
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2025 by Ladwell Publishing 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact writeyourlife@katcaldwell.com.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover by GoOnWrite.com
ISBN: 978-1-964171-02-9
Ebook ISBN: 978-1-964171-01-2
First edition, 2025






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Kat
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
    	
      
        
          . Chapter 
        
      
    

    
        
        
        
          
    	
      
        
          . Chapter 
        
      
    

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Stepping Across the Desert
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  





  
  Also by Kat


Historical Romance:


Aurora's Dilemma




Stepping Across the Desert



Across the English Channel







Contemporary New Adult Romance:



Coffee Stains







Mythological Christian Fiction:



An Audience with the King







Contemporary Fiction:



Bended Dream



Bended Loyalty



Bended Love




















  
  









Para mi familia española. 


Gracias por acogerme en vuestra vida.











  
  







  
  Chapter 1



“It can’t be done.” Philip stared at his friend, dead serious.
“What do you mean to say, ‘it can’t be done’?” demanded Lord Christophe Sutton, the Marquess of Candor, known to Philip as Cinch.
“You cannot invade England from the south.” Philip waved his hand across his friend’s walnut desk, his black-as-night mourning coat contrasting deeply with the white papers. They were seated across from each other in Cinch’s study, where most of the work for Sutton Enterprises happened.
Cinch eyed him, folding his arms across his broad chest. “What about the Vikings?”
“What about them?” Philip asked, leaning over the desk and planting his palms. 
He was lankier than his best friend, but since working with Cinch at Sutton Enterprises, his limbs had filled out, resembling an ironworker’s more than a nobleman’s. “They tried and ended up losing everything for it. Where are the Vikings now, in 1836?”
Cinch stood, chuckling as Philip turned to take a bow for winning the argument. 
“I believe I deserve a glass of your finest for that.” He and Cinch had been working for the better part of four hours, planning the next two quarters of Sutton Enterprises. They deserved a break. Philip strolled to the trolley where Cinch kept his bottles and a half dozen glasses. 
“What’s this?” he asked, picking out a tall, thin bottle with an amber colored liquid inside.
“Scotch. Falcon left it last time he was here.”
Philip took a sip to appreciate the rich taste Cinch’s brother-in-law had before pouring two glasses while his friend tidied up the papers on his desk. It was nice to be back in London and back to work after being away for his mother’s passing.
“Would you like a nip, Henry?” Philip asked, holding up a glass of scotch.
Henry, Cinch’s secretary, seemed flabbergasted as usual at the scene he had just witnessed. Even after three years of working at Sutton Enterprises, he seemed unused to the antics between Cinch and Philip.
“Oh, no, thank you, sir. I . . . I couldn’t,” stammered Henry.
“Cinch! Tell this young man to have a drink. He deserves it for putting up with you.”
“Do as you please, Henry,” Cinch said, glowering at Philip. “But do be warned that if you choose to start drinking at teatime, you are likely to become like Daucer, here. And I assume you are too intelligent to want anything like that to happen.”
Philip wasn’t about to allow Cinch the last word. He pivoted toward Henry. “Take a good look, Henry. I’d say, who wouldn’t want to be like me?” He paused with his left side towards the bewildered secretary. “Come, Henry, take a look at me from this angle. It’s my better side.”
“Leave Henry alone. He doesn’t understand your sense of humor,” said Cinch, taking his glass of scotch. “I’m not sure I understand your sense of humor. You have no good side.”
Philip waggled his eyebrows at his companions. “You simply don’t have the taste of a woman. Neither one of you.”
Cinch raised a hand to stop Philip from continuing. “Let’s finish planning this trip. You are officially out of mourning in a week’s time, are you not?”
Philip nodded. He had intended to sail to Spain on one of their boats in the autumn, but his mother’s sudden passing changed everything. While he and his mother hadn’t been close, she still deserved a proper mourning. She had given him life, after all. And he very much enjoyed his life.
“What is the status of our ships?” Cinch asked, appreciation flitting across his face as he sipped his scotch.
“That depends.” Philip rustled papers to make room for his half-empty glass. “The Lady Elizabeth should dock in a few days from France. I received a letter from the captain saying he was simply awaiting the wind to pick up. The British Navy just signed the contract to once again use the Queen Mary to find ships illegally bringing slaves from Africa to the Americas. They will likely contract the use again and again. She’s a fast one and was able to catch fifteen ships last year carrying illegal slaves.”
Cinch nodded his approval. “The Lady Elizabeth, that one should be good to leave again a few weeks from now?”
A thrill ran down Philip’s spine. He had never been to the continent before. Never been on a ship before. The very idea delighted him. “Certainly. I also heard from Clifton that Prosperity’s Pride would be done with his repairs in two weeks’ time.”
“In London harbor in two weeks?”
“Yes.”
“With that crew refreshed from almost two months of leave, perhaps it would be best for you to sail her over to Spain.”
Philip marked the notes down. He tried his best to remain calm, but his smile was giving him away.
