January 1809

Charlestown, Massachusett

     A babe grew within her.  Abigail Fraser smoothed her trembling hand over her flat stomach with amazement and pure sheer panic. Not just any child, she thought hysterically – Francis McBrien’s child.

     Her breath caught in her throat, thinking, worrying what to do. Sarah Perkins, the local mid-wife’s apprentice confirmed her suspicions, and promised to keep the news quiet, but Abigail worried that she’d be arrested for her condition, put in chains or worse.

     Waves of nausea churned up inside her as she strolled down the street towards St. Joseph’s church, trying to look as if all was right with the world.  She pulled the delicate handkerchief from her dark wool cape and wiped drops of moisture staining her forehead like tiny beads of guilt in the chilled morning air. Everything would be all right, she assured herself, as soon as she reached Francis. He’d make her laugh, smooth out her knots of worry and show her how foolish she had been.  Her heart lightened at the thought.

     She followed along the narrow stone path off the road toward St. Joseph’s church where Francis, no rather Father McBrien, would be. Mustn’t forget to address him by his new title, she scolded herself.

     The church, framed in fieldstones, was set back from the road, nestled in a grove of tall pine trees.  Two long arched windows sat on each side of the thick wood front doors.

     She stopped a moment in front of the glass pane, and did her best to smooth back strands of hair that came loose from her knot of disorderly blond hair.  She pinched her cheeks for color and smoothed her hands down the length of her long gray cotton dress - standard attire of the academy.

     When her body moved toward the door, a swell of nausea overwhelmed her, making her struggle to gain breath.  She braced a hand against the stone wall of the church, body bent at the waist, and willed in slow steady breaths of air. She fought the urge to run, no race away from there.

     She reminded herself that she had visited Francis on many occasions.  Today would be no different.  Then shook her head to clear it.  Of course, everything would be different after this morning.

     Candles flickered within the front entrance of the church as well as along the passage that led to where Francis would be working – alone.

     There she found him bent over his desk reading text. She stood on the threshold of his door, watching him. Her hand unconsciously moved to her stomach.

     Wisps of brown hair fell onto his forehead, giving him a rumpled young boy look, though she had proof growing inside her that he was all man. His body tall and lean with long legs cramped beneath his desk, his brows creased as he studied the book before him.

     Her heart melted, as it always did, the minute his deep brown eyes turned toward her.

     “What a wonderful surprise!” He jumped up to close the door behind her, pulling her close.  “How did you know Father O’Connor would be away this afternoon?  He only left minutes ago.”

     Tears lodged in her throat while she stood silently before him, her body stiff.  His hands reached out to rub the length of her arms as he always did to calm her.

     “What’s troubling you, Abby?  Is it the Superior?  She can be harsh but Father O’Connor says she is a fair woman.”

     Abigail shook her head.  “I’ve news to tell you.”

     “Is it one of your aunts, then?  Are they in poor health?” he asked concerned.

     Again, she shook her head.

     “Tell me, Abigail.  We’ve a special bond, you and I.  Now that I’ve become an official priest, I’ll be your confessor,” he encouraged with a wink, straightening his stiff new collar, his smile wide.

     The way he wore his priesthood like a badge of honor made her heart sink. She wanted to be delighted for his achievement, his new role in society, instead she choked back tears threatening to fall.

      Her eyes searched his for the answer before she gained the courage to speak the words. “I’m with child.”

     The air went still and only the staunch beating of her heart drummed loudly in her ears.

     “Are you certain?” he asked, his hands gripping her arms, his eyes a little wild at the edges.

      At her nod, his hands abruptly released her. A splash of cold air washed over the length of her body when he strode across the room away from her.

     She assured herself once the shock wore off, his mind would clear just as hers did, and he’d see the joy in the gift they were both given.  He’d take care of her just like he promised on that lazy afternoon by the creek.

     When he turned back toward her, his face had hardened. His eyes lost all warmth.  He cleared his throat and took on the tone of counselor. “Do you have any idea who fathered this child?”

    Her eyes welled up with tears, her cheeks burned with embarrassment.  “There has been no one but you,” she replied into the quiet of the room, praying the painful ache in her heart would subside.  She turned around to leave.

     He took a step towards her, then hesitated, his fingers pinching the bridge of his nose.  “I cannot be blamed for one transgression before I took my vow of celibacy.  You can’t do this to me after all I’ve acquired.  God has placed me in this position. I’m needed here.  I thought you understood that.”

