellar was a pig. He hadn’t actually touched her, unless you counted how he would often prevent her from passing by him. When she ended up pushing past him anyway, never knowing whether to turn her back or her front to him when doing so, he had hummed in a gross way that had eventually pushed her over the edge. She had hoped he’d grow tired of her, but it was as if he was fixated on the chase—she was simply prey.
Shaking off her thoughts, she made a small list of her items and hoped she could borrow a trunk, as her bag wouldn’t accommodate all the dresses.
After she tidied her room, she checked the time. The girls were usually put to bed by their mother, and sometimes with the help of a maid, if they were having their baths. The lights were supposed to be out at 8:30, even if Maeve normally snuck another half an hour of reading. Rosalind was always ready to fall asleep instantly, which Zandra found interesting. Maeve was the one who burned off energy all day, while Rosalind was the contemplative one.
Full of nerves suddenly, Zandra wished Arabella had been more specific about what time she wanted Zandra to join her in her parlor. She couldn’t very well barge in there—could she?
A knock on her door made her jump. She hurried over and opened it, perhaps a little too forceful in her movements, as the door nearly bounced off her forehead. One of the valets stood outside, looking surprised. “Lady Arabella wishes to see you in her private parlor, Miss Zandra.” He sounded bored but cordial.
“Thank you, Thomas.” Zandra nodded. “I’ll be right there.”
Thomas bid her good night and disappeared down the corridor, most likely eager to have some free time in the evening.
Zandra checked her appearance in the mirror and found that her eyes looked larger and darker than normal. If this was because of an onset of nerves, she had no idea why. Not about to make Arabella wait, she took a deep breath, shook her hands to soften her fingers, and hurried out the door.

Arabella forced herself to sit where she’d been sitting last night when Zandra joined her. The settee was placed the perfect distance from the fireplace—enough to warm her but not make her too hot, which tended to cause a headache.
She had spent the entire afternoon working and then playing cards with the girls, and then they had discussed the book Rosalind and Maeve were reading and were supposed to write a report on. Maeve had muttered about the hardship of writing at all, let alone seventy-five words. Arabella had merely raised an eyebrow at her wild daughter and asked how many words she thought an average novel consisted of. Maeve had guessed ten thousand words, which had made Arabella laugh before she informed her it was more like seventy-five thousand or even more.
After they went to bed, she ate her supper, as she had worked while the girls had theirs with Zandra. She had loathed to miss it, but she couldn’t afford to drop what she was doing when inspiration hit. Having created a new character for this latest book in The Bantillion Saga, she needed to introduce her in a way that enticed the reader, young and old.
When Zandra didn’t show up directly after the girls were in bed, Arabella realized she was impatient and that she hadn’t given her a certain arrival time. Arabella couldn’t force Zandra to join her, but, after all, she had seemed to like the idea. After twenty minutes more had passed and Thomas came to put more wood on the fire in the parlor and in Arabella’s bedroom, she told him to find Zandra and summon her. When she added that Arabella would tend to the fires herself before bedtime, he had looked mildly surprised but mainly pleased. More work for her and extended free time for him.
A faint knock on the door pulled Arabella out of her reverie. “Enter.”
Zandra strode inside, looking out of breath.
“Oh, my. Did you run here?” Arabella motioned for her to resume what she had suddenly designated as Zandra’s spot in her mind.
“More or less. I didn’t want to keep you waiting, mil—Arabella.” Zandra sat down and inhaled deeply.
“I’m happy to wait for you,” Arabella said, not about to confess to her impatience just moments ago. “You look a little flustered. Something to drink?”
She hesitated. “Perhaps…a small glass of sherry?”
“You’re asking me?” Arabella said teasingly and rose. After walking over to the small cart holding the alcoholic beverages, she poured some sherry and carried it to Zandra. Their fingers brushed against each other, and she had to quickly hide the shudder that traveled up her arm and down her spine.
Taking her seat again, Arabella could see that Zandra was not used to masking anything like that. Her eyes grew impossibly larger and darker as she looked at her hand holding the glass, then over at Arabella. She too had grabbed her snifter with cognac, knowing she needed something to hide potential tremors.
“What have you been up to tonight?” Arabella sipped the cognac, which warmed her belly.
“I went over my wardrobe…” She actually scowled. “And it has increased.”
“Has it now?” Arabella purred. “Do tell.”
“I remember exactly how many different fabrics I chose at your expense. Somehow, twice as many dresses and skirts now hang in my closet. I took the yellow one down to Emilia to mend it—”
“What?” Arabella asked. “Mend it? You haven’t worn any of them yet!” Furious at Madame Tatiana, she was ready to cause trouble when Zandra placed a gentle hand on her arm.
“Stand down, Arabella,” she said softly. “Emilia took care of what must have been a mishap during transport. It was rather funny. Emilia had mixed feelings about how the dress might be put on without assistance. Said it might render her obsolete. Of course, she was joking. She performs so many tasks that have nothing to do with fastening your dresses.”
Arabella found it quite the study of emotions to watch Zandra rethink what she had just said. “Oh, no. That came out sounding entirely wrong. I apologize.” Zandra blushed and covered her eyes with her free hand.
“I’m fully aware how much I depend on Emilia for my entire appearance and for, how do they put it these days, looking the part?” Arabella enjoyed this banter, especially since a flustered Zandra had to be one of the most beautiful sights she’d ever seen.
“She is very good at her work, but I saw you once with your hair in a simple braid,” Zandra said and smiled carefully. “You were just as beautiful as usual.”
Arabella thought back to the evening when she had found Zandra tucking in Maeve with extra pillows. They had both been wearing nightgowns and robes…Her mind stalled. And her own robe had fallen open. “Well, yes.” Arabella tried to change the subject quickly. “Have you been working on some new art during the week?”
Zandra sipped her sherry and shifted her grip twice around the crystal glass. She wasn’t quite meeting Arabella’s gaze, which, against her better judgment, spiked Arabella’s curiosity.
“Zandra?” She tilted her head and placed a hand gently on Zandra’s knee.
“Eh. Yes. I try to draw every night, even if the light isn’t exactly the best. Mrs. Leonora let me borrow two kerosene lamps, as the electric light isn’t enough when it’s dark out.”
“What did you draw?” Arabella kept her hand on Zandra’s knee, as she didn’t seem to mind. Already so in tune with every small change in Zandra’s expression, Arabella knew that if she had seen even a hint of discomfort or embarrassment, she would have pulled back and sent Zandra back to her room and her drawings. Instead, she felt Zandra shift closer, only a tiny bit, and perhaps even involuntarily.
“Mostly drawing exercises. As I love drawing clothes, or people, in and out of different clothes—oh!” Zandra slapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes widening, but not without mirth. “I’m so sorry—again—I’m not sure what’s wrong with me tonight, Arabella. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”
Arabella feigned confusion. “What do you mean, Zandra? Explain to me.”
“I—I—I didn’t mean to suggest…I would never…” Zandra stopped when Arabella couldn’t help but chuckle at her stuttering apology. “Oh, you! You’re teasing me again. Is this how it’s going to be? Me stumbling through our conversations and making a fool of myself because you make me nervous, and you having far too much fun at my expense?” Glaring at Arabella, Zandra narrowed her eyes.
“Not at all,” Arabella hurried to say, not wanting to hurt Zandra or make her regret these companiable evening talks. “I promise not to do that anymore…” She stopped as Zandra giggled, a thrilling sound that then turned into a surprisingly raucous laugh that immediately made her eyes glitter again. “I see,” Arabella said and smirked, hard-pressed not to laugh. “Beating me at my own game. I must be losing my touch.”
“Your face.” Zandra chuckled. “I just had to. Please don’t think me too forward.”
“I don’t.” Arabella lifted her hand from Zandra’s knee and reached up to push an errant lock out of Zandra’s left eye. “You do look like you ran here. Your hair is coming undone.”
“Oh, no.” Zandra put her glass down on the small sideboard and raised her hands to her head.
Arabella held up her hand. “Please, indulge me. I like it like that, with some of your locks escaping just a little.” Truly, it sent scattered images through Arabella’s brain of how Zandra would look if thoroughly kissed.
Shocked at how quickly her mind escaped the moorings she had put in place for this evening, she jerked the images from her mind with brute force. She wasn’t supposed to go there. Her heart pounded even harder than before when she tried to curb her breathlessness and the reason for it. Why did she lack self-control around Zandra? From day one, she had been mesmerized even when her fascination infuriated her.
“Where did you go just now?” Zandra whispered. “You look…angry. And this time it isn’t in jest.”
Arabella had let her straying hand end up on the backrest as she sat half-turned toward Zandra. Now she plucked at the pattern on the cushion, trying to think of something to say that would make sense and be reassuring as well. Opting for a half-truth, as the complete truth was impossible, she said, “I say and do things around you when I really shouldn’t, and I fear you may end up resenting me for it. I would loathe if you saw me as a female version of…” She couldn’t bear to say the man’s name. And Zandra’s expression assured her she didn’t have to.
“Why would I think that? You have never made me feel afraid or disgusted. On the contrary.” Zandra slid closer, capturing Arabella’s restless hand in hers. The other one, she placed on Arabella’s knee, stroking it in small circles as if to soothe her. “Last night when you told me you believed me—that you were on my side—it meant the world to me. I had forgotten how much being validated can help heal a wounded soul.” Imploring Arabella with her gaze, Zandra bit her lower lip. “Don’t think for a minute that I would ever see you in the same light as him. He was never in any light at all, as far as I’m concerned. He’s faded into darkness—and because of you, he’ll stay there. You held me last night and reassured me. You didn’t have to do that—”
“But I did. I couldn’t bear to see you afraid. The least I could do was reassure you that you had nothing to fear from me.” Arabella studied the expressions that chased each other across Zandra’s face. “And now you are trying to reassure me about something I doubt you can understand.”
Zandra was quiet for a long time, a good minute, at least, but she didn’t let go of Arabella’s hand. It was as if she was mulling something over and studying Arabella’s reaction at the same time. Deciding to practice some patience for once, Arabella waited—and tried not to tremble. Zandra’s left hand was still on her knee, moving erratically.
“Don’t underestimate me, Arabella.” Zandra finally broke the silence. “I may not have moved among worldly socialites in London, but I’m not entirely unfamiliar with how the world works.”
Not sure what Zandra was talking about, and in what way she thought the world worked, Arabella merely motioned with her free hand. “Go on.”
“You said you were concerned I might compare you to him. We’re both women. Your concern makes sense only if you were referring to the fact that women, and men, can be attracted to people of their own gender.” Zandra seemed to notice that she still held on to Arabella, but she didn’t yank her hands back.
“You are perhaps more well-educated than I gave you credit for,” Arabella said, doing her best to still sound humorous.
Zandra looked amused. “The subject wasn’t exactly part of the curriculum in school.”
“I would think not. May I ask how you learned about these not-so-well-known facts of life?”
Lowering her head, Zandra regarded Arabella through her eyelashes. “It was at a boarding school. Another girl propositioned me.”
Arabella hadn’t even thought of this possibility and was now a victim of surprise, shock, and—something very close to jealousy. “I see.”
Zandra raised Arabella’s hand to her face and held it against her cheek. “I turned her down. I was sixteen and not interested. I was shy and young for my age back then.”
“And now?” Arabella could hardly believe her audacity.
“If I answer, will you tell me about yourself?” Zandra let go of Arabella’s hand and pulled her other hand toward her.
Quickly, Arabella pressed her right hand on top of Zandra’s, wanting to keep the connection. “Very well. I’ll be as honest as I can.”
“I have worked as a governess ever since I graduated, mainly because I couldn’t imagine going back to live with my grandmother. During those years, I have become very good at blending in and becoming one with the furniture. I have put my heart and soul into teaching the children in my care and into my art. I haven’t had the time, or the inclination, to make myself available for a romantic liaison. Nor have I come across anyone whom I have felt compatible with…”
Arabella’s breath caught in her throat. She had to ask, didn’t she?
“…until I came here.”
Arabella raised her hand to her mouth quickly, trying to forestall the high-pitched whimper that wanted to escape. She reminded herself that Zandra could mean any other person in the household. “Yes?” Wanting to beg Zandra to let her know who she had connected with, Arabella could only stare at her.
“Now you.” Zandra leaned sideways against the backrest.
Damn it. She wasn’t prepared to reveal her past, mainly the time before her marriage. “I too don’t find it easy to connect. I love my work, and I can’t find common ground with very many of my peers. I belong to a small club of female colleagues. I have also been propositioned, but I have declined. Before I was married and belonged to this club, I was tempted when approached by someone I considered a friend, but I wanted children, which meant I needed a husband. She didn’t take it well. When I lost the girls’ father, I knew I would never remarry. I started to work, making me somewhat of a strange bird in my shallower social circles.”
“Just by working?” Zandra seemed more taken aback by that revelation than the subject they were actually broaching.
“Women of the nobility rarely, if ever, hold a job.” Arabella smiled. “I also knew exactly why I didn’t want to remarry, which was mainly because I refused to hand over control of my estate, my inheritance—not from my husband, but my family—and I had no plan to bed a man ever again. I find the female form attractive.”
Zandra blinked. “I see.” It was obvious she didn’t, not quite. Arabella wondered if she had been too forward.
“You did ask.” Arabella sighed.
“I know.” Zandra resumed holding Arabella’s hand, apparently yet another attempt on Zandra’s part to show support. Or could it be more than that?
“May I ask who you feel a connection to since you came to London?” Arabella knew asking might be a huge mistake, destined to bring her, if not heartache, then at least great disappointment.
“What? Why do you need to ask that question?” Zandra leaned near, looking Arabella directly in the eyes. “Of course, it is you, Arabella. Surely you must know?”
Expelling what was left of the air from her lungs, Arabella tried to figure out if she was utterly relieved, or if her life had just moved onto a track that might cause her more pain than she’d ever thought possible.
“Me.” Arabella pulled herself together, as she couldn’t seem too oblivious or, God forbid, needy, after Zandra had delivered her answer with such bravery and aplomb.
Zandra appeared to weigh her words. Perhaps something in Arabella’s demeanor cautioned her to tread more carefully. “I never realized my feelings might cause you embarrassment or discomfort. To quote you—you did ask.” She raised her chin, but her cognac eyes looked too glossy.
Loathing herself for causing this wonderful creature any further distress, Arabella looked down at their joined hands. She tugged gently at Zandra’s, effectively pulling her closer. “I may be completely selfish, but it pleases me greatly to hear you say this. I too experience a certain, quite unexpected, connection.” Arabella held her breath, not sure how Zandra would take her words.
A broad smile spread across Zandra’s lips and revealed her blinding white teeth. “Oh, good,” she said. “I do treasure spending time in your parlor and getting to know you better. I’m aware that this is a rare occurrence, and I’d hate to inadvertently say or do something that would make you reconsider your invitation.”
Zandra’s honesty and her earnest expression nearly got the better of Arabella’s resolve, and she had to persuade herself to loosen her grip on Zandra’s hand and allow her to straighten. As it happened, Zandra took the initiative and held Arabella’s hand between her own, pressing it against her chest.
“Thank you for clarifying that point, Zandra.” Arabella had to clear her throat. “Now, I might just have to explain something else about feeling attracted to your own gender.” She looked at their hands. “Physical touches tend to emphasize how one feels. I know you don’t mean to, but if you cling to my hand and keep pressing it against you—no matter how innocent the initiative is on your part—it has a much too premature effect on me.”
Zandra frowned, and it wasn’t hard to see how she mulled over Arabella’s words. She then said, “Oh,” though she didn’t let go of Arabella’s hand, but removed it from her chest. “I apologize for acting inappropriately. You’re right. I didn’t mean to.” She blinked. “I’m not sure I understand what you meant by ‘a much too premature effect.’”
Arabella knew she had created this situation to begin with, and that she could either ignore Zandra’s honest question or answer honestly.
“Attraction between two people can develop into something physical, and there’s nothing wrong with that fact. But you’re my employee. You’re my children’s governess, and as beautiful as you are—I must be prepared to protect you.”
“Protect me? From what?” Obviously, Zandra didn’t understand.
Arabella let go of Zandra’s hand and ran her fingertips along her jaw line. “The right question should be ‘from whom.’” She shook her head and knew she couldn’t elaborate, or she would cross another boundary. She reached for her cognac and sipped it, as a voice in the back of her head echoed the truth.
From me.



 
C HAPTER NINE
The Drawing
“Miss Zandra.” Mr. Kingsley showed up at Zandra’s side when she stepped over the threshold, entering the house via the servants’ quarters. “You are late.”
Zandra placed the wet umbrella in the corner just inside the door and removed her coat. “Late?” She blinked. “For what?”
“Lady Arabella has rung the downstairs twice already, and I can guarantee, if she rings a third time, heads will roll.” Mr. Kingsley looked sorrowfully at her.
He had to be joking—surely? Zandra glanced at the clock on the wall in the servants’ dining room. “It’s 7:30. The girls aren’t going to bed until—”
“You misunderstand. Lady Arabella was not aware that you stepped out, and it is almost dark.” Mr. Kingsley looked at Zandra as if she should know this meaning.
“I was perfectly safe outside. A lot of people were out still—”
“You misunderstand again, Miss Zandra. It is not me you need to reassure, although I am pleased that you are back in one piece. The park is not a safe place after dark, even in this part of London.” Mr. Kingsley pointed to the stairs leading to the upstairs. “I wouldn’t recommend running, because I’m certain you’d fall and break your neck, but I do urge you to hurry. Lady Arabella is in Miss Rosalind’s room.”
Firmly holding her art-supply bag, Zandra dashed up the stairs. Time had gotten away from her, but it had been such a beautiful day—until a fine rain had broken her out of her creative trance. Only then did she notice how late it must be, since the light seemed to disappear quickly. Hurrying home, she had put the umbrella she borrowed from Mrs. Leonora to good use. Still, the humidity in the air made her hair take on a life of its own, and her skin felt damp.
When she reached the floor she shared with the girls, she heard their voices before anything else, sounding, if not upset, exactly, then inquisitive.
“What do you mean she’s outside alone, Mama? It’s dark!” one girl said, sounding as if she held her mother accountable for what had to be Zandra’s absence.
“Exactly that, dearest.” Arabella sounded calm, but unless Zandra was imagining things, her voice was tense—like a taut string.
“I’m sorry I’m late, milady!” Zandra rounded the doorpost and rushed into Rosalind’s room. Both girls sat on an ottoman while Gwen, one of the maids, was brushing Maeve’s hair. Rosalind’s hair was already in neat braids. She held her night bonnet but dropped it to the floor when she saw Zandra.
“Miss Zandra!” Rosalind jumped up and hurried over to her. “You’re back. Mama said you went out after our supper and then were gone far too long.”
Maeve had managed to escape Gwen and was now joining her sister. Maeve glared, and Rosalind clutched Zandra’s arm. “You could have been stolen.” Maeve frowned. “Some terrible people who are only out after dark could have taken you.”
“I was five minutes away, in the park, which is very well lit, and so are the streets leading to the house.” Zandra hugged Rosalind, then tilted her head as she studied Maeve. “And since I didn’t get taken by a park-dwelling, terrible person, will you give me a hug, like your sister did? That is, if you’ve forgiven me.”
“I have,” Maeve cried and threw her arms around Zandra. “I’m so happy you’re back, but I’m also cross. I think I’ll be cross at least half an hour longer.”
“As long as you aren’t still cross when you fall asleep.” Zandra held both girls to her for a moment longer, before facing Arabella. “Milady. My apologies again. I never meant to worry anyone.”
“If you intended to be late, you should have let someone know where you were going and been home before darkness fell.” Arabella stood by the window, her arms folded over her chest, and two things were obvious. She was displeased, and she wore a midnight-blue evening gown, so she was going out somewhere. Disappointment churned under Zandra’s breastbone. They would have no companiable discussions on the settee in Arabella’s private parlor tonight. The last three nights, they’d spent the evenings together, Arabella with some cognac, and Zandra with a small sherry. Not always talking but, for a few trembling moments, holding each other’s hands.
Zandra had been happier than she had in a very long time, teaching the twins during the days, except on Sunday, and being allowed to get to know Arabella a little better during the evenings.
“I was so busy drawing I lost track of time. I’m so sorry. I’ll pay more attention in the future, milady.” Zandra tried to look beyond Arabella’s annoyance, but she was still clearly displeased.
“What did you draw, Miss Zandra?” Rosalind asked, obviously trying to defuse the tension between the adults. “Please show us.”
“Yes, please do.” Arabella stalked closer. “Let’s see what you were so engrossed in that you risked your own safety.”
Oh. No. Zandra turned and collected her bag from the threshold where she’d dropped it on her way into the room. “Let’s see. I found some bushes where the new leaves have just started to show as little buds.” She pulled out a stack of drawing papers. “See here?” She handed the paper to the girls, who stared up at her, their eyes large.
“They look so real, Miss Zandra!” Maeve seemed to forget to be cross.
“And here’s a glove on the path along the lawn that a lady must’ve dropped. I put it on the back of the bench when I was done, in case she returns for it.”
Arabella didn’t say anything, merely studied the drawings with an unreadable expression. Zandra showed the girls six more drawings, then placed the stack of drawing paper next to her bag, wanting to put them back into her folder properly.
“Perhaps we can go to the park tomorrow and draw, Mama?” Maeve asked.
Arabella shook her head. “I’m sorry, dearest. Tomorrow is Tuesday, and you girls have to go with Emilia and Gwen to collect your new shoes and boots. They must pack them into our trunks for the journey, except the ones you’ll be wearing while we go to Southampton.”
“Why can’t Zandra come with us?” Rosalind tilted her head.
“Zandra has packing of her own to do, and also, she promised to help me pick out some of the small pieces of art we want to take with us.” Arabella smiled gently toward her daughters. “If you say good night to Zandra now, you may read for half an hour when you’re in bed. As you know, I have a dinner engagement at the Ferrington estate that I can’t get out of, which means I will also say good night now. I’ll look in on you when I’m back.” She motioned for Zandra to help tuck the girls in, something she was happy to do.
Walking Maeve to her room, Arabella tugged one of the long, red braids a little. “How about sleeping with your head on the pillow and your feet at the foot of the bed tonight? Just to get a feel for it?”
Maeve laughed. “I can try. Sometimes I move in my sleep too.”
After tucking Maeve in, Arabella returned to Rosalind’s room. The girl was already in bed, and Zandra kissed her cheek. “Sleep tight. I will check on you two in a little bit, as I think I need to make an early night of it.” She didn’t dare look at Arabella when she spoke. Uncertain why Arabella was this annoyed, Zandra thought it might be a good thing that they didn’t spend the evening on the settee. She didn’t look forward to having Arabella stew over her tardiness.
Gathering her drawing papers, she pushed them into their folder and tucked them into her bag. Then she walked to her room, set it on the small desk, and finally took off her black hat. Even if it was aesthetically more pleasing than her grandmother’s horrible old thing, she still didn’t like to wear it, as it too reminded her of the woman who had made her life a living hell for years.
She had just emerged from the bathroom after washing her hands, when she heard a knock on her door. Opening it, she found herself staring at Arabella, who stood there, eyes ablaze.
“Milady? How can I help you?”
“By explaining this.” Arabella waved a piece of paper and then shocked Zandra by walking past her into her room. “What is this?” Arabella placed the paper on the desk next to Zandra’s bag.
Confused, Zandra went to the desk and stared down at the paper. Moments later, once she acknowledged what she was seeing, every drop of blood seemed to leave her body. Her hands grew cold, and she knew, without glancing in the small mirror on the wall, that she must have gone entirely white. “It’s a drawing I made.”
“Of me. Half dressed,” Arabella hissed. “I want to know why.”
“I—I never meant to…I was practicing drawing lace. As I’ve told you, I like to draw garments of different types. I was just drawing and found myself in that zone, which I sometimes do, and I kept going…and then this. And it turned out to be…a drawing of you. I was just as shocked. I should have torn it up, but—”
“But what?” Arabella snapped.
“I just couldn’t. It was that day when it rained so badly, when you gave me yet another dress. I’ve kept the drawing in my folder this whole time, as I didn’t want anyone else to see it. I don’t know how I could have forgotten when the girls asked to see some sketches…” Wiping quickly at tears that threatened to fall, Zandra plucked the drawing from the desk. “I’ll destroy it, milady,” she said, her voice shaking. She moved her hands to tear the paper in two, but Arabella startled her by yanking it from her.
“No! Don’t. Just don’t.” Arabella held the drawing away from Zandra. “I have no time to discuss this matter further now, as I’m already running late. Not only that, but I will also have to suffer through some of the Ferringtons’ foolish friends, when I’d—Anyway, we will address this matter tomorrow.” She placed the drawing back on the desk. “Now put this away in your folder like before, but do not rip it up. Is that clear?”
“Yes, milady,” Zandra said quietly.
Arabella seemed to hesitate but then hurried out the door, and all Zandra could do was listen to her disappearing footfalls, which seemed to perfectly match the beating of her heart.
Devastated at how quickly everything she had come to treasure so deeply had slipped through her fingers, she sat on the side of the bed and tried to calm her mind, but it was impossible. She had understood from the start that Lady Arabella could expertly jump to conclusions and assume the worst, but this…this was beyond what she’d understood. Confusion and disappointment overwhelmed her.
She knew she should venture down to the kitchen to get some of the warm milk the cook always had ready for her, but she didn’t want to run into anyone. Especially Emilia or Leonora, who would know just from looking at her that something had happened.
Sighing, Zandra began to unbutton her dress, the one of Lady Arabella’s that she found hardest to get out of without assistance. The more she tugged, the more the buttons and hooks seemed to dig into the fabric, and eventually sheer panic made her yank it off, which sent at least ten buttons flying around the room.
Not even bothering to hang the dress properly, Zandra tossed it over the chair by the desk, which made her eyes fall onto the drawing. She then pushed it into the folder as ordered, unable to look at it for more than a few seconds. After she removed the rest of her clothes, she put on a nightgown. Though she usually braided her hair, it now felt like too big a task, so she switched off the light and crawled into bed.
Hugging the covers against her, she let her tears run but made sure not to make a sound.

Finally home again, Arabella walked past Kingsley with a stern “Good night” and made her way up the stairs. It had been a miserable evening, and even if the Ferringtons were her good friends, the rest of the idiotic people present at the soiree had made her clench her jaws and fists so tight all evening, she was certain she would suffer for days.
Already in a foul mood when she had arrived at the large townhouse six blocks from her own, she had forced herself to at least attempt to be cordial. She hadn’t fooled Gillian Ferrington, she supposed, but at least no one else—except for possibly two complete imbeciles masking as human beings, who drove her annoyance to new heights when engaging in a political discussion. They found themselves at the receiving end of her scathing remarks, and only Gillian’s wide eyes made Arabella pull herself together.
Emilia showed up like a shadow and helped her out of her dress. When Arabella was in her nightgown, incidentally the very same one as in Zandra’s drawing, which made her wince, and her hair was brushed through and braided, she dismissed her lady’s maid and pulled on her robe. Tying the belt in a firm bow, still envisioning Zandra’s detailed, beautiful drawing, Arabella stepped into her slippers, lit her kerosene lamp, and began making her rounds.
When she reached the third floor, she stopped, seeing the light on in Zandra’s room and the door slightly ajar. It was late, past midnight, which made Arabella’s heart race. Lengthening her stride, she raised her kerosene lamp and walked over to the door.
She peered inside Zandra’s room and found it empty. Startled, she stepped inside and knocked on the bathroom door. When she heard no reply, she tried the door and found that room empty as well. A hot, panicky feeling stabbed her in the chest. Where was she? Down in the kitchen getting some of her ghastly warm milk?
Deciding to check in on her girls first, Arabella knew she wouldn’t return to her bedroom until she had located Zandra, whom she had certainly left in tears.
Rosalind slept as she always did. Arabella had always wondered if her oldest child ever moved at all during the night. Walking over to Maeve’s door, she saw it was also slightly ajar, the faint light from her small nightlight barely visible. She pushed the door open, stopped just inside, and could only stare.
Maeve lay sleeping with her head on the pillows for once, but she wasn’t alone. Kneeling on the floor next to the bed, her upper body resting over the side of the bed, Zandra had her arms around Maeve and her head next to her on the pillow. When Arabella tiptoed closer, she saw traces of tears on Maeve’s face and realized that she must have had one of her nightmares. Naturally, Zandra had heard her and come to take care of her.
Ever since Zandra had moved into the room next to the girls, the maids hadn’t had to take turns sleeping there, which they’d had to do in between governesses. The girls were independent and strong, but still wary of the dark and certainly not old enough to be all alone on an entire floor.
Gently touching Zandra’s shoulder, Arabella shook her lightly. “Zandra,” she whispered. “She’s fast asleep. You can go back to bed.”
No reaction. Studying Zandra’s face more closely, Arabella detected signs of tears on her as well. The piercing pain stabbed Arabella in the chest again. Her acidic words before she left for the Ferringtons had most likely caused Zandra’s tears.
“Zandra.” She pushed the long hair out of the way—and why hadn’t Zandra braided it?—and bent closer. “Come on. You shouldn’t be on your knees on these cold floors. Let’s get you back to bed.”
“Mm?” Zandra murmured and opened her eyes.
“Shh. Don’t wake Maeve. Come with me.” Arabella helped move the girl from Zandra’s arms, and then she had to help Zandra to her feet as she whimpered. “See? You’re in pain.”
Zandra seemed to wake up more as Arabella guided her out into the corridor with an arm around her waist. “M-Milady. Maeve. She woke up screaming. She obviously had a terrible nightmare.” Zandra’s voice was husky, and she was shivering as they reached her room.
Arabella didn’t stop but nudged Zandra into the room and joined her. She placed the kerosene lamp on the desk, pulled back the rumpled covers of Zandra’s bed, and straightened the pillows. “Get in.” She motioned with her hand.
Blinking, Zandra slipped into bed and moaned as she stretched out her long legs. Arabella tucked the sheet and blanket around her, then took the bedspread that was bunched up at the foot of the bed and used that too to cover Zandra.
“Thank you for taking care of her when I wasn’t here. The dinner took forever, and all I wanted was to return home. I might not see my friends for years, perhaps never, or I would have cancelled. Arabella motioned toward the side of the bed. “May I sit down?”
Zandra studied her through her eyelashes and then nodded slowly. “Of course, milady.”
That damn title. Arabella swallowed with difficulty. “If you’re not very upset with me, Zandra, I would love for you to call me Arabella again.”
“It’s…it’s all I want,” Zandra whispered. “But…”
Sitting rigidly on the side of Zandra’s bed, Arabella pushed her hands together, trying to mask the tremors in her fingers. “But?”
“The drawing. Nothing has changed—and yet everything has.” Zandra seemed to shrink into the bed. “I can’t bear for you to think I did it on purpose. I would never have showed it to anyone.”
“I know.” Arabella closed her eyes briefly.
Zandra drew a long, trembling breath. “Really?”
“Yes. As soon as I calmed down, halfway to the Ferringtons’ home, I began to realize that I wasn’t at all upset about the drawing.” Arabella bent toward Zandra and pushed her hair from her face. “We should braid your hair, but then again, it is stunningly beautiful like this.”
“Then why were you so angry? Surely not because I was late.” Zandra pushed herself up on her elbows.
“Not per se. But remember, you weren’t just late. It was dark out, and you had forgotten to leave word with anyone about where you planned to go. Yes, we might have guessed that you’d gone to the park, but nobody knew for sure.” Arabella took Zandra’s shoulders and shook her gently. “I had enough time to envision horrible things, and I loathe it when my mind jumps to painful conclusions no matter how I try to rationalize the variables.”
“I’m still very sorry for upsetting you. Can you forgive me?” Zandra sat up in bed. “Please, Arabella. I will never be so careless again.”
“It’s a hard thing to promise, as I don’t think you meant to be careless this time. It just happened.” Finally, there was enough oxygen in the room. Arabella took Zandra’s right hand in hers. “I’ll do my best to not jump to conclusions, if possible.”
“Arabella…” Zandra tilted her head, and the long, chestnut masses of hair fell to her left and spread over the bedcover.
“Want to hear something rather ridiculous?” Arabella asked, holding Zandra’s hand.
“Yes.” Zandra smiled pensively.
“Tonight Emilia happened to choose the same nightgown that you drew that day.” Arabella smiled without feeling like a beast for the first time since before she left for the dinner party.
“Oh!” Zandra smiled tremulously. “May I see?” Her words caught up with her before Arabella had a chance to reply. “Goodness. Why did I say that? That’s not how I meant it.” She covered her face with both hands after letting go of Arabella’s.
Looking down at her belt, Arabella rose from the bed. Then she walked over to the door, closed it, and turned the key. “We must be careful,” she said matter-of-factly, as she returned to the bed. Untying her belt, she pulled off the robe and hung it over the chair, where she noticed the black dress, the last one she’d given Zandra, hanging haphazardly. As she turned around, she spotted buttons strewn across the floor. It wasn’t hard to guess that Zandra had torn her dress off in either anger or pain.
Arabella retook her seat on the edge of the bed and laced her fingers on her lap. “Like this?”
Zandra, her eyes huge, gazed hungrily at her, but Arabella had already guessed that even if Zandra knew that romantic love between people of the same gender existed, she was very innocent regarding what this type of behavior meant, practically speaking. It was up to Arabella to be responsible—and mindful of Zandra.
Yet Zandra was the one who cautiously extended her hand and ran gentle fingertips along the lace that had inspired her a week and a half ago. “So pretty. A masterpiece.” She stroked the lace up and down, from Arabella’s shoulder to halfway down in between her breasts. Arabella held her breath. If she drew the deep one she needed, she would push herself farther toward Zandra and create even more problems.
“How can it be?” Zandra whispered.
“What do you mean?” Arabella said, her voice almost as soft.
“That you allow me to touch you, Arabella. Like this. Or at all.” Pulling her legs up, Zandra hugged them to herself and rested her chin at the top of her kneecaps.
“I seem to crave it.” Stunned at her own honesty, Arabella covered her eyes with her hand for a few moments. “Remember how we talked about finding other women attractive?”
“Oh, yes.” Zandra grew flustered. “I never did decide if I should blame the sherry.”
Arabella chuckled and took Zandra’s wandering hand. Then she bent and kissed Zandra’s knuckles, hoping the girl would take her kiss as a cordial gesture rather than wanton. But when it came to Zandra, she felt wanton, and so much more.
“I don’t think either of us can blame the drinks, Zandra.” Arabella smiled. “It would have been convenient, but not the truth.”
“Then what was it?”
Cornered and caught, Arabella turned Zandra’s hand over in hers and pressed her lips to her palm. She simply couldn’t resist.
“Oh.” Zandra slid closer and wrapped her arms around Arabella. “Are we back to what we had before? Is it true?”
“Shh, darling.” Arabella held Zandra close as she tried to calm the storm that raged in her chest. “Just hold onto me for a moment longer, because then I have to go.”
“No.” Zandra whimpered. “I don’t want you to go.”
“I don’t want to, but surely you realize I must.”
“Yes.” Sighing, Zandra held her so close, Arabella felt every outline of her body. Only then did she realize that Zandra was naked underneath.
“Good God,” Arabella said and freed herself. She stood next to the bed, trying to breathe.
“What’s wrong?” Zandra knelt on the bed and tried to reach Arabella.
So torn, so aroused, Arabella pulled Zandra to her where she stood next to the bed. “Just hold onto me. Don’t touch me. Just hold on.”
“Yes.” Zandra moaned quietly and wrapped her arms around Arabella’s neck. “You as well. Don’t let go, Arabella. Oh, God, how I wish you’d never let go.”
Arabella buried her face in Zandra’s hair and stood inhaling her scent until she knew she had to leave. If she didn’t, they would reach a point where they couldn’t pull back.
After a few minutes, Arabella had reached that point. “I have to go. Please sleep well, Zandra.” Pulling back for real this time, Arabella pressed her lips against Zandra’s temple. “See you tomorrow.”
After she donned her robe, she grabbed the lamp and hurried out of the room before she decided to ignore all decency and make Zandra hers once and for all. She had no right to do that, and certainly not like this, having barged into her room.
As she entered her own rooms, short of breath, she hoped Kingsley hadn’t drawn his own conclusions after she passed him at a distance. Snuffing out the kerosene lamp, she crawled into bed, not even bothering to take off her robe. She curled up and tried to push the images of Zandra out of her head, but when that proved impossible, she instead welcomed the recent images of Zandra as she rocked herself to sleep.



 
C HAPTER TEN
Train
Waterloo station was bustling with people, luggage, porters, carts, and general mayhem. Zandra stayed close to the girls and Arabella, while Mr. Kingsley organized the handling of their trunks and bags. When Zandra had seen the accumulated mountain of luggage, she had gaped. How could they haul everything through London?
Fortunately, Kingsley was a master organizer and had sent most of the larger trunks to a freight train ahead of time, to be shipped to Southampton before they even set foot on the train. Only their smaller trunks and suitcases would be available to them at The Ralphal Victoria Hotel.
“Keep close, Zandra. Don’t lose sight of the girls,” Arabella said, then proceeded to plough through the throngs of people, not stopping for anyone. Zandra made sure the girls remained safe between them and followed hastily. Emilia and Leonora took up the rear, carrying some of the smaller bags with contents they might need during the three-hour train ride to Southampton.
As they approached the train, signs guided them to the first-class gate, which led them directly to the porter in charge. The man showed them where to enter, and Zandra found it a relief to be out of the crowd. Half of London seemed to be leaving the city this Friday.
It turned out that Arabella had let Kingsley arrange for two first-class compartments: one for Arabella, Zandra, and the girls, and the one next to them for Emilia, Leonora, and himself.
“I want you close when I need you, Kingsley,” Zandra had overheard Arabella state firmly. “I cannot be bothered to raise my voice across half the train or send a porter for you. It will not work at all.”
Zandra supposed that if one had the finances to provide her servants with first-class tickets, so be it. Such an arrangement was eccentric at best, and eyebrow-raising among Arabella’s peers at worst. She also knew that Arabella didn’t care at all what people said behind her back, as long as her girls didn’t suffer.
The compartment had amenities that Zandra had no idea existed on a train: a bathroom, reclining seats, and access to their own porter. They could be served a meal if they wanted, and beverages of all kinds were available for the duration. Zandra knew that the girls had their eyes on the basket of sandwiches, pastries, and sweets that Mrs. Leonora had assembled.
The girls claimed the window seats, excitedly looking out at the throngs of people. Arabella sat down, sure to make room for kicking feet as the girls stood on their knees on the seats.
“We’re lucky this part of the journey is blissfully short,” she said. “All this excitement in such small quarters is already wearing on me.”
Zandra smiled. “I’m sure they’ll settle down once we start moving.”
“From your lips to God’s—” Arabella’s gaze fell upon Zandra’s mouth. Her pupils dilated, and for a moment she seemed to hold her breath.
Zandra pressed herself against the backrest as Arabella’s attention created prickling sensations along her arms and legs, and all over the small of her back. She couldn’t count the times that Arabella had placed her hand there when ushering her along. Usually, Arabella was careful not to touch her at all during the day, but during the last three evenings after the drawing debacle, sitting in Arabella’s parlor having sherry had become an exercise in not trying to challenge their resolve.
Handholding felt safe, as long as that was what it was. When either of them ventured farther, like gently placing the other’s hand against her cheek or, even bolder, placing a kiss on the back of the other one’s hand, things tended to escalate.
Being in a state of confusion started to become second nature to Zandra. She realized there was a lot she didn’t know. Arabella was older, more experienced, and that might be why she was usually the one walking them back from a looming sense of no return. Return from what, though? Zandra rubbed the back of her neck, pushing at the voluminous bun Emilia had helped her create. She was still wearing the clothes that showed her state of mourning, but Emilia had added a few beautiful items to her hat, as the period of black or dark grey would be over soon.
“Later tonight, you have to share what you’re thinking right now, Zandra,” Arabella said quietly.
Casting a glance in the girls’ direction, Zandra then returned her focus to Arabella. She appeared fully relaxed, if you didn’t know her, but Zandra was beginning to and saw some tension around her eyes. She thought she detected discreet fidgeting as Arabella was playing with her gloves, moving them back and forth in her hands. She wore a dark-blue dress with pale-champagne details and a coat in the same style. The hat matched the dress perfectly, and even her shoes were the same blue hue.
Zandra wore one of her lighter-grey dresses that Madame Tatiana had provided. The designer had added the button system that made it easy to remove and put on, as well as a way to rearrange the fabric panels to make the dress look less somber later on. All in all, a perfect governess’s “uniform.”
As it turned out, all the excitement and the warmth of the sunlight streaming into the compartment affected Maeve first, as she nodded off. Moments later, Rosalind lay down along the seats next to Zandra and curled up, her hands under her chin as always.
“My goodness.” Arabella motioned to Rosalind. “She doesn’t leave you very much room, does she, Zandra? Move over here between me and Maeve. You can’t have Rosalind’s feet on your lap like that.” Arabella patted the seat next to her.
Zandra stood and then nearly fell onto Arabella’s lap as the train jerked. “Oh. My apologies, Arabella.” Zandra held onto the shelf above them and managed to lower herself onto the seat. “I’m not always clumsy, even if my current record implies that I am.”
“So you say.” Arabella smiled and her eyes glittered. “I find it rather interesting to see how you maneuver through the world.” She patted Zandra’s knee. “Perhaps you can teach a much-older woman to look at it through your eyes. I’m certain I would find it fascinating.”
“How old are you, since you sometimes bring up the subject?” Zandra shifted and turned toward Arabella.
Arabella blinked. “Oh. I’m forty-eight. Forty-nine soon.” She didn’t look concerned but narrowed her eyes just so.
“As you know, I’m twenty-six. I’ve heard people refer to me as a spinster for the last four years.” Zandra shrugged. “I find age completely uninteresting, unless it indicates that a person has had the opportunity to collect more experiences than someone much younger. That isn’t always the case either. I’ve met people of a certain age who have barely left their house, let alone opened their mind to show an interest in anybody but themselves. And vice versa. Very young people, children really, who make the most of every moment they walk the earth.”
Zandra watched Arabella reach behind her and unhook the tassel that kept the curtains toward the corridor open. The thick brocade behind her fell down and covered the windows. “You belong in the second category, Zandra. That’s obvious.” Arabella leaned near and cupped Zandra’s cheek. Running her thumb along Zandra’s cheekbone, she tilted her head as she seemed to map each of her features.
“Arabella?” Zandra whispered, her heart first slowing, only to pick up speed and start racing. “When you touch me like that, you make me tremble.”
Arabella cleared her throat gently. “Do I now.” It wasn’t a question, but Zandra still nodded. She wanted to reciprocate the touch but was very aware that the twins were sleeping behind them.
“You look like you have something on your mind,” Arabella said, a faint smile curving her lips.
Zandra whispered so quietly that Arabella had to lean near to hear her. “I wish I were allowed to kiss you.”