“Are you sure you wish to go this time of year? It won’t be as nice as in the autumn,” Cinch said, keeping his attention on the maps.
Philip narrowed his eyes, assessing his friend’s sincerity as Cinch stood to stretch. He got his answer when Cinch chuckled.
“I thought you were serious for a moment,” Philip said with relief.
Cinch came around the desk and patted him hard on the back. “I know how much you’re looking forward to going, Daucer. Look here. I was thinking the best route would be to head to Royan, France. That’s at the mouth of the Gironde River, where the wine barrels will be waiting to be picked up. From there, you will sail to Porto, Portugal. The barrels will be unloaded and taken down the river towards Zamora.”
“I will go with them to visit my cousin,” he said.
“Precisely,” Cinch agreed. “Captain Margot will continue on to Tangiers to load spices and silks, then to Cadiz for oil and oranges, then to Porto again to recover you and the Madeira wine.”
“Perfectly sound plan.” Philip regarded the other two men and held up his hand solemnly. “I will remember you back here in the grey London weather while I make the best of my time in the vineyards of the Rioja.”
“Toro,” Cinch corrected. “Your cousin lives in the Toro.”
“That’s the town.”
“That’s the wine region as well, near the Ribera region,” Cinch said.
Philip bowed to his boss. “Nevertheless, what stands is that I shall endeavor to taste each wine and set up our bridge and railroad project.”
“Hopefully not on the same day,” Henry said with a twitch of his lips.
Philip snorted.
“Drinking each wine and doing business might not work well,” Henry explained. His thin, dark eyebrows knitted in concern.
“Oh, you’re serious?” Philip asked. “Can’t believe you would think that way about me, Henry. I am nothing if not responsible. I only drink excessively at night, after business is over.” Philip slapped Henry on the back hard enough for the young man to lurch forward.
“Speaking of the bridge project, see to it that you play well with the locals,” Cinch said. “We need that bridge for the railroad.”
“Have we finalized a contract on the steel?” Henry asked. He sifted through a pile of papers on his secretary's desk. Everything was so neatly stacked Philip wondered how the man could find anything. It was just one paper on top of another. “I have nothing here on it.”
Philip set his empty glass on the mantel over the cold fireplace and looked at Cinch. He hadn’t seen any correspondence about it either.
“Philip and I are meeting with a Mr. Finley later this week. We should be able to persuade him to enter a business contract with us,” Cinch said.
“Will we?” Philip remembered Lionel Finley from college as an intense young man who was always talking about his latest business dreams.
“You can be charming when you wish, and I believe I have access to something he wants,” Cinch said, rather cryptically. “Now, do not forget, you must make it back to Porto on time. Captain Margot will wait exactly one day, and then I will direct him to sail on to London.” Cinch moved to stare out the large windows that overlooked the garden and said nothing for a few minutes. Philip waited, knowing his friend and when best to hold back his jests.
“You cannot be late to the ship,” Cinch said, turning back to face Philip. His dark eyes were stern. “There is no time for a delay. We’re taking a risk with the oranges.”
Philip topped off Cinch’s glass, clinking the glasses together noisily. “If I cannot be back in time, I will travel to Bilbao and take a ship from there.”
“Where the fighting is?” Cinch asked dryly.
Philip scratched his chin. “Ah, yes, the war. Carlos should just surrender already. Countries have survived child kings and queens before.”
“Yes, I’m sure he will change his thirst for the throne at your behest,” Cinch said. Philip cocked his head as he considered the proposition.
“You’re incorrigible,” Cinch said. “Now, since we are finished for the day, I will ask you, have you given more thought to what you said during the funeral?”
“About what?”
“About marriage,” Cinch prompted.
Philip sputtered, the alcohol twisting in his throat and keeping any fully formed words from coming out.
“I’m thirty-three,” he croaked. “I’m too young to get married.”
Cinch laughed. “That is not what you said at your mother’s funeral. I remember my shock when you turned to me, your eyes wide and honest, and told me you should have gotten married while she was alive. That it was her greatest wish, and you shouldn’t have been such a cad.”
“Well, there it is. The lie in all this. I would never have called myself a cad. I love myself.”
Cinch leveled his gaze at him. “I may have taken some liberties in the retelling.”
Henry snorted from his desk producing a smile from Cinch as well.
“Oh, alright,” Philip said. “It was a moment of weakness in my grief. I’m quite over it now.”
“Ah, so you’ve decided against it?”
Philip threw himself into the high-backed leather chair near the fireplace, considering his friend’s question. “I think I have. I am happy as a bachelor. And besides, I have not met a woman I could spend the rest of my life with. As much as you say marriage is great fun, I am not sure it’s for me.”
“I didn’t use those words,” Cinch said.
Philip waved towards Henry, who was ignoring the entire conversation. “Then it must have been Henry who said it.”
Henry cleared his throat, his eyes never leaving the papers he was filling out. “I believe I said I very much enjoy being married to my wife. We’re great friends, and I can’t imagine my life without her.”
“Ah, yes. And that going home to her was the better part of your day. Which I can sympathize with. Being stuffed up here in this office is a bit of a bore.”
Henry sighed. Philip watched him, amused at the way he grated on the young man’s nerves.