     It was as if he had physically slapped her.  “Do this to you? You didn’t question your actions when you took away my innocence, did you?  I am with child – your child,” she stressed loudly, almost hysterically.

     Suddenly, the door swung open behind them. Father O’Connor, senior pastor of St. Joseph’s church, burst into the room, heaving in deep gulps of air, looking like he ran all the way from town. The normally gentle demeanor of the priest now looked hard and unbending – similar to Francis.  His imposing form stepped toward her, towering over her small body, gripping his bible like a weapon.

     His eyes studied Francis’s pale face then swung to hers and back again.  She blanched when his vindictive eyes leveled on her.

     “Who is with child?” the elderly priest asked. His voice ringing with authority, commanding an answer.

     Abigail raised her shame-filled eyes toward him.  “I am.”

     His eyes shot back across the room like daggers sailing through the air, pinning Francis to the wall.  “And who is the father?” he asked Francis, his voice deadly calm.

     “I’ve no idea.  Miss Fraser wouldn’t tell me,” Francis stuttered out, looking away.  Never before had he looked so small, so petty.

     Abigail choked back tears.  What did she think would occur?  This man, who had just taken sacred vows to devote his entire life to God, would give it all up for her? She opened her heart to him, trusted him with her every thought, and gave all that she had of herself, only to have him turn away from her as if he loathed the very sight of her.

     “Abigail, it’s only right to give us the name of the culprit that ruined you so that we can make it right in the eyes of the Lord.  Tell me his name,” Father O’Connor demanded.

     Her eyes swayed to Francis’s averted face before she turned back to the elderly priest’s face.  “I cannot.”

     Her old room in the aunt’s cottage should have given her comfort.

     “Cry, scream, shout – do anything but stare at the ceiling!” Aunt Liddea instructed, losing her patience.

     She had no desire to scream, grinding her teeth together against the next wave of pain that assaulted her.  The punishment for her transgression she fully embraced, hoping then that the blanket of despair that hung on her like a heavy winter quilt would finally disappear.  She’d endure any amount of pain to make it all go away, to bring her life back to the way it was, to finish her schooling at the nunnery.

     Her stomach stiffened in pain, drenching her in nausea and sweat.  She longed for the touch of her mother’s comforting hand.  If only the pain would end, she thought, her body rigid with agony.

      Aunt Bea wiped her face with a cool cloth and squeezed her hand. “This babe can’t make it out on his own.  He needs your help. Push, child, as hard as ye can!”

     She screamed until her lungs ached, straining to push as hard as she could.  At the sound of a baby’s cry, she dropped back limply onto the bed.

     “Ye’ve born a son!” Aunt Liddea announced, holding the child up for her to see.

     She closed her eyes to sleep, not wanting to view the babe, hoping she’d awake to it all being a dream.

     It seemed like yesterday that Father O’Connor quietly arranged for her to leave the convent without a word to anyone, not even the Mother Superior.

    No word came from Francis since the last time they spoke. Months of hopeful waiting for a letter or message of any kind telling her how wrong he had been. Now, whether he liked it or not, he had a son.

     Sinful child, Father O’Connor had called her while Francis stood by silent, his face blank of emotion. If not for her aunt’s kind hearts willing to take her back in, she would have been thrown onto the streets to fend for herself.

      Aunt Bea patted her hand, interrupting her thoughts.  “Abigail Fraser, ye did a fine job.  This will be a new beginning for you and your child.”

     She was in no mood for a new beginning.  She wanted things to be as they were before her stomach swelled to the size of a melon.

     Days came and went.  Instead of the sin being purged from her body, it lay like a heavy vice about her neck, squeezing the lifeblood out of her.  There was only one way to make it disappear, prevent her transgression from spreading onto the innocent babe that cried endlessly into the night.

     She walked into the tiny cove the aunts made into a nursery and found Aunt Bea rocking the babe swaddled in soft blankets.

      “Abby, have ye come to hold your sweet babe?” Aunt Bea asked.

     She nodded and gingerly took the crying babe into her arms and sat in the rocker.  He settled into sleep, his tiny eyes closing with a yawn.

     “He knows his mama,” Aunt Bea quietly voiced before she tiptoed out of the room.

      She hugged him close, nuzzling her nose against the satiny smooth skin of his sweet cherub face, memorizing the scent of him, all peaches and cream. She reveled in the boy that would someday become a man. Her fingers lightly rubbed the soft hairs on his head. What would he be, what would he do?  Hopefully, he’d not make the same mistakes as her.