At Zandra’s words, Arabella’s heart dislodged and fell into the abyss within her. She closed her eyes briefly but then realized that she couldn’t waste any time when she could freely look at Zandra.
Zandra was flustered but met Arabella’s gaze head-on. Her lips looked even fuller than normal.
“You might just be the death of me,” Arabella whispered after a glance at her children.
“Arabella?” Zandra’s lips formed a perfect o.
“The way you talk. How can you, a country girl from Scotland, be so brave?”
Zandra seemed to truly consider Arabella’s words. “I’m not brave. Half the time I don’t know what will pop out of my mouth.” Zandra made a helpless gesture, palms up. “Before I came to London, to you, I was a mousy governess who was good at her work but otherwise quite invisible…well…until I apparently wasn’t.” Zandra dropped her eyes for a moment but then straightened again and met Arabella’s gaze.
“I doubt that, but I’m glad you feel free to express yourself around me.” Arabella knew this was one of the most important things if they were ever to find, and navigate, true equality despite their different backgrounds.
“Even if I’m sometimes inappropriate?” Zandra pressed her lips together.
“Even then.”
After another glance behind her, Zandra turned back to Arabella and reached for her right hand. “There are so many things I want, Arabella—and they all have to do with you.” She spoke so quietly that Arabella had to try to lip-read.
“Zandra,” Arabella whispered. “When you say things like this, in this setting, do you have any idea how cruel you’re being?”
“What?” Zandra flinched visibly. “No?” She shook her head.
“But it’s true. You say things that I will need to investigate the exact reason for. Once we’ve checked in at the hotel, had our supper, and the girls have retired, I will have to insist that you elaborate.” Arabella couldn’t resist. She ran her thumb along Zandra’s bottom lip, back and forth, twice.
But when Zandra’s lips parted, showing off her perfect teeth, Arabella stopped, which apparently overwhelmed Zandra’s resolve to restrain herself. Before Arabella had a chance to remove her hand, the tip of her tongue touched the pad of Arabella’s thumb.
A dark, sweet feeling erupted in the low part of Arabella’s stomach and spread in all directions. Pressing her legs together, she moved her hand and gripped Zandra’s chin gently, yet firmly. “Vixen,” she whispered. “I might just have to punish you for that tonight, darling.” The term of endearment, one that she had let slip for the first time a few nights ago, made a new appearance, and Zandra’s wide eyes were proof that she’d heard. She also was probably a little nervous about what kind of “punishment” Arabella had in mind.
Realizing from her body’s reaction that she couldn’t fantasize too much about such things, Arabella let go of Zandra, who had the gall to look bereft. Vixen indeed.
A knock on the door made them fly apart. The door slid to the side, and Kingsley stood outside, carrying a basket. “As we agreed on, at the halfway mark, I’m bringing refreshments and some sandwiches, if it suites you, milady.” Kingsley looked over at Zandra and literally did a double-take. Arabella glanced at Zandra again, which confirmed the girl’s flustered expression.
“Thank you, Kingsley. Just leave the basket here, and we’ll wake the girls in half an hour so they can have something to eat and drink. Zandra can help.” Arabella commended herself for appearing entirely composed.
“Very good, milady. We are making good time. The porter notified me that we’ll be in Southampton ten minutes ahead of schedule, unless they run into something unforeseen that delays us.”
“Oh, I hope not, Mr. Kingsley,” Zandra said, her voice suddenly shaking. “It doesn’t end well if something unforeseen happens. It didn’t on the way to London. A lot went wrong then—and it can do so again.” Her teeth began to clatter.
A quick glance at Zandra showed the girl’s hands were balled into white-knuckled fists.
“Oh, I didn’t mean something as traumatic as your journey from Edinburgh to London.” Clearly crestfallen, Kingsley gave Arabella a panicked glance. Motioning toward Zandra, he asked, “May I, milady?”
Arabella gestured for Kingsley to enter. He stepped in and closed the door behind him. Sitting across from Zandra and Arabella, he gently nudged Rosalind’s legs out of the way. Extending his hands to Zandra, he smiled gently as she allowed him to hold hers.
“You know that what you went through on your way to us was a very rare occurrence, Miss Zandra?” He patted her hands. “We’ll be in Southampton in less than one and a half hours. I have arranged to have coaches waiting for us, and they’ll take us to the hotel. Nothing is going to happen.”
Breathing fast, Zandra looked at him for several moments and then at Arabella. “I’m not sure what just occurred. Suddenly I was transported back into the overturned car and people screaming. There was a fire…”
“Zandra.” Not bothered by the fact that Kingsley sat directly in front of them, Arabella put her arm around her. “Just breathe. In through your nose, and out through your mouth.” She smiled at Kingsley. “Remember when you taught me this, Kingsley?”
“I do.” He returned her smile. “I believe it was when you were nervous about your first book reviews being published. And I think I may have had to repeat the advice on a few other occasions.” He turned his gaze to Zandra. “You’ve already regained a healthy color, Miss Zandra.”
“It was the oddest thing,” Zandra said, sounding a little dazed.
“It can happen to us all, Miss Zandra,” Kingsley said. “If I may be so bold…you are a resilient young woman. We all think so.” He stood and bowed discreetly. “I’m going back to the other compartment now. Milady, if you need assistance in any way, I’ll be here instantly.”
“I know, Kingsley.” Arabella nodded at the man who had been working for her since before she was married. He had been a valet at her parents’ country estate. When Arabella moved to London after she married, her father had asked Kingsley to look after his daughter, even if she was a few years older than him. He had accepted immediately, and for her it had made all the difference. He was the only father-figure in her girls’ lives.
“He’s such a kind man.” Zandra leaned against Arabella. “He’s strict but always fair—and very considerate.”
“That he is.” Arabella nodded. “I rely on him for everything around the house. He and Mrs. Leonora think of everything I don’t have time for.”
“May I ask why we say Mrs. Leonora? Has she been married?” Zandra rested her head against Arabella’s shoulder.
Checking on the girls, Arabella decided to allow it, for now. “It’s how we show housekeepers and cooks the respect they deserve. Whether they are, or have been married, or if they’re spinsters, they’re always referred to as Mrs.” Arabella curled her hand around Zandra’s shoulder and held her closer. “And no, I don’t believe Mrs. Leonora has ever been married.”
“I see.” Zandra tipped her head back and studied Arabella. “I feel well again. I should sit up.”
“Soon enough, Zandra. Take the time to relax. It’ll be pandemonium again when we reach Southampton Central Station. We’ll wake the girls in half an hour, and they’ll enjoy having a picnic aboard a train.”
Zandra smiled broadly at her. “I like that idea as well.”
Arabella allowed the percussion the train created against the tracks to soothe her and prepare her for the rest of the day, which she was certain would become somewhat of a challenge with everything that needed to happen for their journey to New York to go smoothly.
“Arabella,” Zandra whispered.
“Mm?” Arabella held Zandra closer.
“I have just one more question before we wake the girls. This punishment you talked about earlier—why did you sound as if you thought I would like it?”



 
C HAPTER ELEVEN
The Golden Dragon
Arabella wasn’t sure if she had dodged a bullet when the porter had knocked on the door to their compartment right after Zandra’s question—or simply postponed the inevitable. She had given Zandra a firm look as she sat up straight next to Arabella, looking like innocence personified.
The porter’s arrival had woken the girls, and then they had all taken great pleasure in unpacking the basket Kingsley brought. Arabella ordered coffee for her and Zandra, knowing they’d need the stimulant to handle the situation at the railway station in Southampton.
Kingsley arrived to deal with the remnants of the basket and nodded at Zandra, probably relieved to see her back to her usual energetic self.
When they approached the station, Zandra rose to retrieve her ever-present art-supply bag from the shelf above them. The train moved erratically as it passed several switches before entering the station, and Arabella reached up and grabbed Zandra’s waist.
“You were saying you’re normally not clumsy?” She chuckled.
“Mama. That’s not fair. The train is jumping around like a frog.” Maeve slid over to Zandra and hugged her from behind. “I’ll hold you, Miss Zandra.”
“Thank you, Maeve. I’m just going to bring my bag down—oh!” Zandra staggered and tried to keep her balance, and Rosalind jumped up and wrapped her arms around both her and Maeve, which meant they were now all swaying.
Arabella looked up at Zandra, trying to contain her sudden mirth. She covered her mouth as Zandra held on to her girls, who in turn had started to move in a circle to remain on their feet.
“Oh, my goodness,” Zandra said and held the bag over the girls’ heads, which meant she couldn’t hold onto the shelf. “Arabella. Please. Take my bag!” She swung it in a circle when the train jerked again. “Oh, dear Lord.”
Arabella, who just ducked, was now laughing and dabbing at her eyes. “If you’ll stand still so I can reach it, Zandra.” She tried to yank the bag out of Zandra’s hands, but right then, the train began to quickly reduce speed, sending Zandra and the girls toward her. Just as Arabella feared they would crash into her, the train came to a full stop, and the three in front of her ended up in a heap on the opposite seat.
The bag dislodged from Zandra’s hand and seemed to fly into the air as if a deity had snatched it away. Arabella caught it in mid-air and simply put it down next to her on the seat.
At that pivotal moment, Kingsley stood in the half-open door, mouth agape.
“They’re fine,” Arabella said, trying to remain calm. “They’re just trying to help Zandra stay on her feet.”
“Looks like someone forgot to put the ‘safety’ in ‘safety in numbers.’” Kingsley tried to hide a smile.
Arabella stared at her butler and burst into a new fit of laughter. When she finally stopped, her daughters and Zandra had sorted themselves into three slightly tousled individuals, their eyes filled with a mix of disbelief and amusement.
Arabella adjusted her sleeves and regarded them coolly. “I suggest you all use the facility to straighten your clothes and rearrange your hair.”
“Certainly, milady,” Zandra said, and rose carefully. “Let’s start with you, Rosalind. Where’s your left bow? Ah, there, on the floor.”
Arabella watched Zandra quickly sort her girls out before she closed the door behind her and dealt with her own tousled hair. Reentering their compartment, Zandra had foregone the elaborate hairdo Emilia had created only this morning. She had arranged her hair in her usual low bun but allowed for a few tresses to caress her jawline and neck. Arabella imagined herself blowing them out of the way before she kissed that long, slender neck, then slammed an imaginary lid on that fantasy before Zandra could detect her desire.

The coach ride to The Ralphal Victoria Hotel took a mere ten minutes, which was a blessing. Zandra still seemed a bit unsteady after the train ride and remarked that she looked forward to getting out of her new shoes and perhaps resting her feet a little.
Rosalind and Maeve were restless, despite the journey being short, and when they reached the hotel, they almost left the coach first. Only Zandra’s firm grip of their shoulders stopped them.
Arabella raised an eyebrow at her daughters but didn’t sound annoyed when she spoke to them. “You never do that. You don’t know what’s on the outside. Always wait for the driver to open the door, or a member of the hotel staff. It’s a safety measure as well as good manners.”
“Yes, Mama,” both girls said, but Maeve was squirming.
The driver opened the door and helped them all outside. The hotel was beautiful, and Arabella was relieved to not see as many people waiting to check in as she’d feared. Granted, Kingsley and Mrs. Leonora dealt with all the practicalities, but still.
After a reasonably painless session at the desk in the foyer, Arabella stepped into the suite she would share with Zandra and the girls. Consisting of three bedrooms with en suites, a sitting room area, and even a balcony, it would do.
Checking the time, Arabella saw it was later than she thought. They had two hours before the girls needed to retire. Sharing a room might lengthen the process, so Arabella began warning them that their evening would be cut short, but she also promised that they would explore Southampton the next day.
After the girls ate a late supper, they didn’t fuss as much as Arabella feared, and as Zandra was there to assist and offer to reach something for them, Arabella could finally relax. She had been on edge ever since the train ride and wasn’t sure why. Was it because of how Zandra had shown her such trust and tenderness, combined with an innocent sort of sensuality? Most likely.
“Which book, girls? And Zandra will read only one chapter, as she has been on her feet all day too.”
Maeve looked pleadingly at Arabella. “Please, Mama. Can she read a tiny piece from your manuscript? Please?”
“Yes, oh, please, Mama!” Rosalind’s eyes glowed. “It can be just a short piece, but it would be so wonderful.”
Arabella’s heart melted, as she regarded the two—or three?—people in her life that were occasionally able to persuade her against her better judgment. “That’s not something I usually allow, dearests. You know that.” She pursed her lips. “But, that said, you were very good girls for ninety-nine percent of the day.”
Arabella walked out into the sitting room area where her briefcase sat. She opened it and browsed through the typed pages, not sure which ones to choose. Then she found one of the later chapters, where a new character was introduced. She smirked and pressed her fingertips against her lips. Yes, she would let Zandra read this passage for the girls.

Zandra sat on the side of Maeve’s bed, when Arabella came back holding a text-filled paper.
“Here. It’s not edited.”
Zandra wasn’t sure why Arabella sounded oddly self-conscious as she sat down on Rosalind’s bedside. The girls’ beds were close enough for her to be able to reach Arabella, though she didn’t try, of course.
“Is this book suitable for children?” Zandra asked carefully.
Maeve snorted. “Miss Zandra. Mama’s books are meant for both adults and children. They’re about fantastic adventures!”
Zandra looked over at Arabella, who shrugged. “It’s true,” Arabella said casually. “You may have heard of The Bantillion Saga?”
Zandra knew she must look utterly confused. “Yes. Of course. You mean, you write stories in the same style?”
“Miss Zandra. Mama is S. Moss.” Rosalind gaped. “You didn’t know?”
“No…” Zandra spoke weakly. “Th-that’s a surprise.”
“It’s a secret though,” Maeve said. “Mama doesn’t want anyone to know. She is—”
“—a very private person,” the twins said in unison.
“I can understand that. The books are tremendously popular. And I can certainly agree that anyone can read them.” Zandra swallowed. The Bantillion books were indeed very special. From a child’s point of view, they were innocent, exciting adventures. And adults could enjoy them in a more mature way, even if the meaning was very subtle. And Arabella had agreed to have her read some of the newest sections? Good Lord.
Clearing her throat, Zandra looked at the page and tried to make the letters stop jumping and the rows not to merge. Eventually her eyes stopped playing tricks on her, and she could begin.
The sound had followed Naramehr through the woods for hours. Whipping her tail about, noticeably annoyed, she turned her long neck around and surveyed the dense woods behind her. Something—or someone—was out there. Naramehr could tell. It couldn’t be Sparkle or Astra, her unicorn. She had left them behind in the small coastal city, fearing for their safety. Their absence made her feel lonelier than she had counted on, and perhaps that feeling of desolation made her hear things that weren’t there.
Naramehr wished she could use her wings and shoot to the sky, but she had to wait until she had healed after the latest attack by humans, who were only too quick to fear her when she meant no harm, and who underestimated her when she was filled with fiery danger. The sound of a boulder rolling down the hill through the trees made Naramehr stop and estimate its trajectory. It would miss her, but now she was curious. What had set such a large boulder in motion? Certainly not a human, but other creatures lurked in these woods that feared her and would not hesitate to cause her harm.
Naramehr extended her wings and stepped off the winding road. It was hard to pass through the dense trees and unavoidable that some trees and bushes perished under her feet.
Farther up the hill, she reached a clearing, where a brook ran merrily down toward the village below. Focusing on her surroundings, Naramehr quenched her thirst. After the last fight, when she’d burned the ground between the villagers and the hostile knights, she wasn’t surprised that her throat was dry.
A rustling sound to her left made her pivot and rise on her haunches. Ready to growl and start roaring fire, Naramehr found herself staring at another of her kind. Another dragon. It had been ages, centuries, since she had sighted one.
The young dragon hissed and rose on her haunches as well. Golden brown, it spread its wings, looking far too soft, and Naramehr watched the other dragon’s throat begin to glow.
“Wait,” Naramehr said. She was still in a battle position, but she spoke softly to the younger dragon. It stared at her with golden-brown eyes, and unless Naramehr was mistaken, she could read both courage and fear in them. “We are the same kind. Do you understand me?”
“What do you mean—the same?” the young dragon hissed.
“I am of the Ignis Draco family. The last of my kind, or so I thought.”
“What is that? Ignis Draco?” The young dragon lowered herself onto her feet and approached Naramehr, close to the ground—more of an attack pose than one of cowardice.
“It means Fire Dragon. From what I just saw, so are you.”
The young dragon stopped a tail-length from Naramehr, studying her closely.
“What is your name?” Naramehr asked.
“I have no name. I travel alone. Always have.” The young dragon snorted, and a puff of smoke streamed from her nostrils.
“I am Naramehr.” She wondered how the beautiful little dragon could be nameless. She appeared to have been abandoned early in life. Too early to remember her name. Then Naramehr heard herself say, “If you would like a name, I can easily create one for you.”
The young dragon merely stared at Naramehr for several moments. “How can you give me a name that might suit me, this long after my birth?”
“Because I’m an Elder dragon. I named many hatchlings back when our kind were still the rulers of this world. Granted, you are not a newborn, but the principle is the same.”
The young dragon studied Naramehr closely. “I’m not sure I believe you, but you may try.”
Zandra stopped reading, lifting her gaze to the girls. “That’s it—for now.”
“Mama! How could you end it there? I want to know the new dragon’s name!” Maeve’s eyes were huge. “Or you can tell us.”
“Yes, please, Mama.” Rosalind looked tired, but she too begged her mother.
“You need to wait and find out,” Arabella said calmly. “If you’re good girls, and go to sleep now, I promise Zandra will read the next page tomorrow night. This will of course happen only if you behave during our outing tomorrow.” She gave them a mock glare, which made Maeve giggle, and Rosalind pretended to hide behind her bedsheet.
Arabella kissed her girls, starting with Rosalind, and when she rose from Maeve’s bed, Rosalind was already reaching for Zandra.
Zandra pressed her lips to Rosalind’s forehead, and her heart melted when the girl hugged her close. “Sleep tight, little unicorn,” Zandra said quietly. “See you tomorrow.”
“Good night, Miss Zandra.” Rosalind curled up on her side and yawned.
Gazing over at Maeve, she saw her blue eyes glitter with mischief. As she bent over the girl, she tugged one of her braids gently. “Sleep tight, little dragon,” Zandra said, and kissed her forehead as well.
“Good night, Miss Zandra.” Maeve turned over onto her stomach and pulled the pillow over her head.
Zandra turned to Arabella, who stood by the door. Walking past her out into the sitting-room area, she didn’t have to wonder about the glitter in Arabella’s eyes. She knew that her time was up for asking that question on the train.

Kingsley oversaw the arrival of Arabella and Zandra’s supper himself. Arabella knew he wouldn’t trust anyone else to arrange a table for her, a habit he would have to surrender, at least some of the time, aboard the Titanic.
Now, after eating only half of her serving, Arabella tossed the napkin onto the table and rose to press the call button by her bed to summon a bellhop to remove the plates.
“I hope I’ m not rushing you, Zandra. I’m rather desperate for a bath, and I want them to remove the rest of the plates.”
“I’m done. Thank you, Arabella.” Zandra dabbed her lips. “A bath sounds like a wonderful idea.”
Arabella swallowed hard at some unexpected visions of bathtubs, hot water, and Zandra with damp, wavy hair. She hurried into her bedroom and pressed the call button.
When she entered the sitting room, Zandra was already in her room, but her door wasn’t fully closed.
It took the bellhop a mere five minutes to show up and remove the cart with the plates and leftovers. Arabella stood indecisively in the center of the floor, considering her options. She had already told Kingsley that she might not need Emilia tonight, thinking she could get out of the blue dress herself, as it didn’t fasten in the back as much as some of her other dresses did. If she could just reach the damn clasp at the back of her neck, it wouldn’t be a problem.
After trying five times and nearly starting a cramp across both her shoulder blades, she gave a muted growl and walked over to Zandra’s door. It was still a bit ajar, and she knocked on the doorframe so she didn’t accidentally push it open.
“Zandra? I need your assistance.”
“Eh. Oh. Wait.” Zandra spoke fast, and something sounded as if it had fallen to the floor.
“Zandra?” Arabella nudged the door. “Are you all right?”
“Yes. Wait. Just a moment.”
Tapping her foot, Arabella waited. After a while, Zandra pulled the door open and stood there wrapped in a large towel.
Arabella stared. “Something wrong with your robe?” she managed to ask.
“I have no idea. I mean, I can’t find it. I’m not sure which trunk, or bag, it ended up in, but it’s not in this one.” She waved behind her and nearly dropped the towel in the process.
The sweet, dark ache that always appeared when Arabella was around Zandra sank low into her stomach. There it created a pressure that sent warmth down her thighs. Unable to withhold a whimper, Arabella struggled to find the correct words. “I need you to unhook my dress in the back, please, Zandra. That way I won’t have to ask for Emilia.” She felt she needed to explain more, which was so unlike her, she stuttered. “I-I mean, we’re all tired.”
“Yes, of course.” Before Arabella could stop her, Zandra pulled her into her room and closed the door. “Just in case the girls wake up. I don’t want to parade in front of them just dressed in a towel.” She peered at Arabella, for once at the same height, as she was barefoot and Arabella was wearing two-inch heels.
Arabella wasn’t sure how to handle the situation. She turned her back against Zandra and felt her try to unhook the dress with one hand, and in the mirror above the dresser, it was obvious she was trying to hold the towel with the other. Eventually, what had to happen, happened.
When the bath towel fell to the floor, Arabella stood still, unable to look away from the reflection in the mirror. As Zandra was directly behind her, she didn’t see her naked body, but just knowing Zandra stood behind her without a stitch on made her knees weak.
“Zandra…” she breathed.
“Oh, no!” Zandra unhooked the clasp and then bent out of sight to retrieve the elusive towel.
When Arabella was certain Zandra was covered again, she pivoted slowly. “I believe you are a dangerous current, aren’t you, Zandra?” She placed her hands on her hips, because if she didn’t, she would have yanked the towel off Zandra and pushed her up against the wall, perhaps, or onto the bed.
“I keep disappointing you,” Zandra said, frowning. “And shocking you, clearly. With my questions…and my body.”
“Is that what you think?” Arabella couldn’t allow Zandra to appear so dejected.
“What else should I think?” Studying the floor, Zandra held the towel so tightly against her that it looked painful.
“That I find you far too irresistible. That I should be the one who made sure you weren’t put in this exact position. You’re an innocent, Zandra.” Arabella closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose as a persistent headache began to spread across her forehead. “I am not.”
Arabella still had her eyes closed when she felt gentle hands pull her along. Startled, Arabella opened her eyes just in time to spot the chair in front of a small vanity.
“Please, sit.” Zandra nudged her, and Arabella sat down simply because her knees gave in.
Zandra shifted to stand behind her. “May I remove your hair pins, Arabella?” she asked calmly.
“My pins…Yes, why not?” Arabella squinted at the strange vision in the mirror. She, sitting fully dressed in the chair, and Zandra, wearing only the towel, now secured with a big knot.
One by one, Zandra removed the pins, and Arabella’s hair tumbled down in wave after wave.
“Oh, my Lord,” Zandra whispered. “Stunning…” She went to her small bag and fetched a hairbrush. Pulling it gently through Arabella’s hair, she worked out all the knots that had formed where Emilia had teased it to make sure the pins didn’t budge. “Do you want me to braid it?”
“Yes. A loose braid, or it will add to my headache.” Arabella sighed.
Zandra braided Arabella’s waist-long hair with impressive speed. Then she remained behind her and placed her fingertips against Arabella’s temples. “Lean back against me. Relax your muscles.”
Arabella was as helpless to resist as if Zandra had drugged her. She leaned her head back and felt the back of her head cushioned by the soft flesh of Zandra’s breasts. Moaning under her breath, Arabella couldn’t take her eyes off their reflection in the mirror.
“The cook who worked for my grandmother had horrible migraines. This helped her, at least sometimes, if we caught it early.” Zandra massaged Arabella’s temples and kept up a slow pace and even pressure. Time seemed to stop as she half-caressed, half-massaged Arabella’s pain away.
“God, Zandra.” Arabella inhaled deeply. “I wish you would…”
“What do you wish for?” Zandra murmured as she pushed her fingertips along Arabella’s temples, down around her ears, and onto her neck.
“Kiss me.” Arabella snapped her eyes open at her words.
Zandra let go and came around to Arabella’s left side. Kneeling, she looked up at Arabella, her eyes dark and with a new expression that Arabella had seen only hints of before. Now Zandra regarded her with more desire than confusion, while before it had been the other way around. “I want that very much, but I still have to ask…why now?”
“Because I’m running out of reasons why not.” Arabella leaned sideways in the chair and cupped Zandra’s cheeks.
“What were those reasons…exactly?” Zandra placed both hands on the armrest of the chair and gazed at her with ever-darkening eyes.
“You are young, caring, selfless, and so unbelievably beautiful. You deserve so much better than someone like me.” Arabella nudged Zandra’s hair that had come half loose from its updo.
“And now?”
“Because you are young, caring, selfless and unbelievably beautiful.” Arabella sighed. “And I’m a selfish, middle-aged woman.”
“Shh…” Zandra slid her hand up Arabella’s arm. “I’m young, but not that young. I’m old enough to make my own decisions. You know that, Arabella.”
“Yes.” Arabella bent and brushed her lips across Zandra’s. It was the sweetest, most chaste kiss she had ever given, or received, yet it was as if molten lava streamed through her veins. Her corset and the dress threatened to suffocate her as there simply wasn’t enough oxygen to breathe.
“You’re shaking,” Zandra murmured against Arabella’s lips. “Shh…” She framed Arabella’s face with gentle hands. Kissing Arabella with the same care, and so very lightly, perhaps Zandra didn’t understand that this caress still fueled the fire that her mere presence stoked.
Arabella pulled back enough to look at Zandra, and what she saw made her heart pound but also terrified her. Zandra’s face, flustered and with such passion reflected in her eyes, showed she would obviously allow Arabella to take her if she continued what they had started.
Zandra radiated heat, and if Arabella pulled her to the bed now, Zandra would give herself to her, which would no doubt be heartbreakingly beautiful and passionate.
“Get up off the floor, darling,” Arabella said huskily. “What is it with you and kneeling on floors?”
“Not sure. It started at your house.” Zandra smiled but stood on unsteady legs, until Arabella took her by the hips and pulled her onto her lap. “Oh!”
“You asked why I thought you would enjoy being punished.” Arabella tipped her head against the backrest again. Zandra held on lightly around Arabella’s neck. “I think I just answered your question.”
“What? How? Kissing me was punishment?” Looking confused again, Zandra blinked. “You have to explain.”
“Kissing in itself is not punishment, obviously,” Arabella said and pressed her lips briefly against Zandra’s naked upper arm. “But kissing like this, and, trust me, these were very light, chaste kisses, and then stopping—now that is punishment for both of us.”
Looking as if she were trying to decipher if Arabella was being facetious, Zandra regarded her through her lashes. “And is there any instance where punishment can be pleasurable?” she asked suspiciously.
“I think there can be, if it is done right, and with great care. You are too inexperienced to know that in detail. We just kissed, and that was enough to…” Arabella grew quiet, not sure how to explain her physical response to arousal.
As it turned out, Zandra explained it for her. “I found it hard to breathe. And I felt so hot…inside. When I closed my eyes, I saw images, like dreams, of you taking off my towel—”
Arabella pressed her lips to Zandra’s to quiet her. If she allowed her to finish that sentence, the same image would manifest itself in her as well, and that could pulverize what was left of her resolve.
Kissing Zandra more forcefully than she had planned to made her panic. She wasn’t prepared for how Zandra pulled her close and wrapped her arms possessively around her. Arabella moaned against Zandra’s lips. So soft and moving against Arabella’s as if searching for how to proceed, Zandra’s mouth would soon find out unless Arabella managed to pull back. But that was impossible when she had her arms full of a half-naked Zandra and when she was so close to deepening the kiss, to tasting her.
Eventually, Arabella managed to pinch her own thigh hard through her skirts, and the sharp pain made it possible to withdraw. Leaning back, away from Zandra, she fought the agony of not being able to be completely selfish.
“Arabella,” Zandra said, gasping. “I—I’m not sure how, but I want to be even closer. I want to hold you more. Kiss you more.”
“Dear God in heaven.” Arabella closed her eyes briefly. “Zandra, there’s nothing I would rather do than to take you to bed, right here and now, but it’s too soon,” she forced herself to say when Zandra slipped a hand behind her neck. “I would be doing you a great disservice if I merely acted on impulse. I don’t want to be that selfish. I would loathe myself if I did.” She hoped she was getting through to Zandra, that she made her understand. “You are too precious. Not just to me, but to the girls. You must help me and let me return to my own room.”
“Let you? I’m hardly holding you prisoner, Arabella.” Zandra blinked.
“Until you tell me to go, you might as well be. Don’t you understand? I need you to help me do the right thing.”
“And if that’s not what I want?” Zandra was shivering now.
“Then I’ll stay, and we’ll make love.” Arabella tucked strands of hair behind Zandra’s ear. “It is what I want…what I have craved ever since I gave you that first dress.”

Zandra tilted her head and studied Arabella’s tense expression for a few moments. She could see the smoldering passion just waiting to ignite, yet she detected something else…something more. A desire that was not just about kisses. What had she called Zandra earlier? Caring, selfless, and beautiful.
Zandra’s heart and mind raced as if they were fighting for dominance—her passionate heart that wanted to know Arabella in the most intimate of ways, and her mind that analyzed Arabella’s words. Arabella, who didn’t want to be selfish. Who perhaps wanted to show that she could be caring and selfless, in the same way she saw Zandra?
Sliding off Arabella’s lap, even if it physically hurt to let go, Zandra stood and held out her hands. Arabella took them slowly, her eyes narrowing.
“Zandra. Please.”
“I know. I understand.” Zandra pulled Arabella into a firm embrace. “You will go back to your room and have a bath, and I will do the same here.”
Arabella sagged against Zandra, who didn’t mind holding her for a bit longer. “But, after our respective baths, before we go to bed, we better check on the girls. And once we’ve done that…”
“Yes?” Arabella leaned back to look at her.
“May I kiss you good night before we retire?”
Arabella’s eyes welled up, but she blinked the tears away so fast, Zandra thought she might be mistaken. “You never have to ask.” Arabella pressed her lips against Zandra’s cheek and then let go. As she strode out of the room, the sound her shoes made against the floor showed Zandra that Arabella had crossed the suite and gone into her own room.
Would the day when they could be together ever come? Or would Arabella regroup and find new reasons to keep her distance? No, she didn’t think so. Arabella was not a liar, and she had said that Zandra would never have to ask to kiss her.
She planned to cling to those words as a promise.



 
C HAPTER TWELVE
In the Park
The park in Southampton was lovely. This far south, a lot of flowers were in bloom, and some trees and bushes boasted light-green leaves. Among them, on the pathways, people living in or visiting Southampton strolled, looking pleased to get some fresh air and be out in the sun.
Rosalind and Maeve were busy drawing as they sat in the shade of an old oak tree. Rosalind kept looking at the gazebo across from them, where brass bands sometimes played. Zandra guessed that Rosalind, in her precise way, was drawing it. Maeve kept looking up into the tree, its branches looming over them. Had Maeve placed one of Arabella’s characters among the branches?
With Arabella’s foreknowledge and permission, Zandra was drawing Arabella, who wore a pale-lilac skirt and matching jacket, over a white, lace-adorned blouse. Before Zandra met Arabella, she would have taken the greatest pleasure in drawing the garments. Now, she did a reasonably good job with the clothes, but then she put all her effort into studying Arabella’s features. The mix of sharp angles, soft lips, and intelligent demeanor would have been a challenge no matter whose face she wanted to portray—but the feelings that permeated Zandra’s very soul as soon as she looked at Arabella made drawing her both harder and easier. Easy, because she knew Arabella’s face so well already, and hard because she noticed every minute detail.
“You’re frowning.” Arabella looked up from her book, where she sat leaning against the tree. The hotel had provided them with a sturdy plaid blanket. Zandra sat against another tree, not far from Arabella, and as they turned in different directions, they could keep watch over the girls.
“I’m focusing,” Zandra now said, in answer.
“You make me sound like a challenge.” Arabella smirked into her book.
“You have no idea. I want to do your beauty justice.” Zandra was drawing the lock of hair that hung over Arabella’s forehead and looked up again just as Arabella inhaled sharply and then bit her lower lip.
“Zandra,” she said.
“Yes?” Zandra blinked. “Something the matter?”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about.” Arabella shook her head.
“I don’t. You said my name. That was it.” Zandra couldn’t help but smile.
“You referred to me as—”
“Yes. Miss Zandra said she wants her drawing to show your beauty, Mama,” Rosalind said quietly. “And you are beautiful.”
Arabella’s expression softened. “Thank you, Rosalind.”
Rosalind put down her drawing pad. “You thank me but scold Miss Zandra for saying the same thing. That doesn’t make sense.”
Arabella closed her eyes, and Zandra could tell that she lightly thudded the back of her head against the tree trunk. “That was wrong of me,” Arabella said softly to Rosalind, while she regarded Zandra out of the corner of her eyes. Her expression clearly stated, “Just you wait.”
Once the girls grew tired of drawing, they packed up their things and put them away in the coach that was available to them all day. Strolling around the park, Zandra and Arabella ended up walking together, arm in arm, as so many other women in the park did.
“Why is this appropriate but calling you beautiful is not?” Zandra murmured, not looking at Arabella.
“Because this, walking arm-in-arm, is common among women who have befriended each other. Perhaps they even tell each other they’re pretty or beautiful, but they don’t sound like you did.”
Surprised, Zandra had to glance at Arabella. “How did I say it that tipped the scale into inappropriateness?”
Arabella appeared to hesitate for a moment. “Sultry.”
Her mouth half-open at the word, Zandra tried to recall what she’d said, and how. It was impossible. She had answered Arabella’s teasing question—wait—she had answered Arabella. And Arabella had smirked and flirted by saying, “You make me sound like a challenge.”
“In fact, Arabella,” Zandra said quietly, “you started it. If I sounded, ahem, sultry, then you flirted first.” She repeated what Arabella had said and how.
“I did nothing of the sort.” Arabella was smirking even now.
“Hm.” Zandra squeezed her arm. “I think I’m right. You may not be quite as inconspicuous as you think.”
Arabella chuckled. “I see. Is that your way of saying that I need to try harder?”
“At doing what?” Zandra glanced quickly at Arabella.
“Being circumspect. Watch out!” Arabella pulled Zandra closer when a group of young boys stormed by them. “I have no idea why, as soon as I’m outside with you, people are ready to knock you over.”
“Isn’t it strange?” Zandra clung to Arabella’s arm and watched the boys. “Plenty of little girls are rambunctious as well, but hordes of boys can truly make one’s life as a governess a bit challenging.” She didn’t say, “and sometimes their fathers as well,” but she thought it, and it made her shudder.
“Are you getting cold? The spring wind can be nippy now that we’re out in the open, even if this is the very southern part of England.” Arabella kept Zandra close, which made her feel better. It was rather ridiculous that she was easily startled and, as it seemed yesterday, had showed some strange fear, which seemed to be present only in her mind, when the train acted erratically.
“Not cold. Just rattled. It’ll pass quickly enough.” Zandra smiled. She pulled her pocket watch out and checked the time. “We need to start heading back for the coach. The girls’ supper will arrive in an hour.”
“And we’re at the far end of the park.” Arabella raised her hand and waved at Rosalind, who kept turning her head and looking for them every now and then. Making a rotating gesture with her finger, Arabella pointed to where they came from. “Time to go back, girls.”
“Oh, but I like it here,” Maeve said. “I wanted to draw some more.”
“Not in the park,” Zandra said firmly. “After your supper, and if your mother agrees, we can have an art lesson at the dining table. You can work some more on what you started before.”
Maeve’s frown turned into a smile in less than a second. “May we, Mama?”
“You may. Zandra is kind to offer, so let’s try not to drag it out more than an hour. Then you can spend some time with one of your books.”
As they reached the coach, the driver assisted the girls first. When he turned to Arabella, a shrill voice echoed along the path behind them.
“Lady Arabella? It is you, isn’t it?”
Arabella went rigid and then groaned. “Oh, good God.”
Zandra turned her head toward the voice and watched a tall, gangly woman on the arm of an equally tall and gangly man approach them. The woman appeared slightly older than Arabella and was waving at her.
“Camilla Terrence.” Arabella produced what could only be described as a shark grin. Zandra remembered it from the very first day she had arrived at the Grey household. It had chilled her to the bone, and it did seem to have a certain effect on Camilla Terrence as well, as the woman slowed down.
“What are you doing in Southampton, Lady Arabella? You’re a long way from home.”
“My family and I are booked on the Titanic for her maiden voyage this Thursday.” Arabella was clearly not going to elaborate. “We’re just returning to our hotel.”
“I see. I’m so glad I ran into you. You remember my husband Dominic, don’t you?” Camilla Terrence gestured at the man next to her.
“Of course. Nice to see you again, Dominic.” Arabella seemed less exasperated at greeting the man, perhaps since he seemed as quiet and withdrawn as his wife was exuberant and loud.
“And this is?” Camilla Terrence looked curiously at Zandra.
“My children’s governess, Miss Lancaster.” Arabella spoke curtly.
Zandra bowed. “Nice to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Terrence.”
“A governess.” Camilla Terrence frowned. “Are you taking staff to America? How long are you staying?”
“For quite some time,” Arabella said, obviously not about to elaborate. “I am sorry to cut this conversation short, but we were just leaving—”
“—but you must come to the house and join Dominic and me for supper tonight.” Camilla Terrence stepped closer. “As you have the governess here, you’re free as a bird, I’m sure.”
“Unfortunately, no.” Arabella shook her head. “I have made other plans. In fact, for all the days and evening until our departure.”
“Surely you can set aside one evening for old friends.” Camilla Terrence all but stomped her foot.
“Dear, if Lady Arabella is busy—”
“Nobody can be that busy.” Camilla Terrence glared at her husband.
“I would imagine that if my husband were still alive, he would have taken on most of the arrangements, but as he isn’t, I have to do everything myself,” Arabella said silkily. “Not everyone is as fortunate as you, Camilla.”
“True. True. I still think it’s a shame.” Suddenly Camilla Terrence turned to Zandra. “Lancaster, you said. Any relation to the Inverness or Edinburgh branches of the family? My cousin’s sister-in-law’s mother was related to the Inverness branch.”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Terrence. I’m not related to anyone in Inverness.” Zandra felt like taking a step back as the woman studied her closely, as if she hoped to catch her in a lie. She could barely believe how a woman she’d never heard of could show up out of nowhere and ask her about things she barely could think of without feeling nauseous.
“Perhaps just as well. There were some God-awful rumors about that part of the family. Seems the old matriarch lost her mind after her son died in Africa, or something to that effect. Dreadful story, my cousin’s sister-in-law’s moth—”
“I apologize for being rude, but I have to get my girls back to the hotel. It’s time for their supper soon.” Arabella motioned for Zandra to enter the coach first. The driver assisted her, which was a blessing, since her teeth were clattering.
Arabella spoke a few more words in a low voice to the couple outside, which might not have been an exercise in congeniality, as Zandra heard Camilla Terrence say, “Well, I never!”
Arabella entered the coach, and the driver closed the door behind her. Sitting down next to Zandra, her eyes narrowed. “Awful, awful woman.” She placed a hand on Zandra’s arm. “You’re shaking.”
“I’m just cold,” Zandra said, pleading in her head for Arabella not to have a discussion in front of the twins.
The twins, or mainly Rosalind, seemed to notice that something was not right.
“Miss Zandra?” Rosalind looked wide-eyed at her. “You really are trembling.”
“I think I got cold just before we reached the coach. It’s spring, and it’s been a lovely day, but it was cold in the shade.”
“We’ll be back in the hotel soon. We’ll have you warm very quickly.” Arabella patted Zandra’s hand.
Once Zandra was in the suite with Arabella and the girls, and Arabella rang for Emilia and Mrs. Leonora to assist with the girls, she slipped into her room and closed the door behind her. Pressing her back to it, she drew a deep breath, and then another. Deep sobs tore through her, and she slipped down onto the floor. Hugging her knees close to her chest, she pressed her lips to them, to silence her crying. She couldn’t have the girls overhear, or Arabella. Not now.
When she had thought the pushy woman in the park had identified her, or at least guessed who she was, it was as if a chasm had opened underneath her. She had managed to not fall apart on the way back to the hotel, ridden up in the lift with Arabella and the girls, and listened to the children talk about how they might improve their drawings.
It was a blessing, of sorts, when Arabella had to talk to Emilia and Mrs. Leonora, which meant Zandra could hide in her room and find her bearings before Arabella could tell she still was “cold.”
She tipped her head back and saw that this door had no key. She even contemplated placing a chair under the door handle, as Mrs. McKellar’s cook had suggested, but it would only raise more questions.
Zandra had no idea how long she’d sat on the floor, when someone knocked on the door.
“Zandra?” It was Emilia.
Hoping Emilia would think she was taking a nap, or using the en suite, Zandra closed her eyes hard and pressed her forehead against her fists. She had to calm herself and wash her face. She would have a hard time explaining her reaction to the others if they saw her like this. However, her legs seemed to have gone entirely rigid, and it was difficult, no, impossible to move.
“Zandra? Are you awake?” Emilia called out a little louder.
“Is she there?” a more muted voice belonging to Mrs. Leonora asked.
“She has to be, but she’s not answering, and I don’t want to wake her if she’s asleep. Lady Arabella said she got cold in the park.”
“Cold? A girl from Scotland in a park in Southampton?” Mrs. Leonora said slowly. “What if she’s not feeling well? Can we truly risk not ascertaining that fact? Lady Arabella wouldn’t forgive us, or herself, if Zandra became ill.”
“You’re right,” Emilia said.
More knocking, harder now. “Zandra? Can you hear me?” A brief pause, and then Zandra heard Emilia say, “That’s it. We have to make sure. If she’s in bed, asleep, at least we’ll know.”
Before Zandra had a chance to react, someone pressed down the door handle and pushed at the door. Zandra fell to the side, and Emilia nearly stumbled over her.
“Zandra!” Gasping as she righted herself, Emilia stared at Zandra, her eyes huge. Crouching first, then kneeling next to Zandra, Emilia felt her forehead. “She’s cold but also quite clammy.” She looked up at Mrs. Leonora. “We can’t be responsible for her not being well. Why don’t you go keep the girls company while they change their clothes? Lady Arabella needs to come.”
“No,” Zandra whispered huskily. “No. Please.”
“It’s going to be all right. We need to tuck you into bed,” Emilia said, her voice trembling. “You frightened me, Zandra.”
“Arabella doesn’t have to—”
“Zandra?” Arabella’s rapid footfalls were unmistakable, and Zandra would have known it was her even if she hadn’t shouted Zandra’s name with such concern. “Where is she?” Now her tone was stark.
“In here, milady,” Emilia called out.
“Oh, dear God.” Arabella stopped just inside the door. “What’s happened?” She fell to her knees next to Emilia.
“I don’t think she has a fever, milady. If anything, this looks like some sort of shock. She’s trembling, and she’s cold and clammy.” Emilia caressed Zandra’s forehead.
Arabella put the back of her hand against Zandra’s forehead, and she knew she would have to say something, or they might call a doctor. She simply needed some time to herself, if anything. Not medical intervention.
“I need help to get up,” Zandra whispered. “I would like to rest on the bed for a minute.”
“Thank the Lord, she speaks.” Emilia slipped behind Zandra and put her arm around her waist. “If you can keep her feet from slipping, milady?”
“Or I might be of assistance,” a male voice said as Mr. Kingsley stepped through the now-wide-open door. “Allow me, Emilia.”
“Yes, Emilia. Let Kingsley help her.” Arabella rose and stood to the side, not taking her eyes off Zandra. “Please help her onto her bed and bring hot-water bottles and extra blankets. Then I want you to tell the girls that Zandra needs to rest for a bit after getting cold, and they’ll have their art class when she feels better.”
“Yes, milady,” Emilia said and hurried out of the room.
Zandra tried to get her feet under herself when Mr. Kingsley lifted her off the floor, but he merely swung her up in his arms and walked the few steps over to the bed.
“Thank you, Mr. Kingsley,” Zandra whispered.
“You feel better now, Miss Zandra,” he said and patted her shoulder before leaving the room.
Arabella began unlacing Zandra’s boots and pulled them off. “Your feet are cold as well,” she muttered. “Why didn’t you tell me you were this unwell…I don’t understand.”
Zandra regarded Arabella’s ministrations through eyes that were mere slits. Even if she could have explained everything, she could barely speak. It was as if her vocal cords were affected too.
Emilia entered with hot-water bottles and blankets. She helped Arabella remove Zandra’s dress and hat, then tucked the bottles and blankets around her.
“I’ll be right outside with Leonora and the girls, milady,” Emilia said and left the room, closing the door behind her.
Zandra felt new tears carve hot tracks on her cheeks and along her temples. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I’m sorry.”
Arabella slid up higher on the bed and bent down. She kissed the tears until they stopped flowing. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Something happened when we ran into that idiotic woman and her husband. I saw it on your face as soon as she began asking your name. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, or if it is simply too soon. Just please don’t hide when you’re not well. I can’t bear to think of you alone, afraid, and in pain, darling. Do you understand?”
Zandra managed to lift her right arm and hook it around Arabella’s neck. “It’s almost like when I panicked on the train…only worse…am I going insane?” She shivered, and Arabella pulled her into her arms, blankets and all.
“No, you’re not. Emilia thinks you’re in shock. I’m inclined to agree with her.” Kissing Zandra’s lips lightly, Arabella rocked her gently. “And you’re just going to take it very easy tonight. I’ll have them send up soup and bread for you. Nothing too heavy.”
“I hate to cause so much trouble,” Zandra whispered.
“And if I were feeling like you do now? Would you think I merely caused trouble?” Arabella lifted her head to look at Zandra, her eyebrows raised.
“No. Of course not…oh…”
“Oh, indeed.”
Arabella simply held Zandra until she began to fall asleep. She felt gentle hands tuck her in once more, and then a faint scraping sound. When she opened her eyes a bit, she saw Arabella sit down in an armchair that she’d pulled up to the bed. She didn’t switch on any additional lights, merely sat there, watching over her.
Finally able to relax, Zandra allowed herself to fall asleep.