“Stop teasing Henry,” Cinch said. “If he quits because of you, I’ll make you be my secretary.”
“Fair enough.” Philip chuckled. “Please accept my apologies, Henry. Now, are you satisfied with my thoughts on marriage? It’s bad enough I had to spend so much time with Theodore this year.”
“Your brother? What has he done now?” Cinch asked.
“He has become more overbearing than he was before Mother died. Each time I tried to speak to him about the estate, he accused me of wresting it from him. Which is impossible to do legally, but law and facts have never been his strong point. And now he has given word that he is coming to stay in London. He sent trunks ahead of him.”
Philip waited for his friend’s wisdom as Cinch finished his scotch. But what Cinch said was nothing Philip expected.
“It would serve you right to fall in love with some poor woman while you’re away in Spain.”
Philip groaned, and Henry chuckled behind him. “I’m glad my suffering at the hands of your boss is entertaining to you, Henry.”
“I do apologize, sir.”
“You may go home, Henry. I fear Philip will only continue to use you as a distraction to my questions.”
“If I am to endure more questions, I believe I need another drink,” Philip said, rising as Henry gathered his things.
“Before I leave, my lord, will you be attending the House of Lords this week?” Henry asked.
“I supposed I should. We are voting on whether to send the Duke of Wellington with fighting soldiers to Spain, are we not?”
“Yes, my lord. I believe so.”
“Very well. You may accompany me at the end of the week, if you wish.”
Henry practically leaped out of the study. Philip turned to Cinch for an explanation.
“Poor chap loves being in the House of Lords. Believes we’ll open it all up democratically one day and that he might get elected.”
“That’s asking England to change a lot in a short amount of time,” Philip said, laughing as he picked up the scotch bottle again. “Which I doubt it will. But here’s to England changing someday.”
“I wouldn’t mind not being responsible for what happens in the House of Lords,” Cinch said. “Put that down. It’s time for tea. My wife gets quite annoyed these days if I’m late.”
“That doesn’t sound like Rowena,” Philip said, but he set the bottle down anyway. “She’s such a calm woman. You know, if I had someone like her to pursue, I could consider marriage.”
Cinch shook his head and said nothing more on the subject as they each put their jackets back on and left the study. They walked past the grand dining room towards the back of the house, where a more intimate room awaited them. Deep green paper lined the walls, and a fireplace with white marble jambs on either side held a steady fire stood in the middle, outlined by a myriad of books. Cinch had purposely purchased the corner lot, which allowed him to build a house with more windows than most London houses.
Tea was already set.
“Philip! I was wondering when you were coming to see us poor ladies,” Rowena greeted him, her arms outstretched for a kiss on the cheek.
Philip leaned in over her protruding belly to kiss her. He wasn’t sure how many months it took to grow a child, or when women stopped allowing men to see them. Both of his sisters-in-law had gone into hiding before he could tell they were even expecting, only to emerge months, or perhaps years, later. He never paid much attention.
“Uncle Philip,” said a small, stern voice behind him.
He turned to find Eleadora, Cinch’s daughter, staring at him, her hands on her hips. With her dark-as-night hair and olive skin, Eleadora favored her Spanish mother. There wasn’t much use hiding that she was illegitimate, the product of Cinch’s affair with a Spanish woman before he met Rowena.
Some, like Philip’s sister-in-law, still arched their eyebrows at the little girl living in England with Cinch and Rowena instead of being sent to boarding school, but Philip was proud of his friend for loving her as much as he surely would the baby on the way. Cinch had made mistakes, but Philip still found him to be one of the most upstanding men he knew. And one of the few who owned his mistakes and didn’t make others suffer for them.
“There you are!” he exclaimed. The little girl broke into a toothless grin. “How grown up you are in that dress. How old are you already? Thirteen?”
“Six,” she said, shaking her head, but giggling when he scooped her up and twirled her around. “Are you having tea with us?”
Philip always marveled at how English she sounded. She had arrived in London speaking only Spanish just under three years before. She had captivated him with her big brown eyes and her affection for playing tag and fighting him off with a wooden sword. Play was wasted on the young, in his opinion. When Cinch’s sister Emily was in town, he searched out Cinch’s nephews at the park as distraction from ships, numbers, or business.
“I am. Much to your aunt’s dismay,” he said, eyeing Claire as she approached them. Eleadora grinned at her aunt. The spot where a tooth was missing added to her charm.
Claire patted Eleadora’s head, but rolled her eyes at Philip. “Why are you always such a child, Philip?”
Despite her dry words, Claire smiled. Philip wished he could have fallen in love with her. She had been married off at a young age to Cinch’s older brother, a womanizer and an all-around bastard. When he was found murdered at the docks, Claire endured the rumors and ridicule with her head held high. She was still quite pretty and not yet thirty. While they were close friends, she and Philip had no romantic attraction.
“Come try a cake and have tea,” Eleadora said. “We can begin our Spanish lessons, so you don’t befall grave mishaps while in Spain.”
Philip suppressed a snicker at his goddaughter’s lofty vocabulary. As he settled into the chair, she directed him to sit in, and obeying, Philip repeated words after her.