     Softly, she whispered into his ear, “I love you,” and wiped the few tears that slipped from her eyes with the back of her hand. Then placed the sleeping child into his bed and walked out of the room.

     Riding atop the horse with the wind blowing through her hair always improved her spirits.  She rode to her favorite perch filled with flowers high on top a plateau overlooking a deep green valley.

      She breathed in the sweet scent of heather with the sun setting behind the mountains, a melancholy smile on her face.  This she would do for her son, the only way to make up for the disgrace she brought upon him.

     Without hesitation, she took a step off the ledge into open air.

Chapter One

July 1834

Charlestown, Massachusetts

     Curiosity anchored her eyes on the sinful image in front of her. She moved closer to her bedroom window, instinctively knowing she should look away but physically unable to do so.

     In awe, she gaped at the man’s towering physique and the length of his long, muscular legs planted firmly beneath him.  Her eyes shifted to the thin worn material of his shirt, watching it stretch tightly over his broad shoulders as he swung the heavy mallet to set the fence post. His sweat-soaked shirt clung to his form, revealing the hard lines of his well-proportioned body.  The russet brown of his hair hung in loose strands onto his shoulder reminding her of the sleek mare stabled in the barn.

     A soft gasp escaped her lips when she realized he had stopped working and turned around toward her, his eyes staring just as intently back at her.  He stood stock-still, hands clasped over the newly set post, chin resting comfortably on top of them, a look of faint amusement on his face.

     The Angelus bell rang for the start of morning prayers.

     Startled, Brianna quickly turned away from the window with her hand pressed firmly against her racing heart.  Her face flush with embarrassment, her breathing erratic. Rules of St. Ursula Number Three - Never approach or look directly out the window of the Monastery.  Now, she knew why!

      She breathed in short pants, wheezing against the thick, smothering air of her bedroom and the frantic beating of her heart. Lightheaded, she hurried back to her bed.

     This must certainly be her punishment for breaking yet another rule.  Would she never learn to obey?  Either she began to fit into this new way of life, or she’d be sent out into the real world to fend for herself.  Hadn’t Mother insinuated that after last week’s escapade

     Lord, I would be forever grateful if you could make it clear to Mother to allow me to stay within these walls.

     She snuggled back under the starch white sheets of her narrow bed and tried to go back to sleep, maneuvering her feather pillow every which way to

get comfortable.  But the second her lids closed, the muscular form of the man working outside her room popped up before her eyes and made her feel even worse.  Maybe a glass of water might quell her morning jitters and help her to forget the image of the man.

     She hurried down the empty hall of the convent toward the kitchen.  Rules of St. Ursula Number Five – Never make noise while walking in the monastery. Yes, she was very good at that.  Smiling to herself, she thought how superbly she was doing Rules of the Reverend Mother Number Six – Never lift our eyes while walking in the passageways.  Her heartbeat slowed to its normal pace, leaving her feeling more like herself until her body collided into something hard.

     Her eyes skittered up from the finely polished oak planks of the floor to the huge hands that clasped her arms steadying her.  Slowly, she lifted her eyes, with more courage than she thought she possessed, and stared straight into the deep brown eyes of the same man she was admiring only minutes ago. Her heart lodged in her throat.

     “Skippin’ yer prayers, are ye?” he chastised, his deep voice laced with the same Scottish lilt of all the hired hands.

      As much as she tried to gain her voice, she couldn’t do anything but gape at the size of the man that stood so uncomfortably close to her.
     “I..I’m late…must go,” she stuttered out, glancing down at the hands that branded her arms with the heat of their touch.

     He leaned his devilishly handsome face close to hers, so close that she could smell the mint on his breath. He motioned his head in the opposite direction.  “Chapels that way.”

     Brianna closed her eyes and desperately tried to calm down but the nearness of the stranger disconcerted her. She had never stood so close to any man.  “Yes, well,” were the only words she could think to say.

     “Didn’t mean to distract ye from your prayin’,” he continued, hoping that his voice contained the right amount of honey to entice the young jittery nun into his confidence.  He knew his nearness flustered her. Even used it to his advantage purposely leaning forward, his breath a whisper in her ear.  “I hope ye can forgive me startling ye, lass.”

     His hands still held lightly onto her arms, was her last thought before the world suddenly became dark.