 
C HAPTER THIRTEEN
What’s In a Name?
Arabella realized just how hard the seemingly trivial incident in the park had shaken Zandra, as it took her almost two full days to recuperate enough to leave her room. Whatever the happenstance run-in with the Terrences had stirred in Zandra, it certainly wasn’t anything trivial. The haunted expression in Zandra’s eyes revealed how profoundly it had affected her. She also knew that prying into it would merely prolong her recovery.
On Tuesday evening, Zandra surprised them all by leaving her room and joining the girls for supper, as usual. They were all about to take their seats, and Mrs. Leonora was arranging for a tray to be taken to Zandra’s room, when she suddenly stood there, as if she’d sprouted from the floor.
“I thought I’d eat with you,” she said, the sound of her voice making Arabella jump. Zandra hadn’t spoken much during the last two days, merely slept, as if she needed all the rest she could get. Arabella and the others had taken turns sitting with her, and the girls had been allowed to come in and say good night if Zandra was awake when they retired.
Rosalind and Maeve had made drawings, suggested books Arabella could read to Zandra, and even sung outside her door.
“Miss Zandra,” Rosalind whispered.
Arabella could barely take in the sight of Zandra, as she looked so different. Dressed in the pale-yellow dress Madame Tatiana had created for her, she lit up the room. It reflected a completely new light in her eyes, or perhaps it was there because she was truly feeling better.
“Miss Zandra.” Kingsley rose and pulled out the vacant chair to Arabella’s right for her. “So lovely to see you up and about.”
“I’ve rested enough for a lifetime, I think.” Zandra patted his arm as she sat down. Gazing around the table, she locked eyes with Arabella. “Thank you for all your patience. It’s been a difficult couple of days, but I heard Rosalind and Maeve sing, and I heard you read, Arabella. And Emilia and Mrs. Leonora—thank you for all you’ve done of a more practical nature. And Mr. Kingsley, you carried me. Literally.”
“I hope I won’t have to, but I would do so again,” he said.
“We’ve missed you,” Maeve said. “Even if you were right there in your room, we missed you so much.”
“I missed you too, girls, but I needed to find my strength again. And thanks to all of you, I have.” She turned to Arabella. “Arabella.” She swallowed hard and smiled despite damp eyelashes.
“Yes?” Arabella asked quietly.
“Just…Arabella.” Zandra took Arabella’s hand under the table and squeezed it.
“Well, then.” Arabella nodded for Mrs. Leonora to begin serving, and after a few slightly awkward moments, they began to eat.
Later that evening, when it was time for the girls to retire, Arabella turned to Zandra, who sat reading by the fire. “Do you feel up to reading a little to the girls tonight?”
Zandra looked up and smiled. “Oh, yes. I really want to. Tomorrow we can resume a few of our classes, and if I can manage, we’ll hold the art class in the afternoon—unless you’ve arranged for another activity for them.”
“You are being facetious, right?” Arabella chuckled. “I haven’t been able to get them to do anything more than take a walk the last few days. They didn’t want to be away from you. The art class will help them settle down and trust that you’re doing better.” She studied her nails for a moment. “Something I would like to accomplish as well.”
“Oh, Arabella.” Zandra ran quick fingers along Arabella’s hands. “Then let’s see what they want me to read.”
“I know exactly what they want.” Arabella fetched a document from the small desk where her typewriter sat. “Here. The continuation of the new Bantillion story. Just one page.”
“Yes!” Looking every bit as excited as the girls were about the new story, Zandra held the page with care.
The girls were in bed, and Rosalind patted her mattress. “Please sit on my bed this time, Miss Zandra.”
Zandra sat down and looked over the edge of the single page. “Now. Do you think we’re ready to find out about the new dragon that Naramehr came upon in the forest?”
The girls squealed and clapped their hands. “Hurry, Miss Zandra. Go on!”
Zandra adjusted her skirts and glanced over at Arabella, who had sat down at the foot of Maeve’s bed. Arabella nodded. She looked forward to hearing Zandra’s gentle alto voice make her story come alive. Emilia, Mrs. Leonora, and Kingsley stood in the doorway, obviously curious. No doubt, the girls had told them about the part Zandra had read to them after the train ride to Southampton.
Naramehr circled the younger dragon, taking in her golden-brown hue and the pattern of her scales. Whereas Naramehr’s scales were sharp triangles, having been weathered through the centuries, the young dragon’s scales were raised in slight curls that reflected the light, making her glimmer.
Names were not based on looks alone, even if they played a part. The way a dragon moved and how it carried itself when addressing others, be it elders or hatchlings, mattered even more. This dragon was at a disadvantage, as there were no more hatchlings as far as Naramehr knew. Her own were long gone and something she would rather not dwell on. It did not escape her that Sparkle and Astra had become her wards in their place.
Standing straight and not moving, the young dragon followed every move Naramehr made, and when she seemed to sense no hostility, she slowly relaxed her rigid pose, the glowing embers inside her larynx losing their gleam.
“You strike me as a brave and feisty youngling. Do you know which year you came into existence?” Naramehr stopped in front of the other dragon, not taking her eyes off her.
“I only remember growing up in the mountains north of us, near a farm. The farmer and his family found me as a…hatchling? Is that the same as a baby dragon?”
The term did not sit well with Naramehr but had to be what the humans saving this dragon had called her. A human hatchling was called a baby.
“It is, but you are not and never have been a baby. Hatchling, childling, youngling, dragon, and elder. Those are the five age groups among our kind.”
“I’m a youngling still?” Not looking pleased, the golden-brown dragon stomped her feet, as she clearly found it difficult to remain still for any extended period.
“Not for very long. Once you have your name, and you’ve trained with me as your guide, you can claim adulthood after a series of assessments.”
“Then get on with it. Name me.” Whipping her tail around, the youngling showed just why she needed extensive training. Impatience in an Ignis Draco was dangerous. It could lead to immense loss of life, including its own.
“You have made it fairly easy for me to find inspiration for your name.” Naramehr walked closer, towering over the smaller dragon. “Once I have let you know, that is the point of no return. You are under my guardianship, and you are my responsibility.” Naramehr sighed inwardly. “I can assure you that I have no tolerance for fools or for a youngling that is not prepared to do the work—internal and external. I have cut such younglings loose before…something they rarely survive. Do I make myself clear, youngling?”
“Yes, yes,” the youngling said, swishing its tail back and forth, obviously eager now.
“Then bow.” Making her voice thunderous, Naramehr was pleased to see the youngling flinch and fall onto her knees.
“Your name from now on and forevermore will be Amberzar. Amber for your eyes, and zar, which means star in the olden tongue. Walk among men and beasts as Amberzar, mindful of your lessons and respectful of all other creatures. Lend your aid to those that need justice and protection. Never break the common code bestowed upon you, inherited by you, from dragon to dragon.”
Amberzar attempted to swing her tail in exuberance, but she managed only to perform a single small sweep along the ground. Obviously annoyed, she roared, but a faint remnant of an ember that barely shone through the scales covering her throat was all she could ignite.
“What have you done to me?” Amberzar growled. “I will be too vulnerable the next time humans attack.”
Naramehr made sure she towered over Amberzar. “You won’t need to be able to access your embers, as from now on, and until you are finally assessed, you will be with me.”
“Amberzar,” Rosalind whispered, while Maeve kicked her feet from sheer excitement. “She sounds beautiful.”
“And Naramehr will have a lot of work to do, to teach her.” Maeve looked slyly at Zandra. “Like you are teaching us.”
Arabella hid a smile. If Rosalind and Maeve wanted to entertain the idea that they were like Amberzar, and Zandra was the older dragon—the teacher, as it were—then so be it. In the story, she had needed a new character, and ever since Zandra had joined the Grey household, the impact she’d had on all of them, she had been a perfect inspiration for Amberzar.

Zandra stood in the center of the sitting room, the heat from the fireplace warming her. And the sight of Arabella approaching her made her heart thunder.
“They’re fast asleep. I believe they chattered about the story for an hour after lights-out. I couldn’t bring myself to reprimand them.” Arabella stood next to Zandra. “And you look wonderful.”
“I’m sure it’s the dress. You’ve grown accustomed to seeing me in a black or grey dress for weeks now. This color would enhance anyone’s looks.” Zandra smiled broadly.
“Oh, I can think of a few who would need a lot more than a pretty dress. I meant, despite having been with the girls since supper and onward, you still look radiant—and healthy.”
“I was never physically ill.” Zandra turned to face Arabella. “But you know that.”
“Yes.” Arabella put a gentle arm around Zandra’s shoulders. “What you went through still manifested itself that way, which isn’t uncommon.”
“I suppose.” Zandra turned around and pressed her face against Arabella’s shoulder, wrapping her arms around her waist. “I needed time. Thank you for giving that to me.”
“Always.” Arabella sounded choked up as she pressed her cheek against Zandra’s hair.
They stood in each other’s arms for a few minutes, and Zandra felt how they reconnected, hoping they hadn’t lost whatever they’d been heading toward before the incident in the park. She had one more thing to ask Arabella before she could relax—or not, depending on the answer.
“I promise I will tell you everything, when I’m able to, Arabella,” she said quietly. “I will explain, and I hope you will understand. Both regarding my reaction, and my…past. I just can’t…not yet. I can assure you that I haven’t committed any crime. That should be important for you to know.”
“Not the most important thing, but yes, perhaps.” Arabella tipped Zandra’s head back. “Take your time and share what you can, when you can.”
“So I didn’t dream that part.” Zandra raised her head and studied Arabella’s expression. She had heard, or thought she heard, Arabella say something similar two nights ago. “You have no idea how cared for—and trusted—your patience makes me feel.”
“I think I do, to a degree.” Arabella caressed Zandra’s cheeks and let her hand slide along her neck. “And you are cared for.”
“Arabella…” Zandra framed Arabella’s face with her hands and kissed her. Not like the gentle, whisper-light kisses from last Friday, but with more emphasis, as if by putting some force behind the kiss, Arabella would know how she felt. She let go for a moment and then pressed their lips together again, over and over. “I care too. More than I can say. More than I ever knew it was possible to care for another person.”
Arabella allowed Zandra to kiss her, and she could tell that Zandra’s breath was labored, her hands restless.
“Please, Zandra,” Arabella murmured between kisses. “May I show you how to deepen the kisses? If you don’t enjoy it, I’m happy to continue caressing you this way.”
“Yes. Show me.” Excited, and perhaps a little nervous, Zandra gazed at Arabella quizzically, not sure what deepening their kisses might mean.
“Part your lips for me, darling,” Arabella whispered. “Yes. Just like that.” She parted her lips slightly too, then wrapped her arms around Zandra’s neck and kissed her again. The heat increased between them, and now Zandra tasted Arabella. She trembled against her, and when Arabella ran the tip of her tongue along Zandra’s lower lip, she whimpered into Arabella’s mouth.
“Mm.” Arabella changed angles and slipped her tongue farther into Zandra’s mouth.
Something indescribable happened when Zandra automatically met Arabella’s tongue with hers. Something heavy and pulsating grew increasingly intense between her legs, down her thighs, and up her abdomen. Needing more contact, Zandra held Arabella closer, unsure what to do with the sweet ache. She ran her tongue along Arabella’s, over and over, clinging to her. She wanted to put her hands all over Arabella but was uncertain how to do that without doing something she shouldn’t.
“Zandra, Zandra…” Arabella murmured. “You’re breathing too fast. Shh. Let’s go sit down before one of us falls to the floor. You’re not the only one who’s aroused.”
Arabella let go of Zandra, except for her right hand, and tugged her into her room. “Oh, look. Emilia has put out everything I need to get ready for bed.” She kissed Zandra’s lips gently. “Perhaps she realizes I don’t need a lady’s maid every night.”
“And is tonight such a night?” Zandra smiled.
“It might be. If you aren’t exhausted, which would be understandable, then I’d like to spend some time with you before we retire for the evening.”
“I want you to kiss me again. Deeply,” Zandra added to avoid any misunderstandings.
“The deep kisses were to your liking, then.” Arabella chuckled as she guided Zandra past the bed, to a small, plush couch. “We could sit here, in front of this fire, and…”
“…kiss.” Zandra sat down and tugged Arabella with her.
“No rush,” Arabella said, but then she was in Zandra’s arms and pressed against the armrest behind her back. Zandra knew she could never get enough of Arabella’s caresses, or her kisses. She resumed them, and now she kept the initiative, as she seemed to have taken Arabella by surprise. Using her tongue to caress, she tried nibbling Arabella’s lower lip, then soothing the small bites with the tip of her tongue. When she finally gave Arabella a chance to respond or talk, Arabella cupped her cheeks and held Zandra in place.
“Where did you learn that?” she said huskily. “You just learned about deepening the kisses a minute ago.”
“It felt like something I’d want to try. Did you enjoy it?”
“I did.”
“And what did you mean by aroused?” Zandra kissed Arabella’s cheek and then kept placing kisses all the way down to her neck.
“A-aroused.” Arabella sounded dazed.
“You said that I wasn’t the only one who was aroused. How do you define that word? I want to know if it ties into what I’m feeling.”
“Arousal is how the body prepares for making love, darling. It makes you feel warmer. It makes everything inside feel molten—at least for me, when you kiss me and touch me.”
Zandra nodded slowly. “There’s something more,” she said slowly. “I hesitate to bring it up, as it’s about a very intimate reaction. I’ve noticed it before, but not as extensive as now.”
Arabella pulled her closer. “If you’re asking about the body’s ability to lubricate itself to facilitate making love, then yes. It happens to me too. It’s a natural process, I promise. Nothing to be embarrassed about. On the contrary—it shows us how much we want each other.”
“Are we going to make love now? Here on the couch?” Zandra wanted to, wanted to find out what it meant to be this aroused and then have Arabella do those enigmatic things that were part of “making love.”
“Do you want to? Are you truly back to your regular self?” Arabella asked.
“I don’t know, but I know I want this. I want to be as close to you as is humanly possible. I want you to show me how to love you—” Zandra stopped talking and looked down at Arabella, where she lay with her upper body against the armrest, her arms around Zandra’s neck, and her legs still on the floor.
“Zandra…?” Arabella mouthed her name, as if saying it aloud would break something very fragile. “You mean make love.” Arabella’s eyes were so big now, Zandra could see the white all around her irises.
“Yes. I mean that too.” Zandra wet her lips, which distracted Arabella enough for Zandra to try to remember to breathe.
“You mean it in other ways?” Arabella blinked.
Running her left hand up and down Arabella’s arm, Zandra nodded. “Yes, and I don’t think that can come as a complete surprise to you.”
“I suppose not.” Arabella pulled Zandra down, flush with her own body. “I would give everything I own, barring my girls, to explore every single part of you. Don’t think anything else. But you’re fading, even if you can’t feel it right now…”
“Yet it’s as if I’m on fire, Arabella…” Zandra tried to explain. “It…it nearly hurts…”
Arabella closed her eyes hard. “Oh, trust me, I know, Zandra. I know.”

Zandra had to talk about love. Of course. And Arabella’s resolve was dwindling with every painful beat of her heart. If Zandra hadn’t just been ill, and if they’d had time to converse more, explore their feelings more, then nothing would have kept her from taking Zandra to her bed and showing her just how much she cared for her.
And still, even so, she felt she couldn’t let Zandra be stuck in her unresolved arousal. Torn between wanting it to be right and wanting to give Zandra pleasure, she groaned and pulled Zandra down for another kiss.
She shouldn’t have, of course. It only sparked more fireworks along her limbs, and now Zandra was shaking next to her.
Managing to nudge Zandra and shifting them both so they could sit up next to each other on the couch, Arabella once again framed Zandra’s face with her hands. “Listen to me,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I can help you. I mean show you, but you’re going to have to trust me.”
It was heartbreaking how fast Zandra nodded at Arabella’s words.
“First, and you have to tell me, have you ever touched yourself, Zandra?”
Zandra blinked. “What do you mean?”
“Your breasts, or between your legs. Have you ever pleasured yourself?”
Blushing pure crimson, Zandra bit her lower lip. “I have on occasion been curious, but I haven’t been…successful.”
“Were you aroused during these attempts?” Arabella stroked errant tresses of hair from Zandra’s face.
“No. As I said, curious.”
“Then perhaps I can help.” Arabella inhaled deeply and then let the breath go slowly. “Tell me if you want to stop.”
Zandra nodded again.
Arabella gathered Zandra’s skirts and pulled them up. Once far enough, she held the fabric to keep it from sliding back down again. “Spread your legs,” she said quietly.
Zandra slowly parted her legs and kept watching Arabella.
“Yes. Like that. Now, while I hold you, push your fingers up until you feel the source of all that wetness.” Arabella was only human. She followed the trajectory of Zandra’s hand and, yes, wanted desperately for it to advance between her legs instead.
“Oh.” Zandra flinched. “My undergarments are damp. And I feel so hot.” She hid her face for a moment but then returned her gaze at Arabella. “Do I enter the opening in the fabric?”
“Yes,” Arabella said, knowing she sounded strangled. It was all too easy to picture what Zandra was doing.
Zandra shifted the position of her hand, and then her eyes grew wide. “Arabella…oh, Arabella.”
Unable to resist, Arabella let go of the skirt and placed her hand lightly over Zandra’s.
“Press your fingertips against yourself where you feel a hard little ridge at the very top, and then move in circles. Yes, like that. Now look at me, while you touch yourself…while you bring yourself some relief.”
Zandra moved her hand, slowly at first, then faster. Arabella helped by adding just a little more pressure, and when Zandra arched nearly off the couch and closed her eyes again, Arabella slipped a fingertip between Zandra’s fingers and found the ridge that she knew held so much of the pent-up pleasure. Arabella barely touched it, perhaps for as little as a second, but Zandra was so close, she orgasmed instantly.
Arabella didn’t even have to touch herself. All she had to do was witness Zandra coming apart and hear her whimper Arabella’s name to join her. Convulsing, Arabella’s inner vision filled with images of Zandra, dressed in black, then naked, and then, like now, in the yellow spring dress bunched up around her thighs. “Zandra. Dear…God, Zandra…”
They clung to each other for long moments, sharing more chaste kisses, both careful not to ignite all over again.
“The day when we’re ready to make love, nothing will be able to keep me away from you.” Arabella nuzzled Zandra’s neck. “I dream of it. I want you so very much.”
“At least I know more of what I’m yearning for with you, Arabella.” Zandra literally purred. “I’ve never felt anything like that. It felt as if you were touching me.”
“I did, just for a second. Apparently, I have no character when it comes to you.” Arabella pulled Zandra back onto her shoulder. “I will escort you to your room soon. I just need to hold you a little longer.”
“For as long as you like,” Zandra said and hid her face against Arabella.
Arabella held Zandra, and when she noticed that she was falling asleep, she helped her adjust her dress and took her to her room. There, she didn’t think she could restrain herself enough to help with Zandra’s dress. “I’m afraid you’re on your own dealing with the rest, or I’ll do something we agreed to wait a while for.” Arabella kissed Zandra lightly on the lips and then walked back to her own bedroom while she was still able to.



 
C HAPTER FOURTEEN
Truth
Zandra listened to the typewriter where Arabella sat, writing in what had to be described as a frenzy. She stared at the paper, rather than the keys, which meant she was a proper typist. Zandra had tried a typewriter once, with a dismal result. Mistakes, too strong or too weak letters, barely decipherable. Arabella’s texts were close to flawless and with perfect keystrokes. Then again, Arabella’s handwriting was barely legible, while her own was a source of pride.
“Miss Zandra? What do you think of this?” Rosalind handed over her drawing paper. “I don’t know where the shadow should fall.”
Zandra studied it, Rosalind’s second of the day. It was of the Titanic, which they could see part of from their window. The ship was barely there, drawn almost like a ghost ship, and instead, Rosalind had focused on the people in front of it, some of the buildings leading down the dock, and the sky. The girl had an affinity for skies, whether they were grey and stormy or, like today, bright blue, with lots of pretty clouds.
“Look outside, Rosalind. See? It’s afternoon, and the shadows are growing longer. They always lean away from the light source—in this case, the sun.”
“Yes. I forgot!” Energized, Rosalind turned away from the window and reached for her drawing paper. “I’m going to need to buy a lot of blue pencils when we get to New York. Not that the sky is always blue, but it’s my favorite color.”
“Mine is orange.” Maeve held up her drawing. “I’ve almost finished my drawing of Amberzar. I can’t wait to show Mama.”
“You can show me now, dearest,” Arabella said, pulling her last sheet of paper out of the typewriter. “I just finished the next chapter, and that means Kingsley can pack up my typewriter.”
“Because we leave tomorrow,” Maeve said dramatically, her eyes glowing. “Traveling the sea where we might run into pirates or whales.” She cackled until she saw her mother’s disapproving stare.
“Mama?” Rosalind looked alarmed. “Will there be pirates?”
“Of course not. The Titanic is a very safe, big ship. Even if there were pirates, how could they ever board it? It’s the largest ship ever built.”
“Un-sink-able.” Maeve nodded. “I’m just kidding, Rosa. You know. Make-believe.”
“More like you make me believe.” Rosalind glowered at her sister, but then her mild nature reasserted itself. “I like your drawing of Amberzar though.”
“As do I.” Arabella leaned over Maeve and studied her drawing. “You have done especially well with her face, but you may have grown a bit tired drawing all the scales when you reached the halfway mark.” She chuckled gently. “Very good likeness to how I see her.” Arabella turned and looked straight at Zandra.
Zandra stood and rounded the table to look at the dragon drawing. When she saw what Maeve had done, she gasped, a sound she fruitlessly tried to turn into a cough. Maeve’s version of Amberzar was as golden-brown as the girl had managed to make her with the colored pencils she had access to. It was the eyes that had made Arabella look at her and that made Zandra’s mouth go dry. She saw eyes that strongly resembled the ones she studied in the mirror every day. Whether this likeness was deliberate was anybody’s guess. Zandra didn’t plan to ask.
Arabella’s eyes glittered as she walked over to Rosalind and gave her drawing the same attention. “You, on the other hand, have drawn every brick and cobblestone, I think, dearest. I’m sure Zandra can show you techniques for hinting at them, rather than paying each stone the same attention.”
Impressed with Arabella’s way of sharing her thoughts with her girls, Zandra nodded. “That’s something to look forward to then, Rosalind. Same for you, Maeve, even if your approach was the opposite.”
“Time to put your art supplies away and go wash your hands, girls,” Arabella said. “Your supper will be served soon. Emilia, Mrs. Leonora, and Kingsley will join you.” Arabella turned to Zandra. “If you’re up for it, Zandra, I’d like you to stroll in the garden with me. I need to stretch my legs after sitting at the typewriter all day.”
“I’d be happy to.” Zandra smiled. “I’m just going to freshen up.”
“So will I.” Arabella returned the smile and then walked into her bedroom.
“Miss Zandra?” Rosalind came up to her. “Will you remain our governess even if we decide to stay in America?” Her question startled Zandra, and when Maeve joined her sister, and she looked down into two little inquisitive—and concerned—faces, Zandra wasn’t sure how to reply.
“A lot can happen in two years, Rosalind,” she said, swallowing hard. “I fully intend to remain as long as Lady Arabella thinks my presence benefits you. I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do.”
“We want you to stay until we’re adults.” Maeve tugged at Zandra’s arm. “We don’t want you to start teaching other children, when we need you.” She looked at her sister with such conviction that obviously the girls must’ve discussed this.
“What children are you talking about, dearest?” Arabella said as she emerged from her room, having put on her hat and coat.
Maeve winced but stood her ground. “We just want to make sure Miss Zandra knows we want her to stay in America if we do.”
“I see.” Arabella studied her girls for a moment and then turned to Zandra while she pulled on her gloves. “And? Can you see yourself doing this?” Her eyes sent mixed messages. Zandra perceived a teasing glitter, but also dark shadows lurking in the corners.
“As I told the girls, a lot can happen in two years, but I can assure all three of you this much. I’m not about to scare up other unsuspecting children to teach when I already have the best and the brightest right here.” She tickled Maeve, who squealed loudly and began to laugh.
“I think we’ll have to settle for that answer—for now,” Arabella said. Then she frowned. “You’re not even ready, Zandra. Please hurry along.” She rolled her eyes, and a knock on the door made her pivot to cross the floor to open it.
As Emilia stepped inside, Arabella said, “Perfect. Emilia, take my daughters and make sure they clean their hands properly. The supper should arrive in ten minutes. Zandra and I are going for a walk in the garden.”
“Very good, milady.” Emilia motioned for the girls to follow her into their bedroom.
“Zandra?” Arabella was actually tapping her foot.
“Oh. I apologize. I’ll be quick.” Zandra pivoted and hurried into her room, and before she entered the ensuite, she heard Arabella say, “Don’t you worry, girls. Let’s see what Mama can do.”

The garden was tranquil and beautiful in the late-afternoon sun. Walking arm-in-arm again, they kept away from the shade and strolled along the paths in the sun. A few other people were doing the same, but the garden was blissfully quiet except for several excited birds.
“What did you mean, Arabella? What you said to the girls?” Zandra raised an eyebrow at her, which was so unusual for her, Arabella merely stared.
“When?” Arabella knew what Zandra was asking but needed time to think.
“When I left to go to my room just before.” Zandra looked at her calmly.
“Oh, that. Well, they were upset, and I didn’t want them to accost you with more questions.” Arabella patted Zandra’s hand, hoping that would be the end of her question.
“I heard you say, ‘Let’s see what Mama can do.’” Zandra stopped where the path created a clearing and nobody else was around.
“I know.” Arabella sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I know they worry they’re going to lose you at some point, since they love you so much.” She sighed. “I shouldn’t have fallen into my old pattern of promising something I have no control over.”
“What do you mean, no control over?” Blinking, Zandra shifted to stand in front of Arabella. She wore her yellow dress and a light-green jacket made to go with it—another expense she had given Arabella grief over back in London.
“You’re an adult, and you make your own decisions. No matter how much I want you to stay with me…us…I have no control over what you ultimately decide to do.” Arabella rolled her shoulders, which still ached after hours of intense typing. That desk wasn’t at the correct height.
“I suppose the same goes for me. I mean, from my perspective. No matter how much I would want to stay, it is your home, your children, and…ultimately, I’m just the governess.” Zandra studied the ground for a moment. “I will, however, take what I can get, and I refuse to be unhappy because of something that hasn’t happened yet. Right now, the girls want me to teach them, to be with them—”
“And I want you. Period.” Arabella hooked her arm under Zandra’s and continued walking. “I can’t imagine you not being with me. Us.”
“I feel the same way. You know more of the depth of my feelings for you, Arabella, than I do of yours. However, I’m not inept when it comes to interpreting your feelings, at least to a degree, and I can tell when you desire me and when your heart is engaged. Perhaps the girls notice that too, even if they’re children and can’t draw the correct conclusions.”
When her heart was engaged? That couldn’t be too hard, as her heart was engaged the entire time when Zandra was present. “You were so brave yesterday, in more ways than one, and I’m not. I’m too suspicious, too jaded…” She sighed. “That said, you deserve so much more than my usual approach to life.” She pressed Zandra’s arm closer to her. “Your feelings are not unanswered.”
“Arabella.” Zandra patted Arabella’s arm. “You’re not as jaded or suspicious as you think. Not from my vantage point.”
“Perhaps. My feelings for you are so strong, they delight and frighten me in nearly equal measure.” Arabella tried to express how Zandra made her feel but was confusing even herself.
“Frighten you? I suppose I can relate to that.” Zandra’s words startled Arabella. “I’m afraid of losing what we have before it has had a chance to begin. Is that what you mean too?”
“That, yes, and then there’s the fact that I’m almost twice your age, to start with. You have yet to see more of the world and decide what you want to do, where you want to go, and with whom—ow!” Arabella stared at Zandra in shock. “Did you just pinch me?”
“I did. We’ve had some of that conversation, and I said what I thought of it. Let’s at least find new hurdles rather than repeat the ones we already discussed.” Zandra glowered at her, which oddly enough calmed Arabella.
“Very well.” Arabella had stopped but began walking again as she saw someone approach them and didn’t want to risk anyone wanting to stop and say hello. “Then yes, I’m afraid that I’ll confess exactly how I feel and then lose you.”
“And I’m afraid that when I tell you who and what I am, I’ll lose you.” Zandra’s voice trembled.
“Then why don’t we bring everything out in the open tonight, after the girls are in bed. Tomorrow will be pandemonium. I can feel it. It will calm down when the girls get used to the new surroundings, but I don’t want to wait until then to have this conversation. What do you say, darling?” The term of endearment hung between them for a few moments before Zandra answered.
“We might as well.”
It wasn’t an enthusiastic response. In fact, Zandra sounded hesitant, even fearful. What did she find so hard to tell Arabella? “I wish I could kiss you right this moment.” Arabella even contemplated leading Zandra behind an impressive fountain.
Zandra seemed to brighten. “Will you kiss me later tonight instead?”
“I can most certainly promise that. It’s a given.” Arabella shuddered. “I think I’ve walked enough. The sun is getting too low to reach the garden. Want to go back?”
“Yes. I want to spend more time with the girls before they retire.” Lengthening her stride, Zandra pulled Arabella toward the hotel entrance.
“Easy there…” Arabella had to laugh at Zandra’s eagerness to be with her girls. She’d refused to even contemplate marrying again because finding a husband she could endure and who she could trust with the well-being of her girls seemed too daunting, and too much work. Now, this wondrous creature who cared so much for her children had come into Arabella’s life when she least expected it and needed it the most. No wonder she was afraid of losing her. How could she ever go back to how it used to be?

Arabella stood by the window in her room when Zandra carefully knocked on the doorframe. Wearing a nightgown and her robe, like Zandra did, she wore her hair brushed out and not yet in a braid. Like a white-blond waterfall, it fell in waves down her back, and when she turned and said, “Come in, darling. You don’t have to knock,” she looked otherworldly in the moonlight.
Zandra padded in, wearing her slippers, and she too was relieved to have her hair loose. Putting it up made her sometimes want to chop it off, as the pins were headache-inducing on some days. “You looked lost in thought. Should I close the door?”
“Yes, do. And I suppose I was.” Arabella walked closer and held out her hands. “I would like one of the kisses you promised me.”
Zandra’s heart picked up speed, and she hurried into Arabella’s arms. Pressing her lips to Arabella’s, she waited to see which type of kiss Arabella meant, in case some protocol existed for how quickly you could go for the deeper version. As it turned out, Arabella wanted a proper kiss, and Zandra hummed as their tongues met. Hungry for anything Arabella was prepared to give her, Zandra held her closer to her chest, feeling Arabella’s breasts press against hers. This was definitely an entirely different sensation than hugging a corseted Arabella. Much softer curves and more sensual in every way.
Pulling back slightly, Arabella stood looking between the couch and the large four-poster bed. “I know we’re just going to talk, but I can’t be bothered to sit on the couch. I want to be comfortable after today. She rolled her shoulders and grimaced. “Would you mind if we propped ourselves up on the bed? On top of the covers, of course.”
“I don’t mind. I prefer it.” Zandra followed Arabella over to the bed and waited until she had rearranged the pillows. Arabella half-sat against them on one side of the bed and then patted the vacant side. “Come, Zandra. We even have a blanket, if your feet get cold.”
Kicking off her slippers, Zandra climbed onto the bed and mimicked Arabella’s pose. It was indeed more comfortable than the couch, but it was also infinitely more intimate. “Before you say anything,” Zandra said and pulled one of the pillows into her arms, “I’d like to speak first, before I talk myself out of it.” She hugged the pillow close to her chest. This gesture didn’t escape Arabella, who looked surprised.
“By all means. I’ll listen.”
“Before I begin, I just want to say that if you decide to alter our…arrangement after I’ve explained, I won’t argue or hold it against you. I promise.” Zandra shuddered, but she’d decided that telling Arabella before they boarded the Titanic was only fair—to both of them—all of them.
“Go on.” Arabella sat half turned toward Zandra and studied her closely. “I have just one question before you begin. May I hold your hand? Or will that hinder you?”
So relieved that Arabella asked, Zandra extended her left hand and took Arabella’s.
“So cold,” Arabella murmured and tucked their joined hands under the blanket. “Take your time.”
“Mrs. Terrence’s very distant relative was right. The woman she mentioned in Inverness was my grandmother, who passed away almost a year ago.” This was the easy part, and Zandra could still look into Arabella’s eyes. “I grew up in her house from age six until I began studying at a private women’s college. Just as I was graduating, I learned that several relatives of mine had made sure that my grandmother gave most of the family fortune to them, just so I wouldn’t inherit anything, even if I was her only son’s only child. I honestly didn’t care. I was glad to be out of that house, as she made my life a living hell. I don’t want to list the things she did, or had her servants do, to me as a very young girl, when I’d just lost my parents. Nor the punishments she thought of when I was older, which were more psychological. If I hadn’t had the kind woman next door, who, I think, knew what was going on, but was of course powerless to stop it from happening, I don’t think I could have survived. When I went off to school, I was relieved and vowed to never return.”
“Did you?” Arabella’s voice was warm and soothing.
“No. Not until my grandmother was dead, and it turned out that there was no more money, at all, even when the house was sold. Only debt. Not a lot of debt, so I managed to pay it off with my very modest savings. I was glad to have steady work at the McKellars’…but when I returned…that’s when Mr. McKellar began his campaign.”
Zandra felt Arabella stiffen and watched her eyes darken.
“That is part of what the woman, Mrs. Terrence, talked about. The other part is about Africa. Nigeria, to be precise. My father left Scotland after obtaining his medical degree, to go work there. His parents never forgave him, and to the day she died, his mother claimed his selfish actions caused his father’s premature death. He married my mother, who was the daughter of another doctor who had lived in Nigeria all his life. Her name was Penelope, and she was the most loving, beautiful woman he’d ever met. I remember my parents very well, even if I was only six when they died. I remember my maternal grandmother even more.”
Zandra stopped talking and wiped her eyes.
Arabella had listened and not let go of her hand. “Please let me hold you. I can’t bear to see you so upset.”
“No. Not yet. Wait until I’m done.” The words hurt Zandra’s throat. She would accept it if Arabella changed her mind, but if Arabella held her and then felt she must push Zandra away, literally, it would break her.
Arabella frowned but settled against the pillows again.
“My grandmother’s name was Bisi. She was a proud Black woman from Nigeria who had fallen in love with, and married, a white-blond, red-bearded man, my maternal grandfather.” Zandra raised her chin. No matter what, she refused to apologize for who she was or for her heritage. “My paternal grandmother managed to keep Bisi a secret within the family but still punished me for her existence every day.”
Arabella still held Zandra’s hand in a gentle grip. She hadn’t taken her eyes off her, not once. Unable to decipher Arabella’s expression, as half of her face was in shadow, Zandra could only wait.
“To lose one’s parents, and then be brought up by a horrible, inhumane woman, has to be one of the cruelest fates a child can suffer.” Arabella’s voice caught, and she was obviously furious. “Your paternal grandmother didn’t deserve you wearing black for a single minute, Zandra. Your mother must have been a beautiful, caring woman to have a daughter like you. If you could live with a horrible person like your grandmother and still become…this!” She gestured at Zandra, frustration coloring her entire demeanor. “She could have broken you—and I can understand that at times you must have thought she had. But your parents laid the foundation for your strength, and then you, yourself, did the rest.”
Zandra gaped. “What? But…” She looked at Arabella and couldn’t see anything but affection in her eyes.
“You feared I might react like your grandmother did.” Arabella tugged at Zandra’s hand. “Now that you know that I don’t—and I never will—may I please hold you?”
Zandra wasn’t sure she could breathe. She had prepared for this revelation for weeks, especially after they ran into the Terrences. She had created so many scenarios in her head, one more horrible than the other, but this response from Arabella hadn’t been part of them.
“But do you…do you really…truly understand, Arabella?” Zandra knew she sounded barely coherent.
“Your mother was of mixed race, as her mother was Black. That means you are also of mixed race. Yes, I can do the math, Zandra. Knowing now what your Inverness grandmother did to you…I hate that she had access to you at all. Your Nigerian grandmother, however, sounds like a nice individual. Strong, as it can’t have been easy to go against conventional expectations for either her or your grandfather.”
Zandra threw herself into Arabella’s arms so fast, she knocked her onto her back. “Oh, thank the Lord. Arabella!” She held on so tight she felt as if she would never be able to let go.

Arabella managed to shift them both toward the center of the bed, afraid she might fall off. Zandra had literally knocked the wind out of her when she suddenly launched herself at her. Gently rocking the trembling girl, she held her until she stopped crying. Arabella was still furious about what Zandra had gone through, and she realized she didn’t know the worst of it—perhaps she never would. It was hardly strange that Zandra had feared her reaction. Most people had views on interracial relationships, and they were rarely benevolent. Most of the time, in many countries, they were forbidden. A child like Zandra, who looked white but had a different heritage, was someone you needed to lie about or hide. In a way, if only her Scottish grandmother had been kind to her, it might have been clever to hide the truth to protect the girl. But that obviously wasn’t why that woman did what she did. She was ashamed of her granddaughter, she took her anger and resentment out on a young, orphaned girl, and, thank God, Zandra left before the woman crushed her spirit.
“Listen to me, Zandra,” Arabella said and tipped her head up. Caressing away the traces of tears, she then kissed her lightly. “I don’t care what your heritage is. I truly don’t. I will never ask you to hide it from anyone you want to share it with.”
“I don’t. I mean, I wish I could. I wish the world regarded everyone as equal—but they don’t. Just being an unmarried woman is considered less-than. As a bi-racial unmarried woman, I would lose a lot of the options available to me. I hope all this will change for the better someday.” Zandra rolled to her side. “I’m crushing you.”
“You are not.” Arabella still held on tight to Zandra, as she wasn’t finished. “You’re right. It’s maddening, but you are right. Add to all of that, that we’re two women who are attracted to each other…that seals the deal for most people as well.”
“Yes.” Zandra caressed Arabella’s cheek.
“Yet…all I can think of when I look at you is how lucky I am.” Arabella pushed her fingers into Zandra’s hair. “You care for me, despite my prickly disposition, which is a miracle. And I…I love you, Zandra.”
Zandra’s hand fell away. Her eyes grew even larger as she stared at Arabella. She slowly raised her hand to cover her mouth. “You love me? I—I knew you cared. Of course, I knew. B-but…”
“I love you. I can’t be without you, Zandra. I simply can’t.” Arabella pulled Zandra closer into her arms again. “Darling?”
“Oh, Arabella. I love you too.” The remarkable change in Zandra’s voice made Arabella’s tears threaten to fall. Surely, after tonight, there’d be no more tears? Zandra had gone through so much in her life, not to mention lately, and Arabella had fought loneliness by burying herself in her work, but now—now that they’d found each other, surely that must mean that life should get a little easier.
Tomorrow they would board a ship that would take them to New York, where they would start their lives together. Maybe one day they would return to London, only time could tell, but Arabella had a feeling that the home they’d build together in New York might keep them there.
She held Zandra and listened to her breathing slow down. She would have to wake her in a little while, but for now, there was nothing else she would rather do than watch over the woman she loved as she slept.