  
  Chapter 2



“You all know my opinion on the matter,” Tía Mercedes, Merce to her nieces and good friends, was saying in her sun-drenched drawing room on a beautiful November afternoon in Valladolid, Spain. 
She paused, waiting for someone to beg her to continue. Carmen accepted the invitation with great enthusiasm. She loved how her aunt viewed the world from a different perspective than any other woman Carmen knew. Even her late mother, Mercedes’ sister.
“On what matter?” Carmen prompted, ignoring the sighs from her younger sister, Isabel. It was something they had both heard so many times before, but while Carmen never tired of hearing it, Isabel did.
She and Isabel had arrived in Valladolid the day before from Toro. They were there to celebrate Isabel’s husband, Jaime, receiving recognition from the Archbishop of Valladolid for his work as mayor of Toro. The ceremony promised to be long and tedious, but the dinner would be full of people Carmen hadn’t seen in a long time. Mainly her soon-to-be fiancée, Miguel Perez.
She sat up straighter. Tomorrow evening would be the perfect time for him to propose formally, so they could prepare a wedding ceremony for that summer. Their relationship had been in the courting stages for almost two years due to Miguel’s medical education. Carmen had been willing to wait, especially while Miguel studied under the King’s optometrist, Dominguez, but now she was ready to be officially engaged, then married, and then mistress of her own home.
“Marriage is a game,” Tía Merce said, starting her well-known dialogue to Carmen, Isabel, and the other ladies in the room. The room buzzed with excitement. Everyone but Isabel relished hearing the speech again. “And I believe I played that game well, even if I do say so myself.”
“Tía,” Isabel said, trying to sound as though they were all tired of hearing the lecture. Thankfully, Tía Merce wasn’t one to listen to protests. She continued as though never interrupted.
“Marriage is a game that we women need to learn to play better. Men have had the advantage for centuries and we women have gone along thinking they have our best interests in mind when they are only thinking about themselves. It’s about time we think about ourselves. They need us for their business and political dealings, which means we should start negotiating with them. Without us, they have nothing. Take you, Carmen. You have land that will be valuable to your husband. And Miguel is no fool. As much as he is concerned with treating people’s eyes, he is concerned with being a landowner. Who has the most power in any country?”
The women replied in unison. “The landowners.”
“Very good. And so, what did we do with you, Carmen and Isabel? We spoke directly to your father about your expectations for marriage and the land that will be yours upon your wedding day. It should be yours anyway, but I digress. I will not start that today.”
Señora Villareal sighed as though with relief. Tía Merce snapped her head in the señora’s direction, demanding an explanation.
“I’m not disagreeing,” Señora Villareal said quickly. “I have just come to breathe deeply each time a topic arises that I cannot change.”
“But we can change it. We must,” Tía Merce said, her fist thumping into her open palm. Carmen could feel the heat radiating from her aunt.
“Whatever it takes,” Carmen exclaimed. Tía Merce had her and Isabel repeat those words over and over during their adolescence.
“Hear, hear,” cried out Madame Croyante, a daughter of a Spanish earl and the same age as Carmen’s aunt. Her first husband had fought with Carmen and Isabel’s father against Napoleon and, unfortunately, lost his life on the battlefield. She had moved to Valladolid to nurse her mother-in-law. Then she befriended Mercedes, who arranged a marriage between herself and a French count, a man much older than her but who had a fortune. Once the count died, Madame Croyante returned to Valladolid and reignited her friendship with Tía Merce. “Come now, Isabel, don’t pout. We spoke at length about babies and your time of expecting. It’s time now to have some fun at the expense of the weaker sex. We need some amusing things this afternoon.”
“The weaker sex?” Isabel repeated.
Carmen looked up to allow her eyes a rest from her embroidery. The black circles that had plagued her for years hadn’t stolen all her vision, but they forced her to center whatever she wanted to see. However, focusing hard on one small area was tiresome. And keeping all the stitches within the middle of the dark cloud surrounding her vision required so much effort. She set the stitching aside and allowed her eyes to relax. Nothing eliminated the black cloud, but relaxing her muscles helped stave off a headache.
“How can you call them weak when they are the ones who go out and fight for us?” Isabel asked, her voice slightly higher-pitched. Carmen squeezed her sister’s hand, reminding her not to get too upset.
“Leaving us at home to defend ourselves,” Madame Croyante said coolly. “You are recently married and to a young man who is respectable and hard-working. But regardless, you will soon find he is weaker than you. They spoil the children because they are unable to say no. They bed other women because they are unable to say no. They lose money on stupid business ventures because they are unable to say no. That is weakness, if you ask me.”
Isabel scoffed but returned to her lace making without another word, probably silently defending her poor Jaime against what she would consider the foolish ideas of these older women.
Carmen left Isabel to her fuming and reached for a cup of tea, wondering if Dr. Miguel was weak.
“As I said before, men are playing a game, one in which all the chips lay in their favor. We all know that. We need only look at the laws of the country and the laws of the church to be reminded. We own nothing, we are not our own person.” Tía Merce stood, so she could pace and wave her arms about as she was prone to do.
Carmen watched, captivated as always by her aunt’s passion. “We owe it to ourselves and our daughters to start playing our own game. While it is wonderful that some people can find the perfect love match, as our beautiful Isabel has done, the cruel reality is that most do not. To most women, marriage is forced upon them by circumstances. Since we are not allowed to forge our own way, to educate ourselves and risk being smarter than the men, we must marry.”
“We could run away to the Americas,” Carmen pointed out, receiving a glare from Isabel, who knew that Carmen was only encouraging her.
“A wonderful suggestion,” Tía Merce continued. “We could run away to the Americas. There are a few there making their fortune, are they not? But are they not men? What would a single woman do over in the Americas, a country founded by England? Are women freer in England?”
“No, Tía. I don’t believe they are,” Carmen said, covering her smirk with her teacup. She couldn’t help reveling in the words she knew were coming. And Isabel’s annoyance made it all the funnier.
“No, they are not. And we should not have to run away from our beloved country to be our own selves.”