 
C HAPTER FIFTEEN
Boarding
Arabella had predicted pandemonium—and she’d been right. Zandra stood on the dock, having just exited the coach, and looked up at the majestic ship that was the R.M.S. Titanic. She’d had a partial view of it from the hotel window but had not ventured down to the docks before now. She’d asked Arabella if they intended to let Kingsley deal with the luggage and walk down, as it wasn’t far, but according to Arabella, that was a terrible idea since the docks would be full of people, cargo, and luggage. As it turned out, she was right, and trying to get an overview of the scene, Zandra wondered how anybody knew where anything was going. Above her, an automobile was being hoisted to the luggage compartment, and she instinctively took Rosalind and Maeve by the hand and pulled them away from it.
“Come on.” Arabella waved for Zandra and the girls to follow her. Behind them, Mrs. Leonora and Kingsley dealt with the porter that would take care of their luggage. Emilia was right behind Zandra and the girls, carrying Arabella’s typewriter, her briefcase with manuscripts, and Zandra’s art-supply bag.
“Emilia,” Zandra said, when she saw her struggle with her heavy bag. “Let me take that.”
Emilia shook her head. “No, Zandra. Mr. Kingsley—”
“Mr. Kingsley might not know how heavy it is. I’ll take it.” Speaking firmly and using the same glance she did with the girls when they didn’t settle down during class, Zandra forced Emilia to give in.
“Hold on to the handle of the bag and don’t let go, Maeve,” Zandra said firmly. “You’re helping me with my special bag.”
“I’ll make sure we don’t lose it, Miss Zandra,” Maeve said seriously and clung to the handle so hard, her little knuckles whitened.
Making their way up the covered walkway, Zandra looked over at the other walkways leading to second and third class. She saw staff combing through the hair and beards of some of the passengers and wondered if that was why Arabella insisted that her servants travel in first class with her and the girls. Zandra knew Arabella’s peers on board the ship would notice that Arabella had splurged by paying for five bedrooms in a suite on the A deck.
The porter showed them the way and took off with rapid strides, and Arabella followed him, holding each daughter’s hand. Zandra and Emilia lagged behind them, as they were carrying heavy bags. “I must admit, I’m wary of this large vessel.” Emilia shuddered. “All this metal. How can it float?”
“It’s filled with air and perfectly balanced. When the steam engines start, they will propel it forward with such force, it will steadily move through any type of weather.” Zandra smiled and placed her free arm around Emilia’s shoulders. “And you’ll have Leonora there with you all the time. You’ll be fine. Do you worry about being seasick?”
“That too, yes.” Emilia swallowed. “I must seem utterly ridiculous, as I already feel ill here at the dock.”
They had to stop at an intersection of corridors as too many people tried to navigate it. Zandra ushered Emilia to the side to give her a reprieve from the crowd.
“It’s your nerves.” Zandra tried to reassure her. “It’ll pass once you get used to it. Since this ship is so large, it should feel more like a hotel than anything else.” Zandra spontaneously kissed Emilia’s cheek. “Just lean on me if you have to.”
“Thank you, Zandra. I’m certainly grateful for the day you arrived in London. I was apprehensive at first, but it didn’t take me long to realize that you’re just as sweet as you seem. Mrs. Leonora said so that first day when you showed up smelling of smoke and barely able to walk.”
“Oh. That was a day of such mixed feelings. I was so sore, and Lady Arabella wasn’t pleased. But then she realized I was injured, and when Maeve glued my dress to the chair…” Zandra started laughing, and Emilia joined in. Zandra was pleased to see color return to Emilia’s pale complexion.
“Yes. That has to be her worst prank ever, though it is comparable to the time she sneaked under the table and tied another governess’s bootlaces to the legs of the chair. She wasn’t pleased. Leonora and I were, though, when she handed in her resignation that day. She wasn’t kind to the girls unless Lady Arabella was present.”
Growling, Zandra knew she would have wanted to get her hands around said governess’s neck. “The girls are strong and a handful at times,” she said, “but they’re amazing and learn very fast no matter how I challenge them.”
“That’s because it’s you,” Emilia said and started walking again as the people ahead of them finally seemed to know where they were supposed to go. “You have a special way with them. I’ve spent more time with the girls these last days than ever before, and your name comes up in every other sentence. Miss Zandra said this, Miss Zandra said that. It’s rather repetitive, but their manners have improved tenfold, so you’re forgiven.” Emilia crinkled her nose, and Zandra could easily see why Leonora was so in love with her.
“You must be happy that both you and Leonora are joining Lady Arabella on this long stay.” Zandra spoke quietly, out of earshot of anyone else.
Emilia blinked. “I am. We are. We’ve already decided to stay in America whether Lady Arabella does or not. We hope this new country will someday be less rigid toward women of our sort.” She tilted her head as they turned into another corridor. “What about you, Zandra?”
“I’ll go where Lady Arabella and the girls go.”
Zandra’s quick reply didn’t seem to faze Amelia. “I understand.” The way she said it made Zandra think she was aware of the relationship between her and Arabella more fully than Arabella would ever guess. “More than you know. It was daunting to learn of my orientation, but when I met Leonora, I had no doubt.”
“Same for me,” Zandra murmured. “It didn’t take more than a couple of days, and I was utterly confused when I heard of this…orientation, but I was unprepared for how I felt anyway.”
“It’s not like we’re taught these things.” Emilia shook her head. “Are you happy? Are you cared for? From my vantage point, it seems like you are, but one never truly knows.”
“Completely cared for. I feel very safe.” Zandra wanted to say loved, but everything was too private, too new.
When they reached the suite Arabella had booked, Zandra stared with a slightly open mouth. “Oh, my Lord.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “This is the most luxurious space I’ve ever seen.” The mahogany furniture and the beautiful brocade fabrics truly spoke to her aesthetic sense.
Maeve rushed up to Zandra. “Come see our room. Our cabin!”
“I promise I will. I’m just going to check with your mother if—”
“I’m in here, Zandra.” Arabella’s voice came from the door at the far right.
Zandra entered the large bedroom and looked at the enormous bed. “And here I thought it was clever to save space on a ship. That shows how little I know.” Zandra laughed.
“Its size pleases me.” Arabella nudged the door closed as she passed Zandra. “I haven’t had a chance to hold you for a second today, and it’s starting to drive me quite crazy.”
“Oh?” Zandra had to swallow hard at the predatory glimmer in Arabella’s eyes. “Anything I can do to remedy that situation, Arabella?”
“Clever girl. Of course there is.” Arabella wrapped her arms around Zandra’s neck and pressed her lips firmly against hers. This was obviously the type of kiss one deepened right away, as Arabella teased Zandra’s lips apart instantly. Arabella kissed her as if they were never going to see each other again, and Zandra knew she could never exist without feeling like this, and only Arabella could cause that response.
When they let go, Zandra caressed Arabella’s cheeks and down to her neck. “I love you, Arabella,” she murmured. “Always.”
“I love you, darling. I needed to kiss you now, as I don’t know when I’ll have my next chance.” Arabella nuzzled Zandra’s cheek.
“Mama! Maeve says she has to sleep on my side of the bed!” Rosalind wailed loudly enough for her voice to reach Zandra and Arabella.
“Good God.” Arabella raised her hands and palms up. “Twins. I must have been out of my mind.”
“It’s not like you could choose to keep just the one.” Zandra laughed. “Come on. Let’s sort their sleeping arrangements.”
“We better.”

Arabella stood at the railing and watched the people on the docks become smaller with each passing second. The towboats were still escorting them, but soon the Titanic’s powerful steam engines would push the ship across the Atlantic Ocean toward America. They were going to stop only at Cherbourg in France, and Queenstown in Ireland, where more passengers would board the ship. Checking the watch pinned to her chest, Arabella saw it was almost time for the girls to get ready for their supper, but she didn’t intend to hurry them along. They were far too excited to settle down yet. They stood between her and Zandra, having climbed up on the lower part of the railing, and were still waving madly at the people on the docks.
“Why don’t we take a walk on the promenade before supper?” Zandra suggested. “That will give the staff time to get sorted. I could tell they were grateful when we left.”
“I did ask them if they wanted to join us at the railing, but they didn’t seem to.” Arabella shrugged. “A walk sounds good. Soon enough we need to change and go to dinner. We’re seated at the captain’s table.”
“Um, what? What do you mean, we?” Zandra stared at Arabella, her lips parted.
“You and I are going to dine with—”
“You can’t take me into the dining room—to the captain’s table!” Zandra ended the sentence in a squeak.
“Of course I can. You’re a first-class passenger, staying in their finest suite. You can do whatever you want aboard this ship.” Arabella wasn’t being facetious, but she obviously had to convince Zandra.
“And when someone asks how we’re related, or something to that effect?” Zandra didn’t take her eyes off the girls, who were several steps ahead of them. “What am I supposed to say?”
“That you are the girls’ governess and my companion. And then you look them straight in the eyes and dare them to say something untoward. They won’t.” Arabella smiled. “I can promise you that.”
“Because of you, rather than me.”
“Perhaps, but once we’ve established the pecking order, as it were, they will make sure everyone else falls in line. That’s usually how it works. They might gossip and bicker behind a person’s back, but I could care less about that.”
“Oh, my goodness.” Zandra pressed her hand to her stomach. “I’ll try. That’s all I can say—but what will I wear? I don’t even know what’s appropriate.”
“Your light-green dress with the embroidered sleeves is entirely appropriate. You’ll outshine them all.” Arabella knew this was true, as Zandra possessed a natural beauty and dramatic colors with her pale complexion, dark eyes, and full, naturally red lips.
After sitting through the girls’ supper and overseeing them changing into their nightclothes, Arabella felt secure that Kingsley would watch over them until Emilia and Mrs. Leonora returned from dining.
When the two women emerged from the room they shared, Arabella could only stare. She had seen her servants only in their severe uniforms, and now, there they stood, dressed in clothes Emilia had made for them—Emilia in pale blue and Leonora in dark plum. Their hair looked thicker, richer, and fashioned in a modern style.
“Leonora! Emilia! You look wonderful.” Zandra came out of her room, wearing her green dress, which made her look ethereal despite her curvaceous figure. “Let me look at you.”
Hugging the women, Zandra managed to startle them both. “So beautiful.”
“Thank you, Zandra,” Mrs. Leonora said. “We’ll be seated a few tables from the captain’s, but not too far if you need anything, Lady Arabella.”
“Now, this is where you need to remember that you are first-class passengers. When we are out like this, you are not on duty. If I need anything, I will address a porter or a waiter. You are passengers like everyone else. You have to work only in the early morning, late at night, and when you need to make sure they don’t ruin any of our dresses if we send them to be cleaned. Take this time to enjoy the amenities. This might be a once in a lifetime journey for all of us.”
“Yes, milady.” Emilia nodded.
“And if anyone asks who you are, where you are from, etcetera, just say that you belong to Lady Arabella Grey’s entourage.” Arabella smirked. That would make some tongues wag, but it was true after all.
After they entered the dining room, the maître d’ showed them to the captain’s table. Arabella sat down and made sure Zandra sat next to her. A white-linen tablecloth draped over their knees, which made it possible for Arabella to pat Zandra’s leg, trying to calm her. She could tell that Zandra was nervous, as her carotid pulsations were clearly visible on her neck. Instead, her touch made Zandra jump and glare at her, though it eventually had the intended effect.
The captain arrived after ten minutes and introduced himself. When he saw Arabella, he frowned as if trying to place her. “Lady Arabella Grey. Hm.”
“I think you knew my father. He was very much a sailboat afficionado. I believe he belonged to the same yacht club as you, Captain, back in the day.”
Captain Smith brightened. “Ah, yes. Lord Grey. I saw him often at the club. He left us all too soon, Lady Arabella. He must have left a gap.”
“He did.” Arabella didn’t elaborate. She wasn’t here to dig into the past about her father. She had loved him, despite his flaws and his indiscretions.
“And Miss Lancaster. I can’t say I’ve come across any of your family, though.” Captain Smith chuckled amicably. “If they’re all as beautiful as you, I am certain I’d remember.”
Arabella offered Zandra a told-you-so smirk, which earned her a light squeeze far too high up on her thigh. Arabella schooled her face into a polite smile but took Zandra’s hand under the table and placed it on her knee. The knee should be a safe place for her to rest her hand, right? Or maybe not, she thought, as she shivered.
The waiters began to serve the food, and Arabella was surprised at how hungry she was. She listened to the scattered conversation around the table and talked only when someone addressed her. Zandra, on the other hand, turned out to be knowledgeable of more topics than Arabella would have guessed. The girl could be a complete novice when it came to the pleasures in the bedroom, but she spoke of politics, technology, art, books, and, good God, fishing, with confidence.
“Where did you learn how to fly-fish?” a young man across the table asked.
“From the groundskeeper at a manor where I was…staying. He was an avid sports fisherman, and I often found I didn’t get enough fresh air. I had to nag him several times before he relented and showed me. He even taught me how to tie my own flies.”
Arabella stared. How the hell could the topic of fishing be Zandra’s way into acceptance around the table of Arabella’s peers? Relieved that Zandra was indeed holding her own, Arabella gazed around the room, spotting Emilia and Mrs. Leonora over at their table, quietly talking with four other women. Even Emilia, who had been the more nervous of the two, seemed reasonably relaxed.
After the meal, the men rose and left to have their customary cognac or whiskey after dinner, away from the “little women.” The three other females around the table didn’t seem eager to engage in conversation. One of them in particular seemed to be growing increasingly ill at ease. She kept moving her large linen napkin back and forth from one hand to the other. “I—I should go—but—” She hid her face in the napkin.
“Something’s wrong with that woman,” Arabella whispered to Zandra. “She seems unwell.”
Zandra blushed faintly. “I think, hm, I think she’s lactating?”
Arabella flinched. “You’re sure?”
“Almost sure.” Zandra looked around, but then her gaze fell upon Arabella’s thin shawl. “Lady Roberta? You look cold. Please wear this shawl when you go back to your suite. You can return it to Lady Arabella tomorrow.” Zandra rounded the table and placed the shawl around the trembling woman’s shoulders. Lady Roberta pulled it firmly around her, looking at Zandra as if she were an angel landing before her.
“Thank you, Miss Lancaster. I really am quite cold. Thank you.” She nodded at Arabella. “And you, Lady Arabella. I will have it washed and returned to you tomorrow.”
“Keep it for as long as you like, Lady Roberta,” Arabella said and found she truly sympathized with the young countess. Arabella had been in similar situations eleven years ago. As natural as breastfeeding was, there was something very undignified about your breasts leaking and milk running down your entire front, staining your clothes.
Upon returning to their quarters, they found Emilia and Mrs. Leonora standing by the great staircase just outside the dining room. They spoke amicably with them, then made their way back to their suite, where Kingsley had fallen asleep by the fire with a book on his chest.
Once everyone was in their respective rooms, getting ready for bed—in Arabella’s case after Emilia joined her to unbutton the back of her dress—Arabella was relieved to put on her nightgown. As soon as she had done so, she heard a gentle tap on her door.
“Enter.”
Zandra quietly slipped inside, very ghostlike in her sheer nightgown.

Zandra stood just inside the door and regarded Arabella with all the hunger that had built inside her for what felt like a long time. She hadn’t realized just how arousal could manifest itself until her love for Arabella had showed her—and Arabella explained it.
“Please, Arabella. Don’t send me away.” Zandra slowly stepped closer.
“When you look at me like that, how could I possibly?” Arabella closed the distance between them and cupped Zandra’s cheeks. “That nightgown is sinfully thin.”
“It’s an older one. Meant for summer.” Zandra could barely get the words out.
“With the lamps behind you like this, it leaves very little to my imagination,” Arabella said, her eyes darkening. “And now all I can think of is removing it.”
“You can do that. Remove it.” Zandra trembled now and wrapped her arms around Arabella’s neck. “You know I’m all yours to do with as you please. And teach me as you see fit, how I should love you, and how you can love me.”
“God in heaven, Zandra…you can’t talk like that and expect me to keep my wits about me.” Arabella made Zandra swivel. Pressing Zandra’s back against her front, Arabella slipped her hands from her waist up to her breasts and covered them.
Zandra tipped her head back and moaned. “Arabella…”
Arabella gently massaged the firm globes as she touched Zandra’s breasts properly for the first time. “Do you like this?”
“Yes.” Zandra turned her head and nuzzled Arabella’s neck.
“Your nipples are hard. They can be a source of immense pleasure. Do you like it when I do this?” Arabella rolled Zandra’s nipples gently between her fingers through the thin fabric.
“Oh, yes. Yes. I do.” Zandra bit her lower lip.
“It will feel even better when I touch you without a nightgown in the way.” Arabella growled quietly.
“Oh, Lord.” Zandra whimpered. “Arabella, I want your touch.”
“Shh. We have time. Lots of time.” Arabella began pulling at Zandra’s nightgown, raising the hem from the floor. Revealing Zandra’s legs, one inch at a time, she could see everything in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door. The fire cast a soft, rosy glow over them both.
When Arabella had pulled the nightgown a little more than halfway up Zandra’s legs, Arabella had to harness her stampeding arousal, or she would tear the rest of the garment from Zandra’s body in one quick movement. Instead, she raised the hem a little higher, and now she could see the darkening delta between Zandra’s legs.
“You’re looking at me,” Zandra whispered, her eyes huge and dark.
“Yes, but that’s not all I’m going to do. Soon, I will take you to my bed, and I will explore every part of your body, darling.” Arabella spoke into Zandra’s left ear.
“But first you look? Does that arouse you further—to look?”
“Yes. When I look at you. Only you, Zandra.” Arabella sighed. “You’re stunning. So beautiful, but that’s not all. You’re everything I could ever dream of having in a partner. How can I be so fortunate?”
“You’re not the only one.” Zandra gripped her own nightgown and pulled it free from Arabella’s hand. Tugging at it, she stood there before Arabella, wearing only her slippers. “Here I am. I’m yours, and I want you.”
Arabella pulled her close for another kiss. She was shaking against Zandra and radiated such heat, it was unbearable not to be able to reach Arabella’s skin.
“Are you trying to kill me, Zandra?” Arabella nibbled at Zandra’s lower lip. The sting was quickly soothed by Arabella’s tongue, and Zandra couldn’t get enough of the sensation and how it made her feel.
“I think you better lie down,” Arabella said huskily. “I have some exploring to do.”
“As do I.” Zandra allowed Arabella to guide her to the bed. After folding down the covers, blankets, and top sheet, Zandra lay down, looking up at Arabella through slitted eyes. “I want to see you. I ache to see you.”
“By all means.” Arabella switched off all the lamps but one on either side of the bed. After that, she pulled off her nightgown and folded it over a chair. She stood still for a few moments and let Zandra look. Arabella was thinner, more frail appearing than expected, as her bones were finer, and her form not as voluptuous, but she was so beautiful, Zandra had to cross her legs.
“Come to bed, Arabella,” Zandra whispered. “I’ve waited long enough for you.”
Arabella gasped but hurried over to the bed and lay down next to Zandra.

How the hell was she going to be able to take her time with Zandra, Arabella wondered, when she was so ready and willing to go along with whatever Arabella wanted.
“Do you want to touch me?” Arabella leaned on her elbow so she could judge Zandra’s reaction to her question.
“More than anything,” Zandra said. “Show me.”
“Very well. My breasts are just as sensitive as yours. If you roll my nipples like I did with yours, or even take them in your mouth, you will give me a lot of pleasure.”
Zandra pushed Arabella onto her back and then found her nipples. Arabella moaned when Zandra first rolled them, proving she was an attentive student, and then she hovered with her mouth above them. Lowering her head, she kissed the left nipple and then sucked it into her mouth. Adding pressure with her tongue, she was quickly beginning to work the nipple as if she could read Arabella’s mind.
Arching into Zandra’s mouth, Arabella whimpered, then had to cover her own mouth, to not be heard through the walls. Zandra shifted to the other nipple and hummed around it, clearly enjoying the sensation.
“Yes, like that. Use…your teeth…”
When Zandra tugged gently at the right nipple with her teeth, Arabella almost orgasmed. The pleasure pulled at her, but she wanted more.
“My turn,” Arabella managed to say, her voice husky. “May I taste your nipples, Zandra?” She watched Zandra nod yes, several times.
Nudging at Zandra to lie down, Arabella placed herself between her legs, trying not to think about the damp, black curls between her legs. She pushed Zandra’s breasts together, and that way she could easily alternate between the nipples, licking, chewing, sucking them, over and over.
“Arabella?” Zandra was shaking now. “That feels—so good.”
She could still talk, but it was difficult.
Kissing her way up toward Zandra’s mouth and spending a few glorious minutes at her neck, Arabella soon had Zandra gasping and trying to press her entire body against her.
“I think you’re ready for more. Let me see.” Sliding farther down between Zandra’s legs, Arabella kissed a hot trail along her stomach. She knew just when Zandra realized where Arabella intended to place her mouth, as she was saying things like “Oh, Lord, what are you—? Are you truly going to? Oh, Lord…”
Arabella buried her nose in Zandra’s small tuft of hair, then looked up at her with sharp eyes. She had to make sure Zandra wanted this. “Will you spread your legs for me, darling?”
Zandra moaned but parted her legs even more and whimpered as Arabella settled between them. “Is this really happening?” Zandra murmured.
“As long as you allow it, yes. If you say no, I’ll stop.” She kissed the inside of Zandra’s right thigh.
“Oh…”
Arabella explained what she planned to do, though she was so breathless now she could barely get the words out. “I’m going to part your labia, like this.” She used her thumbs gently to separate Zandra’s folds. There, she saw glistening wetness and how swollen Zandra was. Arabella leaned near and blew on the wetness, which made Zandra instinctively raise her hips, as if searching for Arabella’s lips.
She didn’t have to search very long. Arabella was ready, and soon she had the flat of her tongue pressed against Zandra’s clitoris. Zandra arched and slapped both hands over her mouth. “Oh! Arabella!”
She was aware of Zandra’s every minute response and every large jerking movement as she used her tongue and lips and, very carefully, her teeth, to give Zandra pleasure.
“Inside? Shouldn’t you go inside?” Zandra rose on her elbows.
“You’re an innocent,” Arabella managed to whisper as she raised her head and looked up at the flustered Zandra. “Penetration can hurt the first time, sometimes.”
“I want it. Just be careful.” Zandra tugged at Arabella, obviously desiring her to align with her body. “I ache. It’s that pain that’s from arousal, and I want you.”
“Arabella caressed Zandra all over, gentler now, as if not to soothe but to prolong. Sucking her nipples some more, she prayed for courage to do right by Zandra. She really didn’t want to hurt her, but the idea of burying her fingers in the woman she loved was making Arabella tremble.
Placing her middle finger along Zandra’s labia, Arabella let it slip between them and find her opening. She circled it, over and over, and Zandra gasped for air.
“Please…please…” Zandra raised her hips as she chased the pleasure.
“Try to relax,” Arabella said as she began to gently insert one finger. It was a tight fit, but she couldn’t feel much of a barrier and pushed on. When she was all the way inside, she began to pull back but stopped when Zandra groaned, “Oh, no, no, no…”
“What do you mean?” Arabella studied Zandra’s strained expression. Was she in pain, or did she need more?
“Don’t…stop…” Zandra murmured. “Inside. Need you inside.”
“Oh, yes. Like this.” Gently, she pressed her lips to Zandra’s, kissing her with all the tenderness she had within, and added another finger. Zandra was tight but also so wet.
“Pain?” Arabella asked against Zandra’s lips.
“No. Not the way you mean. Just aching for you…” Zandra wrapped her arms around Arabella’s neck and kissed her.
Arabella lost herself in the kiss and let her fingers slowly thrust in and out, curling slightly as she did so. Immediately Zandra wailed, much too loudly, and Arabella quickly deepened the kiss, silencing her.
The first convulsions began when Arabella pressed her thumb against Zandra’s swollen clitoris.

Zandra had thought that her second orgasm would feel the same as her first. Yet now, when pleasure overwhelmed her again, it was completely different. Arabella’s fingers inside her pressed against something that made her toes curl and pleasure wash over her in wave after wave. Just as Zandra thought it was over, Arabella kept her fingertips inside Zandra and coaxed one more orgasm out of her, and then another. Eventually, Zandra lay half melted into the mattress, gasping for air, tears streaming down her face.
“L-lord…Arabella…” Sweat stung Zandra’s eyes and mixed with her tears. “You…you did something…”
“Yes. I did.” Arabella took Zandra in her arms and held her tight. “And I know you’re exhausted, but I’m still going to need your hand…”
“You can have both,” Zandra said, wanting to please Arabella, even if she could barely move.
Arabella had placed them on their sides, facing each other. She had pulled the bed sheet and the blanket up over them, and now she took Zandra’s right hand and pushed it between her legs. “Like that. Just hold me like that,” Arabella said, her voice husky. “I need only your touch…”
“I can do better than that,” Zandra murmured. She gripped Arabella’s thigh and hooked it up and over her hip, effectively parting Arabella’s legs. Moving her hand in between Arabella’s legs, Zandra found her labia, which were so swollen, they were already parted.
“Like this?” Zandra found Arabella’s ridge of nerves farther up and began to move her fingers in circles, just like Arabella had shown her the other day.
Arabella pressed her face against Zandra’s shoulder and whimpered her name. “Zandra…Zandra…oh…damn…” She rocked against Zandra’s hand, already starting to tremble.
“Just feeling you, watching you, nearly sent me over the edge.” Arabella gasped. “Oh…like that, just like that…”
Just as Arabella began to convulse, Zandra found her entrance and pushed two fingers inside. Immediately, they were in a viselike grip, as Arabella rolled her hips against Zandra, over and over.
After, they lay in a hot, sweaty cocoon that felt like the safest place in the world. No harm could come to them here, as long as they were together and held each other. Zandra didn’t want to think about having to return to her room but knew it was the only way, though she didn’t intend to go just yet.
“I love you, Arabella,” Zandra said quietly. “You made such perfect love to me.”
“I love you. And you surprised me with your brave passion. I was so ready for your touch, which I think you noticed.” Arabella chuckled nearly inaudibly. “You claimed me.”
Zandra’s cheeks warmed. “I suppose I did,” she whispered. “I wanted you. I wanted to make you mine.”
“And you did.” Kissing Zandra gently, Arabella settled down. “I’ll let you know when you need to go back to your bed.”
“I wish I didn’t have to, but I know this is how it has to be.” Zandra sighed and closed her eyes, truly spent.
“If I could, I’d keep you in my bed forever,” Arabella murmured.
Zandra drifted half off to sleep, and just before sleep truly claimed her, she heard Arabella whisper, “Amberzar.”



 
C HAPTER SIXTEEN
The Day of…
Zandra’s last two days had consisted of regular classes with the twins and art classes, sometimes outside on deck, but mostly in their suite. She had spent one more evening dining with Arabella and one with the girls. Arabella didn’t trust anyone but her, or her personal staff, with her children. At first, Arabella had insisted that Zandra join her in the dining room every evening.
“Won’t someone notice that the only one not minding the children at dinnertime is the actual governess?” Zandra had asked Arabella as she rested against her shoulder in bed.
“If they care to gossip about that, so be it. I don’t care. Neither should you.” Arabella caressed Zandra’s loose hair.
“I don’t care, particularly. I just don’t want people to make snide remarks about you.” Zandra shifted and kissed Arabella on the neck. “You say you don’t care, but some of the passengers are rich and powerful, and reside in New York.”
“As long as I’m rich and powerful right along with them, they won’t dare touch me. Some of them are bankers, and they want me to invest. Others are new money. My late husband belonged to poor but illustrious nobility. My own family can trace their lineage all the way back to the fourteenth century. In America, that’s close to being royal. This means I have some leeway when it comes to what they might consider part of my ‘eccentricity.’”
“I have neither of those advantages to fall back on though,” Zandra said quietly, not sure how to express what worried her.
“To fall back on?” Arabella asked, shifting to be able to look at her.
“Yes. No matter how much power you can wield, which I understand is a source of security for you, I can’t rely on anything like that.”
“Anybody stupid enough to criticize you, in any way, would have to go through me,” Arabella said hotly.
“I know you’ll protect me to the best of your ability, but you can’t be with me every second of every day. If someone wants to make their opinion known, and they decide to do that through me, it will be very difficult to avoid such a situation completely.”
“What are you saying, exactly?” Arabella had grown rigid.
“That perhaps I need to stay back and mind the twins every now and then during the journey to America, while you dine with the others, or with any of the people you know that are also aboard. I could tell you were pleased to run into a few of them.”
“Pleased and pleased,” Arabella complained. “I wouldn’t go that far. Somewhat less annoyed with them than with certain others.” She was quiet for a moment, and Zandra let her mull over her words.
“I suppose you have a point.”
“It won’t be as bad in New York.” Zandra wrapped her arm more firmly around Arabella. “It’s easier to maintain privacy when you aren’t in such tight quarters as we are, being thrown together with all kinds of rich people in first class. New York is big, and we’ll have the privacy of our home.”
“Yes—I suppose the magnifying glasses are out on these ships, even the very large ones like the Titanic.” Arabella rolled Zandra onto her back. “And I do like that you call it ‘our home.’”
Zandra felt her cheeks warm. “I didn’t even realize that I did. I’m glad you didn’t consider me presumptuous.”
“On the contrary, darling.” Arabella’s kiss explored Zandra’s mouth in a slow, soul-searing sensation. “You know I love you. You could never presume too much—not even if you tried.”
“I’ll remember that.” Slightly breathless after the kiss, Zandra smiled up at Arabella. “It’s been twenty years since I’ve felt I had a home. I will no doubt become annoyingly excited and start nesting immediately.” She bit her lower lip and looked at Arabella through her lashes.
“Nesting?” Arabella raised her eyebrows. “What would that entail, exactly?”
“I would want to find the room with the best light and then try to persuade you to allow me to work on my art there. I would want to arrange for special workstations in that room for the girls, to hone their artistic talent. Then I would insist on you installing a door between our respective rooms, which would have to be adjoining, of course—what?” Zandra looked at Arabella in surprise as she began to laugh. “Don’t you think those are good ideas?”
“Good God, Zandra. You weren’t being facetious. Nesting. Well, I’m all for it, as long as nobody touches a thing in what will be my study. That’s off-limits.”
“Unless you pick drab fabrics for the curtains. The ones in your study in London were abhorrent.” Zandra crinkled her nose.
“They were not. A severe green shade to keep me focused on my work, rather than some insane fabric pattern.”
“Green? Are you color-blind all of a sudden? They were grey, with a dab of mustard. How you can make that into green—mm…” Zandra didn’t mind being interrupted by another long kiss.
“All right,” Arabella said, when she could breathe again. “You can choose the curtains.”
“I’ll pick perfect ones for you.” Zandra then made Arabella yelp by rolling her onto her back and covering her entirely with kisses.
They didn’t talk about the rumor mill or curtains anymore that night, but the conversation stuck with Zandra, and she made sure people saw her with the girls whenever they were outside their suite. It didn’t hurt to pay attention and make sure nobody had anything untoward to say.
On the fourth day of their journey, Arabella, Zandra, and the girls were invited to visit the bridge, as the captain had promised earlier. As they stood watching the ship move across the water, as if it were splitting the Atlantic in two, Zandra felt a chill go down her spine. It was often quite warm in the sun, though cold in the shade and very chilly in the evenings. She’d strolled along the deck with Arabella the previous night, after everyone returned to the suite. She had been keeping watch over the children, and not even the shawl she pulled around her had been enough.
Now they stood on the bridge, open to the elements on both sides, the wind whistling straight through it. Zandra shuddered and automatically moved closer to Arabella.
The captain was kind to the twins and explained the purpose of the instruments. He pointed out the crow’s nest on the mast, where two men were on duty at all hours.
“Why are they up there, Captain Smith?” Maeve asked as she leaned forward to see.
“They’re watching for anything that we don’t want to hit. Other ships, icebergs, that sort of thing.” Captain Smith smiled down at Maeve. “Very sharp-eyed young men are up there, helping keep us all safe.”
“But why? We can’t sink anyway.” Maeve blinked. “That’s what everyone says.”
“You are a clever girl. The Titanic did have a lot of measures put in place to keep her the safest ship in the world, but we wouldn’t want you or your sister to be afraid if we did hit something. Better to go around it, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir,” Maeve said, returning to Zandra and taking her hand. “Thank you,” she said belatedly, and Zandra squeezed her hand in appreciation. Like her mother, sometimes Maeve forgot about niceties, but she was working at remembering.
After they left the bridge, Arabella planned to head back to their suite to work, which meant Zandra had the girls to herself. “Should we go play some shuffleboard, or would you rather go back to the suite and read?”
As it turned out, the girls wanted to read the new books Arabella had brought as a surprise from London. Rather relieved that the children didn’t opt for shuffleboard, as Zandra was tired from not having slept very much the previous three nights, she ushered them toward their suite. When they entered, Zandra could hear the machine-gun sound of Arabella’s typewriter from her bedroom, where a steward had placed a table for that purpose. Arabella had even persuaded the man to saw a few inches off the legs to make it the perfect height.
The girls curled up into two of the armchairs, soon engrossed in their books. Zandra collected her art supplies from her bedroom and began working on a graphite drawing of them as they sat there so still, for once. Both of them had chosen not to have Emilia braid their hair but, instead, put in pretty blue ribbons in high ponytails, keeping half of the hair loose underneath. Their long ringlets ran down their backs, making them look like little forest creatures where they sat.
Before she realized it, enough time had passed for Arabella to leave her room. She strolled out into the sitting room area, where she pressed the call button for their steward. It took the man only a minute to knock on the door, and Arabella frightened him by yanking it open.
“Lady Grey,” the man stuttered.
“I need a large pot of coffee. Strong. Nothing like that sorry excuse that my countrymen insist on passing off as coffee. French-roasted beans. Is that too much to ask?”
“Not at all, Lady Grey,” the steward said. “I’ll make a fresh pot right away.”
Nodding briskly, Arabella closed the door and kept pacing back and forth.
“Arabella?” Zandra said after a while, as something was obviously wrong. “Can I help you with something?”
Arabella stopped in the middle of the floor. “What?” She rubbed the back of her neck. “No. I don’t think so.”
“Mama, you look angry. What’s wrong?” Rosalind asked, putting down her book, though keeping a finger between the pages so as not to lose her spot.
“I’m not angry, dearest,” Arabella said, and she clearly tried to adjust her tone of voice. “Just a little frustrated.”
Rosalind persisted. “About what?”
“Oh, you know how Mama gets when she’s stuck in some sentence or other,” Maeve said, not even lifting her gaze from her book, merely waving dismissively in the air. “She always figures it out.”
“I just need some coffee. It’s like my brain is at a complete standstill.” Arabella tapped her foot. “Where is that man? He did say right away. I wish Kingsley and the others were here. Are they truly still out walking on the promenade?”
“They are,” Zandra said. A knock on the door made her put down her drawing paper and pencils and hurry over to it before Arabella got another chance to frighten the young man outside. He looked suitably reassured when she, not Arabella, accepted the tray. “Thank you. You were very quick.”
Arabella huffed at Zandra’s words as she placed the tray on the table. Considerately, the steward had also added some milk and biscuits for the girls.
After downing one-and-a-half cups in quick succession, Arabella stood and began to walk back to her room. Just as she crossed the threshold, she turned her head over her shoulder and looked at Zandra. “Would you join me, Zandra? I need your opinion on something.”
“Of course.” She finished her coffee and placed the empty cup back on the tray. As she entered Arabella’s room, Arabella grabbed her hand and pulled her to the side.
“I can’t close the door with the girls right outside,” Arabella murmured in Zandra’s ear. “We have to be quiet.” She pushed her farther into the room, over to the corner. There, she pressed Zandra up against the wall, behind the wardrobe and out of sight from the door. “I’m going absolutely stark, raving mad,” she whispered intensely.
“What’s wrong?” Zandra held Arabella’s waist but had to let go when Arabella pressed against her. “Oh…”
“This. This is what’s wrong. For three nights now, you’ve let me make you mine, and vice versa, for hours on end, and one would think that would be enough to satisfy me until the next upcoming night. It’s not. I find myself trying to work on my story, but my thoughts stray, and all I see is your naked body in my arms. I feel the taste of you on my tongue, and I hear your whimpers echoing in my ears. I am officially going insane.”
“Should I apologize?” Zandra asked calmly.
“What? No. Of course not.” Arabella bared her teeth in a low growl. “Or perhaps you should. Maybe I should invoke that punishment we talked about on the train, the one you wondered if you would in fact like.” She nipped the skin on Zandra’s neck.
Zandra pressed her back against the wall behind her as something molten and liquid began to stream through her veins. “Arabella…”
“You invade my mind, and, yes, yes, I know it’s not your fault, but I still blame you.”
“For what?” Zandra tried to focus on Arabella’s answer.
“For being too beautiful, too loving, and too damn skilled in making love to me already. Three nights! Three nights and you have me begging you for more, and you’re simply not afraid to try anything that might bring us pleasure. How am I supposed to shut off the memories of all that during the day? Can you explain that to me?” Arabella painted hot trails with her tongue along Zandra’s neck and behind her ear.
“Are you suggesting I let you sleep alone for a few nights?” Zandra was only half teasing, because Arabella did sound exasperated.
Arabella gave her one of her what-kind-of-stupid-question-is-that looks. “Of course not. That would probably kill me.” Arabella pressed her lips to Zandra’s in a firm, punishing kiss. “I need this. What we’re doing now. I need this.”
“Is this about you punishing me?” Zandra had to smile. She could tell that Arabella was frustrated but not truly angry. “Or do you need me to touch you where you need it the most?”
“Zandra!” Arabella’s utterly shocked expression made Zandra suck in her lower lip between her teeth to keep from smiling.
“Like this?” Zandra managed to take Arabella by surprise and reverse their positions. Now Arabella stood with her back to the wall, and Zandra pressed against her, which made her tremble with a dark, heavy fire burning down to embers between her legs.
Pulling at Arabella’s skirt, she managed to get enough of the wider part up around Arabella’s hips to press her hand between Arabella’s legs. Several layers of fabric kept Zandra’s hand from Arabella’s hot folds, but Arabella had tipped her head back against the wall and was breathing faster still.
“This seems like a potential punishment too,” Zandra whispered. “My hand, so much fabric, and your hot core.” She rubbed firmly against Arabella’s more sensitive area, looking at her face for signs that she’d had enough.
What she saw nearly made her own knees buckle. Arabella’s mouth was half open as she pressed against Zandra’s persistent hand. Hoping she could give Arabella some relief before anyone noticed her absence, Zandra kissed Arabella deeply.
Arabella clung to Zandra’s shoulders, keening so quietly, even Zandra could barely hear her. “L-like that. Just like…that.” Arabella kept whispering unintelligible words, and then she grew rigid against Zandra, before clinging to her as she began to tremble.
Zandra pulled Arabella into her arms and rocked her as the tremors kept tormenting her. Not about to let go unless she had to, Zandra placed several soft, slow kisses along Arabella’s neck and up her cheek. “I love you. Always.”
“Oh, Zandra.” Arabella kissed her gently. “I’m…How did you just—”
Voices from the sitting room proved that Kingsley, Leonora, and Emilia were back from their walk. Zandra pulled back but didn’t hurry. Whether Arabella realized it or not, the others knew she and Arabella cared for each other. She helped adjust Arabella’s skirt and hoped the new wrinkles would go unnoticed.
As she stepped out into the sitting room, she found Emilia and Leonora sitting next to the girls, in armchairs, and Neal was pouring some coffee for them and himself. “Miss Zandra,” Kingsley said. “These two have made me walk an extra lap around the promenade, so I forfeit my fine-dining experience tonight. I volunteer to remain back with the girls. I’m exhausted.” He shook his head and glared at them playfully.
The typewriter had started up again in Arabella’s room, and Zandra smiled. “I’ll take your place, Mr. Kingsley.”
“And ours. We’re just as tired. I wouldn’t mind staying here and having supper with the girls, then making an early night of it.” Emilia sent Leonora a quick look, and Leonora merely nodded.
“So, just Arabella and I among the rest of the nobility and nouveau riche then.” Zandra laughed. Her heart felt so light yet full of love. “I hope we get to sit with those nice women we talked to the other day. Some of the men, present company excluded, were a bit overbearing.” Zandra chuckled.
“You can take anyone on, Miss Zandra,” Mr. Kingsley said.
Zandra wondered if someone among Arabella’s peers would point out that nobody in the Grey family or her employees had attended the sermon held in the dining room earlier in the day. Having lost track of which day it was, Zandra had been surprised that it was already Sunday. It was halfway through April, and she looked forward to seeing what spring was like in Manhattan.
She resumed working on her drawing of the girls, even if they had changed positions. Having drawn enough to do the rest from memory, she hummed happily, knowing that her little “punishment” had indeed helped Arabella, along with the coffee, of course. She looked forward to being welcomed into Arabella’s bed again after they returned from dinner. Arabella most likely had a most pleasurable retaliation in store for her.



 
C HAPTER SEVENTEEN
Iceberg
Dinner dragged on because of a delay, and the political discussion around the table grew heated. Arabella and Zandra merely watched, fascinated, as one man grew beet red in moments when the other man across from him expressed opposing views.
“I suppose we could add fuel to this fire and bring up how unfair it is that women aren’t allowed to vote,” Zandra whispered to Arabella, making her chuckle.
This remark didn’t escape the belligerent man across the table. “Something funny, Lady Arabella? I fail to see the humor in this discussion.”
“So do I, Mr. Halbrook. Trust me.” Arabella aimed her best glare at the man, who, satisfyingly enough, pressed his back against the chair. “I’m glad you at least allowed us to finish our dessert before you decided to plague us with your anachronistic opinions.” Arabella tilted her head. “I especially found your views of what women can or cannot do quite archaic. You, my good sir, were born in the wrong era.”
“Lady Arabella!” Halbrook looked scandalized. “Those are preposterous notions, unbecoming a woman of your breeding.”
Arabella made a face at the word breeding. She was ready to snap at the insufferable man when Zandra spoke.
“Have you ever considered the concept of adaptability and change, Mr. Halbrook?” She smiled angelically. “Several people, with greater minds than all of us combined, have. And if I, well, express their consensus accurately, I can assure you that if those of us able and willing to adapt, learn, and reevaluate our views through life can change when we gain more knowledge or insight—then we might evolve into enlightened beings. If we stagnate, stick to our guns, as they say…we might as well dig our own graves, instead of just our heels, into the ground. Don’t you agree?”
Arabella could tell she wasn’t the only one who stared at Zandra, who had been content to merely be a spectator earlier in the evening, much like Arabella had.
“That’s…that’s blasphemous,” Halbrook spat. “You. A speck of a girl, attempting to lecture me—”
“Oh, come on, Mr. Halbrook. Let’s not make a fool of ourselves by being a sore loser.” A voluptuous woman had stopped by the table just as Zandra delivered her point of view and now placed her hands on Halbrook’s shoulders, actually shaking him a little. “Lighten up. It’s a beautiful evening, free of clouds so we can see the stars. No need to act like a pompous fool just because a young woman outwitted and out-educated you.” The woman, who Arabella now recognized as Mrs. Brown, a wealthy
nouveau riche woman from America, patted Halbrook vigorously and then rounded the table. She extended her hand to Zandra, who took it, looking startled at the unexpected support.
“My name is Molly Brown. You’re a brilliant young thing, aren’t you, dear?”
“Thank you, Mrs. Brown. I’m Zandra Lancaster.” Zandra stood, and so did Arabella. It was time to leave the table, even if it was a ridiculous faux pas to do it before the men decided to go off and enjoy a brandy.
Molly Brown extended her hand to Arabella. “And you need no introduction, Lady Arabella. Lovely to meet you.”
“Likewise.” Arabella took the woman’s hand. Her grip was firm, which won her another point—standing up for Zandra had been the first.
“I’m off to look at the stars and get some air. Stuffy in here tonight.” Molly Brown sent Halbrook a smile. Returning her gaze to Arabella and Zandra, she motioned with her hand toward the entrance. “Would you like to join me?”
“That sounds wonderful,” Zandra said. “I need air too.” She lowered her voice. “And to find my bearings.”
Molly Brown led the way between the tables, and as soon as they had cleared the dining room and entered the space where the impressive grand staircase led to the upper decks, Arabella felt Zandra fumble for her hand. She took it and placed it in the crease of her arm as they made their way up the stairs and onto the promenade.
The evening was cool, and Arabella pulled her shawl closer around her. Molly Brown was right. The stars were visible all over the night sky, and around them, the sea was at a dead calm. She shuddered and felt Zandra step closer to where they stood at the railing.
“It’s beautiful, but also a little terrifying,” Zandra said quietly. “How small we are when compared to the sky—and the sea.”
“We are.” Molly Brown stood on Arabella’s other side. “I’m glad I was able to introduce myself. We’ve seen so little of you, Lady Arabella. And when Miss Lancaster is out on deck, she’s working, taking care of your beautiful little girls.”
“Yes. I have work to do also. My time isn’t always my own,” Arabella said lightly. “Mrs. Brown—”
“Molly, please. If you don’t mind?” Molly smiled warmly. “I can’t say I’m very fond of all this…formality. It gets in the way of genuine conversations.”
Arabella had to chuckle. “Agreed. Please call me Arabella.”
“And I’m Zandra.” Leaning forward against the railing to meet Molly’s gaze, Zandra smiled broadly.
Arabella felt Zandra slip her arm around her waist under her shawl. There she gently stroked up and down, no doubt sensing Arabella’s shivers in the cold.
“Zandra. You’re a well-educated, brave soul.” Molly looked pleased. “And Halbrook is an ass, if you’ll pardon my French. He’s stuck in the previous century, and I’m sure he was a reactionary even then.”
Arabella nodded. “An astute observation. I must admit, my appetite diminished when we were directed to that table. Tomorrow, I’m going to bribe the maître d’, something I should have done from the beginning. I wouldn’t mind sharing a table with you for the rest of our journey, Molly.”
“Good plan, Arabella. I look forward to getting to know you better—and your brilliant governess, who I can tell you value very much.” Molly’s eyes conveyed no judgment, merely kindness.
“I think I’d like that.” Arabella shuddered. “As lovely as the starlit skies are, I need to go inside. I’m not built for this cold climate.” Arabella could feel goosebumps erupting along her back and legs.
“Yes. Let’s get you warm,” Zandra said and pulled her toward the door. “Are you coming too, Molly?”
“In a minute, dear. You go inside. I just want to stargaze a bit longer.” Molly made a shooing movement with her hands.
Inside, Zandra kept her arm around Arabella until they heard voices approaching in the corridor leading to their suite. Shifting her grip, Zandra began walking arm-in-arm again but stroked Arabella’s lower arm. “You’re really cold. Perhaps we should run you a bath?”
“Don’t fuss, darling. I’ll be fine. I just need a blanket and perhaps some hot cocoa.” Arabella pressed her lips together. “It’s entirely unfair that the cold doesn’t seem to affect you, though.”
“I’m built differently.” Zandra shrugged. “And I know several nice ways to keep you warm if you’re still cold after you go to bed. After your cocoa.” She only laughed when Arabella pinched her.
They found Leonora and Emilia in their nightgowns and robes, sitting on the couch. In front of them lay the drawings Rosalind and Maeve had completed so far.
“Good evening,” Arabella said. “Has everything gone well tonight?”
“Yes, milady,” Emilia said and stood. “We took the liberty of getting ready for bed while we waited for you, as we understood from the steward that dinner was delayed tonight.”
“Good. And Kingsley?”
“He’s retired for the evening,” Leonora said. “Anything else we can get for you, milady?”
“Hot cocoa. Ask the steward for an entire pot in case you or Zandra would like some.”
“Very good, milady.” Leonora rose and pressed the call button.
“Very well. Emilia, if you could just help me out of this dress—not sure what Madame Tatiana did with the built-in corset, but it’s been pinching me.” Arabella motioned for Emilia to accompany her. In her bedroom, Emilia deftly unhooked the dress in the back and smiled when Arabella drew a deep, liberating breath. “Better.”
“Do you wish to change into your nightgown, or should I find another dress?”
“Another dress, please. I’m not sure if Zandra will want to stargaze again, and I refuse to allow her to go out on the deck alone in the evening. I want my dark blue dress, with long sleeves.”
“Very good, milady.” Emilia opened the closet, hung up the dress Arabella had just stepped out of, and pulled out the other in one fluid movement.
“Emilia?” Arabella bit her lip, not sure how to put her question into words that wouldn’t make her lady’s maid uncomfortable.
“Yes, milady?” Emilia answered automatically as she hooked the minuscule buttons in the back of Arabella’s dress.
“You and Leonora have shown immense loyalty and kindness toward Zandra ever since she arrived at the house in London. I want you to know, both of you, that it hasn’t gone unnoticed by me. I know Zandra treasures your friendship.”
“Thank you, milady,” Emilia said, her eyes wide now. “Zandra has been nothing but sweet and helpful as well. She has quickly become family.” She blushed as she straightened Arabella’s sleeve and made sure the dress fit perfectly.
“Hasn’t she just? The girls adore her.” Arabella adjusted her hair after a glance in the mirror. “As do I.” She turned and looked intently at Emilia, hoping the woman who had worked for her the last five years would understand.
Emilia’s lips trembled for a few moments, but then she smiled shyly. “We have noticed, milady. Leonora and I are delighted to see you so happy.” She lowered her gaze to the floor for a moment but then raised it again. “Leonora and I understand we owe milady our entire happiness. We can’t think of another household that would do the same.”
“Well, you will always be safe in my home. No matter what you choose for the future, either of you, you will always be welcome.” Arabella began to walk to the door, but as she passed Emilia, she placed her hand around her upper arm, briefly.
Returning to Zandra and Leonora, Arabella found the hot cocoa had arrived. She shuddered, still cold, but knew the hot beverage would help.
The ambiance around the table was amicable, and Arabella could see how Zandra relaxed and laughed in ways she normally did only when it was just her and the girls. Yes, they were a family of sorts, including the staff. This was also why Arabella had decided to ask Kingsley, Emilia, and Mrs. Leonora to join her in America. They had proved their loyalty, and she genuinely cared for them.
Just as Zandra had poured them all a second cup of the heavenly beverage, a loud bang sounded, and the ship seemed to stomp underneath them. Something thundered against the starboard side, but not as loudly as that first sound had.
Zandra stood and rushed to the closest porthole, gazing out into the darkness while framing her face with her hands to block out the light.

It was pitch-black outside, not counting the distant stars Zandra had admired only moments ago. She felt tremors in the ship, only very faint now. What had happened? Did something break in the engine room? She kept looking out of the window and was about to turn back to the table when she gasped. Stumbling back, she fumbled for Arabella, who had joined her.
“What is it?” Arabella said and grabbed Zandra’s arms. “What did you see?”
“We just passed an iceberg. Huge. It was so close!” Zandra freed herself and returned to the porthole. “I can’t see it anymore. We must’ve gone past it.”
“Are you sure that’s what you saw?” Arabella frowned. “The captain wouldn’t let the ship get so close to an iceberg. That’s dangerous.”
“I know. And I’m sure. It was dark blue on one side, and white, shiny parts of it caught the moonlight. It wasn’t another ship. I could tell that much.”
“The ship is still moving,” Leonora said. “If something is amiss, surely they’ll let us know?”
“I’m certain you’re right,” Zandra said absentmindedly. Resuming her seat, she drank the cocoa, allowing it to warm her belly further. She glanced at Arabella’s hands, which had stopped shaking.
“Tell me, Zandra. Do you intend to go outside and stargaze some more?” Arabella asked. “You looked entranced by the moon and the stars earlier.”
“I think I will.” Zandra intended to bundle up when she did.
“I’ll accompany you.” Arabella glanced at her sternly. “You’re not going out there alone in the dark.”
“You’re not doing anything of the sort,” Zandra said. “You’ve just stopped shivering.” She glanced at Arabella sternly in return before she remembered they had company.
Emilia covered her mouth with her hand, and Leonora seemed absorbed by the cocoa in her cup.
“Then that’s your choice. Either you go with me, or you don’t go.” Arabella raised her chin. Then she relented, extending her hand. “Please?”
Melting at record speed, Zandra shook her head as she took Arabella’s hand. “This is going to set a terrible precedent. Very well. I don’t have to stargaze tonight. I’d rather keep you warm. Eh. I mean, for you to remain warm, Arabella.” She wanted to thud her head against the table for her faux pas.
“I think we all understand what you meant to say, Zandra,” Leonora said softly, but her eyes glittered.
“Hm.” Zandra shook her head. “Wait. Can you hear that? Or not hear that?”
“No, what?” Emilia blinked and straightened.
“The engines have stopped.” Arabella frowned.
Zandra got up and strode over to the door, opening it. When she stepped outside, she realized that it was noticeably quiet. The engines had indeed stopped. They were drifting.
Down the corridor, someone opened a door and poked their head outside. It was a man, clearly dressed in his sleepwear. When he saw Zandra, he called out. “Madam? Do you know why the engines aren’t running?”
“No, sir. I don’t.” Zandra didn’t volunteer having seen an iceberg. “I’m sure we’ll be underway momentarily.”
“I hope so.” The man disappeared and closed the door.
Zandra walked back inside. Arabella stood in the center of the floor with her hands on her hips. “We must be drifting,” Zandra said.
They slowly resumed their seats at the table. “Do you think this has anything to do with the loud bang before?” Emilia asked.
“Perhaps,” Arabella said. “I don’t intend to retire for the evening until I know what’s going on.
“We should wake Mr. Kingsley,” Leonora said. “He might be able to inquire for us.”
“Good idea,” Arabella said and nodded. “Please knock on his door, Mrs. Leonora.”
Leonora walked over to Mr. Kingsley’s door and knocked. After only a few moments, Kingsley opened, dressed in his robe. “Mrs. Leonora?” His gaze fell upon the rest of them. “Lady Arabella.” He stood still, listening. “Something’s wrong. We’re no longer moving.”
“We don’t know what’s going on,” Zandra said. “We’re drifting. It wouldn’t be so worrisome if we hadn’t heard one large bang and several smaller ones just before the engines stopped. And I—I looked outside and saw something I think could only be an iceberg, near our side of the ship.”
“I will get dressed and inquire about the situation.” Mr. Kingsley returned to his room and rejoined them less than a minute later, wearing a jacket over his suit. “I’ll be back shortly, milady.” He disappeared out the door, and all four of them stood there motionless.
Zandra turned to the others. “Hopefully this delay won’t last too long.” She smiled. “I’m just going to look in on the girls.” She walked over to the children’s bedroom door and opened it. One night light was on, and the girls seemed to be fast asleep, Rosalind in her usual perfect position, and Maeve upside down, her pillow on Rosalind’s feet. Her sister didn’t seem to mind. Closing the door, she then turned and walked right into Arabella, who caught her just before she fell into the doorpost.
“Stop doing that. Falling around me,” Arabella said and smiled faintly. “I saw. They’re asleep.”
“Yes. Whatever that loud noise was, it didn’t stir them.” Zandra returned and sat down beside the table again. She tried to remember exactly what she’d seen and hoped Mr. Kingsley would return soon with answers.
Arabella sat next to her, and Zandra could tell from the way she played with the ends of her sleeves that she was unsettled. She couldn’t blame her. Being without propulsion somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, and if indeed an iceberg had made that awful sound, help could be far away, depending on where the closest ship was located.
They sat in silence, merely waiting, and when Mr. Kingsley returned about fifteen minutes later, his serious expression showed that he didn’t have encouraging news.
“I tried to talk to members of the crew, but everyone was quite busy,” he said after accepting a chair at the table. “Then I ran into one of the other butlers I know from London. He in turn is on good terms with the steward serving Mr. Thomas Andrews, the chief naval architect, who built this ship. Miss Zandra was right. We have hit an iceberg, and they are assessing the damage. What I find concerning is that Mr. Andrews had returned briefly to collect something from his quarters, and then he told his steward to start pulling out life belts.”
Gasping, Arabella flew up from her chair. “But why? This ship is unsinkable. It’s—” She sat down again, her face so white Zandra feared she might collapse.
“Arabella,” she said, taking her gently by the shoulders. “As unlikely as it is that this could ever happen, this is a ship—and all ships can sink, depending on what has happened to them. Let’s not jump to conclusions. But let’s prepare, just in case.” She looked up at the others and saw Mr. Kingsley nod solemnly. Zandra’s heart plummeted, but she needed to stay strong while Arabella regained her bearings. “Emilia, Leonora, get dressed. Warm dresses. Put out coats for everyone. Mr. Kingsley, can you keep an eye on what’s happening in the corridor?”
“Yes, Miss Zandra.” Kingsley appeared relieved to have a task.
“Arabella. Come with me,” Zandra said and shook Arabella lightly.
“What?” Arabella still looked stunned.
“You must come with me and wake the girls without frightening them. Let’s tell them that we might just go outside in a bit to watch the stars.” Zandra smiled through threatening tears at Arabella’s desolate expression. Then Arabella apparently found the strength to pull herself together. Standing, she kissed Zandra on the lips, clearly not bothered that Mr. Kingsley stood by the door, having just returned inside.
“Yes. The girls. They need to dress warmly also,” Arabella said as they walked into Rosalind and Maeve’s bedroom. She took Zandra’s hand and squeezed it. “No matter if this is a false alarm, something trivial, or a pending disaster, we’ll face it together, Zandra.”
“Yes, Arabella. Together.”



 
C HAPTER EIGHTEEN
Women and Children
Arabella watched the steward in disbelief. Acting on Kingsley’s unofficial report that someone was pulling out life belts, having their steward hand them seven of them stunned her. Cold tremors permeated her to the bone as she motioned for him to put them on the table.
“Just put them on, Lady Arabella, and then assemble on the boat deck, one deck above from this one.” The young steward, who had innocently brought them hot cocoa only an hour ago, looked pale.
“Very well. Thank you.” Just as Arabella was about to close the door, she held up her hands, stopping him from leaving. “Take care of yourself, Nathan,” she said. “And put on a life belt yourself.”
“Aye, milady.” The pale boy smiled as he continued down the corridor to do his duty.
When Arabella turned around, she saw Zandra and Emilia help her twins buckle on their life belts. Rosalind looked eerily calm, while Maeve had tears in her eyes. Arabella guessed they were half angry and half afraid. Rosalind’s quiet courage reminded her more of Zandra, in a strange way, which hadn’t dawned on her until now.
“Come, Arabella. Let me help you,” Zandra said after she had fastened Rosalind’s lifebelt.
“Very well.” Arabella was already dressed warmly, and now Zandra put the life belt over her head and made sure it was securely attached to her. Arabella stood still, staring at her girls, her family, and her friends, and disbelief filled her. This couldn’t be happening. They’d had dinner only hours ago, met Molly Brown, and Zandra had all but promised her another night of passion to “keep her warm.” So cold now, physically, yes, but mostly chilled deep in her soul, Arabella was certain that no night of passion could warm her now.
Then Zandra’s arms were around her, joined by those of her girls. Zandra kissed her cheek and ran gentle fingertips under Arabella’s eyes, and only then did she realize that she was crying.
“We’ll be fine,” Zandra said. “Time to go up on deck. It’s bound to be crowded, so we must take care not to be separated.”
Suddenly, Arabella snapped out of her strange inner inertia and landed on her feet with a thump. She looked around at the others and noticed that they appeared relieved at her sharp gaze.
“Kingsley. You and I go first. Zandra, you are behind me with Rosalind. Emilia, you will hold on to Maeve. Leonora, you will go last, and you will not fall behind. If any of you risk losing sight of us, shout it out. If Zandra or Emilia loses her grip of the girls, you do the same.”
“Wait. Just a moment.” Emilia rushed into her and Leonora’s room and came back with silk ribbons. “These won’t break easily. Zandra, tie this one to your life belt, and the other end to Rosalind’s. I’ll do the same with Maeve’s.”
Arabella nodded, pleased with Emilia’s idea. They entered the corridor, and to Arabella’s amazement, only five other people were there. “Has everyone else already gone up to the boat deck?” She looked at Kingsley.
“I doubt it, milady. I think most people are not yet aware of the potential danger, which is shortsighted. If the captain of a so-called unsinkable ship orders us out on deck in life belts, the danger is very real.”
“I agree.” Arabella made sure everyone was lined up and sticking together behind her, and then she shocked Kingsley by hooking her arm around his. “I don’t have any silk ribbons, but you better not leave my side, Neal.”
Kingsley shook his head, looking grim. “Never, Lady Arabella.”
They reached the staircase and began ascending it. More people joined them now, and the noise level rose. Women, in her opinion not dressed warmly enough, and men in their tailcoats, perhaps not having changed after dinner, carried their life belts rather than wore them. A steward was trying to convince them to put them on, but one woman sneered at him and asked him if the White Star company would reimburse her for the damage that would do to her new dress.
None of the small children, carried by nannies, had life belts on, or even carried any.
“Mama?” Rosalind’s voice was shrill. “Babies can’t swim. Why don’t they have life belts?”
“I don’t know, dearest,” Arabella said, her jaws tight. “Perhaps they don’t come in the size of babies.”
“I’m sure if we are ordered into the lifeboats, they will see to it that these babies are selected to go first.” Zandra met Arabella’s gaze as she gave her a grateful look. They had been matter-of-fact when they spoke to the girls about the iceberg and kept the information brief. They needed to know what was going on, just not in great detail—yet.
As they reached the boat deck, entering the cold night was like a culture shock. Arabella hadn’t quite noticed how the ship was tilting forward when they climbed the stairs, but on deck, she could see and feel the incline. The Titanic was taking in enough water to make the tilt obvious. Another cold tremor made her shiver, though she was wearing her warmest available clothes. Her real winter clothes lay packed in large trunks in the cargo hold, while now she wore spring clothes.
A throng of people hurried toward the line of lifeboats. The crew worked to maneuver the winches and ropes required to deploy them. “Walk close to me. We need to form a line,” Arabella said and moved quickly toward where the first boat had begun to shift out over the railing.
The others followed her, and when she thought they’d reached the nearest spot to climb onto the lifeboat, Arabella stopped and tugged Zandra close. She made sure Rosalind stood between them. On her other side, Emilia nudged Maeve closer to Arabella, and both her daughters wrapped their arms around her. Neal and Leonora stood just behind them, making sure nobody ran into them.
“I won’t get into one of those! I can’t!” A young girl, dressed only in her nightgown and robe, pulled back as a man who might be her father kept dragging her with him, his face pale. “Ellen. Please. Listen to me. Your mother will never forgive me if something happens to you. You’re getting in one of these lifeboats!”
Zandra pulled up her father’s pocket watch and then pressed her lips together.
“What time is it? How long has it been?” Arabella murmured the question in Zandra’s ear.
“One hour and forty minutes since we heard the bangs.” Zandra sighed. “Everything is taking too long. They’re still struggling with the ropes.”
Arabella studied the men climbing all over the lifeboats, pushing and hauling, their faces filled with what could only be interpreted as a mix of fear and frustration.
Suddenly music began to play. A band farther back on the boat, probably the string quartet she had heard perform onboard before, played merrily, which gave her a feeling of surrealism rather than calm. However, she appreciated the effort if it caused people to remain somewhat serene.
“Ma’am, I have to ask you to go form another line farther back in the ship,” a man in uniform said, stopping right in front of them. “This lifeboat is stuck, but the one three boats down is functioning properly and had seats available when I passed it.”
“Stuck?” Arabella hissed. “This is a brand-new ship, and you’re telling me your equipment is stuck?”
“I’m sorry, ma’am. Move on farther back, please.” The man glowered at her, and Arabella turned to Zandra. “You heard him. We better hurry, as they are filling the boats quickly.”
Once again moving as a unit, they made their way among the people that milled out through the doors. Kingsley now had his arm around Arabella, pulling her sideways when a wild-eyed man nearly ran right into her with two children in his arms.
They were only about five yards from their assigned lifeboat when Arabella heard Zandra scream.
“No! No! Let go of us. Stop! Let go of us!”

One moment, Zandra held on tight to Rosalind and kept her eyes on Arabella’s unique, white-blond hair, and the next, she felt a tug on her arm and was yanked away toward a door. Next to her, Rosalind fell to her knees, but she managed to get on her feet and stumbled after Zandra.
“Zandra!” Rosalind cried out. “What’s going on? Who’s that?”
A man, dressed in a tailcoat, white scarf, and top hat, was pulling Zandra’s arm, which he gripped so hard, it was impossible for her to free herself.
“No! No! Let go of us. Stop! Let go of us!” she cried out in fear and fury, looking frantically for the others. The man had already pulled her through the door and was dragging her down a set of stairs, where she painfully bumped into other people moving in the opposite direction.
“You have to help me,” the man said. “I can’t find her. She went down to third class, and you have to help me find her.” He turned and looked at Zandra with large, empty eyes.
“I can’t help you. I don’t know who you’re talking about, sir!” Zandra struggled to yank her arm free, but this attempt seemed to anger him, and he grabbed her hair with his other hand. “My daughter. I’m talking about my daughter.”
“I don’t know your daughter. I must get my daughter to a lifeboat. She’s just eleven, and you’re scaring her.” Zandra regretted tying Rosalind to her. If she hadn’t, she would be with Arabella now, in one of the lifeboats.
“Zandra?” Rosalind sobbed next to her, hanging onto Zandra’s life belt. “Where’s he taking us?”
“I’m sorry, Rosa. I don’t know. His daughter’s missing.” Zandra felt tears chill her cheeks. “Please, sir. Let go of me.” She tried to get the attention of the people passing them by, but everybody was heading for the boat deck, and nobody noticed them.
Zandra had felt paralyzed ever since the man grabbed them, but after he had managed to pull them down three sets of stairs, something else awoke in her. Suddenly furious, she knew she had to act before he managed to pull them farther down into the ship. He was obviously mad, or drunk, or both, as it made no sense why he would take her and Rosalind as the ones to possibly help him find his daughter.
Tugging Rosalind closer, she growled. “Hold on to me and keep your head down.”
Rosalind pressed her head against Zandra’s stomach, nodding as she clung to Zandra’s waist. Zandra let the man take her two more steps, and then she launched at him. Kicking her feet off the wall, she pushed, and as he was completely unprepared, he fell backward, with her on top of him. Rosalind lost her grip of Zandra’s waist, and as she tried not to fall toward the staircase, Zandra watched the girl’s flailing feet swing by her head and kick the man’s nose.
He howled and clutched at his face with both hands, which meant Zandra was free to move. She scurried back, pushing with hands and feet against the floor to get away from him, tugging the now-all-too-quiet Rosalind with her.
“Come on, Rosa. We have to go back up. Help me…get up…” Zandra clung to Rosalind, who had gotten to her feet before she did.
“I’ll make you pay for that!” The man was on all fours, still clutching his bleeding nose with one hand and fumbling for Zandra’s legs with the other.
“Zandra!” Rosalind called out and backed away from the man. Her sudden movement made the satin ribbon finally snap, or perhaps one of the knots unraveled.
Rosalind fell back, but Zandra had a good hold of her coat and dug her fingers into the fabric. Anger still simmering under the surface, Zandra didn’t lose track of where the man was. When he crawled toward her, strangely pantherlike in his ridiculous clothes, she didn’t hesitate. She sent her boot-clad foot out in a sharp kick, aimed for his chin, but missed and struck his larynx.
Gasping and coughing, the man curled up again, hissing inaudible words. He clawed at his throat but somehow never took his wild eyes off her.
Two strong hands gripped Zandra from behind and lifted her to her feet. She pivoted, curled fingers ready to claw the eyes out of the person daring to touch her. Mr. Kingsley tugged her into his arms and pulled Rosalind in between them.
“Girls, you’re going to be the death of me,” he said, his voice trembling. “We have to get back to the boat deck before Arabella attempts to come rescue you herself.”
“Yes. Yes.” Zandra clung to the man who had become such a father figure for her ever since she came to London. “Thank you. Thank you for coming after us.”
“I would have dared anyone to stop me,” Mr. Kingsley said. “Come on, Miss Rosalind. Stay between us.”
Rosalind nodded and pressed her face against Zandra’s coat. Mr. Kingsley had turned out to have a ruthless side, as he kept pushing them forward, taking advantage of the smallest gaps between people. The only ones he didn’t push were the ones carrying children.
It took them much longer to walk up the stairs, even if everyone was going in the same direction. When they passed the Great Staircase, Zandra saw, to her dismay, waiters hauling trays with champagne flutes, which made the feeling of everything being surreal creep back.

Arabella watched Emilia, Leonora, and Maeve climb aboard the lifeboat. The man next to her shoved her. “Get on board, lady. We’re not waiting around for anyone to bring your jewelry case.”
“Take your hands off me,” she snarled, and even if he was jaded and just doing his job, he took a few steps back and glared at her. “Suit yourself. We have ten seats left to fill on this boat, and if you’re not in one of them, I guess you’re staying behind.”
“Mama!” Maeve cried out. “Please!”
“I know, Maeve. I know. I have to look for Rosalind and Zandra. Kingsley will bring them back.” He had to. He had launched after two of the most precious people in her life, and his eyes had been like marbles as he pushed his way through the door, rushing after the man who had for some unfathomable reason disappeared with them.
Two more women climbed over the railing and took the seats in front of her daughter. Maeve was crying, and Emilia held her close, or Maeve probably would have jumped back to be with her.
A woman with three adolescent daughters took some time to maneuver themselves into the lifeboat, as the mother was so afraid that she kept fainting, something Arabella couldn’t blame her for.
The ship was leaning more now, and Arabella had no way of checking how much time had passed since she asked Zandra for the time. At least half an hour, maybe more?
Moving away from the ship, she saw four lifeboats make their way to a safe distance. They didn’t look very full, compared to the one before her, which would be filled to the last seat. Two crewmen carried an older woman over, and when they put her next to Leonora, she slumped sideways against her. Leonora regarded the old woman with empathy and put an arm around her shoulders.
Now only three seats were left, and Arabella spotted a large group of women running toward her. Her heart contracted painfully, and she took one step closer to the obnoxious crewman that kept the line moving.
“Arabella!”
That voice. Arabella snapped her head up. Swiveling, she saw Zandra running toward her, looking unharmed. Next to her, Kingsley carried Rosalind, who was waving with both arms. “Mama!”
“Now,” she said and stepped in front of the man, her back to the approaching group of women coming from the other direction. “My family members are here. You may assist me.”
“Why, thank you, Your Majesty,” the crewman muttered but took her hand and began guiding her over the railing. Behind her, another crewman, this one in uniform, took her by the waist and guided her into the boat. Arabella sat down on the seat in front of Leonora and immediately felt Maeve’s arms around her neck. “Mama.”
“I’m here now. And look there.” She pointed at Zandra, who was helping Rosalind over the railing just as the other women came running. One woman tried to shove Zandra aside, but Kingsley stepped in and used his body as a barrier.
Rosalind threw herself into Arabella’s arms, and Maeve hugged her sister, sobbing her name. Arabella held her girls but didn’t take her eyes off Zandra and Kingsley.
The crewman in charge of the line had to use all his force to forestall the throngs of women and men who tried to shove their way forward to the lifeboat. If they overran him, they would jeopardize everyone’s safety.
Sitting on the railing, Zandra was obviously not going to wait for assistance. She had her feet just inside the boat, and then she pushed off it while the crewman in the boat tugged at her coat. She ended up on her feet and then literally fell onto the seat next to Arabella.
“Arabella. We’re here.” She clung to Arabella but then turned her head and looked over to the railing. “Mr. Kingsley!”
“It’s all right, Zandra,” Kingsley said softly. “This boat is full. I’m going to just wait for the next one.” He smiled and stepped to the side, to get out of the way of the panicked women and men who now realized they wouldn’t be able to board this lifeboat.
“No…” Arabella whispered. She had heard the crewmen say it repeatedly, but not quite paid attention to the words until now. ‘Women and children first.’
“Arabella?” Zandra turned to look at her. “There are still more boats on the other side, aren’t there? Mr. Kingsley can get to one of them?”
“Mr. Kingsley,” Rosalind cried. “You have to come with us. Please, Mr. Kingsley!”
“I’ll be along shortly,” Kingsley said gently. “I’ll catch up with you later, Miss Rosalind. You just mind your mother and Zandra now. We’ll see each other later.”
“But I can sit on Zandra’s lap, and you can have my seat.” Rosalind sobbed. “You can have my seat, please.”
“Just sit down, Miss Rosalind.” Kingsley motioned for Rosalind to sit back down with Arabella.
“Dear God, Neal,” Arabella said and moaned. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be real. She would wake up and find Neal Kingsley having some coffee in the sitting room outside her bedroom in their suite. He would get up and serve her some, and they would talk quietly until someone else stirred.
The lifeboat jerked, startling Arabella out of her fantasy and making many of the women behind them gasp. Then the crew began to lower the boat toward the water. Next to them, something made a splash, and a woman behind Arabella cried out.
“Oh, God, he jumped. A man jumped!”
Arabella knew it wasn’t Kingsley, as she hadn’t taken her eyes off him since Zandra sat down. For as long as she saw him, she kept her gaze locked on his, her heart breaking with every beat until she couldn’t see him anymore.
As the women sitting close to the oars began to row, Arabella hugged her girls to her and listened to all three of them weep for Kingsley.



 
C HAPTER NINETEEN
Carpathia
The ocean was calm, but at a distance, Zandra saw the water churn around the Titanic, which had sunk to the boat deck, and even at this distance, she saw people sliding on the deck and falling into the ice-cold ocean. Her heart contracted painfully, and she held Rosalind close as the little girl cried. Next to her, Arabella had her arms around Maeve, pressing her face against her to keep her from seeing the horror playing out in the distance.
The crewman in charge of the lifeboat sat in its stern, looking crestfallen. Perhaps his mind was on his colleagues, or his family at home. Around them other lifeboats filled with women and children floated in eerie silence, interrupted only by quiet sobbing. Zandra could tell that some of the lifeboats weren’t filled with more than some twenty passengers, which would have made her furious if she weren’t so cold and upset about Mr. Kingsley.
Zandra turned her head and nodded at Emilia and Leonora, who sat huddled together. Checking her pocket watch, she saw they had been in the lifeboat for forty-five minutes.
“Isn’t help coming?” Arabella whispered and slid closer to her on the seat. “We’ve been here for an eternity.”
“I know, Arabella. I’m sure they’ve sent distress signals. We’ve seen several flares go up. All ships in the vicinity are on the way. That’s how it’s supposed to work.” Zandra stroked Arabella’s hair, as she didn’t want to touch her cheek with her cold fingers. She hadn’t thought of bringing gloves, which was a huge oversight. At least the girls wore little mittens that went with their coats. And Emilia and Leonora wore knitted mittens as well.
“Arabella, you have to keep your hands inside your sleeve,” Zandra said after seeing her rub Maeve’s back through her coat.
“I—I k-know.” Arabella was shivering more violently now, and Zandra sat closer, one arm around Rosalind and one around her back. “Lean on me, Arabella. We need to keep you warm.”
“Not p-possible. So co-cold.” Pushing her cold nose against Zandra’s neck, Arabella kept catching her breath. “I can’t stop thinking—”
“I know. My heart aches for him. He’ll find another boat.” Zandra sighed. “He’s resourceful, unlike the spoiled men in first class. He’ll figure it out, Arabella.”
Over by the ship, the aft was now elevated so high, one of the chimneys began to tilt. Zandra stared in horrified fascination as the structure dislodged and slowly fell into the water, no doubt crushing some of the people there.
“Dear God,” Zandra heard a person say from behind. “Dear God, save them.”
Zandra couldn’t take in much more. She closed her eyes and pressed her face to Rosalind’s hat. It was hard to keep a grip on the girls, as they were all wearing life belts, but Zandra had made sure that if something happened to their lifeboat, she had pushed her arm through Rosalind’s life belt in a way that would keep them together.

Neal returned to the lifeboat they had gone to first. It sat precariously askew, hanging from ropes. It didn’t seem like anyone had attempted to right the boat, or merely push it into the water—the water that now sloshed onto his boot-clad feet.
He stood looking at the boat, feeling helpless, when a man rushed by him with a large knife in his hand.
“Hey, Kingsley,” the man hollered. “Help me. I just got a knife from the kitchen. Let’s launch this boat.” It was Harold, the butler he’d befriended further after running into him while working, and who had given them the heads-up that something was truly wrong.
Neal jumped up on the side of the boat and began helping Harold cut through the ropes. Several more men saw what they were doing, and one of them handed Neal an impressive pocketknife.
“Cut on the other side. Then we can turn the boat as the water rises around it,” the man called out.
Neal nodded and climbed carefully over to the other side. He flipped the blade out and began with sawing movements to slice through the thick rope. It took too long, he felt, and he glanced at the men below. They were knee-deep in water. Neal didn’t dare look at the aft of the ship, which he knew had to be elevated by now.
As he sawed his way through the rope with the pocketknife, he gratefully thought how those he cared for the most in this world sat safely in a lifeboat, far enough away from the mayhem around him.
Suddenly the knife cut through. Neal waved to Harold, who had also managed to sever the rope on his side. The boat swayed precariously, and Neal knew he had to get off before it slid into the water. He jumped down to the other men, which turned out to be a motley crew, a mix of all the different social classes aboard the Titanic. Neal slipped as he landed and fell into the water, which was colder than anything he’d ever felt. He flew to his feet and began pushing at the boat with the others. It was large and heavy, and at first, it only swayed back and forth as it was laying on its side. Then it slipped over the edge and into the ocean.
Neal groaned. It was upside down. Around him, the men roared in disappointment, but they didn’t blame anyone. They all had done their best. Neal knew they wouldn’t be able to flip it over and made a decision. He couldn’t stay aboard the Titanic. He had to get off the ship and keep himself at a distance.
“Listen,” he said, raising his voice, but the men just kept shouting, and nobody listened. He exchanged a glance with Harold and motioned toward the upside-down lifeboat. Harold nodded grimly, and then they both jumped overboard.

Arabella didn’t feel the cold anymore. It was a relief, until she became too hot. She shifted away from Maeve and began to untie her shawl. She couldn’t breathe.
“Arabella? What are you doing?” Zandra asked.
“I’m too warm.” Arabella found it hard to articulate the words but continued to push off the shawl.
“Arabella! You can’t be too warm. We’re all freezing here. Keep the shawl on.” Looking alarmed, Zandra talked to someone behind them. “Emilia, Leonora, please take the girls and keep them as warm as you can. Arabella isn’t doing well.”
“Mama?” Maeve said when Leonora reached for her. “She’s so pale.” She didn’t cry anymore and allowed Leonora to hold her close. “Mrs. Leonora, what’s wrong?”
“Just sit with me, Maeve,” Leonora said,
Arabella heard the words, but her brain felt sluggish, and she couldn’t coordinate it with her body’s movements. She was too warm, and when Zandra tugged her close, she wanted to push her away, as the heat became unbearable.
“Please don’t, Arabella,” Zandra said, tears in her voice. “I need to keep you warm. You’re like ice.”
“That’s it, Zandra,” Leonora said urgently from behind them. “She’s experiencing heat, and that’s a sign of severe hypothermia. You must warm her. Aren’t there any blankets on this damn barge?”
Arabella let the words wash over her, not registering their meaning. Not even Zandra’s frantic ministrations when she tied three different shawls that Arabella somehow knew weren’t hers around her made her care what happened.
“I can’t reach her, Emilia,” Zandra whimpered. “I don’t understand.”
The last thing Arabella felt before everything went dark was how several bodies pressed against her from all directions. All in all, it wasn’t such a bad way to finally go to sleep.

The Titanic was gone, and Neal was clinging to a man he’d barely known before he came aboard the ship with his employer. Harold had his arms around Neal’s shivering body, where they sat on the center of the lifeboat’s keel as it floated upside down about fifty yards from where the ship had gone down.
After struggling in the ice-cold water, he had managed to climb the rounded surface of the overturned boat and pull himself up by grabbing the keel. He had heard Harold huffing and coughing behind him, and once Neal had a good grip, he’d pulled his new friend out of the water.
Soaked and freezing, Neal tried to pretend he wasn’t cold as they sat chest to chest, clinging to each other while talking about anything they could think of to keep going. When the Titanic had stood straight up for a trembling moment, the propellers glistening in the moonlight, they had both wept. As if the ship had heard them and decided to shorten everyone’s pain, it cracked in the middle, and the aft slammed into the water, creating waves that nearly tipped Neal and Harold’s boat over. The screams of everyone who ended up in the water were horrendous, and Neal buried his face in Harold’s shoulder, trying to block everything out. He doubted he would ever forget this experience if he was lucky enough to live.
They had kept looking for any of the men who had helped get the boat into the ocean, but they saw only bodies, and slowly, little by little, all the voices quieted.
At some point, one of the lifeboats came looking for survivors, but as far as Neal could see, they rescued only a handful of people.
Now it was dark, and they both struggled to breathe. Uncertain how much time had passed, Neal wondered how long he would be able to sit on the keel and keep his arms around the man who clung desperately to him. Harold’s constitution was sturdier than Neal’s, but he seemed to be fading faster. He kept coughing, a wet, strange cough, as if he’d inhaled ocean water.
Neal told himself he needed to keep squeezing the boat with his legs, to make sure they didn’t fall off. He kept talking to Harold long after the man stopped answering, hoping against hope that they’d be among the ones rescued.

Zandra sat huddled with the rest of her family, all of them clinging to Arabella, trying to protect her from the elements. She had blocked out the tears and whimpers from the women in the boat long before they grew quiet. The hours passed, and each time she felt for Arabella’s pulse, she was certain it had stopped, but each time, the small flutter against the skin on her neck betrayed life in the woman she loved.
The girls had fallen asleep, and Zandra had assigned Emilia and Leonora to make sure they were alive and as well bundled up as Arabella. They had all taken off their shawls and wrapped them around Arabella’s fragile body. Unless help arrived soon, the coverings might not be enough, but for now they seemed to be working.
“Is…is that a ship? Those lights in the distance?” Leonora croaked.
Zandra turned her head in the direction Leonora pointed and squinted at the lights. Surely they were moving? Turning to the crewman in charge of their boat, she nudged his leg, rousing him. “Sir. Is that a ship? Over there?”
The man turned so fast, he nearly lost his balance, and then he lit up. “Yes, ma’am, it is! That’s a ship. A damn ship!”
The women stirred throughout the boat, stretching to see what the commotion was about.
“I can see it. It’s a ship. Thank God, it’s a ship,” a woman said from farther back. “Can we send up flares?”
“Yes!” The crewman dug into a box under his seat. Pulling up a flare, he sent it off on its trajectory, and Zandra watched it rise above them. In the distance, the approaching ship sounded its horn, and that’s when Zandra began to cry and gently shake Arabella. “A ship, Arabella. A ship’s coming for us. Just hold on a little longer. Please, just hold on.”
Rosalind and Maeve woke up and looked wide-eyed at the ship and several other flares from other lifeboats around them. “Are we being rescued?” Maeve asked.
“Yes, Maeve.” Zandra kissed her cheek. “We’ll be rescued, and they’ll help your mother.”
“When? Is Mama still asleep?” Rosalind asked and tried to peer under the shawls.
“Not yet. But soon, I hope.” Oh, Lord, Zandra hoped the people on the approaching ship would be able to help Arabella.
It seemed to take forever before the ship came close enough for them to call out, the crew standing ready with ship’s ladders. When it was their lifeboat’s turn to approach the ladders, Zandra stood and cupped her hands around her mouth.
“We have an unconscious woman here. She is suffering from severe hypothermia!” She hoped they would hear her, and to her relief, they nodded, and soon a net attached to ropes was lowered toward them. A crewman climbed down next to it, and together with the man in their boat, they lifted the unconscious Arabella and placed her inside it. Slowly, the men on the ship hoisted Arabella up along the hull of the Carpathia, Zandra only now seeing the name on the side of the ship. The man who had climbed down to help them moved at the same pace on the ship’s ladder and made sure Arabella wasn’t slammed into the hull. Only after they had pulled the net over the railing did Zandra breathe properly.
The girls were next, each of them escorted by a crewman, and then Emilia and Leonora insisted that Zandra go next. Taking hold of the ship’s ladder, she began to climb, stiff after so many hours in the lifeboat. When she reached the top, she could barely raise her arms. The soreness in her side from the train derailment began to hurt again, and she was certain she wouldn’t be able to climb over the railing.
“I’m going to fall back down,” she whispered, tears running as she clung to the ladder.
A middle-aged man, rough-looking with a beard and a ruddy nose, smiled at her. “We won’t let that happen, lass. Here, grab onto old Hansen, and I’ll help you.”
Zandra dared to let go of the ladder, one hand at a time, clutching at the strong man’s broad shoulders. “Oh, please. Don’t let go of me.”
“I’d never. Here we go.” Hansen lifted her over the railing as if she were a child. Placing her gently on the Carpathia’s deck, he steadied her before letting go.
“If you make your way over there by the ladder, they’ll take care of you.”
Zandra saw a table with mugs and a stack of blankets, and she staggered over to the young men in charge of pouring coffee or tea. To her relief, one of them had made the girls sit on a stack of blankets, where they clung to steaming mugs. Zandra took a blanket and a mug of hot tea and walked over to them.
“Where’s Mama?” Maeve said and pressed herself against Zandra.
“I don’t know, Maeve. She was very cold, and they must have moved her inside to take care of her. Once we know that Leonora and Emilia are safely onboard and can help look after you, I intend to find out. Is that a good plan?”
“As long as you find her and bring her back,” Maeve said darkly.
“I’ll find her, but if she’s still poorly, I won’t be able to bring her back here. But I can ask if you can see her as soon as possible. When your mother wakes up, she’s going to ask for you immediately. You know that.” Zandra caressed Maeve’s cheek and could tell the girl was already feeling warmer, thanks to the blanket and the tea.
Leonora helped haul Emilia over the railing, and they followed the same route as Zandra had, fetching a hot drink and a blanket before joining them.
“I’m still shivering, but I’m going to ask about Arabella. She’s not on deck, so they must have taken her inside.” Zandra motioned toward the twins. “Will you look after the girls in the meantime? They need to see familiar faces.”
“Of course. We won’t let them out of our sight.” Leonora surprised Zandra by hugging her close. “Go find Lady Arabella. She’s going to need you.”
“Yes.” Zandra returned the embrace and then kissed Emilia’s cheek. “Have a second cup, Emilia. You’re as thin as Arabella, and you’re shaking.” Zandra thought it must be the age difference that had made Arabella go down quicker in the cold than Emilia did.
Making her way over to the man who helped her, Hansen, she patted his arm to get his attention.
“You’re looking a little better, ma’am,” he said and smiled. “Are you looking for the lady we hauled up in the net?” Now he frowned. “She was in a bad way.”
“Where did they take her? I need to find out how she is. Those are her daughters.” She pointed to Rosalind and Maeve.
“Those little twins? They’re brave girls.” Hansen walked over to one of the other crewmen and talked to him. As he returned, he motioned for her to follow him. “They took the lady to the infirmary. We have a medic there.”
Zandra walked just behind Hansen, and when he entered through a metal door, she had to lift her legs high to clear the bulkhead. A door was open farther into the corridor, and as Zandra approached, a man in uniform stepped outside. When he saw Zandra, he held up a hand.
“Who do we have here, Hansen?”
“This is next of kin to the woman in the infirmary, Chief Officer. Two little girls, twins, are worried and want news of their mother.”
“I see.” The man introduced himself, and Zandra understood that he was the second in command of the Carpathia.
“My name is Zandra Lancaster, and I’m Lady Arabella Grey’s companion.” She didn’t plan to tell them she was the governess. That might close all doors for her. A companion had a different status.
The chief officer wrote Arabella’s and her names down. “You can go in. She’s not quite awake yet, but her temperature is coming up, they tell me.”
“Oh, thank you, sir.” Zandra couldn’t wait but pushed by him and entered the infirmary. A woman sat on one gurney, having her arm wrapped. She didn’t look at Zandra. Instead, she just stared into thin air.
Zandra saw a bundle of blankets where a medic was pushing hot water bottles inside. After walking over to the gurney, she bent over the still form. Arabella’s eyelashes created dark semicircles against her pale cheeks.
“Arabella,” Zandra murmured, then cleared her voice. “Arabella. It’s Zandra. I’m here. We’ve been rescued. A ship came to help us. Rosalind and Maeve are with Leonora and Emilia. They’re doing well and are being cared for.” Zandra thought of Neal, and her throat closed. She looked up at the medic, who had just inserted a thermometer under Arabella’s arm and then put the thick blanket back on her. She saw him wipe his eyes and wondered if she’d made him cry.
“This is Lady Arabella. Her little girls are outside on the deck. May they come in and see her?” Zandra looked pleadingly at the medic.
“Let’s make sure Lady Arabella keeps warming up and comes back to us a little more. I’m sure you see a difference from before, but to a child, that might not be the case.” The medic studied her closely.
“Good point,” Zandra said. “I’ll just stay with her until she wakes up, then fetch the girls.”
The medic pulled a stool over to Zandra. “Here you go, ma’am. I have to go outside and assess more of the survivors. As we’re the first ship to arrive, we’re pulling everyone we find aboard.”
“I understand.”
“Keep an eye on the thermometer. If it doesn’t keep climbing, do you know how to exchange the hot water bottles?” He seemed to size her up.
“I do. I assume the hot water is in the pot over there?” She pointed to the far corner.
“It is.” The medic helped the woman who’d hurt her arm get down from the gurney and assisted her out the door. “I’ll be back to check on your companion as soon as I can.”
Left alone with Arabella, Zandra surmised it would only be a matter of time before the infirmary filled with more of the injured and victims of hypothermia. She sat next to Arabella, keeping her eyes glued to the thermometer. She planned to disregard how exhausted she was and keep watch. Then she stood and leaned over Arabella, making sure she was breathing. Dipping her head, she kissed her lips lightly. “Keep fighting, Arabella. You have to come back to us. You have to.”