“What, then, are we to do?” asked Madame Croyante and Señora Villareal at the same time. Their voices resonated with the same excitement Carmen felt.
“Make a new game. Our own game,” her aunt declared again, pounding her fist into her palm. “Those few women who find love aside, women should find the oldest man who is at least one step higher in station and marry him. First, it would keep a woman from having dozens of children because a man’s, well, vigor, diminishes when he gets older. This would mostly benefit the poor women. Do you not agree, Madame?”
Tía Merce leaned toward Madame Croyante, who eagerly bobbed her head.
“Oh, yes. I certainly agree. My husband’s vigor was just enough to give me one child,” Madame Croyante said. “And while I adore my son, I do not wish to have more children. My sister married a younger man and had the misfortune of five children brought into the world in consecutive years after their marriage. After that, she moved to another room to cool her husband’s vigor, though they recently had another child. She is exhausted. Her humor and figure are gone. I find her to be not just a bore now, but also bitter.”
“I could not blame her if she is bitter,” cried Tía Merce. “What carrying a child does to one’s body is no small matter.”
Isabel scoffed from her chair. “Babies are a gift from heaven. Besides, we shouldn’t be speaking of the marriage bed when Carmen is present. Tía, you are her chaperone. You should take into consideration that she isn’t yet married.”
Carmen and Tía Merce exchanged glances. There were three times in her life that she spent alone with her aunt, and each of those times, her aunt took it upon herself to explain in detail what was meant by ‘marriage bed.’
“I was never told before I married,” Tía Merce had informed her. “And I was horrified to find out. I will do anything to keep you from the experience I had.”
Carmen had at first been confused, then repulsed, and then apprehensive. Tía Merce had never denied that attraction between two people was possible and would lead to each person, even the woman, craving the interaction that went on in a marriage bed. Being a widow who refused to live with the confines of societal norms, Tía Merce had admitted to enjoying the act with a lover, but warned Carmen of the potential consequences if she and her lover were not careful to avoid a pregnancy.
“Your sister is practically engaged.” Tía Merce said this as though it were an explanation, but Carmen knew to Isabel it would mean nothing. Isabel had married at the age of twenty after returning from Paris. Tía Merce had offered to speak with her about the wedding night, but Isabel refused to listen.
“Ah, I see,” Isabel said. “You’ve already spoken to Carmen, using the excuse that you didn’t know what was to come on your wedding night.”
Isabel turned back to their aunt. They were too far apart for Carmen to focus on both, so she fixed her attention back on Tía Merce, whose face she could see.
“But then, perhaps the problem doesn’t lie in the fact that you didn’t know, but that your husband was old. In his loss of vigor, he also lost interest in making sure his bride was loved.”
Carmen flinched inwardly at the ice in Isabel’s words, but she could see her aunt smiling at them. Tía Merce tapped the tip of Isabel’s nose.
“Touché, Isa. But then I had a different plan in mind other than the comfort of my marriage bed. I had a plan to be a comfortable widow when my husband died. And since he was already sixty-five when I married him, there wasn’t long to wait.”
“You speak as though you two didn’t get along,” Carmen chided, hoping to warm the air between the two women she loved most.
“Of course we got along. Alberto understood why I chose him. And I understood why he chose me. And once I was pregnant with his heir, he left me alone. It was why he wanted a wife, for which I do not fault him. We women are the only ones who can bring a child into the world, after all. It is the same as me wanting a husband for the sole purpose of being a comfortable widow.”
“I would not be in the position I am in had I not listened to your aunt,” Madame Croyante said. “I was fortunate to become her friend and for her to care enough about me to find me a nice old husband.”
“You all speak of marriage as though it is such a horror to everyone,” Isabel said, stomping her small foot as she stood. “I am happy in my love marriage. Jaime loves me and I am happy to give him, and myself, children.”
“And that is wonderful for you, dear,” Tía Merce said, calm and soothing. But Isabel wouldn’t be soothed. Tía Merce and their mother had always encouraged them to speak up, and speak up Isabel would. Carmen could tell from her sister’s energy.
“Carmen is set to marry a young man, full of vigor, as you would say. Would you have her not choose him? Would you have her choose an old man instead?” Isabel asked.
To Isabel, the only way to marry was if the couple loved each other, and she discovered that with Jaime. From the moment they saw each other, they loved each other. Their courtship had been quick and ferocious, with Jaime one time spreading flowers under Isabel’s window and another time ambling through town loudly proclaiming his love for her. Within less than a year, they were engaged and married. Isabel was now pregnant with their first child. And she was almost two years younger than Carmen. 
“I love my sister and do not wish to see her marry a wrinkly old man simply for the money.”
“Not money,” Tía Merce said. “But money means freedom in this world. And security. And there are exceptions, of course. Doctor Perez is a fine man and since he’s a doctor, I believe he will treat Carmen well and allow her body to rest between children. The women I fight for are those whose husbands are not as educated or as kind. I fight for the change to our society where women are used as tokens in a man’s game rather than as equals. That is what I fight for.”
Isabel sat back on the couch, her face flushed and worn out. “I know, Tía. I’m just emotional.”
Carmen touched her sister’s forehead. “You always did get overly worked up about things. Have your tea and unwind. Let them have their fun.”
Waving towards the sitting room, Isabel said, “Yes, go on and have your fun. I can see now that I won’t bring you to my way of thinking.”
“It isn’t that, Isabel,” Madame Croyante interjected. “We are quite proud of you and the match you made for yourself. In a perfect world, every woman would have the chance to make the same kind of match as you did. But since we aren’t in a perfect world, we are merely advocating for more women to take up the reins of their future and keep them in their own hands as much as possible.”
Isabel accepted a cup of tea from Carmen. She said nothing more and the conversation soon moved on to the gossip around town of a certain Señorita Ana María who had been married off quickly over the weekend. Carmen only half listened while she allowed herself to imagine the conversation she and Miguel would soon have about where their wedding should be, in Toro or in Valladolid.