Neal felt something hit the overturned lifeboat and held on harder to Harold, who lay slumped against his shoulder. Lifting his head, he squinted at something bright that he couldn’t define. Was it the sun? No. It was still dark. Was it a lantern?
“Who’s there?” he said, or tried to say, but his voice was a mere croak. Trying to speak hurt his throat, and he wasn’t certain if he’d actually spoken aloud. As he clung to Harold, thinking he might have imagined seeing something, he heard a male voice.
“Hey, stop. Someone’s on that boat. That overturned one. Reverse course!” Neal didn’t dare turn his head, for fear of losing his balance. His clothes had frozen and literally attached him to the hull of the lifeboat, and to Harold, but if he moved too much, he might lose his grip on his friend, and they’d both fall into the water. As cold as he was after an eternity on the turned-over lifeboat, he dreaded being submerged in the freezing water even more. If they went in, he wouldn’t be able to swim, let alone hold on to Harold.
“Sir. Can you move?” The male voice sounded much closer. “God almighty, they’re frozen solid to that thing. We need boat hooks to keep the lifeboat still. We’re not going to get this man to loosen his grip before we do. We can’t risk him going in. From the looks of him, he’s already been in the water.”
“How is he still alive? And what about the other one?”
“Hard to tell from here. Good. Keep it steady.”
Hands pulled at Neal’s arms, and he lifted his head, staring at the face next to his. A burly man was holding onto him while two other men kept the overturned boat flush to theirs.
“Let go of your friend there, so my mate can get him.”
“Is he alive?” Neal croaked. “My friend? I tried to…”
“We’ll see when get him on board.” The man held on to Neal while another man dragged Harold over to the other boat.
“And now you.” The man kept a firm grip on Neal and had to pull hard to dislodge his clothes from the hull’s icy surface. “Damn, sir. That must hurt, but it probably saved you from slipping into the water.”
“Yes. Thank you,” Neal managed to say as they rolled him into blankets. “Thank you, thank you.” He closed his eyes for the first time since he’d climbed onto the overturned lifeboat. Hot tears rose in his eyes, hurting his swollen, frozen eyelids. “Thank you.”
He lay there on one of the seats, listening to the rhythmic splashes from the oars as the men rowed. He was so cold, and pain shot through his body from all directions. Looking over at Harold, also wrapped in blankets, he tried to take that gesture as a sign that his new friend was alive. Surely they wouldn’t waste any blankets on a dead man. Looking up at the starry sky again, he tried to focus his mind, but he couldn’t categorize his thoughts as he kept seeing flickering images of the Titanic, of his family, of being left behind, of trying to launch the boat, of jumping into the water, of climbing the overturned boat, of trying to hold onto Harold…and then repeat, repeat, repeat. Dread coursed through him continually, and he feared he was losing his mind. Not once during the endless spinning and flickering images, and even if he had been pulled off the keel of the boat, did he feel like he’d been saved.



 
C HAPTER TWENTY
Reunited
Arabella slowly opened her eyes. Reluctantly, she blinked to clear her vision. Where was she, and why did her body seem to scream in pain? Moaning, she tried to turn her head, but she was wrapped in some coarse fabrics, making that impossible. Trying to push them away, she found she couldn’t move any of her limbs. Either she was trapped or paralyzed.
“Please,” she moaned. “Make it stop.”
“Arabella!” Someone spoke her name urgently and bent over her. A familiar face, no, not just a familiar face, a beloved face, surrounded by a massive cloak of chestnut hair. Arabella struggled to remember her name. What was it? She knew it so well…it was imprinted on her heart. “Zan…dra…”
“Yes. Yes, it’s me. I’m here. Oh, Lord, Arabella.” Zandra pressed her lips carefully against Arabella’s forehead, which seemed to be the only thing that didn’t hurt now. “We were rescued. We’re heading for New York onboard the ship that came to save us. The Carpathia.” Zandra stumbled on the words, and Arabella heard only a few of them.
Then her memory caught up with her. The iceberg. The order to put on life belts and enter the lifeboats. Her girls, crying. And how cold it had been. Bitter, stinging cold. And… She grew tense and whimpered. “Neal?”
Zandra’s crestfallen look said it all. “I don’t know yet, Arabella. I talked to the chief officer, and he said they brought about 700 survivors aboard this ship, stacking us all over the decks and what spaces they could find. You’re still in the infirmary, but I imagine they’ll move you when they see you’re awake. I can’t wait to tell the girls.”
“Are they…?”
“They’re all right, physically. They’ll feel even better when they see you. Emilia and Leonora are also doing well, all things considered, and they’re taking care of the girls while I’m here with you.” Zandra frowned. “You look like you’re in pain.”
“I am. It’s horrendous.” Arabella trembled. “It’s as if I’m being stabbed from the inside. Why am I this way? What happened?” Had she fallen into the water and just didn’t remember?
“You had severe hypothermia. Your core temperature was dangerously low when the Carpathia finally came. They brought you up in a net and have been gradually warming you.” Zandra blinked at the tears clinging to her lashes. “The medic said that if we hadn’t wrapped all our shawls around you, you might not have made it. Now your hands and feet are nice and red, which is good.”
The idea of losing limbs made Arabella shudder. “I want to see my girls, but not just yet. I need to be able to sit up and look less…on death’s doorstep.”
Zandra didn’t smile but nodded. “I understand. I’m going to get the medic. They have people stacked in the corridors needing to be treated, so I’m sure they’ll move you as soon as possible.”
“Thank you.” Arabella studied Zandra’s face as her vision became increasingly clear. “My love,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I made you come on this journey…”
“You didn’t make me do anything. I came with you because I’m in love with you, and I adore the girls,” Zandra whispered back, her lips close to Arabella’s ear. “I came with you because being without you would have hurt me for the rest of my life.”
“Darling…” Arabella closed her eyes, but a faint smile curled her lips. “I have a feeling that if you hadn’t, I might not be here, hurting so badly—I’d be dead.”
“Shh. Don’t dwell on what could have happened, not just yet anyway. You have to focus on getting better.” Zandra straightened when footfalls entered. “Lady Arabella is awake.”
“That’s brilliant news,” a young male voice said. A redheaded, very young man appeared within Arabella’s field of vision. “Ah. That’s what we like to see. My apologies in advance, milady, but I need to examine you before we can let you leave the infirmary. He peeled away some of the blankets, and Arabella found she wore only her chemise and underwear. “Look at that. Pink toes and fingertips. You’re a very lucky lady.”
His irreverence didn’t bother Arabella. “I need to sit up.”
The medic brightened. “You’re resilient, milady. I’m impressed.” He frowned. “It’ll hurt.”
“Do you have anything to give her for the pain?” Zandra asked.
“I have aspirin, codeine, and morphine, ma’am.” The medic looked intently at her. “I’d be happy to give you any of those.”
“Not morphine. Codeine, perhaps.” Arabella looked at Zandra. “I need to be upright and see my girls.”
The medic returned with a glass of milky water. “I’ve given you the highest dose for your size. It tastes like, well, bad, so just down it, milady.”
“Let me help you,” Zandra said and took the glass. As Zandra grasped her shoulders, which hurt so badly that Arabella cried out, she held the glass to Arabella’s lips. She took the medic’s advice and swallowed the horrendous concoction in two large gulps. Then, coughing, she waved off Zandra’s concern.
“I’m fine. Give me a few moments, and I’ll try to sit up again.”
A tall, gangly man poked his head in. “Hey. We need to get these two blokes into the infirmary. I don’t think one of them will make it if he’s not treated instantly, and the other isn’t doing much better.” Pushing his fingers through a mop of blond hair, he looked exhausted. Arabella judged he was about eighteen.
The medic looked sadly at Arabella. “I know we can’t release you until your codeine takes effect, but we have to move you to the smaller gurney over by the wall.” He turned to the blond young man. “That way maybe we can fit two stretchers in here. Damn it, will we be able to?”
“We must. Let’s clear the counter over there. We need to put the critical one there.”
Arabella watched the man hurry to move equipment from a six-foot-long counter at the other end of the infirmary. Of course, Zandra assisted them and stacked blankets, towels, and boxes in the opposite corner.
“Great idea, Samuel,” the medic said and slapped the back of the skinny young man. “I’ll let the captain know it was your idea.”
The two men hurried out into the corridor and returned after quite a while with a man wrapped in blankets. They placed him on the counter and then left to collect the second one. This time it took even longer, and when they returned with a stretcher, their arms were trembling as they lifted it onto the gurney Arabella had just vacated.
This man was also wrapped in blankets, and a pale hand dangled outside the covering.
“God in heaven,” Arabella whispered and swallowed hard.
“These two were found on top of an overturned lifeboat, literally frozen in place.” Samuel sighed as he bent over the one on the gurney. “This one apparently refused to let go of his mate, Steve said. They had to persuade him to.”
“Damn.” The medic shook his head as he ordered Samuel to tend to the other man on the counter. They worked quickly, but Arabella could tell they were both nearly stumbling from sheer fatigue. Having to take care of so many people was bound to take a toll.
“Ma’am? I’m trying to examine his right hand, but he’s so rigid.” The medic addressed Zandra. “Could you hold his arm?”
“Yes, of course.” Zandra rounded the gurney and took hold of the man’s pale lower arm.
“Thanks, ma’am.” The medic bent over the man’s hand, and Arabella couldn’t see what he was doing. She closed her eyes, hoping for the codeine to enter her system quickly. Lots of people needed taking care of, and she wanted to see her girls more than anything.
“Oh, Lord. Oh no…oh, Lord.” Zandra’s trembling voice made Arabella snap her eyes open.
“What’s wrong?” She turned her head, ignoring the shooting pain. Zandra stood staring down at the man on the gurney, her eyes wide and tears streaming down her face. “Zandra?”
“M-Arabella. It’s Mr. …It’s Neal.” Zandra let go of the man’s arm, bent over the man, and began stroking his face. “Neal. Neal Kingsley.”
Pain or no pain, Arabella had to see. She pushed herself up on her elbow. “Are you sure?” she asked sharply.
“Yes. Of course, I’m sure. It’s Neal.”
“You mean you can positively identify this man?” The medic wrote something on a note and pinned it to Kingsley’s blankets. “Neal Kingsley?”
“It is. He’s alive, Arabella.” Zandra fell to her knees.

It was as if all strength had abandoned Zandra at once. She had to let the medic pull her up. She looked over at Arabella, who was pushing up farther now, clearly determined to see for herself that Zandra was right. “Careful,” Zandra said and rounded the gurney so she could help both of them. “Let me hold on to you.”
Arabella clung to Zandra until she could see over the edge of the folded blanket around Neal’s bald head. “It’s him. God, it’s him.”
“He’s a goddamn hero, the way he saved this bloke.” Samuel indicated the other man.
“Of course, he is,” Zandra said, chuckling mirthlessly. “I can’t believe he’s here.”
“Believe it,” Arabella said, sounding more and more like herself, even if her body was still not cooperating.
Zandra carefully helped prop Arabella against the wall so she could sit up. “Your color is better. The powder helping?” She studied Arabella closely.
“Yes. It is.” It was true. The pain remained, but the powder took the edge off. “It’s quite the relief.”
“I’d think so, yes.” Zandra took her hand gently. “And still pink fingers.”
A soft moan from the bundle of blankets beside them made them both jump. Zandra bent over Neal and saw him struggle to open his eyes. His long, black eyelashes fluttered, but he seemed to have the same struggle as Arabella had had earlier.
“Neal? It’s Zandra. Arabella’s here too. We’re all safe. You got us all to safety in the lifeboat. We’ve been saved. Emilia, Leonora, and the twins are somewhere on the ship that came to our rescue. Arabella is here in the infirmary with you, but she’s doing better and sitting up. Stroking Neal’s face, Zandra smiled down at him with trembling lips. “Now we just need you to open your eyes and look at us. Please? Can you open your eyes, Neal?”
“Keep talking to him. Hearing a known voice is just what he needs.” Samuel nodded approvingly. “I’ve seen that happen all over the ship.”
Zandra kept talking to Neal, about anything she could think of, and after another hour, she saw his eyelids flutter again. Slowly, he opened them halfway, looking dazedly at her. “Neal? It’s Zandra. We’re all fine. You took such wonderful care of us. I’m so sorry you were left behind, but we’re together again now. Can you say something?”
Zandra wasn’t sure how long it took for his eyes to focus, but eventually he moaned, and his gaze sharpened. “M—s Zand—ra,” Neal murmured, his voice sounding as if his tongue was swollen. “Thir—sty.”
“He’s thirsty. Can he have some water?” Zandra whipped her head around and looked at the medic.
“It might be too hard for him to swallow water yet, but let’s try this. He fetched a mug of water and a clean white cloth. “Dip the cloth into the water and let him try to suck on it.”
Zandra did as he suggested, and Neal looked grateful as he greedily sucked the fabric into his mouth. After he’d drunk half a glass, he managed to smile weakly. “Zandra.”
Crying again, Zandra bent and kissed his forehead. “Neal. We feared the worst.”
“So…did I.” He closed his eyes briefly. “Harold?”
“Harold? Oh, the man you were with? He’s still alive, but in a bit of a state,” Zandra said, glancing over at the counter where the medic and Samuel were both taking care of the man. “He’s still unconscious, I’m afraid.”
“I hope he makes it. If not for him…I’d be dead.” Neal shuddered.
Zandra quickly exchanged a hot water bottle for a new one, mindful to wrap it in cloths before placing it against Neal’s body. “There.”
“Thank you.” Neal turned his head and seemed to realize that Arabella indeed was present. “Milady.”
“Neal.” Arabella sat slumped against the wall, but she didn’t take her eyes off him or Zandra. “We’re all alive. Let’s make a pact that we stay that way.”
“I second that, milady.” Neal closed his eyes, looking weary. “Just going to rest for a spell.”
“His temperature is normal,” Zandra said quietly to Arabella. “If there are no complications…”
“Yes. I know.” Arabella leaned against Zandra. “Can you figure out a way to get me to my girls while the powder still works?”
Zandra thought fast. “I know just the one to carry you if I can find him. You have to lie down again first, or I’ll worry that you might fall off this narrow thing if I’m not here to catch you.” She indicated the makeshift gurney.
“Very well.” Arabella allowed Zandra to help her lie down.
Zandra made sure Arabella was safe and then set out to find Mr. Hansen, the man who had helped save them all.

Rosalind and Maeve sat on each side of Arabella, gently leaning against her. Arabella had watched Zandra direct Hansen, who carried her as if she weighed little more than a snowflake, among the throngs of people lining the corridor and, as it turned out, everywhere else on the ship. When they had reached the corner where Emilia and Leonora watched over the girls, Zandra had reminded the crying, excited twins to approach their mother with care. They’d already prepared for Arabella’s arrival by creating a corner where she could stretch out and be covered by blankets. Zandra had known the girls would need to be close and made room for them.
“I can’t believe you found Mr. Kingsley,” Leonora said and hugged Emilia close to her. “And he’s alive.”
“He is. He’s in rough shape though, so his road to recovery might be long.” Zandra glanced at Arabella, which made Arabella deliberately raise her eyebrows, which of course hurt too much. She understood she had her own arduous journey to regain her health ahead of her.
“How long before we’re in New York, Zandra?” Emilia asked. “I heard you talking to that man, Mr. Hansen, about it?”
Zandra pulled out her ever-present watch. “It’s Tuesday the fifteenth, and the time is eight a.m., if I’m to trust this watch after everything that’s happened. “Mr. Hansen said another three days.”
“Three days.” Emilia closed her eyes. “I don’t think I can take it. I know…I’m alive, and I’m grateful, but this…” She motioned at the ocean of people spread out in what used to be the crew’s dining room…it’s too much.” She pressed her face against Leonora’s shoulder. “I wish this journey was over.”
“We understand, Emilia,” Arabella murmured. “I’m just so relieved that we’re all together and that Neal has a chance of coming out of this alive.”
Arabella willed herself to relax, telling herself that now that she was with her family, she would start regaining her strength quickly. All she had to do was rest.
The crew walked among the survivors, handing out food rations, water, tea, and coffee. Arabella ate very little, but when Hansen saw Zandra’s worried look, he returned to the galley and came back with some meat broth. This went down so much easier, even if it was terribly salty. Arabella could feel it warm her entire body. She recalled the hot cocoa they’d shared just before they went out on deck and shuddered. Closing her eyes, she managed to roll onto her side.
“Zandra. It would be best if you took the chance to sleep too. You’ve been on your feet since we were rescued,” Leonora said quietly, but Arabella still heard her.
“I can’t. Neal…” Zandra said unhappily.
“No. This is what we’re going to do,” Emilia said. “You girls sleep in the corner, in front of your mama. Then Zandra will have a nap behind milady and keep her warm. Leonora and I will take turns checking on Neal.”
Arabella was impressed by how even Emilia took charge after having despaired only moments earlier. “Thank you,” she whispered because she truly needed all three of her most beloved nearby. She felt the girls maneuver around her, and then a lovely warmth pressed against her back from behind. Zandra. Thank God, always Zandra.



 
C HAPTER TWENTY-ONE
New York
Rosalind and Maeve stood by the railing when the Carpathia arrived in the harbor of New York. It headed for Pier 59, pilots guiding it, and as it moored, Zandra stood behind the girls, making sure nobody trampled them.
The docks were filled with people and vehicles, mainly cars, but also coaches. Zandra had hoped for this reception, as she knew Arabella was eager to reach her New York residence on the Upper East Side. They needed to arrange for Neal, who was lucid but in danger of losing parts of his fingers and toes, to get to a hospital. His friend, Harold, was barely lucid and even worse off when it came to his hands and feet.
While the gangway was put in place, Zandra took the girls’ hands and walked them back to their mother. She was sitting on a crate, wrapped in two blankets, Emilia by her side. Leonora was watching over Neal, who had been moved out of the infirmary that afternoon and delivered into Zandra’s and Leonora’s care. It was late at night, and as soon as they sat down next to Arabella, the girls could barely keep their eyes open.
“I have no idea in which order they plan to evacuate the passengers,” Zandra said. “Will they let all the ambulatory people off first or expect everyone to wait while they let off the injured?”
“Look. There’s Mr. Hansen,” Emilia said. “Why don’t you ask him? He has a weak spot for you, Zandra.”
“Does he now?” Arabella murmured where she sat leaning against Emilia. Her eyes had begun to regain some of their glitter, but it faded often.
“I’ll be right back.” Zandra weaved in and out among people until she reached the burly man who’d been part of saving them all. “Mr. Hansen?” She tapped his shoulder.
Hansen turned around and smiled broadly. “Miss Zandra. Do you need anything?”
“Just to know how we’re going to disembark. We have Lady Arabella, and Neal Kingsley, who will need assistance, but the rest of us are fine.” Zandra rubbed her forehead, where a persistent headache was manifesting itself.
“Have no fear, Miss Zandra. I will make sure you are all taken care of. The authorities will want to check your names off the passenger manifest as you step from the ship, but then we’ll help you get into a coach or car to drive you where you need to go. I would imagine Mr. Kingsley requires an ambulance?”
“Yes. He needs to go to a care facility, preferably the Presbyterian or Lenox Hill Hospital, according to Lady Arabella.”
“I know nothing of either of them, but I’ll help you get that information, Miss Zandra. It means a lot to an old sailor to see this rescue mission through. You were so afraid that night when you climbed over the railing, and look at you now—taking charge of helping your family.” Hansen patted her shoulder. “I’ll go with you to Lady Arabella. She’ll need someone to help her down the gangway, and you’ll have your hands full with the girls.”
Afterward, all that took place before they found themselves in the back of a car was a blur. Zandra vaguely remembered the girls clinging to her, staring wide-eyed at the people lining the docks to get a look at the survivors of the Titanic disaster. Arabella had managed to walk halfway down the gangway before her legs gave out. Hansen had simply scooped her up, and the next thing Zandra knew, they were on solid ground for the first time in eight days.
It wasn’t the arrival they’d envisioned. The Titanic had been supposed to triumphantly dock at this pier, the press and all kinds of festivities there to greet her. Now, about two-thirds of the Titanic’s passengers and crew lay dead in the sea or had gone down with the ship.
Leonora offered to accompany Neal to the Presbyterian, armed with Arabella’s information. As Arabella had had a telephone installed at her house ahead of time, she planned to call the staff when she had news. Before Leonora left them to join Neal, she pulled Zandra aside. “I may get into trouble for this, but I told the crew that Mr. Kingsley’s friend, Harold, is going to the same hospital. Mr. Kingsley is frantic about him, and I fear it will stymie his recovery if he doesn’t know what happened to him.”
Zandra kissed Leonora’s cheek. “You’re nothing short of amazing. Let us know as soon as you can.”
As the car drove into the center of New York City, Zandra ignored everything else and merely focused on Arabella. She was pale, and it was hard to tell if she was asleep or unconscious, as she didn’t open her eyes at all.
“Mama seems worse,” Rosalind whispered. Maeve had fallen asleep, but her sister was wide awake.
“I think she’s just sleeping. Leaving the ship took a bit of time when we had to give all our information, and your mother had to remember all your details and the address of the house. I think it took what little strength she’d mustered.”
“Yes. Perhaps.” Rosalind studied Zandra closely. “I sometimes try to remember how it was before you came.”
Zandra blinked. “Excuse me? Why?”
“Because I can barely recall it. I mean, we did a lot of the same things, except for art classes, of course. But other activities were much the same, and then when you came, everything changed.”
“For the better or…?” Zandra’s heart skipped a beat.
“For so much better!” Rosalind got up from the seat and threw herself into Zandra’s arms. “Everyone’s happier since you came.”
Swallowing hard, Zandra held Rosalind close with one arm, and Arabella with the other. “I have never been as happy as I am with you, Maeve, and with your mother,” she whispered as hot tears rose in her eyes. Rosalind looked up and wiped Zandra’s cheeks with her two small hands.
“Don’t cry, Miss Zandra.”
“You can call me Zandra when it’s just us,” Zandra said huskily. “We’ve been through too much for titles to matter.”
“Really?” Rosalind pressed her face against Zandra’s shoulder.
“Yes.”
Emilia gazed at Zandra with an unreadable expression. Did she disapprove of Rosalind being allowed to be so casual? Then Zandra wanted to kick herself. Here she was with Arabella and the girls, and Emilia was separated from Leonora—even if it was for important reasons.
“Leonora will be back shortly, once Neal is admitted and cared for at the hospital,” Zandra said quietly.
“I know. It’s just hard…”
“Yes. It is.” Zandra glanced at Arabella. “I hope we can wake Arabella when we arrive at the house. I’d rather she didn’t have to be carried by a stranger.” She nodded toward the driver.
“Between us, we can manage,” Emilia said. “As you said, after everything we’ve been through, helping Lady Arabella up a few steps will be nothing.” She smiled weakly.
Again, Zandra lost track of time, and she might also have nodded off, but she became wide awake when the car stopped and the engine switched off. She looked at Emilia, who apparently was just as exhausted, as she blinked rapidly and sat up from a slumped position.
“We’re here.” Zandra peered outside at a massive brownstone townhouse looming over them. A cast-iron gate stood open, and as she waited for the driver to open the car door, someone opened the door to the house and hurried down the stairs. A round, middle-aged woman wearing an apron rushed up to the car, clearly ready to assist when Zandra exited.
“I’m Mrs. Finnegan,” the woman said in a thick American accent. “I’m Lady Arabella’s cook, and my husband Ralph and I have been taking care of this house since Lady Arabella left for London fourteen years ago.”
“Fourteen years?” Zandra looked up at the warm light that beckoned her. “I’m Zandra Lancaster, Rosalind and Maeve’s governess and Lady Arabella’s companion.”
If Mrs. Finnegan harbored any idea that this was a strange arrangement, she didn’t let on. “I’ll help you. How is her ladyship doing?” She peered into the car.
“She’s exhausted after severe hypothermia. Our butler, Mr. Kingsley, is in the hospital. Let me rouse the girls first.” Zandra poked her head back into the car. “Rosa? Are you awake? We’re home.”
“Zandra?” Rosalind looked up at her, her eyelids heavy.
“Yes. Come on. Let’s get you and Maeve out of the car so we can help your mother.” With Emilia’s help, Zandra lifted the girls down onto the pavement. She didn’t want anyone who was a stranger to the girls to handle them. “Go inside with Emilia, and Mrs. Finnegan and I will help your mother.”
The girls took Emilia’s hands, and they walked slowly up the stairs, moving as if they had aged, all three of them.

Arabella awoke as the car jostled her. Finding herself alone in the backseat, she panicked for a few moments, until Zandra entered and crouched in front of her.
“You’re awake.” Zandra looked relieved. “We’re at the house, Arabella. Mrs. Finnegan is here to help us…and I believe that’s Mr. Finnegan joining us now,” she said after glancing over her shoulder. “Familiar faces for you.”
“What? Yes. Yes, of course.” Arabella managed to push herself off the seat and, with Zandra’s help, exit the car. She had only vague memories of leaving the Carpathia, but the sensation of not being out on the treacherous ocean was such a relief that she had to suppress a sob.
Her legs cooperated another few steps, but then they gave in, and she clung to Zandra when panic hit again. Strong arms came around her back and under her knees and lifted her. Through blurred vision, she saw a familiar face from when she had lived in New York, before she was married. Ralph Finnegan. Her chauffeur.
“Ralph,” she whispered.
“That’s right, milady. Let’s get you inside.” He carried her up the stairs, after asking his wife to pay the driver. Continuing into the parlor to the left of the entrance, Ralph placed Arabella on a couch, where she slumped against the cushions. “I’ll help milady upstairs to your suite in a moment, but I think the girls might need to see you awake, as they’re crying, the poor little angels.”
“Girls?” Arabella couldn’t see them, but she heard them. “I’m fine, girls, I promise. Come here.”
Zandra brought the children over, and they both fell to their knees next to the couch and hugged her. “You have to get well, Mama,” Maeve whispered. “You have to.”
“I’m already much better,” Arabella reminded them. “I’m just still very tired. We have been through an ordeal, and it’ll take some time for us all to feel better, but we’re together—and that’s what matters, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Rosalind kissed Arabella’s cheek. “I know this is supposed to be our home, but it doesn’t feel like that yet.”
“I think when Leonora joins us, and you get to know Mr. and Mrs. Finnegan, you’ll start to feel more at home,” Zandra said where she knelt next to the children. Turning around, she spoke to Mrs. Finnegan, who Arabella had just spotted over by the doorway. “Mrs. Finnegan? I’m not familiar with the layout of this house. Is it possible to draw a bath for the girls, and one for Lady Arabella?”
“Absolutely, Miss Lancaster. Her ladyship has an en suite, and we have two rooms for the girls on the same floor, with an adjoining bath. I’ll hurry upstairs and start running the faucets. Mr. Finnegan made sure the boiler was prepared and ready for that very reason.” The woman looked at Arabella with sympathy in her eyes. “We’re so relieved to see you, milady.”
“Likewise,” Arabella managed to say. “Zandra? Can you help me in the bathroom, while Emilia takes care of the girls?”
“Of course.” Zandra stood. “Let’s try to make it upstairs. Are you ready, Mr. Finnegan?”
“Call me Ralph, please, Ms. Lancaster,” Ralph said and lifted Arabella from the couch.
“Then, Ralph, you must call me Miss Zandra.” Walking next to him and Arabella up the wide stairs, Zandra looked energized.
As they entered Arabella’s suite, consisting of a small parlor, a bedroom, the en suite, and yet another door that led to a bedroom meant for a potential husband, Ralph placed Arabella on an ornate chair in the large bathroom. Arabella glanced toward the mirror and jumped at her appearance. “Oh, dear God,” she whispered. Her hair was loose around her face and could only be described as scraggly. Her eyes were swollen and her lips chapped. She was wrapped in a coarse, brown-grey blanket—or two—and she knew she wore her wrinkled, destroyed dress underneath. It chafed her and wasn’t entirely closed in the back.
Behind them, water cascaded from the faucet into the bathtub.
“I will assist Lady Arabella from here. Thank you, Ralph.” Zandra closed the door after him after promising to call on Mrs. Finnegan if they needed help.
“Let’s get you out of these clothes.” Zandra dropped her blanket onto the floor and peeled back Arabella’s with sure hands. Removing the dress wasn’t easy, but she managed to pull down the long sleeves. Arabella tried to help, but annoyance at how weak she felt spread within her.
“I hate that this happened. To us. To you and the girls. To—oh, God—to Neal.” Arabella heard the low growl in her own voice and knew the dragon that lived in her heart was snapping its tail from side to side, wanting to strike at something—or someone.
“Neal is in the best of hands. Leonora is with him at the Presbyterian Hospital, as you requested. He’ll get the finest care there.” Zandra hesitated and bit her lip.
“What? What else are you reluctant to tell me?” Arabella snarled.
“Remember Neal’s friend that he saved? Harold? I’m sorry, but I don’t know his last name. We decided to send him to the same hospital as Neal. We think Neal would want that, and it might be good for his recovery to know that we did everything we could for his new friend—no matter the outcome.”
Arabella stared at Zandra and felt the dragon slowly settle. She was suddenly certain that, no matter what, this woman, and the other two women in her family, would never let her down. “Good,” she said quietly. “That was a very humane decision. Perhaps this Harold’s employer is alive, or perhaps not—we’ll see. We’ll take care of him in the meantime.”
Zandra had managed to remove Arabella’s dress and chemise. As she stood on wobbly legs, Zandra took off the last of Arabella’s underwear and helped her into the tub that was now full.
The warm water permeated every part of her body, and at first, it hurt so much that Arabella gasped.
“Too hot?” Zandra said and reached for the faucet.
“No. but I haven’t quite acclimatized yet.” Arabella steeled herself and closed her eyes briefly. “Don’t go.”
“Never. I’m not leaving your side. I hope I can help you out of the tub myself, or Ralph will be permanently traumatized for having to do it.” She smiled carefully.
Arabella chuckled, shocked at the sound as she had barely smiled, and certainly not laughed, since…since they talked to Molly Brown. “Molly Brown. Do you know…?” She turned her head toward Zandra.
“Molly made it. She’s unharmed—well, physically. We’re all in shock, obviously. Molly came to find us at one point, but you weren’t having a good day.” Zandra stroked Arabella’s hair out of her face. “I’ll help you wash your hair in a moment, but just try to relax for a little while.”
“You take such good care of me. Of everyone.” Arabella raised a heavy arm and ran wet fingertips along Zandra’s cheek. “You saved me.”
“Only because I had Emilia and Leonora—and the girls. We all huddled in the lifeboat with you in the middle. We shared our shawls. You were the one most affected by the cold. Emilia was too, but she’s younger.” Zandra made an odd little apologizing gesture.
“Yes, she is.” Arabella leaned back, and it soothed her more than anything else to feel Zandra wash her hair and clean every part of her. When Zandra finished, she managed to help Arabella crawl out of the tub, as she couldn’t stand. Arabella was glad no one else saw her on her hands and knees on the bathroom floor, where Zandra had placed a towel. She managed to drag herself up on her feet by using the chair Zandra pulled up, and then Arabella found herself wrapped in several towels.
“Do you need to use the facility?” Zandra asked, thankfully sounding casual. On the Carpathia, they had lost any sensitivity regarding such matters. Arabella still shuddered at the memory of having no privacy.
“Yes. I think I can manage…”
“I’m sure you can. I’ll just turn my back.” Zandra helped Arabella to stand again and then pivoted. “Just let me—”
“—know if I need you. I will.” Arabella sighed.
Grateful to at least be able to use a water closet, Arabella hurried to relieve herself and managed to stand up and flush it. Zandra turned at the sound. After helping Arabella into bed, Zandra removed the damp towels and then towel-dried Arabella’s hair before braiding it loosely.
Zandra pressed the call button by the bed. It took Mrs. Finnegan only half a minute to enter. She carried a tray with two steaming mugs of soup, four sandwiches, and two small bowls that smelled of…chocolate.
“Mrs. Finnegan,” Arabella said and held out her hand. “It’s been too long. Tell me, is that your chocolate mousse I can smell?”
“It is, milady. It is.” Mrs. Finnegan’s cheeks flushed. “I’m so glad to have you back here. Ralph and I are so relieved.”
“As am I. My girls?” Arabella accepted the mug Zandra gave her.
“They’re also enjoying their trays with the same offerings. They asked if they could come in when they’d finished their meal, although we need to find milady a nightgown before they do.” She eyed Zandra. “And you, Miss Lancaster, need to take care of yourself now. You look like you’re about to fall asleep standing up.”
Arabella snapped her gaze over to Zandra, who looked far too pale now. “Darling,” she said without thinking. “After you have your soup, please go have a bath of your own. And sit down, for goodness’s sake.”
Zandra was swaying but sat down on the chair that Mrs. Finnegan pulled out for her. “Thank you, Mrs. Finnegan. Please call me Miss Zandra.”
“I will.” Mrs. Finnegan pressed the back of her hand against Zandra’s forehead. “Girl. You’re burning up. Your ordeal could have given you a cold. We need to call a doctor for you.”
“No. That’s not necessary,” Zandra said and sipped her soup. “Oh, this is delicious, Mrs. Finnegan. I just need to rest.”
“Hm. We’ll see how you feel after your bath.”
“Then I’ll go have that bath right away.” Zandra stood. “Eh…which room is mine?”
“The adjoining room between Lady Arabella and the girls.” Mrs. Finnegan pointed. “Let me show you.”
“No.” Arabella raised her voice. “Zandra, use my bathroom tonight. We can figure out everything else tomorrow.”
Zandra and Mrs. Finnegan looked equally surprised, but Zandra didn’t object, as she was most likely far too tired. “Very well, Arabella. Thank you.” She disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door after her.
Mrs. Finnegan pulled out two nightgowns and knocked on the bathroom door. When it opened a crack, she handed one to Zandra. “Here you go, Miss Zandra.”
Without making a fuss, Mrs. Finnegan helped Arabella put her nightgown on, her touch gentle. Arabella remembered why she liked her American cook so much. “Such bruises, milady, but we’ll have you better in no time.”
“Where did these garments come from?” Arabella asked.
“I went shopping for the bare necessities, using the household account you set up for Mr. Finnegan and myself. When we learned of the disaster, we knew, if you made it, milady, you wouldn’t have any of the items you packed to bring with you. Some older clothes are left, but you, your staff, and your girls needed something to wear at night and during the first few days.”
“Remarkable,” Arabella whispered and caught Mrs. Finnegan’s hand and squeezed it. “Thank you.”
The girls entered and tiptoed over to Arabella, then crawled up onto the bed. They didn’t say much, just pressed themselves against her. Didn’t they seem a lot thinner? Arabella held them to her, inhaling the clean scent of their hair, still damp. “We’re on the same floor in this house, dearests,” she murmured. “You can come to me, or Zandra, if you wake up and need us.”
“Oh, Mama.” Maeve kissed Arabella’s cheek. “Will you be all right in here all alone, or will Zandra stay with you?”
It dawned on Arabella that her girls had somehow gone from “Miss Zandra” to just “Zandra.” She didn’t mind. “Perhaps I can persuade her to stay here, as she’s not doing so well. According to Mrs. Finnegan, she has a fever.”
“A fever?” Rosalind sat up and stared at Arabella.
“Perhaps a cold coming on.”
A chime rang out at a distance, and everyone but Mrs. Finnegan jumped. They heard footfalls on the stairs.
“It’s just the door chime. It must be the housekeeper, Mrs. Leonora?” Mrs. Finnegan raised her eyebrows. “I assume Emilia has worried about her and Mr. Kingsley. I remember him from fourteen years ago. A nice man.”
“Mrs. Finnegan, Zandra will stay here with me tonight, as she isn’t doing well, and I’m not at my best either. Will you please let Leonora know that we want to see her?”
Mrs. Finnegan looked like she had quite a few questions but merely nodded. “Of course, milady.”
“After Leonora has informed us about Neal, you girls need to go to bed.” Arabella hoped Leonora would come straight up, as she was fading fast.
More footfalls on the stairs showed that her wish had been granted. Emilia poked her head in, and Arabella waved her in. Behind her, an exhausted Leonora stumbled in, her hand in Emilia’s.
“Please, sit down. Anywhere,” Arabella said. “We must wait for Zandra first, but then I want to know how you’re doing, Leonora. And Neal and…what was his name, Harold?”

Zandra returned from the bathroom, having taken the fastest bath in her life. Afraid she might fall asleep in the tub, she had scrubbed herself vigorously and then washed her hair. The cotton nightgown felt wonderfully clean and fresh against her bruised skin.
Zandra spotted Leonora as soon as she crossed the threshold. “Oh, you’re here, Leonora!” She rushed across the floor and was about to hug her, but Leonora held up her hands. “I’m still dirty, Zandra. Please don’t ruin your lovely nightgown.”
“Mrs. Finnegan has obtained nightclothes for all of us,” Arabella said. “I’m sure she put them in your rooms.”
Zandra was about to pull up a chair, but Arabella patted the bed next to her. “You’re staying here tonight, darling. Mrs. Finnegan knows, so no need to feel embarrassed.”
Zandra blinked. “What…oh.” Relief flooded her, and she crawled up next to Maeve, who sat on Arabella’s right.
“I’ll make it short.” Leonora drew a deep breath, her face as pale as the others and clinging to her blanket as if still cold. “Mr. Kingsley is being treated for his injuries. The physician wasn’t too optimistic about three of his toes but planned to do everything he could to save them. His fingers aren’t as bad off, but the doctors will know more during the upcoming days. They gave him soup and other fluids while I was there, which seemed to do him a lot of good. He sent a message to you all, insisting that we are forbidden to worry. He’ll be back with us soon.” Leonora wiped her eyes. “And then there’s Harold. He’s going to lose almost all his toes and most of his fingers. They’ll try to save enough for him to at least have a grip, but he has a long recovery in front of him. He did regain consciousness for a few moments when he was waiting to be seen. He didn’t know me, of course, but he lit up when he saw Mr. Kingsley. That ought to mean his faculties are intact.”
“Thank you, Leonora.” Arabella managed to smile. “Now, go take care of yourselves. Sleep as long as you like. You’ll have no duties until I tell you differently. If you see Mrs. Finnegan, tell her Zandra and I intend to go to sleep now.”
“Yes, milady,” Leonora said, and Emilia nodded.
“Come on, Miss Rosalind, Miss Maeve,” Emilia said, “before you fall asleep on your mama’s bed.”
“So tired.” Rosalind rolled off the bed, and Maeve scooted down the foot of it and took Emilia’s hand. “Good night, Mama.”
“Good night, dearest.”
After everyone had left, Zandra switched off all the lights except a small table lamp on a dresser on the far wall.
“You aren’t afraid of what Mr. and Mrs. Finnegan will think—or say?”
“They’ve been loyal to me for fifteen years, and I’ve been very good to them while they’ve lived in this house and taken care of it for me. They are as loyal as Emilia, Leonora, and Neal.” Arabella rolled toward Zandra. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep. Now that we’re out of harm’s way, it’s as if images come and go in my mind even if I try to push them out.”
“Yes. I know.” Zandra slid closer and took Arabella’s hand. “So many times I thought I’d lost you. There, in the lifeboat, I would frantically feel for your pulse and try to see if you were breathing. I couldn’t let it happen. The girls need you—I need you.” She pressed her face against Arabella’s shoulder. She could tell from how the bone protruded that Arabella had lost weight during the last four days. She vowed to make sure Arabella gained it again.
“Darling.” Arabella placed a gentle hand against Zandra’s cheek, and that was how they fell asleep—together.



 
C HAPTER TWENTY-TWO
In the Deep at Night
The water closed over her head, and she tried to shed her heavy coat. It dragged her down, and though she reached for the hands extended to her from above, they were too far away. Below her, she saw long white hair billowing in the water and knew she had to dive, even if the remaining air in her lungs wouldn’t last. When red, curly hair appeared next to the white, she wanted to scream but knew if she did, she would never be able to save them. They meant everything to her, and she needed to dive farther down to be with them. If she couldn’t save them, then she’d go down with them. They would spend the last seconds of their life together, perhaps around the table in their lovely first-class suite. There, they would spin their tales, color their drawings, and be happy together, even if it was for only an eternal second. She would rather do that than try to reach for the hands that meant she had to go on without them…

“Zandra, darling. Hush. It’s only a bad dream. You’re here with me, and we’re alive, all of us.” Arabella bent over Zandra, her heart bleeding from the terror in the unseeing eyes that seemed locked on something horrific in the distance.
“I’d rather have just a second more. Just one second,” Zandra said, her voice without inflection. “So dark, and cold—”
“It’s a dream.” Arabella had switched on the bedside lamp, hoping its light would reach Zandra. This was their third night together in her bedroom in New York, and each night, Zandra had endured this torment. Arabella didn’t dream at all. It was as if her brain protected her from the memories of the disaster at night, while her days still consisted of physical pain and fatigue.
Arabella ran her hands along Zandra’s rigid body, holding her tight. What a toll this was taking on Zandra, even if, during the day, she didn’t let on how much. Zandra was already teaching the girls and giving them art lessons, insisting that Rosalind and Maeve needed to resume their routines as quickly as possible. She was right, of course, as Arabella could tell how much it helped the girls now that things were seemingly heading back toward something resembling normal.
“Please, darling. Hold on to me. I’m alive. You’re alive, and so are the girls. You helped save us all. Even Neal is improving, remember? Zandra…”
“A-Ara…” Zandra’s gaze shifted, and Arabella read the overwhelming devastation in her expression. Zandra clearly wasn’t awake yet, but still deep in her nightmare, mourning Arabella and the girls.
“Zandra!” The dream hadn’t been this bad, or this long, before. Desperately, Arabella firmly gripped Zandra’s right shoulder and shook her. “Zandra. Wake up!”
Jerking, Zandra blinked at the ceiling and then sat up fast, pushing Arabella’s hand away. She clutched her chest, and her strange, keening sound slowly grew quieter. “Oh, God. Not…again.” Covering her face with her hands, Zandra whimpered with every breath.
“You’re finally awake.” Arabella placed a gentle hand on Zandra’s knee. “You’re here with me.”
“Oh, Lord. I just can’t…” Zandra threw her arms around Arabella. She didn’t cry. It was as if her tears had dried up, since she hadn’t shed any, at least not in Arabella’s presence, since they came to this house. She’d taken care of everything practical, even headed up the hiring of two more maids.
“Talk to me, darling.” Arabella held Zandra closer and pressed her lips against the top of her head. “Your nightmares are getting worse, aren’t they?”
“They’re dragging me down. I try to dive after you, after the girls, and you sink into the darkness. I know I must catch up with you while I still have air. I have to go down to the ship with you. I can’t be without you.” Sounding so cold and rigid, Zandra shivered against Arabella. “It’s too late for all of us to be saved, and I’m too slow…too slow, and I can’t catch up.”
Her heart breaking at the defeat in Zandra’s voice, Arabella tipped Zandra’s head back to meet her gaze. “Now you listen to me, Zandra Lancaster. Those are dreams. Dreams. Touch my face. Both hands. Yes, like that. Tell me what you feel.”
Zandra cupped Arabella’s cheeks with trembling, cold hands. “You’re warm.” She blinked as her hands slipped farther down, her fingers pressing lightly on each side of Arabella’s throat. “And your heart is beating very fast.” Slowly she relaxed and melted into Arabella’s arms.
“I’m fine.” Arabella rocked Zandra gently. “And you will be too. Tomorrow we’re going to visit Neal and make sure he has everything he needs.”
“And Harold?” Zandra whispered.
“And Harold too. I need to meet this man. I saw only a bundle of blankets in the infirmary.” Arabella kissed Zandra’s temple.
“I feel a little better,” Zandra said. “I just don’t understand why my nightmares keep happening.”
“The girls have them too, although not as elaborate as yours. Remember, Emilia and Leonora moved cots into their respective rooms to be able to wake them.” Freeing Zandra’s long braid, Arabella kept caressing her back. “Everyone’s taken care of. Now let me hold you and see if you can go back to sleep.”
“I’m afraid to,” Zandra muttered. “My body’s still ready to fight the water.”
Arabella could tell. Even if Zandra had managed to relax, her heart was still racing, as if she was ready to keep them all in the lifeboat even if it killed her. “I wish I could do something. It’s entirely unfair that you’re plagued by nightmares, and I don’t dream at all, not that I can remember.”
“Please don’t think I sound insane, but after I have the dreams, it’s as if I can’t quite believe that I’m alive. It’s as if I fear that this is a dream. This—being in your arms in a warm bed.” Shifting next to Arabella, Zandra pushed herself up on an elbow and looked down at her. “It sounds insane, doesn’t it?”
“No. It sounds horrible, but not insane. I imagine our brains deal with something this traumatic in very different ways, depending on what’s happened to us before in our lives.” Arabella ran her thumb along Zandra’s lower lip. “You’ve had many difficult experiences, Zandra. I’m not even sure how you’ve managed to come through them with such poise and strength. Now yet another horrific event has been piled on top of that. It’s not strange if it takes your mind and your heart a little longer to deal with it. I have faith that your dreams will mellow after some time has passed. And until then, you have me to hold on to. I can’t allow you to return to sleeping alone and risk you having to suffer through these nightmares without me there to wake you.”
“Thank the Lord for that,” Zandra murmured. “Your lips have healed.”
The sudden change of topic made Arabella frown. “What—my lips?” She looked up at Zandra. “Yes?”
“I haven’t wanted to add to your discomfort, as I know you’re still riddled with pain. Tonight, before we retired, I saw your lips have healed. The salve Mrs. Finnegan gave you has helped.”
“Yes, but what’s all this emphasis on my lips…” Arabella stopped talking, as she began to catch on. “Ah.”
“We haven’t kissed—I mean like that, since before the disaster.” Zandra leaned closer.
“I know.” Arabella didn’t want to put words in Zandra’s mouth and simply waited.
“And I’ve missed it.” Zandra let her index finger run along Arabella’s lips in a whisper-light caress. “The question is, have your lips healed enough?”
Arabella had to smile. “Enough for what, exactly?” she asked, feeling a familiar warmth spread through her. She loved to tease Zandra.
“For any kind of pressure.” Zandra’s cheeks colored. “I know it’s too soon for anything else just yet, but if I could kiss you, just very lightly—”
Arabella wrapped her right arm around Zandra’s neck and cupped her cheek with her free hand. “You can kiss me as much as you like. I’m still sore, I admit, but not in the vicinity of my face or neck.” Her smile widened. “Perhaps I should let you draw a map of my body, where I could color in each body part as it heals. That way, you’d know where you could touch and kiss me.” It was wonderful to witness Zandra’s scandalized expression.
“Arabella!” Covering her mouth, it clearly took Zandra a few moments to realize Arabella was being facetious. “Oh, you.” She dipped her head and brushed her lips along Arabella’s, kissing her gently.
Arabella wanted more. She parted her lips under Zandra’s, unable to hold back a completely different sort of whimper than the one that originated from nightmares.
Zandra slipped her tongue into Arabella’s mouth to meet hers. The familiar, intoxicating taste of Zandra’s kisses made Arabella push her fingers into her hair, careful not to pull it. The kisses varied between volcanic and light and soothing, but Arabella could swear they held a healing quality as well.
When Zandra grew too heavy for her to keep from weighing against Arabella’s sore ribs, Zandra pulled back and curled up next to her. “I love your kisses, Arabella,” she murmured. “I feel much more…connected.”
“Then I suggest we don’t allow too much time to pass between these types of caresses. I think my idea of the body map might have been a good one. We need to be as physically close as possible for your brain to acknowledge that we’re alive and that we’re going to heal.” She caressed Zandra’s cheek. “And the fact that we’ll both enjoy this physical closeness immensely is a fantastic bonus.”
Zandra chuckled sleepily, and Arabella’s heart soared at the sound.
“Sleep now, Zandra. I’m here and, remember that it’s my turn to keep watch over you.”