  
  Chapter 3



Carmen wandered along the outer balcony of Señor Otera’s grand house where the dinner celebration was to be held that evening. She had settled into her guest room, but instead of resting like Tía Merce or Isabel, Carmen decided to change for the evening ahead. She was too excited to rest.
Miguel had sent a message ahead, saying to meet him in the garden before dinner so they could speak.
A shiver ran down her spine as she gazed down from the second-floor balcony to the inner garden that was surrounded by the house. It was larger than any in Toro, according to rumors, and boasted a rose garden—no easy feat in a region prone to droughts. Carmen squinted. She dipped her chin, shielding her eyes from the sun, and finally spotted the green leaves of the rose bushes and the blooms poking straight up. It was the perfect place for Miguel to propose.
Hearing the echo of people gathering in one of the great rooms below, Carmen hurried down the stone steps and into the courtyard garden. Her light green dress, made of the shiniest silk she could find, rustled with her movements. Turning the corner on the stairs, Carmen was careful not to scratch the gigot sleeves that ballooned over her arms.
No one felt prettier than she did at that moment.
She touched the tiny pearls that outlined the bodice as a footman went by, suddenly conscious of her dress’s low cut. Carmen considered changing, then decided against it. Maybe she wasn’t married, but she also wasn’t a schoolgirl. She was a grown, respectable woman, and husband or not, she deserved to wear the latest fashions from Madrid.
At the bottom of the steps, Carmen crossed into the open courtyard, noting the appealing crunch her silk shoes made against the tiny pebbles that dotted the winding path. A few people were admiring the roses, but Miguel was not among them.
“Carmen,” called a female voice. “How wonderful to see you. I wasn’t sure if we’d have a moment to catch up with each other.”
Carmen pasted a smile on her face as Señora Otero, a petite woman with black hair and small eyes, marched up to her. “Señora Otera, nice to see you again. How are the grandchildren?” 
“My grandchildren are well, dear.” She then peered to her left and right as though about to burst with a secret. “But don’t you want to know how my son Juan is doing?”
Juan was an attractive young man willing to do everything his mother said. When Señora Otera instructed him to pursue Carmen as his wife, he did so, clumsily and without passion, simply following his mother’s orders. It had been a sad state of affairs to watch. Miguel, thankfully, was more independent than Juan.
She smiled tensely. “Of course. How is Juan?”
“Juan is getting married.” Señora Otera’s voice dripped with false sweetness. Able to relax again, Carmen was sure her expression brightened. “Congratulations, Señora Otera. I’m very happy for him.”
The corners of Señora Otera’s lips drooped before she straightened her spine and gave Carmen a small nod. “Yes. Well. Thank you, dear. Oh, I see Roberto. You-hooo, Roberto!”
Señora Otera left quickly, leaving Carmen alone. Exactly what she wished for. Miguel should arrive soon and would find her waiting for him.
Heavy footsteps crunched behind her, sending her nerves aflutter. But it was a footman, not Miguel. Carmen had a difficult time hiding her disappointment, though when the footman offered her a glass of cava, she accepted it with a murmured thank you. The young man clicked his heels together in response before wandering off through the growing crowd.
With a few sips of sparkling wine to give her courage, Carmen continued walking, nodding in greeting to those nearest her. There was no reason to appear like a young, eager debutante when she was well past that age.
A cold breeze caressed her shoulders as the sun started to set. Piano music drifted through the air. The smell of lechazo and fried potatoes wafted out from the kitchen.
“Good evening,” Carmen said to each couple as she passed. Everyone was headed into the house. Ahead, Isabel motioned her towards the library where appetizers were being served, but Carmen signaled back with a small shake of her head.
Miguel still had not arrived.
All she needed was the ring and the call for celebration. She had her answer ready. Sí. Of course. He was the perfect man for her.
Carmen rolled back her shoulders in the darkening courtyard. As though listening to her thoughts, the footmen lit the  lamps in the courtyard garden and on the balcony above her.
Carmen drew in a deep breath and started walking again, slowly and deliberately, feeling the pebbles beneath her shoes, listening to the soft breeze, and noting the floral and earthly scents. Not a hint of rain in the air.
She allowed herself to dream about how Miguel would ask her. She imagined he would approach her slowly, lift her hand, or perhaps, brushing her cheeks with his fingers, he would tell her how he had always known she would be the perfect wife for him, how grateful he was that she waited so patiently while he attended the university and set up his practice, and that now was the time. He could not, would not, wait any longer to make her his wife.
Carmen sighed happily at the image. Though nothing, not even sunlight, lessened the black circles framing her vision, the more light there was, the better she saw. For that reason, they would have a morning wedding on a gloriously sunny day so she could see as much of the festivities as possible. They would laugh and dance and sing. Her father, Jaime, and Miguel would twirl her around the garden. They would eat cochinillo or perhaps even bring in fresh fish from the north of Spain. Wine would flow freely, and all her cousins and friends would celebrate their long overdue matrimony.
To the right, a door opened, chatter and music spilling into the courtyard. Carmen took a breath and strolled through the roses. Footsteps crunched along the path at less than half the rate her heart was beating.
“Carmen?”
Miguel. Her hands suddenly shaking, Carmen swallowed.
“Over here,” she called out. Miguel’s footsteps continued behind her, then paused before she could find the bench.
She didn’t wish to, but if he were to be her husband, she might as well get used to asking him for help. 
“Hello, Carmen.”
His voice sent a thrill down her spine. She turned slowly, noting the rush of happiness that surged in her at seeing his handsome face. 
“Hello.”
Miguel stepped closer. “Can I speak with you?”
Miguel must be as nervous as she was. His tone was cool. “Of course. Certainly.”
She reached out, stumbling to find the bench, but her nerves had gotten the best of her.
“Let me help you.” Miguel grasped her upper arm lightly, and together they walked four more steps until he released the pressure, indicating she should sit. She liked that he had experience working with people with poor vision and blindness. Every time her father guided her to a seat, he would say, “Sit.” In the same tone, he spoke to his favorite dog, Elvayra.
“Thank you,” she said, then laced her fingers together in her lap and waited. But Miguel didn’t say anything. He stood still, his image in Carmen’s eyes slowly being consumed by the darkening evening. Soon, he would be able to slip away without her knowing, except for the sound of his feet stepping on the gravel.
“You seem tired this evening, Miguel,” she said, ignoring her own determination to stay quiet. She couldn’t help it. Silence made her nervous.
“Yes,” he said, sinking onto the bench next to her. The breeze could barely reach her now with his body blocking it, but it did allow his cologne to waft towards her. It was a new scent. Perhaps something he picked up in Barcelona.
Soon she would travel with him to all the places he went. Barcelona, Madrid, Paris, Berlin, London.
“Carmen, I must speak to you about something,” he said. Carmen straightened her spine.
“Of course, Miguel,” she said when he paused, as though expecting a response from her.
“It’s about my trip to Madrid.”
“Oh.” Carmen licked her lips and groped for a better answer. A husband would share details about his trip. She didn’t wish to appear bored even before the marriage started. “I would love to hear about it.”
“I hoped to have better news for you. I really did, Carmen,” Miguel blurted, then stood with a strange, deep groan. “For once in my life, I wished my calculations were wrong, that someone in Madrid, anyone, even Doctor Fero, would laugh at me and show me just where I went wrong.”
Doctor Fero was Miguel’s nemesis. The man always seemed one step ahead of Miguel in the world of medicine, despite them being from the same year at the university.
“I thought you didn’t share your equations and findings with Doctor Fero.”
“I would have, Carmen, had I thought he could tell me I was wrong.”
Carmen raised her eyebrows at the comment, but said nothing. If she married a doctor, it wouldn’t be the last time she struggled to follow the conversation.
Miguel picked up her hands from her lap, kneeling before her. She could see his face more clearly, illuminated by the lights from the house, though not the details. Thankfully, she had his face memorized. She didn’t wish to have a furrowed brow when he thought back to this moment.
“Carmen, I can’t cure you.” Each word came out slowly, as though a lead ball was falling from his mouth.
“What do you mean?” Carmen asked.
“Your sight. I can’t cure you. Surgery will do nothing. I asked everyone. I presented my findings to each doctor who would speak with me. Everyone told me my conclusions were correct. There is a doctor who performed surgery on two patients like you, but they woke up fully blind and have not yet recovered. It’s been over two years now.”
Miguel squeezed her hands sympathetically, but Carmen forced a bigger smile onto her face.
“It is called retinitis pigmentosa. The black circle around your vision will complete itself. Though not everyone goes blind, there is no cure to better your vision.”
Carmen swallowed against the lump in her throat. She had suspected she was incurable. She had not known, however, that Miguel was striving to find a cure for her, even after he had mentioned last year that there probably wasn’t one. “Well, then, we’ll just have to enjoy the years I have with some sight. I’ll continue learning as I must how to move about without sight, and perhaps someday there will be a new discovery.”
“There are theories that your vision will deteriorate further as you get older. I, for one, see no evidence of that.”
“I will stay the optimistic one who believes in miracles. You can be the scientist in our marriage.” Carmen willed herself not to blush. He was a scientist and would be her husband.
Miguel pulled away from her. The air shifted in the empty space, cooler, dryer, quieter. She heard him muttering, the sound muffled as though he were holding something against his mouth. She imagined him combing his fingers through his hair, as he often did when thinking.
“I came here tonight to tell you, Carmen. It isn’t easy for me, but you must understand.”
“Miguel, please. It isn’t your fault you can’t cure me. I understand. Not everything can be handled by science. I will continue to pray that God brings you a solution, but even if He doesn’t, this is not all terrible. Didn’t you just say I might not lose all sight? This is already better news than I thought I would receive a few years ago. Your treatments must be helping, and with you by my side—”
“Don’t you understand, Carmen?” he asked, frustrated. Carmen snapped her mouth closed. “I can’t marry you.”
The words froze every part of her, chilling her like a December morning frost.
“What?” Surely, he’d meant to say something else. He had meant to say he couldn’t marry her this summer. Which was still disappointing, but she could try to understand.
“Are you listening to me, Carmen? I can’t marry a blind woman. I can’t be an ophthalmologist with a blind wife. Not even a partially blind one. How would anyone come to see me? How could they trust me for their surgeries if I can’t even cure my own wife?”
“But surely people would understand? Do doctors never get sick themselves? Are their wives always healthy? And you just said I might not go completely blind.”
“Carmen, please, I don’t mean to hurt you. The problem is, I want a wife who can be my companion in the house and the laboratory. I want my marriage to be a partnership where I can rely on you for certain things. You were going to be my greatest accomplishment, but now, well . . .” When he spoke again, his tone was softer. “You will need help when we travel, and I can’t be by your side all the time.”
“I can still travel,” Carmen interrupted, floundering to make sense of his argument. “I’m not afraid.”
“Carmen, please. Know that I’m sorry. Please know that I’m doing this for you as well as for me. I cannot marry you. I’m sorry.”
He brushed her cheek with his thumb before she heard his heels sharply strike the gravel and his footsteps carry him away. Carmen sat still for a long time.
She sat until the appetizers were finished. And the champagne was gone. And the dinner gong sounded.
She sat on the bench as though frozen in time until Tía Merce came to find her and ushered her into the house.