The Presbyterian Hospital was located only three blocks from Arabella’s house, but of course, Ralph drove them in the automobile he had bought on Arabella’s behalf. Zandra gazed at the bustling city around them, where tall buildings loomed in the distance. It was her first look at the city in daylight, and it was so different from London, she felt as if she had left Earth and moved to another planet.
“It’s changed during the last fourteen years,” Arabella said.
“It’s very big and tall,” Zandra replied and shook her head. “I have seen photos in the newspaper, but they don’t do it justice.”
“I look forward to introducing you and the girls to its many advantages.” Arabella took her hand. “All in good time.”
“Are you nervous about seeing Neal?” Zandra caressed the back of Arabella’s gloved hand with her thumb.
“No.” She swallowed. “Perhaps. Yes.” Worrying her lower lip with her teeth, she sighed. “He’s just a few years my junior, and we’ve lived parallel lives, upstairs and downstairs, ever since I left my childhood home. I know I told you he came with me, as my father wanted me to be safe and cared for when I moved to London…Neal has always been with me. Isn’t it ironic that it is only now, when we almost lost him, that I call him by his first name? I, who consider myself a progressive, have been adamant about maintaining titles and other such foolish things.”
“I suppose that practice brings clarity to a household,” Zandra said carefully. “It can be hard if the lines get too blurred for the wrong reasons.”
“What do you mean, for the wrong reasons?” Arabella raised her eyebrows.
“You and I aren’t a good example, as we’re entirely unconventional for falling in love, and for both being women at that. You did start calling me Zandra early on, though, which prompted me to call you Arabella, but initially only when it was just us. Only aboard the ship did we truly let our guard down. And that was because we trusted Emilia, Leonora, and Neal so completely. And when it was obvious that our lives were in jeopardy—and especially when we feared we might never see Neal again—you called him by his first name for the very first time. I think that was when you found it ridiculous to stand on ceremony…when you feared you might be saying good-bye to a very good, long-term friend.”
Arabella nodded slowly. “When you put it like that—it makes perfect sense.” She smirked gently. “Thank God I have you to decipher life for me. I’m too set in my ways too often.”
“No, you’re not.” Zandra smiled back. “You’re exceptional, controversial, even, and completely wonderful. I love you.”
“And I love and adore you. I don’t think I’d have the nerve to face what’s going on with Neal if you weren’t coming with me.” Arabella squeezed Zandra’s hand.
“I would have liked to see someone try to stop me, although the girls were both incensed that they weren’t allowed to come this time.” Zandra sighed and thought of how Rosalind’s tears of fury had competed with Maeve’s angry stomping. “They don’t understand that we need to see him first. We don’t know what their policy for visiting children is.”
“I don’t care about their policy,” Arabella said and flicked the fingers of her free hand in the air. “If we think it appropriate and our girls want to visit Neal, then they will—policy or not. If they don’t see things my way, I’ll gently remind them of the potential contribution to their expansion that might be in jeopardy.”
Zandra gaped but then closed her mouth quickly. “That should do it,” she said weakly.
As they arrived at the hospital, Ralph helped them out of the car, and Arabella hooked her arm around Zandra’s.
“Will you be all right, milady?” Ralph asked worriedly. “Forgive me, but you look very pale.”
“I’m going to move with great care, Ralph. Zandra will no doubt shove me into the closest chair if she feels I need to take a break.” Arabella patted his arm. “If you can find parking close by, it is of course to be preferred.”
“I will.” Ralph nodded briskly and returned to the car.
It was obvious that the hospital was busy. Zandra didn’t know how many of the Titanic passengers had required hospitalization, or how many of them had ended up in this facility. New York was a large city. Manhattan alone had more than two million people. Even if the Presbyterian catered mostly to the affluent people, no wonder it was busy.
They found their way to the ward where Neal received the best care New York City had to offer. Arabella slowed her steps as they approached the curtains that marked where his bed was.
“Arabella?” Zandra turned her head to make sure Arabella was all right. She sometimes experienced dizzy spells, but that didn’t seem to be the case now.
“Can you just look first? See if he’s awake?” Arabella’s lips were pale and thin as she pressed them together after she stopped talking.
“Of course.” Peering through the gap in the curtains, Zandra saw Neal half sitting in bed, propped up against several pillows.
“He’s awake and looks pale but entirely himself.” Zandra rubbed the back of Arabella’s hand that clung to her arm. “Come. He’ll be so glad to see us.” Zandra had visited Neal once after his admission, but he’d still been quite ill then.
“Knock, knock,” Zandra said to make their presence known. “May we come in, Neal?”
Neal snapped his head up, and only now did Zandra see that he’d been reading. A folded newspaper lay across his lap as he stared at them.
“Milady…Zandra…” His eyes welled with tears. “Oh, it’s so good to see you.” He cleared his hoarse voice. “Come, come.”
“Arabella from now on, Neal,” Arabella said and looked around. The room had only one visitor’s chair.
“Please, sit, Arabella. I’ll locate another chair.” Zandra turned around and found an orderly, who was quick to bring one more. As they sat on each side of Neal, he wiped at his tears and gave an embarrassed smile.
“Arabella,” he said quietly. “How are you faring? And how are the girls?”
“We’re all fine, my friend.” Arabella pulled off her gloves and placed a hand on his lower arm.
“And you, Neal?” Zandra asked, as it seemed as if Arabella couldn’t talk anymore. “Your left hand?” It was in bandages.
“So far, they tell me I’ll keep my fingers. I may lose two or three toes, but it could be so much worse.” His eyes grew sad. “As it is for Harold. I keep asking about him, and it’s rarely good news.”
“Is he in your ward?” Zandra asked.
“No. He needs even more specialized care. He’s in a single room somewhere else on this floor. I may be able to visit him tomorrow.” Neal shook his head. “I still can’t fathom that we’re alive, Harold and I. We sat on the keel of that lifeboat for so long.”
“It’s a miracle.” Arabella gazed at his bandaged hand and then looked at him, her eyes dark. “I don’t want you to worry about us. I want you to recuperate here until you’re ready to come home. And when you’re home, you’ll resume your duties only at a pace that won’t hurl you into a setback. Is that clear?” She scowled.
“Very clear, Arabella,” Neal said softly.
“As for Harold, who has become a very good friend of yours,” Arabella said, “I’m taking care of his medical bills. Should his employer be among the rescued and be contacted, perhaps they’ll take over, but until then, I will take care of them.”
“Arabella?” Neal’s chin trembled. “I…I worried that nobody would tell me how he ended up here.”
“Thank Leonora.” Arabella smiled now, her expression brightening. “I was still barely coherent, but she knew how I would have wanted to proceed.”
Neal nodded and wiped at new tears with his unbandaged hand. Then he turned to look at Zandra. “When I thought I’d never see any of you again, I must confess that, when it came to you, it made it even worse. I promised myself I’d let you know how much your arrival at the Grey household has meant to me. We had no idea you were missing—but you were.”
Zandra flinched. “Oh, Neal.” She rose and bent over him, pressing her cheek to his. “I feel the same way. As long as we’re all together, I’m finally home. I’ve been so afraid,” she confessed in a whisper.
“But you’re uninjured?” Neal asked as Zandra sat back down.
“Yes,” Zandra said quickly.
“She saved my life,” Arabella said. “She never left my side, and Emilia and Leonora took care of the girls. I hope Rosalind and Maeve can visit you soon, or they’ll drive the rest of us to the brink of madness.”
“Oh, my.” Neal winced. “They’re nothing if not persistent.”
“That’s one word for it. Not strong enough, but a word.” Arabella huffed but then smiled again. “We shouldn’t tire you too much. We’ll make sure you will have visitors until you can come home. Hopefully, that won’t take too long.” Arabella stood, and Zandra watched Neal appear utterly shocked as she bent to kiss his cheek. “Just focus on healing, Neal.”
“Yes, Arabella,” Neal said, his eyes enormous.
After Zandra had kissed Neal’s other cheek, and they walked over to the desks where several nurses worked, Arabella was obviously on a mission.
“My name is Lady Arabella Grey,” Arabella said and stood ramrod straight by the desks. “I wish to inquire about a patient you have called Harold—I don’t know his last name. He is one of the patients from the Titanic.”
“I can’t just give out information,” one of the nurses said haughtily, and Zandra guessed from her headdress that she was the head nurse or the matron.
“You can, and you will.” Arabella leveled her best glare at the poor woman, and Zandra knew exactly how that could feel. “If you check your records, I’m the one paying all his medical bills, including the special care he requires, as he is badly injured. And I don’t like to be kept waiting.”
As it turned out, they left the ward not only with updates on Harold’s condition, which was discouraging, but also the matron’s solemn promise that nobody would question anyone from the Grey household or prevent them from visiting or learning of Harold’s condition.
Ralph had to have been parked where he could keep an eye on the hospital entrance, as he pulled up less than a minute after they stepped outside. As soon as Zandra sat down next to Arabella, she could see that even if she was tired, she had a healthier glow about her than when they arrived. Apart from visiting Neal, it wasn’t entirely impossible that going toe-to-toe with the matron had been just what Arabella needed to begin to recognize herself.
Zandra could only hope she would reach the same state, as she only had to think about going to bed at night for dread to spread along every single vein. She took Arabella’s hand and closed her eyes. She had to believe she would feel better soon—and soon couldn’t come quickly enough.



 
C HAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The Drawing #2
Zandra couldn’t relax. The closer the time to retire for the evening came, the more she found herself fiddling with whatever she was holding onto. And if she didn’t have an object to occupy her restless hands, she plucked at her sleeves, necklace, or the cushion next to her on the couch.
Eventually, Arabella was bound to notice. Putting down her book, Arabella looked at her over her reading glasses, her eyebrows elevated. “Zandra. What on earth is the matter? You haven’t been able to settle down for the last few hours. All this plucking is starting to get on my nerves. Are you unwell?” Her initial annoyance changed into clear concern.
“I’m fine, Arabella. Really. Mm-hm. Nothing’s wrong.” Zandra clasped her hands on her lap. “Truly.”
“Now I know something’s the matter. You’re never this fidgety.” Arabella put a bookmark in her book and placed it on the side table next to her. Sliding closer, she took Zandra’s hands between both of hers. “Please, can’t you share what is bothering you?”
Oh, no. Zandra knew she never should have spent three hours drawing this afternoon when the girls were in Central Park with Emilia and Leonora. She had been enthralled with her motive and surprised at how accurate her memory of every minute detail was.
“Zandra?” Arabella cupped her cheek, and the warmth of her hand, which had lost most of its rough texture from the hypothermia, made Zandra lean into the caress.
“I did something. And I should have asked you first.” Zandra glanced toward the door, even though she knew that nobody would enter Arabella’s private parlor or her bedroom without announcing themselves.
“Oh?” Looking equal parts intrigued and apprehensive, Arabella moved even closer. Their legs touched, and Zandra wondered if Arabella could detect the fine tremors in her body.
Of course she could.
“Surely you don’t fear me, Zandra?” Arabella asked quietly.
“No. No. Of course not. I just don’t want to ever disappoint you.” Swallowing, Zandra hoped to clear her voice.
“Disappoint me?” Arabella smiled. “That could never happen unless it was sheer happenstance, and then I would eventually understand. Why don’t you just tell me?”
Zandra wondered why she’d never been able to hide anything from her for long. “I went ahead with the drawing.” She peered over at Arabella, who looked entirely nonplused.
“A drawing? Very well.” Arabella looked like she expected a reply, but when Zandra remained silent, she asked again. “What drawing, exactly?”
“I drew you,” Zandra murmured, trying to keep her gaze steadily on Arabella.
“Yes. You’ve done that before. I don’t mind.” Arabella shrugged.
“This is different. Remember how you reacted when I drew you wearing your nightgown?” Zandra plucked at her sleeves but stopped when she saw Arabella’s pointed stare.
“I do. We resolved that instance.” Arabella studied Zandra closely.
“This…is worse than that.” Zandra looked up at the ceiling as if calling on some nameless deity. “Remember what you said two nights ago? When you suggested I draw you so you could color in where you have pain—or not?”
Arabella blinked. “That night when you had your worst nightmare so far. Yes. I do. I was being facetious—for the most part.”
“The thing is, when I get an idea, whether as a facetious suggestion or a genuine commission, my brain seems to demand that I create it and give myself some peace of mind.” Zandra stopped talking, as she didn’t know what to say, and tugged at her fingers, a familiar, nervous habit.
“May I see this drawing?” Arabella tilted her head, appearing curious.
“Yes. Of course. If you think it’s too much of an invasion, I’ll rip it to shreds, and we can just forget about it.”
“Do you have it here?” Arabella looked around as if she expected the drawing to jump at her from a shadowy corner of the parlor.
“In my nightstand drawer. Just a minute.” Zandra stood and hurried into the bedroom, but once she held her drawing, she couldn’t move. This was a bad idea. Invasion of privacy. She should have torn up the drawing immediately. Or drawn a fictive character, the body of a faceless, nameless woman.
Zandra heard Arabella’s footfalls before she entered the bedroom.
“Zandra. This is getting ridiculous. It’s only a drawing. Don’t you trust me?”
“Of course I do,” Zandra said quickly, then lowered her voice into another mutter. “Just not always myself.” She handed Arabella the drawing.
Arabella stepped over to sit on the edge of the bed and switched on the nightstand lamp. Zandra joined her, as she didn’t want any distance between them, no matter how Arabella reacted.
“Oh, dear God,” Arabella said, her lips parting. “Is this how you see me?” She glanced at Zandra but returned quickly to the painting, where she was reclining without a stitch on, in a suggestive, but not provocative, pose on a bed. Her hair was loose and streamed all around her. “You drew this from memory.”
It wasn’t a question, but Zandra answered anyway. “I remember every single part of you. I know your body better than I know my own.”
“You’ve made me look beautiful, but not so much that I don’t recognize myself.” Arabella ran a gentle fingertip along the drawing. “I could never color this in and thus ruin it. You could have drawn a stick figure, and that would have sufficed for that purpose. This is a work of art.”
Zandra blinked at Arabella’s reverent tone. After bracing for impact all day, Zandra slumped against Arabella. “I was so certain I’d overstepped. I considered tearing it up, but how could I destroy a drawing of you? It’s the only one I have, now that all my previous artwork is…gone.” She felt Arabella’s arms around her. “I’m a fool for missing something I drew, when so many people have lost their loved ones.”
“No, not a fool. If that makes you a fool, then I am too. I lost everything I had written after we left London. I at least have the pages I sent in a letter to this address before we left for Southampton.”
Zandra hadn’t dared mention the manuscript yet, as Arabella hadn’t brought it up until now. “Can you rewrite it?”
“Yes. To some degree. I’ll probably start writing some notes by hand tomorrow, until Mr. Finnegan can order me a new typewriter. No doubt it will take me a while to break it in. A typewriter can be incredibly special and different from other typewriters. Like people. And listen,” Arabella said softly. “You will draw new pieces of art, and when you find the motives that speak to you, perhaps you will even try your hand at painting. You can’t waste your talent, darling. That, if anything, would be foolish.”
Zandra buried her face against Arabella’s neck. “So, you think I should draw you a stick figure?”
Arabella chuckled. “No, Zandra. Even I can do that. Also, I’m not as rigid as I was, and my level of pain has decreased in the last two days as well. I can feel tightness in my legs, but other than that, I’m truly on the mend.” She paused and surprised Zandra by tugging her closer and pulling pins from her hair. “Since my hands and arms are pain free, I think I need to take care of you, since you’ve been nervous for hours today. That can’t be good for your health.”
“What do you mean?” Zandra closed her eyes at the wonderful feeling of Arabella’s fingers in her hair.
“You’ve had fewer violent nightmares the last two nights, and I’m afraid if you go to bed with residual stress lingering, caused by the drawing, it might exacerbate your dreams. I simply suggest that you allow me to fawn over you a little. I’ve missed that.”
Zandra wasn’t sure what “fawn over you” entailed, but if it was anything as lovely as the sensation of Arabella undoing her hair, then so be it. “You can do anything you want, Arabella,” she murmured.
“Now there’s an enticing thought.” Arabella hummed. “I think it’s time to retire for the evening. I’ll ring for Emilia and let her know that we won’t need her tonight. It’s better if she and Leonora look after the girls. After all, we had to read three chapters of their favorite book to them before they settled down.”
Arabella rose and walked out into the parlor. After a few moments, Emilia knocked on the door, and Zandra heard Arabella speak to her but didn’t pay attention to what she was saying. When she returned, Zandra sat in the same position, not having had the energy, or desire, to move.
“Come. Let me help you.” Arabella held out her hands, and it was as if Zandra’s body could indeed function when prompted. She stood and joined Arabella in the center of the floor. Deft fingers unhooked the clasps of her dress and began to pull it off her. Her slip, chemise, and underwear went the same way, and then a white cotton nightgown slid over her head.
“You’re very cooperative,” Arabella murmured as she pulled Zandra into her arms. “Now, tell me, do you need anything else to keep the stress of today away?”
“This feels wonderful,” Zandra said and held Arabella gently, afraid of inadvertently hurting her.
“I think I can do better than this,” Arabella purred into Zandra’s ear. “If you’ll allow me?”
“Mm? Better?” Zandra began to realize she hadn’t paid attention from the start and now had no idea what Arabella was talking about. “What do you have in mind?”
“Didn’t you just say I can do anything I want?” Arabella tugged Zandra to the bed. “Either way, why don’t you unhook my dress and then crawl into bed? I’ll get ready for bed, and then I’ll be back.”
“Of course,” Zandra said and helped Arabella unbutton her dress. As Arabella walked toward the en suite, Zandra crawled into bed and settled against the pillows. Normally, she would have relaxed, but after suffering from nightmares for several nights, she still felt stressed.
Arabella returned after a few minutes, her hair loose too.
“Do you want me to braid your hair?” Zandra asked as Arabella slid into bed.
“No. Not tonight.” Arabella moved close enough for their bodies to touch. “I was given carte blanche, I believe.”
“Regarding what?” Zandra had lost the thread of the conversation again.
“Of helping you reduce stress. And I confess that I’m not being as altruistic as I sound. I’ve longed to touch you, caress you, for days now. I’m about to combust from not being able to do that the way I want to—need to.”
The penny dropped in Zandra’s mind. “Ah.” Her cheeks warmed, and she could only look up at Arabella, who resembled a character out of the Bantillion saga, her long, white hair creating a safe space around them.
“Finally, you catch on.” Arabella smiled. “And now that you know exactly what I mean, will you allow me to caress you? Or is it too soon?”
“I said…anything.” Zandra was already trembling. She had pored over the drawing for hours. Had drawing Arabella how she saw her when they were alone together, and vulnerable and passionate with each other, affected her? Was that why she was so on edge too? She might not only have been nervous about what Arabella might think of her nude drawing, but…had she been aroused?
“God, Zandra…” Arabella placed her hand around Zandra’s cheek and bent to kiss her. She didn’t linger very long with sweet, chaste kisses but parted Zandra’s lips and deepened them with a hunger that found its echo in Zandra.
Zandra responded the only way possible, her heart and soul infusing her passionate love for Arabella. Perhaps she even startled Arabella as she gasped against Zandra’s lips and let the hand she held against Zandra’s face slip down along her neck.
“Mm.” Zandra ran her tongue along Arabella’s slowly, hypnotically, and then Arabella’s hand was on her right breast. Arching into the touch, Zandra tried to murmur her words into Arabella’s mouth.
“What, darling?” Arabella whispered and raised her head.
“I want your touch on my skin,” Zandra repeated.
“Very well.” Arabella reached under the covers and pulled Zandra’s nightgown. Zandra willingly lifted her hips off the bed. After tugging the nightgown over her head, Zandra rolled toward Arabella. “Where can I touch you? I’m afraid of hurting you.”
“Tonight isn’t about me that way.” Arabella kissed her again. “I want to touch you, caress you, make you feel good, and that will be my reward.”
Zandra studied Arabella’s darkening blue eyes and knew she was telling the truth. Arabella was just as aroused as Zandra—from longing to make love to her.
Soon, Arabella’s hand found Zandra’s breast again, and it was as if they’d made love yesterday. So familiar, so breathtakingly arousing, Zandra felt the dampness between her legs coat her thighs.
“Tell me what you want,” Arabella whispered as she rolled Zandra’s nipple between her fingers.
“Pull…” Zandra could barely believe she dared voice what she wanted but knew it was because she was with Arabella, who loved her.
Arabella tugged at her nipple, and when she had done so a few times, she slipped farther down the bed and took it in her mouth. Sucking the hard nipple in between her teeth, she tugged at it, over and over.
Zandra whimpered and squirmed under the massive onslaught on her senses. Arrows of pleasure shot from one nipple, and then the other, as Arabella moved her mouth over to her other breast and kept pinching and tugging at the one she’d just abandoned.
When Zandra’s nipples felt raw to the touch, she pressed a hand over Arabella’s, to stop her. “Too sensitive.”
“Poor thing,” Arabella purred and blew against the wet, aching nipples. “And you are close, aren’t you, darling?”
“Yes,” Zandra said, her voice barely audible.
“Pull your right leg up and give me room.” Arabella pushed her hand down between them where they lay on their sides so close to each other.
Zandra pulled her leg up, unsure if she could rest it against Arabella’s hip. As if Arabella could read her mind, she gripped Zandra’s leg behind her knee and pulled it up over her waist. “Keep it there. It doesn’t hurt me.” Then she pushed her hand down between them again and cupped Zandra’s folds. “Oh, my…Zandra…so wet,” Arabella sounded strangled. “No wonder you’re close.”
“S-so close.” Zandra was already feeling the flutters inside herself at Arabella’s light touch. “I want you to go inside.” She was too aroused to feel self-conscious about being blunt about her needs.
“Oh, yes.” Arabella pushed several fingers inside her, and Zandra felt so full, so stretched, she wailed quietly as she turned her head into the pillow. “Arabella…”
Arabella curled her fingers and pushed firmly against that spot inside Zandra that made her legs tremble even harder. When Arabella pressed her thumb against Zandra’s aching ridge of nerves, it was as if a tidal wave rushed over her, rolled inside her, and then washed her up on shore. Fumbling for Arabella, she pulled her up to kiss her, and even then, Arabella continued to caress between her legs, thrusting her fingers in and out, all the time pushing at that spot Zandra had been oblivious to before.
When Zandra’s orgasm hit a second time, right after the first, she cried out, then began sobbing against Arabella’s shoulder, whispering, “Don’t stop…oh, please, don’t stop…”
And Arabella listened. She kept up the thrusts, the caresses, and held Zandra close until she melted into the embrace. Only then did Zandra realize that Arabella’s breathing was catching with each expansion of her ribcage.
“Arabella…you’re right on the edge…”
“Yes.” Arabella gasped for air. “I…just watching you…I can’t help it…Oh, God…”
Zandra acted without thinking. She was so lethargic that she could barely move but managed to reach down and tug Arabella’s nightgown up just far enough to push her index finger in between her legs. Arabella was so slick Zandra found her clitoris instantly. The mere pressure of her finger against it was enough for Arabella to cry out, sharply, and then her shudders rolled in wave after wave.
They remained still until Zandra managed to pull her leg down from Arabella’s waist. Half asleep already, she smoothed Arabella’s nightgown and tucked them in under the covers.
“I love you,” Arabella whispered.
“And I love you, Arabella.” Zandra barely relaxed against the pillows before sleep claimed her.



 
C HAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
The Unsinkable Molly Brown
Arabella looked up as Leonora knocked on the door. “Mrs. Molly Brown to see you and Zandra, milady.”
Arabella brightened. She’d had only one conversation with the woman the press called “The Unsinkable Molly Brown,” but she found her refreshing. “Show her in, please, Leonora.”
Molly breezed into the room, her cheeks pink and her smile wide. “Lady Arabella. You look marvelous!” She clapped her hands together. “Last time I saw you, you had me worried.”
“Mrs. Brown…” Arabella stood, grateful that she’d recovered most of the strength, if not the stamina, in her legs. She nodded at Leonora. “Some coffee for Mrs. Brown and myself, please. And you better bring a cup for Zandra as well.”
“You must call me Molly, please!” Molly walked up to Arabella and hugged her. “I’m sorry for being so forward, but I feel we’re friends after our mutual ordeal.”
Arabella had to smile at the exuberant woman. “How are you doing, Molly?”
“The first days back, I admit, I was in a haze. I couldn’t quite believe that I was finally home. Then, after a while, I began to read the papers, and that’s when I realized that a lot of people need help, our help, to manage after the disaster.”
“Our help?” Arabella motioned for Molly to sit in one of the armchairs.
“Yes! I know you’re taking care of your butler, and one more fellow from the ship, but so many others need our assistance. Food, shelter, clothes, you name it. That’s where you and your lovely Zandra come in. Where is she, by the way?”
Arabella’s head spun. “Zandra’s teaching the children. She’ll be down shortly. How can we help?”
“I’m organizing a fund-raising event Saturday at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. I know some of the members of the board, and they were quick to respond. Invites are going out as we speak, but I wanted to come talk to you personally since I also wanted to see how you were doing.” Molly grew somber. “I know you were very ill, as was your butler.”
“Yes. It was quite an ordeal. Zandra and Leonora, whom you just met, and Emilia, my lady’s maid, all helped save my life. They took care of the girls and kept them safe. If something had happened to them or Zandra…” Arabella shook her head. “It’s unbearable to even think of.”
“It is!” Molly took Arabella’s hand. “We must use our good fortune and pass it forward, Lady Arabella.”
“Just Arabella, please.”
A bright smile spread across Molly’s face. “Thank you! That makes conversation easier. Will you come and perhaps give a speech to the socialites and wealthy of New York on Saturday? That will kick things off good and proper, to have one of the most distinguished members of British nobility make a stand for the displaced and injured passengers. A lot of them are women from second and third class. They lost their husbands, which means they lost their livelihood.”
“I can do that,” Arabella heard herself promise. “As you say, not everyone is as fortunate as my family members are.”
“I find it refreshing, and amazing, to be blunt, to discover how forward-thinking you are, Arabella. I’m not blind. I can see why Zandra is your most precious companion, and you need not worry. I don’t gossip. Or, I should say, not about matters of someone else’s heart.”
Arabella blinked. Was this woman able to read minds? Or perhaps she and Zandra had been more obvious than they realized?
“Mrs. Brown!” Zandra strode into the room, dressed in a light-grey dress, her drawing pad under her arm. Arabella noted with tender mirth that Zandra had forgotten two pencils in her hair. It wasn’t the first time.
“Zandra. Don’t forget to call me Molly.” Molly stood and embraced her. “Just the person I want to talk to, now that Arabella has given me her approval.”
“Her approval?” Zandra returned the embrace and sat down next to Arabella.
“Yes!” Molly repeated her invitation to the event, and Zandra brightened.
“That sounds wonderful, Molly,” she said. “I hope it will be very successful.”
“I think you can help with that. Just show up and look as lovely as you do today—excuse me, but are those pencils?” Molly looked surprised.
“Oh, no. Not again.” Zandra pulled the graphite pencils from her hair. “I keep forgetting them. You see, I use different types, and I don’t want them to roll onto the floor…” She quieted and flushed a pretty pink. “I apologize. That’s hardly interesting.”
“Are you a writer?” Apparently intrigued, Molly leaned forward.
“No. I’m an artist.” Zandra gestured at the drawing pad.
“An artist! May I see?” Molly sat up even straighter, her eyes aglow.
Arabella sent Zandra a pointed and, she was certain, rather panicked look. There better not be any nudes of her among the drawing papers.
“Certainly.” Zandra stood and then crouched next to Molly and handed her a few of her drawings. “They are only simple sketches, still with very few colors.”
Molly browsed through the sketches, and Arabella craned her neck to see what Zandra had been working on while the girls did their assignments. She saw people passing on a street, dressed in their finest, and it took her only a moment to recognize the house across from theirs. Zandra had drawn the people, the trees, and the structures she saw from Maeve’s room. Zandra taught from the girls’ rooms and let the girls host the lessons on alternate days.
“This is marvelous, Zandra.” Molly looked stunned. “I had no idea you were such an accomplished artist. If you’re amenable, we could easily auction off some of these this Saturday.”
“I’d be happy to contribute to such a worthy cause.” Zandra rose to her feet and sat back down next to Arabella. “I’ll put more work in, and considering the people we’d be helping, I have a larger drawing that’s almost ready. It needs a frame, though. I’d love to donate my drawing in case someone might be interested in it.” Zandra looked hesitant. “I should perhaps show it to you beforehand, as it might not be as appropriate as I think.”
“Just to set your mind at ease,” Molly said. “Lead the way.” She stood and appeared so enthusiastic, Arabella prayed Molly wouldn’t let Zandra down in case the motif wasn’t what she had in mind.
Zandra guided them into the room that was officially hers, which she mostly used when she wanted to draw on her own. The girls knew that when Zandra was in her special room, only Arabella could disturb her.
A slanted desktop that Mr. Finnegan had raised to create the perfect angle for Zandra had a scarf draped over it. Arabella stood close to Zandra as she tugged at her fingers.
“Take your time. I can see this drawing means a lot to you.” Arabella didn’t care that Molly saw her put her arm around Zandra’s waist and kiss her temple.
“I’m not sure why I’m so nervous. No. That’s a lie. I know exactly why I’m nervous. I’m having second thoughts, but now that I’ve made you walk up here…” Zandra shrugged and then pulled the scarf away.
Arabella pulled Zandra closer to her when she realized what Zandra had been working on. The Titanic, heartbreakingly detailed, was broken in half and going under. Around it, people struggled in the water, and farther away, more people huddled in lifeboats. In the background, massive icebergs loomed, as if waiting to cause havoc with their mere presence. Around the edges Zandra had drawn and colored a starlit sky and one bright-orange flare streaking from the ship and exploding over the sky.
“Dear God, Zandra,” Arabella managed to say after a few moments of being utterly stunned. “You’ve outdone yourself.”
Zandra shuddered against Arabella and seemed relieved. A quiet sob from Molly made them both flinch.
“Molly?” Zandra covered her mouth. “Are you all right?” She turned to Arabella again. “I shouldn’t have shown this—it might be too soon…”
“It’s not soon enough, Zandra,” Molly said and mopped at her cheeks with a dainty, but very large, handkerchief. “This needs to be seen, and it needs to have a hefty starting price. I don’t want any cheapskates near it.” She came over and managed to embrace both Arabella and Zandra at the same time. “The moment I laid eyes on you two, I knew we would be fast friends who understood each other far beyond a basic level.”
Arabella found herself returning the embrace, and not only because they would need allies in New York, but because she genuinely liked The Unsinkable Molly Brown.
“If you finish it, Zandra, I’ll donate the cost of a frame,” Arabella said. “Molly is absolutely right. People need to see this drawing.”
As they made their way back to the parlor, they met one of the maids carrying a tray with coffee and biscuits. No, Arabella corrected herself with a mental eye roll, cookies. She sat down next to Zandra, and they ended up spending a lovely afternoon with their new friend.

Zandra stood just outside the front door, waiting for Ralph to arrive with the car. Neal was coming home, and she intended to be outside to greet him even if it was a cool spring day.
“Come inside, Zandra,” Arabella said from behind. “It could still be a while.”
“I know. I know, but he’ll be here soon, and I don’t want to miss his arrival.” Zandra smiled at Arabella and then kept looking down the street. She was so pleased that Neal had been discharged from the Presbyterian but was nervous that it was too soon. “Any time now—see, what did I tell you? They’re here.”
“Yes, yes. I see the car.” Arabella placed her hand at the small of Zandra’s back. “Let’s go down to meet him, then.”
As Ralph parked by the sidewalk, Zandra was already at the door to the backseat and opened it. Peering inside, she saw Neal, smiling broadly at her. “Zandra,” he said and had to clear his throat. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”
“As are you, Neal. Can you manage, or do you need Ralph to help you?” Zandra studied him closely.
“I’m perfectly able to get out of the car, but thank you.” Neal moved slowly, obviously still uncomfortable, but he did indeed step onto the pavement and righted himself with care. “Ah. I’ll never take the sight of you, or this house, for granted again, milady.”
“Welcome home, Neal,” Arabella said and kissed his cheek, which made Ralph blink and Neal look a little flustered. “Let’s go inside. Mrs. Finnegan and Leonora have arranged for you to have the room at the far back of the first floor. I don’t want you to struggle with stairs until you’re further along with your recovery.”
“Thank you, milady. I appreciate all the efforts, believe me.”
They walked with him to the room that would be his from now on. Zandra had to force herself not to fuss over Neal, as she knew it would only make him uncomfortable.
Rapid footfalls could be heard coming down the stairs, and Arabella shook her head. “That would be the elephants approaching. Also known as the children.” She smiled. “They’re also eager to say hello, but I won’t allow them to stay and tire you, Neal.”
“I look forward to seeing them—” The girls rushed into his room but then abruptly halted just inside the door.
“Mr. Kingsley. You’re home.” Maeve literally vibrated where she stood.
Rosalind didn’t say anything but slowly crossed the floor and looked up at Neal, who ran his index finger along her cheek.
“Hello, Miss Rosalind.” Neal smiled.
“Mr. Kingsley,” Rosalind whispered. “Are you home to stay?”
“Yes, I am. I’ll have to go back for a few appointments with the doctor, but I don’t have to stay in the hospital any longer. I also want to visit my friend, Harold Combs.”
“Will Mr. Combs be all right? I heard Mama and Zandra talk about him.” Maeve walked nearer but seemed reluctant to get too close.
“Harold’s a little better, though he was more injured than I was.” Neal kept smiling, but Zandra could tell that it cost him.
“Very well, girls. We need to let Neal get sorted.” Arabella nodded and headed toward the door. Rosalind went with her, but Maeve stood as if rooted in the middle of the floor.
Zandra walked over to Maeve and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Maeve?”
“I missed you, Mr. Kingsley.” Maeve didn’t shed any tears, but the ones swimming in her eyes made her eyelashes stick together. “I remember when we left you behind on the ship after you weren’t allowed in the lifeboat. I don’t want to think about it, but my brain does anyway.”
Neal swallowed hard and then walked over to Maeve. He took her chin in his hand and smiled sorrowfully down at her. “It was the worst moment of my life, Miss Maeve, watching you all go—but also my most precious, as I knew you had just been saved. I’m very grateful that I’m back home with you all. I’ve missed you very much.”
Maeve flung her arms around him, pressing her face against his chest. Zandra saw Neal wince but stayed back as he shook his head at her. “She’s fine like this, Zandra.”
He held Maeve for a few moments but then had to let go and sit down. Maeve looked so adorable as she assisted him that Zandra had to wipe her own eyes.
As she saw Neal sitting in his very own chair, in his own room, it was as if she truly could breathe again. Now they just needed to see about Harold. Something told her that Neal would never be his old self completely until everything possible could be done for his friend.



 
C HAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Harold
The man in the bed looked up at Arabella and Zandra from under half-closed eyelids. Harold Combs was thirty years old, twelve years younger than Neal. Arabella couldn’t help but compare their age difference to hers and Zandra’s.
Neal sat on a stool by Harold’s side and kept his hand on his shoulder. Harold’s hands were still wrapped in bandages, as were his feet.
The surgeon stood on the other side of the bed with two interns. Arabella was impressed by the surgeon’s skill, but his bedside manners left a lot to be desired.
“What is Mr. Combs’s current condition, and what about his future?” Arabella asked the surgeon, pleased to notice that her infamous “tone” combined with “that look,” as the twins called it, worked even on doctors suffering from a God complex.
“Mr. Combs has lost all toes on both feet, milady. He has lost three fingers on each hand.” The physician tried to widen his collar with a finger of his own.
“Which ones?” Zandra asked solemnly.
“Excuse me, young lady? I don’t understand what you mean.” The surgeon regained some of his disdain.
“Which digits has he lost? That should matter a great deal for his future.”
Sneering, the doctor answered after a long-suffering sigh. “On his right hand, Mr. Combs still has his thumb and index finger. On his left hand, we managed to save the thumb and middle finger.”
Zandra gripped Arabella’s hand. “That’s good news, Arabella. Harold, did you understand? You’ll still be able to grip with both hands, once you’ve had enough practice.”
“Practice?” The doctor shook his head. “We have begun to explain to Mr. Combs that his life is about to change completely. He’ll never be gainfully employed while missing so many fingers. As he’s not a first-class passenger, I doubt he’ll see much compensation for his injuries. I also explained to Mr. Combs that he can’t expect milady to pay his hospital expenses forever, so he better get used to the idea of a place like The Bellevue Hospital Workhouse, for instance. They might find a job he can manage, despite his injuries.”
Arabella clung to Zandra’s grip, or she would have strangled the insufferable man. “You have been misinformed, Doctor…I’m sorry, I keep forgetting your name.” Before the man had a chance to reintroduce himself, Arabella continued, but this time turning to Harold.
“Harold? You remember me, don’t you? From the ship, and later from visiting you twice before in this hospital. I know you’re tired,” Arabella said, and stepped closer to the medicated man. “But I still need you to listen, because this is important.”
“Yes, milady,” Harold whispered and appeared to do his best to open his eyes more fully.
“You’re not going to any workhouse. I have a suggestion that I think you might find interesting. The possibility that you may have more function in your hands than we feared is encouraging. I have discussed your situation and that of several other injured passengers, both men and women, with Mrs. Molly Brown.” Arabella paused and studied Harold’s expression. He seemed more alert, and she also saw Neal pat Harold’s upper arm encouragingly. “She has many connections and is the benefactor of a new rehabilitation facility for the disenfranchised and displaced. It is located a mere half hour by car from New York, and they are experts at rehabilitation, and habilitation. If you are amenable, now that you are ready to be discharged, I want to send you there, to train your fingers and learn how to maneuver without toes. Neal will be able to visit you, and Mrs. Brown is also sending some other patients to the same clinic. You don’t have to decide this minute, but preferably before tomorrow, as that’s when you’re being discharged.”
“As you are prepared to keep supplying the funds for Mr. Combs’s care—” the surgeon said hastily, but quieted when Arabella snapped her gaze to him.
“I can tell milady now that I gratefully accept.” Harold drew a trembling breath. “Meeting Neal is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Not only did he save my life, but his family keeps saving me.” Harold coughed.
“Neal is our rock, and he will be again, once he’s recuperated fully, for as long as he wants to,” Zandra said. “And you can now consider yourself adopted by the Grey household.”
“The Grey-Lancaster household,” Arabella said calmly. She saw Zandra’s eyes grow wide but then returned her gaze to Harold. “We will arrange for transportation during which you can remain lying down, Harold. Rest now, and prepare to be moved tomorrow.”
When Arabella and Zandra left, as Neal planned to stay a while longer and read to Harold—incidentally, Arabella’s first book—the surgeon followed them hastily, his minions fluttering on each side of him.
“Lady Arabella, please. Moving Harold from the ward is a mistake. He’ll get much better rehabilitation here. The Presbyterian Hospital is the best in the state—”
“Doctor…” Arabella turned to Zandra. “Can you believe it, darling? I keep forgetting this man’s name. How odd.” She turned back to the perturbed surgeon. “It’s interesting how you contradict yourself, Doctor. First, Harold was going to be discharged tomorrow and sent off to a workhouse. Now you tell me he can stay here—as in, not be discharged. You heard Mr. Combs. He has accepted our plan. He will be moved to a rehabilitation clinic—tomorrow. I expect him to be ready to go when the private ambulance arrives.”
The frenzy seeped from the surgeon’s demeanor. “Very well, milady. Of course we mean to accommodate the patient’s wishes.”
Arabella and Zandra bid the man farewell and kept walking.
“Accommodate the patient,” Arabella muttered. “Accommodate my bank account, most likely.”
“Grey-Lancaster?” Zandra said as they walked toward the entrance.
“Yes. Do you object?” It hadn’t dawned on Arabella that Zandra might not like having her name hyphenated with her own.
“Not in the slightest. I was merely surprised. If you keep mentioning it, people will wonder—but you know that,” Zandra said.
“Yes. I do. And I doubt that anyone would ever corner us. And those who guess, or even think they know, won’t breathe a word. They’re far too intimidated by my lineage—and my purse.” Arabella chuckled. “And once they get to know you, and your brilliant mind, that’s what will startle them the most.”
Zandra laughed. “You embellish the facts, but I like it. Brilliant mind? What an exaggeration.”
“I think not.” Arabella had to laugh too, which was a relief after seeing poor Harold. She took comfort in not only being able to help Neal, the man he clearly cherished, but also add to the funds needed to protect and help the poorest of the victims of the Titanic disaster.
“Ready for our next appointment, Zandra?” Arabella asked.
“I suppose. A fashion house on Fifth Avenue. I know we need to look the part on Saturday, but I don’t look forward to the risk of pin pricks.”
“The dresses are already made—in principle. They just need adjusting to be ready for us on Saturday. Minimal risk of pin pricks.” Stepping outside, Arabella saw Ralph waiting by the curb. He held open the door, and she hurried across the pavement. “They should have some decent selections, according to Molly. Or, I should say, Molly’s maid. She’s apparently more fashion-forward than Molly is.”
Zandra climbed into the car ahead of Arabella and pulled off her gloves. As soon as Arabella took her seat, she laced their fingers together. “Do we wear black to honor the deceased?” she asked quietly.
“Unless we lost a close friend or family member, then no. I’d rather honor them with something colorful, but the shade can still be a little muted, of course.”
“Yes.” Looking relieved, Zandra slid closer. “A life-affirming, beautiful color.”
A life-affirming beautiful you, Arabella thought as she ducked under the brim of Zandra’s hat and pressed her lips to her cheek. “Yes. Exactly that.”