  
  Chapter 4



The delectable Mrs. Turner had her lodgings at 15 Newcastle Street in London. The house was situated on the edge of the new Mayfair district, only a few streets over from her former lover’s house, the Baron of Grantham, who had died the previous year. He had been twenty years Mrs. Turner’s senior.
Mrs. Turner herself was not yet thirty and had the misfortune of marrying the second son of Sir James Turner, a young man who died of consumption early in their marriage. Word had it that the young man reveled in card games and visiting the rather seedy parts of town. When he died, Alice was left with considerable debt as her young husband also liked to dress modernly and buy himself nice trinkets.
Forced to leave her husband’s family home and given only one hundred pounds a year, Alice had few choices. She could become a nurse to a noble family, live with her brother who was said to be an alcoholic, or become a mistress.
Being a beauty, she chose the latter.
Philip chastised himself inwardly. It wasn’t all that straight of a line for a widow like Alice. She had, in fact, tried to marry again. The problem was that most men worth having were not on the market for a woman in debt. And with young virgins coming onto the market every year, the men had their pick. Another strike against Alice was that she had failed to bear a child during her five years of marriage.
After one season, according to Alice, of failing to find a new husband worthy of her, she met the baron. For the first month, she had assumed he was seeking a wife. Then she found out he had one stuffed in a house up in Scotland. A wife he never saw but was married to all the same. Seeing no other option for herself and the baron being quite generous with her, Alice became his mistress.
Philip had encountered her before the baron died, while he was still paying for her house, though he was too sick to make his usual visits. Thinking about the baron in the lovely Mrs. Turner’s bed revolted him, but there was no sense in denying what already was. Mrs. Turner wasn’t the only mistress he’d had, though so far, she had lasted the longest. Perhaps because she understood that there was no chance of marriage between the two of them, which allowed them to make peace with what their relationship was: sexual.
“Hello, darling.” 
The purr stoked Philip’s anticipation as he was shown into the cozy sitting room where Alice always received him. It held a dark blue velveteen couch that she was proud of, heavy brocade curtains, and two oriental rugs that were gifts from her short time as mistress of a sheik visiting London for a year. Or so she told him. Philip didn’t know if he believed her, but she had a talent for weaving interesting stories.
She crooked her finger towards him. “Come here. I’ve missed you.”
Alice was sprawled out on the couch, holding a book, though it was just for show since the book was upside down and the only light came from the fire. Philip had to admit it was working. He had never fantasized about coming home to a woman waiting for him, but now the whole aesthetic aroused him.
He towered over her, forcing her to thrust her head back to look up at him. “Hello,” he murmured. “I’ve missed you, too.”
Her lips, moistened with oil, begged to be kissed, and he couldn’t deny them. She’d been gone a long time, and he was in dire need of her company. The moment his lips met her soft mouth, every fire within him raged.
“My,” she breathed as he finally let go. “I see you have missed me.”
Setting aside her book, Alice stretched her bare legs from underneath her skirts while Philip shrugged out of his coat and threw it to the chair. He yanked off his cravat and tossed it as well.
“No time for that,” Alice said. “Come here.”
She pulled him hard until he fell on top of her, then wrapped her legs around his waist. He knew, as well as she, that after so long apart, their lovemaking the first time wouldn’t last very long. He gave in without any further ado.

      [image: ]“When will I see you again?” Alice asked from the pillows. She watched him in the mirror as he struggled with his cravat. Through the mirror, Philip watched her draw the sheets taut over her breasts until her nipples poked through. His mouth salivated, but he glanced away. It was almost two in the morning and time to go home. He’d spent long enough giving in to his carnal desires.
“Perhaps in a few days. I leave for Spain in three days.”
Alice shot up, the sheet falling away, her hair tumbling over her shoulders. “Spain? Why are you going to Spain?”
He winced at her piercing trill, his fingers once again fumbling with his cravat.
“Damn it,” he murmured, tugging the piece of fabric off to start again. “I have business to take care of in Portugal and then in Spain. I’ll be leaving next Monday.”
He stopped short of saying that a delay due to the spring London weather was a possibility. With a decent enough cravat now tied, Philip retrieved his coat. Alice flung the sheet aside before stalking across the bedroom. She yanked her pink silk robe from where it hung across a silk Chinese room divider that depicted a lovely, tranquil rice paddy. Alice was anything but tranquil.
“Pet, what’s wrong? Why are you upset?”
“Because you’re leaving in a week,” she said, puffing her lips out. He tried to gather her to him, but she pushed him away, keeping her mouth just out of reach. “And I just got back. I’ll be bored and lonely without you. And you know how expensive I get when I’m bored.”
She leaned in then, but he didn’t kiss her. Threats for money turned his stomach, and she knew it.
Alice hugged her arms to her chest and pouted. “Maybe I’ll go with you then.”
“Go with me?” Philip was stunned. The idea of traveling with Alice left much to be desired. He could imagine her shopping while he was working, flirting with the men around her, and how would he explain her to his cousin? No, their relationship was best confined to London. “You can’t go with me. It’s a business trip.”
Alice slithered up behind him, pressing her breasts against his back, her long nails gently scraping against his neck. She brought her mouth up close and nibbled his earlobe between her teeth. The touch sent a shot of electricity between his legs, but he held firm.
“Dearest love. Won’t you be sorry not to have me with you? I have never seen Spain or Portugal. I’ll wait in your hotel room until the evening while you go about your business.”
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