Zandra knew she looked the part in her pale, lilac dress. Her hair was put up according to the latest fashion, and Emilia had applied a little blush on her cheeks and dusted her décolleté and back with powder, to “minimize the risk of perspiration.” Her dress fit as if it were designed for her, and so did Arabella’s, thanks to the skilled tailors and seamstresses at the fashion house they had visited. They’d had to forgo shoes in the same color, but, as Arabella put it, nobody would bother looking at their feet.
“We have arrived.” Arabella adjusted her lace shawl. “Ready?”
“My first reaction is to say no, but I suppose I am.” Zandra bit her lower lip. “I admit, I’m apprehensive.”
“We will be among friends. Molly knows everyone, and she’s promised that we’ll be surrounded by her and her close-knit group of friends. They’re of the progressive persuasion, which is reassuring.” Arabella stepped out of the car, and immediately members of the press began shouting questions. She hesitated long enough for Zandra to have time to exit the car as well.
They walked along the carpet that lined the pavement and up the stairs. To Zandra, it looked surreal, like a castle of sorts, and she was relieved when they stepped inside and were met by the exuberant Molly and her entourage.
“Zandra! Arabella! Hand your shawls to the young man over there, and I’ll show you around. I promise it’s quite warm in here.” Molly stepped in between them, hooked her arm through theirs, and strode in among the guests.
Zandra couldn’t retain any of the many names Molly listed as she kept introducing them to everyone they came across. She began to feel dizzy, but the feeling dissipated when she suddenly saw a familiar face.
“Lady Roberta,” she whispered and gripped Arabella’s hand firmly without realizing it. “See? It’s her!”
And it was. A mere few feet from them stood the young, shy woman who’d suffered a near-embarrassing moment in the dining room aboard the Titanic. She’d just had a baby, and her milk had begun to stain her dress. After they lent her a shawl, they never saw her again.
“Lady Arabella. Miss Zandra.” Lady Roberta hurried over to them, and even though she was pale and seemed thinner than before, her eyes glowed, and she smiled broadly. “I heard you were attending this event and immediately knew I had to come too. I brought all my American friends.” She blinked repeatedly, obviously trying not to cry, despite her smile.
Zandra took both of Lady Roberta’s hands in hers. “I’m so relieved to see you.” Afraid to ask, she forced herself to continue. “How did you fare aboard the ship, milady?”
“My little boy is doing very well. I managed to strap him onto me inside my clothes and the life belt. Actually, what I had on hand was your shawl, Lady Arabella. I was hoping you would let me keep it, as it helped me save him.” Lady Roberta smiled carefully. “That’s probably a ridiculous thing to ask—”
“Not at all,” Zandra said. “Arabella doesn’t mind. Isn’t that so?” She turned to Arabella, who had choked up unexpectedly.
“Keep it in good health,” Arabella managed after swallowing hard.
“And your husband?” Zandra asked gently.
Lady Roberta shook her head but didn’t say anything.
Arabella placed a hand on Lady Roberta’s arm. “I’m so very sorry for your loss, dear.”
“As am I,” Zandra added, but her gaze was sharp as she studied Lady Roberta.
“Of course it is a tragedy that he’s gone,” Lady Roberta whispered, “but I must confess that he was not the man I thought he was. I feel so guilty for the times I feel relieved to have regained my freedom. It’s sad that my son will have to grow up without him, but I’m not upset that little Eric won’t learn some of my husband’s less wonderful traits.”
“Brave girl,” Arabella said, and meant it. She’d thought the same thing when her husband died seven years ago. However, Arabella hadn’t been able to tell anyone. “If it helps, you’re not the only widow who’s ever felt that way. I was one seven years ago.”
Lady Roberta gaped for a moment. “That does help. Thank you for trusting me with that information, Lady Arabella.”
“Now that we’ve become reacquainted, please call me Arabella. And you are welcome to our home anytime—and please bring your boy too. My girls will dote on him.”
“Then call me Roberta, both of you.” The brilliant smile on Roberta’s face altered her expression completely. “And I’ll absolutely come for a visit. Of course, you’re always welcome to my home as well.”
Arabella and Zandra moved through the rooms. Other guests stopped them frequently, either to ask about the Titanic or to share the experience. Arabella was starting to develop a headache when Molly showed up and clapped her hands so hard it had to hurt.
“It is time to uncover a new art piece. The artist is here tonight and will assist with this exciting reveal. Everybody, please gather in the next hall.” Molly waved for everyone to join her.
“I never agreed to be part of the reveal,” Zandra said, looking alarmed. “Arabella?”
“I’ll be right there, cheering you on, darling,” Arabella murmured. “You’ve overcome so much in your life. Letting people see your talent at work…you deserve that.”
“Oh, Lord.” Zandra pressed her hands to her stomach. “Very well.” She stepped onto the dais next to Molly and stood there looking so beautiful, Arabella wasn’t the only one who stared at her with desire.
“This is Miss Zandra Lancaster, a fantastic artist, which you will see proof of shortly. This painting has been bought by the museum and will no doubt travel the world to different exhibitions in the upcoming years.”
“A lady artist?” a male voice called out from the back, and Arabella was ready to find the man and separate him from his teeth. To her relief, several people told him to shut up or be escorted out, which apparently helped.
“Yes, very observant, you in the back. You’ll go far.” Molly laughed, and so did Zandra. “What do you say, Zandra? Time for the reveal?”
“We might as well, before we have other suggestions regarding my gender.” Zandra winked at Arabella, something that didn’t pass the people standing next to her by.
Zandra and Molly pulled at the strings holding the fabric in place, and it slid off like a waterfall.
The silence in the room thickened instantly. People stared at the large drawing, where Zandra had used a countless number of colored pencils to finish it. Arabella had seen it at the house, but here, expertly lit by the museum staff, it was as if someone had driven a fist into her stomach.
“Oh, dear God.” Roberta hooked her arm around Arabella’s. “It’s like being there again. There we are in the lifeboats. And in the water…oh my goodness…” Tears ran down her face. “Zandra is amazing. To think she’s created this—it’s a masterpiece.”
“Yes—it is.” Arabella could carefully resume breathing. Around her she heard gasps, sobs, and, to her far right, a woman had to be helped to a chair. After the guests had started to find their bearings, someone began to applaud, and soon the response grew from that single person to long and thunderous, as everyone joined in.
Arabella was happy to stand back and watch Zandra talk to one person after another, about her painting and about her plans for the future. She received several cards from gallery owners, whom Molly had, of course, invited for a reason.
Eventually, Zandra walked toward Arabella and Roberta, her strides long and certain. “I can’t take this any longer, no matter how nice it is to be appreciated,” she said, and Arabella could tell she looked exhausted.
“Then I suggest we go find the young man in charge of our shawls and have him tell Ralph to bring the car up.” Arabella knew they had achieved what they meant to do, and when they saw Molly across the large hall, Arabella merely pointed at the entrance. Molly waved, mouthed, “Fine, fine,”’ and smiled broadly. The evening was a success and a first step in finding the resources to help the victims.
Roberta joined them as they walked out of the museum, and her driver had pulled up just in front of Ralph. “Here’s my address. I managed to find a napkin to write on,” Roberta said and handed it to Arabella. “My telephone number is at the bottom.”
“Wait.” Zandra pulled a pencil from her sleeve, which wasn’t as shocking as it should have been, and wrote their address and telephone number. “Now we know we won’t miss each other. I look forward to meeting your little boy.”
After climbing into the car after Zandra, Arabella found herself wrapped in her arms.
“Arabella. Oh, Lord, Arabella.” Zandra trembled. “Please. This can’t become the routine in the future when it comes to my art. This was—a little too much.”
“I can understand that, but you handled it very well.” Arabella held Zandra close. “And I can’t promise that your art won’t elicit similar emotions as it did tonight, but remember that this was a special evening, and the Titanic was on everyone’s mind. You’ll be fine, darling. Just hold on to me. We’ll be home in a few minutes, as traffic isn’t too bad.”
Arms around each other, they sat in blissful silence as Ralph drove them home.



 
C HAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Love
Nine days after the event to raise funds, Zandra stood behind Rosalind and studied her meticulous drawing of the tree outside their brownstone. Pleased with how Rosalind had taken her advice about not trying to draw every single leaf, but to hint at foliage and emphasize some of the leaves, she bent to kiss the top of her head. “That’s exactly what I meant, Rosalind. Now that you have the technique you can start to develop your style. Experiment and draw all kinds of motifs. You’ll know when you find your voice.”
“Voice?” Rosalind tipped her head back, her braids falling along her back.
“Yes. You use your voice to communicate with me, Maeve, your mother—and everyone else, don’t you? Drawing the way you do, at this early age, proves to me that if you develop that type of voice as well, you’ll be able to communicate your feelings and ideas through your art the same way.”
“Ah. I see.” Smiling softly, Rosalind nestled her head against Zandra’s arm resting at the back of the chair. “Like you did with the Titanic piece.”
“Yes. It seemed to speak to people for many reasons.” Zandra stroked the long braids and then moved over to Maeve, who had insisted on wearing her hair semi-loose. “Let’s see.” She’d suggested charcoal or oils for Maeve, whose artwork was completely different from the meticulous Rosalind’s. Right now, Maeve’s fingers were black, as if she’d battled with the thick drawing paper. It had more tooth than Zandra’s drawing paper and lent itself better to charcoal.
Leaning over Maeve, Zandra gasped. “It’s…You’ve created a portrait of me.” Swallowing hard, Zandra stared at Maeve’s artwork. “And you’ve captured me well.” It wasn’t neat or perfectly accurate, but it was still obviously her.
“It’s for Mama. I hope she’ll like it. I mean, I think she will, as it’s you.” Maeve pushed her hair back, creating a dark-grey dusty streak among her red strands.
“Yes, it is. And your mama will love it.” Zandra studied how Maeve had captured her eyes, especially the glitter in them, and how she often tilted her head when she listened to the girls—or Arabella. “You have a knack for finding that special thing that lets the person viewing your art see behind the scenes. I hope that makes sense.” Zandra hugged the girl from behind. “I’m so proud of both of you.”
Rosalind rose and joined them, looking at her sister’s charcoal drawing. “Have you shown Zandra the one you did of Neal the other day?”
“No.” Maeve fidgeted. “I’m not sure I got it right. And I felt as if I’d spied on him as I made the first sketch when he was on the telephone.”
“You can safely show me if you want to—that’s up to you, Mae.” Zandra put an arm around Rosalind.
“I want to.” Maeve opened her folder and took out another charcoal drawing. “Maybe I should have asked Neal first.”
“Neal won’t mind, as he adores you two.” Zandra leaned over Maeve again, her arm still around Rosalind. “What do you think, Rosa?”
“I think if Mae finishes this, it will be amazing. That’s truly Neal, and he looks as if he…isn’t he looking wistful, Zandra?” She leaned into Zandra.
“I think he does.” Zandra ran a hand along Maeve’s back. “Is he talking to Harold?”
“Yes. I think so,” Maeve said. “That’s why I felt bad and stopped. It was a private conversation.”
“Thank you, Mae. That was sensitive.” Sensitivity wasn’t always Maeve’s strong suit, and it pleased Zandra to no end to see this awareness in her. “Why don’t we take this one of yours, and the first one you did, Rosa, down to show Neal and your Mama?”
Rosalind beamed, and Maeve appeared excited yet apprehensive.
They found Arabella first, as she emerged from her study, having worked on the book she’d lost so many chapters of. The manuscript she’d sent a copy of via mail had arrived, and she seemed absorbed by her work, which was a relief.
“Hello, darling,” Arabella said and kissed Zandra lightly on the lips. “And my dearests…” She kissed them both and then raised an eyebrow at the streaks of charcoal in Maeve’s hair and the smudge along her nose. “Fashion statement, Maeve?” Arabella chuckled.
“This is for you, Mama. I’m not good at portraits, so it’s from behind, but you can see who it is, can’t you?” Rosalind handed over her drawing and then fidgeted in a way that Zandra recognized in herself.
“Let me look at it over by the window. The hallway’s too dark to do it justice.” Arabella strode into her and Zandra’s private parlor and over to the window. Zandra joined her, with Rosalind, who took her hand and squeezed it. Maeve joined them and placed a hand on Rosalind’s shoulder.
Arabella studied the drawing and then covered her lips with trembling fingers. “It is me. You drew me, Rosalind. But when?” She turned her gaze to Zandra. “Isn’t this splendid?”
“It is. But look closer.” Zandra prayed Arabella could make out what was barely visible.
“Closer?” Arabella already wore her reading glasses and now squinted at the detailed drawing. Rosalind had used muted colors, but in some places, like on the new leaves on the tree outside their home and the blue in Arabella’s dress, she’d used brilliant colors.
“Oh. Oh, my goodness, Rosa,” Arabella said, sounding breathless and apparently unaware that she’d used Rosalind’s nickname, something she never did, normally. “There, down on the street, it’s you, Maeve, and Zandra…on the pavement, looking up at me.”
It was brilliantly done, Zandra thought. For once, Rosalind had merely hinted at the three figures on the pavement, but it was so obvious to them all who they were.
Arabella put the drawing down on the dresser and hugged Rosalind. “I’ll have this framed and put up in here. My three favorite people in the whole world. What could be more fitting?”
Rosalind smiled broadly as she returned the hug. “I’m so glad you like it, Mama. It was hard to get your hair right, as it is mostly a brilliant white. Zandra showed me how.”
“Zandra is all kinds of clever,” Arabella said and winked at her. She turned to Maeve. “Do you have a drawing for me as well?”
“No, well, yes, but not this one. It’s for Neal, if he likes it.” Maeve shuffled her feet where she stood.
“Neal will be thrilled, I’m sure. Why don’t we go down right away?” Arabella put one arm around each girl. “Bring my drawing too, Rosalind. I know he’ll enjoy it.”
They made their way below and met Emilia and Leonora in the corridor. “Please, join us,” Zandra said, as she hadn’t talked to them much in a few days since they’d all been busy, and Emilia and Leonora had their day off on Sundays.
“Absolutely,” Leonora said and walked arm-in-arm with Emilia toward Neal’s room. “Are those new artworks?”
“Yes. Wait until you see them,” Zandra said, knowing full well she sounded like a proud parent. She simply couldn’t help it. It was as if both girls had unlocked a skill since she came to work for Arabella as their governess. If she’d been their biological mother, she could have claimed that they’d inherited these skills from her.
Neal sat in his armchair with his feet up. He was still supposed to have his feet elevated as soon as he was still, to minimize swelling. He looked up when Arabella rapped her nails on the doorframe of the open door.
“Arabella, girls…and more girls.” Neal smiled broadly. “What is this? You all look intriguingly mysterious.”
Zandra sent Rosalind to show him her drawing first, and it was heartwarming to see him take his time studying it. Then his eyes widened, and Zandra knew he’d spotted them on the pavement. She was completely taken aback when he asked, “Is that me?” and pointed farther to the side in the drawing. She stepped closer to have a look and saw for the first time the hint at a man in a dark coat and a bowler hat.
“Rosa!” Zandra gaped. “You are a little sneaky, aren’t you?” She smiled broadly at Rosalind, stroking her shoulders. She looked at the street again, and now it was easy to spot two women, walking closely together in the opposite direction. “And Leonora and Emilia…”
“Yes!” Rosalind laughed. “It was meant to be a surprise.”
“You sure surprised us all,” Leonora said and stroked Rosalind’s neat braids.
“Maeve knew—it was her suggestion to draw Zandra and us. But then I felt it was unfair, as we’re all a family.” Rosalind’s eyes welled up.
“We are,” Zandra said and looked around her. “All of us.”
Maeve crept forward and held her drawing with unsteady hands. “Neal?” The girls had been allowed to be on a first-name basis with everyone in the house when they weren’t entertaining. “I apologize, but I drew you in secret too.”
“You did, Maeve?” Neal’s warm expression didn’t change. “May I see?”
Maeve gave him the charcoal drawing. “Just grasp the edges. It’s a little messy.”
“I will.” Neal held up the drawing and then became very still as he looked at the dynamic portrait made by a child, but a very gifted, unusual child. Zandra prayed Neal could see it too.
“I was talking to Harold.” Neal blinked repeatedly. “He had just been able to sit up long enough in a wheelchair and was able to use the phone. We laughed and chatted. It was a very happy call.” He turned to Maeve. “And you captured it perfectly, Maeve.”
“It’s a present. If you like it.” Maeve stepped closer.
Neal cupped Maeve’s cheek and looked intently at her, his big, hazel eyes shiny. “It’s a true honor. Thank you very much, Maeve. I’ll treasure it and have it framed.”
Maeve turned to Zandra and Arabella. “I want to tell Neal something. It’s not a secret, but Rosa and I’ve talked about it. And it’s important.”
“Yes,” Rosalind said. “Please?”
“Go ahead, Maeve,” Neal said, looking mystified.
“Rosa and I don’t remember our father at all. We’ve seen photos, but that’s all he is really. A photo.” Maeve let go of Zandra and took her sister’s hand. “We talked about this when we didn’t think we’d see you again, Neal. And then when you were in the hospital and we barely got to see you, it hurt—both of us felt that.”
“But I’m home now,” Neal whispered.
“Yes, and that’s why we have to tell you this,” Rosalind said and then nodded back at Maeve.
“You feel like a father,” Maeve said quietly. “You’ve been like a father to us for as long as we can remember.”
“You’re sometimes stern if we’re acting rowdy, like a father should be. When we thought you wouldn’t survive, and we left you behind…” Rosalind’s voice caught. “When we were aboard the Carpathia, and you couldn’t wake up, we promised to tell you once you did.”
“But we were suddenly afraid to…in case something else happened.” Maeve took Neal’s hand, which made them all tear up.
“Girls.” Neal coughed, cleared his throat, and tried again. “I couldn’t be prouder of you if you’d been my flesh and blood. I’ve known you since you were born.” He looked up at Arabella. “Is this all right, Arabella?” He didn’t look too worried.
“It is, Neal. Since my girls have chosen you themselves, and for all the right reasons, at that.”
Rosalind and Maeve looked so relieved and happy, all of them smiled. Zandra chuckled at how flustered Neal appeared after all the emotional outbursts. She wrapped her arm around Arabella’s waist.
Maeve twirled her hair billowing around her and grinned at them. “We’re very lucky,” she said and giggled. “We also have two Mamas.”
Zandra stopped breathing. “Mae?”
“That’s right, Maeve,” Arabella said and laughed too. “Very lucky. As are we, aren’t we, darling?” She looked at Zandra, her blue irises glittering.
“We are.” Zandra had to laugh too as joy filled her when she, once again, reminded herself that she belonged to this blended family—and that Arabella and she shared a love she’d never thought possible. Lucky indeed.

Arabella walked into the en suite bathroom and stopped as Zandra rose from the tub, water streaming down her naked body.
“Oh, my…” Arabella grabbed a towel and beckoned Zandra to join her in the middle of the floor. “Come. Let me help you.”
Zandra sauntered over and displayed a part of Zandra that only Arabella was privy to. She began drying Zandra off, slowly and carefully, and marveled at her perfect, velvety skin. “Stunning,” she murmured.
“It feels a little strange to stand here naked with you fully dressed.” Zandra blushed.
“I find it tremendously rewarding,” Arabella said, forcing her tone to remain casual. “I enjoy exploring your naked body. Every single part of it.”
“You do?” Zandra drew a trembling breath.
“Why, yes. You did once tell me you trusted me to do anything I wanted with you, darling. Surely you’d never go back on your word?” Arabella rounded Zandra and began drying off her front. Zandra’s nipples were erect and looked harder than they’d ever been.
“Oh…” Zandra swayed slightly.
“You need support.” Arabella nudged Zandra closer to the sink. “There. Hold on, darling.”
Zandra clung to the sink with both hands. This meant she had her back turned to Arabella and couldn’t see what she was doing, as the mirror was fogged over. But she felt Arabella, even if she wasn’t touching her yet. The heat of Arabella’s body was all it took for Zandra to grow wet, and she knew Arabella must notice.
“So beautiful,” Arabella murmured.
Was she addressing her? Zandra squinted into the mirror, but the condensation made it impossible to see. She hadn’t heard any rustling of clothes other than Arabella’s skirt. “Arabella? What are you doing?”
“Are you too cold?” Arabella moved Zandra’s hair out of the way and draped it over her shoulder. She then ran a finger down Zandra’s spine, slowly, slowly.
“No.” Was Arabella being facetious? How could she be cold when her body was about to boil the blood in her veins? “I need you. Your touch.” Zandra wanted to turn around, but something was alluring about having to use all her senses except sight. “Your love.”
“Oh, darling, you always have my love.” Arabella pressed her lips against Zandra’s right shoulder, and Zandra could feel her skirts brush against the back of her legs.
Arabella opened something made of glass. What was that? It had an appealing scent. Again, Arabella pulled her finger down Zandra’s spine, but this time, it was slick, and more of the enticing scent spread throughout the steamy bathroom. “How’s that?” Arabella repeated the journey with her finger, but this time, she had more of the slick, fragrant substance on her finger, and it dripped down between Zandra’s buttocks.
“Oh. Oh, Arabella…” Zandra tipped her head back. “What is that?”
“Just an oil that Leonora recommended.” Arabella sounded vaguely amused as she reached around Zandra and applied some to her achingly hard nipples. She rolled and pinched them, and the oil seemed to enhance every caress.
“What?” Leonora? What was Arabella talking about? Zandra could barely focus on anything but Arabella’s touch.
“For my dry hands, darling. Don’t panic.” Arabella put both her palms on Zandra’s back and ran them down to her buttocks. “She also mentioned that this oil was safe to use on every surface of the body, except around the eyes. It has a slightly tingling sensation, doesn’t it?”
“Yes.” It more than tingled. It set every nerve ending on edge. Zandra found herself pressing against Arabella’s hands. “It feels very good.” She sighed.
“Mm. From my vantage point as well.” Arabella growled quietly. “Spread your legs, Zandra.”
Zandra knew there was nothing but complete trust between them and parted her legs. Arabella’s left arm went around Zandra’s waist and her right slipped in between her buttocks and spread more of the “safe oil.” Zandra jerked as Arabella’s fingertips brushed against her puckered back orifice. Even if Arabella held on to her, she needed to cling to the backrest of the tall stool. “Ah!” How could this bring so much pleasure?
“Do you trust me, darling?” Arabella purred.
“Yes.”
“Good. Lean against me and keep your legs apart.” Arabella maintained her grip around Zandra’s waist and moved the fingers of her free hand between her legs. She spread more oil over her labia and then in between them, and no matter what was in the oil, it made Zandra feel twice as sensitive, if not more.
“I need you to touch me. I want you to go inside.”
“Trust me, darling. I will. Patience…” Arabella found Zandra’s clitoris, and as soon as she touched it, her fingers coated with Zandra’s wetness and the mystery oil, Zandra began to whimper.
“Shh. We have to be so quiet. Remember that we’re in the bathroom.” Arabella murmured behind Zandra’s left ear. “Is this good? Does this help with the ache between your legs?”
“Yes…no…” Zandra bit her lip to keep from crying out. “More.”
“Yes. More.” To Zandra’s dismay, Arabella let go completely and shifted behind her. “Turn around,” Arabella said huskily. “More is apparently long overdue.”
Trembling, Zandra turned toward Arabella, who indeed was still fully dressed. Her eyes were so dark blue that they pierced Zandra to her core. “Yes?” Zandra looked at Arabella, not sure what she wanted her to do now.
“If you want me to continue, you can half sit on the stool and spread your legs.” Zandra followed the suggestion, hoping that Arabella would touch her again as she was so close to her orgasm. Instead, Arabella shocked her by dropping elegantly to her knees and pushing Zandra’s knees even farther apart.
Arabella didn’t hesitate. She pressed her lips to Zandra’s slick folds and sent her tongue out to find Zandra’s clitoris. She flicked it over the swollen ridge, again and again. Zandra covered her mouth, as Arabella was using her tongue relentlessly. When she circled Zandra’s entrance with her fingertips, Zandra wasn’t above begging.
“Please, go inside. I want you to take me, fill me…please, Arabella, please…”
“Of course, darling. Hold on.” Slipping several fingers inside Zandra, Arabella curled them and began the familiar caresses against that spot deep within her, as she thrust them in and out.
“Yes!” Zandra wanted to roll her hips toward Arabella, but she didn’t want to lose the connection with her lips and tongue. She forced herself to remain still, clinging to the stool with one hand and placing the other against Arabella’s head.
When Arabella finally sucked Zandra’s clitoris into her mouth and pressed her tongue flat against it, the orgasm washed over her, drenched her, and made her keen quietly with every breath. The waves seemed endless, and Zandra pushed both hands into Arabella’s hair, holding her in place. “Arabella…don’t stop…right there…”
Arabella kept her tongue working against Zandra’s clitoris until she begged her to stop. “Enough…Oh, God…enough…”
“My darling.” Arabella stood slowly and took Zandra in her arms. “Come to bed, darling, once you regain some strength in your legs.”
“Yes.” Zandra clung to Arabella, kissing her, exploring every part of her mouth. “Oh, yes.”
Arabella’s breath caught in her throat. “You sound positively ravenous when you talk like that.”
“Hardly surprising.” Zandra took Arabella by the hand and led her to the bedroom. There she pushed her to sit down at the foot of the bed, close to one of the posters. “Time for you to hold on, Arabella,” Zandra said as she stood naked and unabashed in front of her.

Arabella wasn’t sure what Zandra had in mind but sat down on the bed. She was short of breath, and her skin felt sensitized, as if she had bathed in Leonora’s oil.
Zandra slowly sank to her knees and began to caress Arabella’s legs. She pulled off Arabella’s shoes and began rolling down her stockings, not once averting her eyes.
“It’s my turn now,” Zandra murmured.
“Yes.” Arabella pressed her lips together before a whimper escaped.
Pushing her hands farther up along Arabella’s legs, Zandra tilted her head, her damp hair falling to the side. Her skin still held the flushed glow after her orgasm.
“What do you have in mind for me, Zandra?” Arabella asked huskily.
“Lift yourself up for a moment.” Zandra had found the waistband of Arabella’s underwear and untied it. When Arabella accommodated her, she pulled them down and off.
“This is my favorite dress of yours.” Zandra raked her gaze over Arabella’s lush body and licked her lips. “You are so beautiful, especially like this, with your hair half tumbling down around you. You look like I’ve already taken you.”
“You have, in a way.” Arabella’s lips trembled. “Watching your pleasure, so intense that you almost fell, nearly sent me over the edge too.”
“I’m glad you saved some of that for me.” Zandra smiled gently but still had a ravenous look in her eyes. She began to push Arabella’s skirt up. “Time for you to part your legs, Arabella.” Zandra soon had the front of the skirt bunched together around Arabella’s hips. She moved nearer and parted Arabella’s folds with gentle fingertips. “You are close, you said?”
“Yes. Yes!” Arabella felt moisture dripping from her exposed opening. “Can’t you tell?”
“Just making sure.” Zandra smiled wickedly at her, and then she began spreading the wetness everywhere. “I think I need you to lie down.”
Arabella reached for a pillow and did as Zandra said, only happy to comply. Quickly, Zandra stood up on her knees and pushed Arabella’s legs up and over her shoulder as she bent over her. She resumed spreading the wetness, and Arabella felt her slender fingers as they went from her clitoris, past her opening, down to her back orifice. Then Zandra locked her lips around her clitoris, fluttering the tip of her tongue against it like a bashful butterfly. Not enough to bring on her orgasm but enticing enough to make Arabella grab a second pillow to dig her teeth in to. When Zandra entered her, she felt a gentle pressure farther back, and the new sensation, along with the increased intensity with which Zandra caressed her clitoris, became too much. Screaming into the pillow, Arabella arched off the bed as the waves carried by the convulsions tore at every part of her. Arrows of pleasure drilled through each vein, and she couldn’t keep still—or even remember why she should.
When she could remove the pillow, Zandra was there, kissing her gently as she pushed Arabella’s hair out of the way. “Oh, my goodness, Arabella. Are you all right? What happened?” Looking concerned, Zandra held her close, and only now did Arabella realize she was fully naked.
“Did you undress me?”
“Yes. You seemed so tired…I thought you needed help.” Zandra looked reassured and smiled down at Arabella. “You kept holding onto the pillow.”
Arabella had to laugh even if she felt entirely drained. “I was trying to be quiet.”
“I thought as much.” Zandra pulled down the cover and nudged Arabella to move over to her side of the bed. “I’m tired too. This was the most intensely we’ve made love since we came home.”
Arabella’s heart twitched, yet not from pain, but from the word that had left Zandra’s lips effortlessly. Even self-evidently. “Home.”
“I’m glad you know this is as much your home as it is mine and the girls’.” Arabella rolled closer to Zandra and took her in her arms again. “I have phoned my New York lawyers and asked them to put you on the deed as well. I also want you to be the girl’s legal guardian, together with Neal, in case something happens to me.”
A multitude of feelings ghosted across Zandra’s face. Dread, love, surprise, and perhaps even mild shock. “Nothing can happen to you,” she said hoarsely. “Nothing.”
“I hope not. But—just but—in case it does, I want our girls to be safe and cared for. Unless I have my lawyers deal with it, I have distant relatives who can claim them, and the money. As it stands now, you, the girls, and Neal will inherit everything, alone or together, depending on the circumstances.”
“Arabella.” Zandra kissed her, perhaps to shut her up, as the topic was sensitive. Arabella returned the kiss, satisfied that she had at least informed Zandra. Tomorrow, she would tell Neal.
“I love you, Arabella.” Zandra whispered the words gently. “I love our girls, and unless I’m being delusional, Rosalind and Maeve love me like a parent. Speaking of that, I wonder how long it will take Neal to recover from them loving him as a father?”
Arabella chuckled tiredly. “At least a week.”
“I knew they loved me already, and as I adore them, I count myself so very blessed. This family, including the Finnegans, is more than I ever dared to dream of.” Zandra rose on her elbow and looked down at Arabella. “And you, Lady Arabella, are my biggest miracle of all.”
“When you came to work for me—and dear God, it’s been less than two months—it was as if you brought color into my life, in more ways than one. I’ll never stop being grateful for that. You went through so much to find your way to me—and I will make sure you never regret it.” Arabella pulled Zandra down on her shoulder, wanting to make sure she knew how loved she was. She had no doubts about Zandra’s love for her. Her heart was so big that her love grew exponentially to extend to Rosalind and Maeve, Neal, Leonora, and Emilia. Arabella knew that the Finnegans, along with Molly, Roberta, and Harold, would soon be pulled in and be under the wonderful spell of her beloved Zandra.
As the moon shone in through the thin lace curtains, Arabella allowed sleep to claim her as she held Zandra in her arms. Nearly asleep, she heard a faint murmur from Zandra. “Naramehr…”



 
E PILOGUE
New York—2006
“Mom!” Loud footfalls sounded more as if her daughters fell down the stairs rather than ran, but Belle was used to her daughters’ elephant-parade antics and merely pinched the bridge of her nose briefly after looking up from the document on her laptop. “Yes, sweeties?” she called out. “Don’t break your necks, please.”
Rosie and May burst through the door as if they were one person. They rounded Belle’s desk on each side and hugged her. With four arms around her neck, she had to chuckle, even if they damn near strangled her—and not for the first time.
“What can I do for you that’s so urgent you need to interrupt me in my study when you’re supposed to be doing your homework?” Arabella looked at her girls over her reading glasses.
“But this is about our homework, Mom,” May said, as usual talking as much with her never-resting hands as with her mouth. “We have to ask you some questions.”
“It’s true,” Rosie said, nodding solemnly. “You’ve told us some of this before, but we were babies back then, and we need more for our essays. If we don’t ace this…” She shook her head sorrowfully.
Belle hid a smile. May was the outgoing, wild child, but Rosie was the one who might just grow up to be a politician—or an actor. “All right. What can I tell you that you need to know to ace your essays?”
Rosie pulled up two chairs that Belle sometimes used as visitors’ chairs and sat down across from her. Setting her cell phone to record, May looked expectantly at Belle. “We need to know the details about our ancestors, Mom. Much more detailed than you told us years ago.”
“I believe it was last year, if you’re referring to Lady Arabella Grey, my great-grandmother who came over on the Titanic.” Arabella frowned. “I’m not sure you’re old enough—”
“Mom, please.” Maeve sighed. “We’re eleven. Not four. We know Lady Arabella had twin girls too, and that you named us after them. Why did you do that, by the way?”
“I thought they were lovely names, and both girls lived to be successful in their respective fields. Maeve was my grandmother, if you remember. I have Lady Arabella’s diaries in one of my safety-deposit boxes at the bank, but also a set of copies here at the house. They’re not for children, though. If you need to know more about her and her family, this is how we do it. Face to face.” Belle pushed her laptop to the side. “Why don’t we go down to the kitchen and talk about this over some hot cocoa?”
Dan, Belle’s ex, had informed her that he wouldn’t be back from his house in the Hamptons until after the weekend, as he was participating in a golf tournament. Belle rolled her eyes as she walked down the stairs with her girls. More of a rich people’s tailgate party, she thought, forcing herself to focus on the topic of her ancestor rather than her whiskey-loving ex. His behavior only emphasized the reason she’d divorced him.
As Belle heated milk and prepared to make hot cocoa, she thought about what was appropriate to tell the twins.
“Why don’t you ask the questions about the facts you need for your essays?” Belle began stirring cocoa with some stevia sugar in three mugs.
“Did Lady Arabella live in this house?”
“Yes. It’s the same size, but the rooms have been remodeled, as Lady Arabella had several live-in servants—or, as she put it—her extended family. It was quite the talk of the town, how Lady Arabella and her staff were on a first-name basis. They celebrated the holidays together, went on vacations, and, when the girls were old enough to attend college, they all went to their graduation.”
“What became of her daughters?” May looked mesmerized at the idea of the unorthodox family who used to live in their house.
“Rosalind became a prolific and famous illustrator. Some of the books and magazines with her drawings are in the attic. We can find them tomorrow if you like.”
“Great! And Maeve?” May asked.
“After enjoying a career as a painter, Maeve married. As often happened back then, she put her career on the back burner to enjoy marital bliss. She gave birth to a daughter, my mother, and named her Cassandra, but she always went by her nickname, Sparkle. She, in turn, married my father. She was also highly creative—wrote poetry and was a brilliant photographer. She never achieved the fame that Arabella and the twins did, but I was so very proud of her.”
“That’s really awesome,” Rosie said. “And then Granddad passed away when you were just two years old.”
“He did, but I had my mother until I was twenty.” Then, in her grief, she had focused on her studies and received her degree before she started a non-profit law firm. Despite getting married, she had felt entirely alone in the world until she gave birth to her twins. Sometimes, she still did, and perhaps that was why she desperately had tried to keep her dying marriage alive for far too long.
“Did Lady Arabella ever remarry?” Rosie leaned her head in her hand as she sipped her hot cocoa.
Thinking fast when it came to how much she should share with the girls, as this would be part of a middle-school essay, Belle regarded them carefully. “If I tell you all the facts, you must make an informed decision what to write about and not. Do we have a deal?”
“Yes,” May said eagerly, but Rosie looked thoughtfully at Belle.
“Yes,” she said slowly. “I, for one, don’t want any of the kids that are really obnoxious to be all over our business.”
“Me either,” May said, suddenly serious as well. “And still, the truth should matter too.”
“All right.” Belle drank some cocoa, then laced her fingers, rested her hands against the kitchen island, and started retelling her great-grandmother’s story. “Lady Arabella was an author, and only after her death did people find out that she was the famous fantasy author S. Moss. I would argue that she was part of the small group of authors who helped trailblaze the young-adult fantasy genre.”
The girls gaped, which made Bell chuckle. “Close your mouths, please. Lady Arabella became a widow when her girls were four years old. As she planned to move to New York when her daughters were the same age as you are now, she needed a governess, and along came the woman whom she would share her life with. Zandra Lancaster was employed as the governess to her children, but not only did she become like another mother to them and a companion to Lady Arabella, but she became a world-renowned artist. She started her career by painting one of the most famous paintings of the Titanic disaster.”
“Zandra Lancaster,” May said. “Was she beautiful? What did they both look like?”
“Wait.” Belle walked into her den, where all the photo albums belonging to her family lined one of the bookshelves. She returned with one kept in a fabric pouch, opened it, and the girls joined her at the kitchen island. “Here. See? Rosalind and Maeve, 1913. They must have been twelve here.”
“Pity we can’t see their hair color.” Rosie bent over the photo album.
“They were redheads like you.” Belle smiled.
“Wow. That’s way cool.” May bounced eagerly next to Arabella. “And Lady Arabella and Zandra?”
“Let me see.” Belle opened one of the pages farther back. “Here are some headshots of them.”
The girls gaped again, and this time, Belle didn’t say anything. She couldn’t blame them. How hadn’t it been this obvious to her before? Perhaps because she hadn’t looked at the old photos since she lost her mother.
“Mom!” Rosie covered her mouth with both hands. “Lady Arabella. She looks just like you! Her hair even looks white, but I suppose she might have been blonde.”
May just stared at the photos. “Zandra Lancaster looks very young here. She’s stunning, Mom. She could have been a model if she’d lived in modern times.”
Belle regarded the photo of the dark-haired beauty that lay next to Lady Arabella’s headshot. Big dark eyes, voluminous, equally dark, rich hair—most likely Zandra had been a brunette—and full lips that looked on the verge of a broad smile at any given moment. No wonder Lady Arabella had fallen for this girl. Belle remembered hearing about the age difference but hadn’t paid much attention to it, as her own life had gone by so fast, she barely had time for anything but her girls and the law firm she’d started more than twenty years ago. Her husband had blamed all of that—as their divorce was her fault in his mind—and ended up hating her. He claimed he always came last, and he probably had a point. Although, to not berate herself unnecessarily, he checked out and began drinking—and partying—as soon as the girls were born, when he no longer could enjoy her undivided attention.
As they looked at the photos of Emilia, Leonora, and Neal, the latter often photographed with his companion, Harold, who used a wheelchair, Belle’s thoughts whirled. This part of her history had never been a secret, but she hadn’t talked about it, except last year, very shortly, when her girls asked about their names. Now, she doubted she would be able to stop thinking about it. So much history, and so many brave women.
“How long did Lady Arabella and Zandra live? Did you meet them?” May asked.
“No, sweetie. Lady Arabella was born in…let me see…1864. She passed away in 1951. Zandra remained in this house with Leonora and Emilia, as both Neal and Harold were gone by then, until she died in 1954. One year before I was born.”
“She must’ve missed Lady Arabella.” Rosie looked sad. “I don’t know why, but they seem so close in this photo,” she said and pointed to a small photo of a much-older couple, but unmistakably of Lady Arabella and Zandra. “See how they look at each other?”
Belle did. She saw more than her daughters were able to. She recognized pure love in those glances as the two women sat on a small settee in the room that was now Belle’s study. Unless she was mistaken, she had placed her couch in the same spot.
Belle and the girls talked some more about the long-gone people in the photos, and the people in the faded photographs transformed from distant ancestors to close family members before the girls left to listen to their recording and work on their essays.

Belle drove to her office after a no-show by a client’s former landlord at an arbitration. Annoyed, rather than angry, as she had half-expected the little weasel to act like a coward, she drove into the underground garage, parked, and took the elevator up to her floor. She strode into the foyer, not making eye contact with anyone who might want to talk to her. Knowing her staff were scurrying to prepare her office for her arrival, she just wanted them to do their jobs. Preferably with excellence.
Gretchen stood at attention by her desk, as usual, and, of course, Belle rattled off the information about that morning’s wasted attempt to finalize the wrongful eviction the weasel had carried out. He was yet another slumlord scumbag, and she didn’t doubt she’d nail him eventually.
As she entered her personal office, she saw a tall, dark-haired beauty enter the outer office where Gretchen reigned and kept people away from Belle when she required it. Mildly curious, Belle listened in on the conversation just outside her half-open door.
As it turned out, the brunette was the next candidate for the job as her personal assistant. It seemed that Gretchen might turn the young woman away, and yes, perhaps she wasn’t adhering to the office dress code, but then again—she wasn’t hired yet. Gretchen was a stickler for office fashion, and obviously the woman she was talking to was not. She wore jeans, a sweatshirt, and a leather jacket.
“Send her in, Gretchen,” Belle said after pressing the button on her intercom. She refused to yell, even through a half-open door.
The girl strode into Arabella’s office and regarded Belle with a friendly expression as she gave a blinding smile.
“And who might you be?” Belle asked before the young woman had a chance to introduce herself. She studied her closely. Something stirred in the pit of her stomach, just below her breastbone. She tilted her head as the young woman handed over a document—her resumé.
“My name is Amber Stahr,” the girl said, then rattled off her impressive academic credentials, but Belle had stopped listening. Her gaze fell upon the name on the resumé. Amber Stahr? Wait. Amber Stahr…Amberzar. It was impossible. She looked up at Amber—and there they were, those big, dark eyes—not brown, but amber. Those full lips, and, yes, the woman could snow-blind a person with her smile. And, of course, long, rarely cut or treated hair, but still just as rich as Zandra’s, her great-grandmother’s companion for forty years.
Startled, Belle took time to fire off some quick questions, barely able to listen to the answers as her mind kept racing. Then, they were interrupted by several people who just couldn’t wait, and when Arabella looked for the girl, she was gone. All for the better, as the entire coincidence was alarming. And ridiculous.
Belle tapped her lips with her gold pen for a few moments. She tried to ignore how her mind whirled and how her heart still thundered as it insisted on skipping beats. Before she realized which words would emerge, she stabbed the intercom with her right index finger and summoned Gretchen.
Her sullen assistant appeared with a notepad and pencil in her hands.
“The girl I interviewed—Amber Stahr. She left before the interview was over. Run down to the foyer and make sure you get her back.”
“But Belle…” Gretchen murmured, looking shocked and hurt.
Belle lowered her voice to her most dangerous, dragon-like registers. “I said, get her back!”
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