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Philadelphia, 1845 

Every time David Kavanagh had sailed across the ocean, he felt as if he'd lived a full life in one 
voyage. Up in the rigging, flying on the wind above the water, he was free. His troubled past 
was the shore, a vague memory. His uncertain future, the horizon, ever distant. There was only 
the present. Days would bleed into one another while nights stretched on forever. The 
watches, turning by the sound of a bell, seemed an endless, peaceful, cycle. 

The sea was eternal. Only on land did David ever feel his mortality. And like the warrior Oisín 
of legend, his feet now touched the earth once more and he suddenly felt ancient and bone—
weary. 

He limped through the uneven cobblestone streets, dragging his lame foot. Hunger gnawed at 
him, sapping the last of his strength. He longed for a place to rest, to eat. But every 
establishment turned him away, spatting at him as if he were vermin. 

And perhaps he did look the part. His clothes were all but rags, his long dark hair was matted 
and filthy, and he'd certainly smelled better. But he got the worst reception whenever he 
spoke. Faint as his voice was, his accent was unmistakable. 

"Can't you read the sign, Irish?" another innkeeper snarled. "Well, I reckon most you micks 
can't. Says shove off." 

"Please," David whispered, swallowing every ounce of his remaining pride to beg. "Mercy, sir. If 
you could but—" 

"Out of my sight!" The man grabbed a handful of David's collar and shoved him away. "How'd 
your wretched hide even make it out of the quarantine?" 

The door slammed. David stumbled back, losing his footing on the steps. He held fast to the 
bundle clutched at his chest, and managed to land squarely on his backside. He let out a shaky 
sigh of relief. Then came a tiny wail from the rags in his arms. 

"Shush, now. You're all—" His throat seized up. Of course he wasn't all right. The boy was 
hungry, and David could do nothing for him. He groaned. "Oh, Maggie, what were you 
thinking?" 

He could still hear her voice, pleading with her final breath as she laid this heavy burden in his 
arms. She had no idea the cost of what she asked him. 



Promise me... promise you'll take care of him. Say it. I need to hear you say it. 

David began to shake, still sitting in the street. "No, no, no. Maggie, I cannot do this." But he 
pulled himself to his feet, nearly losing his balance again before he made it to an alley. He 
leaned against a building for support. With a trembling finger he pulled back the swaddling 
cloth to see the little boy's blotchy face. The child's cry pierced him. 

"I'm so sorry." He held him tighter. "I—I can't help you. Look at me, I can't—I can't—" 

Promise me, please! He'll have no one else after I'm gone. 

"How dare you?" he growled at the memory of her. "Maggie, don't you leave me alone. Not 
again." He tried to shake the fog from his head. No, but he was alone, wasn't he? She left him 
days ago. Left the both of them. 

But David, her words echoed through his feverish mind. My sweet Davy. You have never been 
alone. And you never will be. 

The child's wails grew louder, and David felt as if his heart might unravel at any moment. Only 
twenty years old and it was threadbare, and no amount of patching could mend it. 

He looked about him, surveying the street through blurring vision. If there was a church 
nearby, he could leave the child. Give the boy a chance. Far better than he had with a broken 
sailor. For even if David somehow found food and shelter, there was nothing stopping his 
curse—that dark cloud that swirled about him and ruined anything he came near. It had 
already taken so much. He'd thought, just maybe, it wouldn't follow him to America. 

Then Maggie died. 

David limped down the street, strength waning, until he collapsed on the steps of a home and 
he knew he could go no further. 

It would have to do. 

"I'm so sorry," he wept, kissing the boy's cheek. He laid him on the stoop. "Oh, Maggie, forgive 
me—" 

The door opened suddenly, and a portly middle—aged man stood in the entry, blinking behind 
his spectacles in surprise. He looked from the bundle at his feet to David and back again. "Um, 
may I help you?" he asked with a clipped German accent. 

David shrank away. "I promise, I'm leaving. Just, please, help the lad. I'm—I—" His legs 
crumpled beneath him, and he sprawled across the cobblestones, ready now to wither away. 



He wondered how much it pained Oisín, turning to dust. But the heaviness that settled on 
David felt more like sleep, which gave him a small measure of peace before the world turned 
black. 

* * * 

Death wasn't as silent as he had hoped, but punctuated with the screaming sound of a train 
whistle, the rattle of a cart over stones, and whispers. Always whispers. At first they were 
wordless, like the sound of leaves rustling in the wind. They took shape about the time his 
other senses began to return. As he felt a warm, damp towel press against his forehead, he 
realized the whispers were about him. 

They formed into a man's voice, the same German one from the porch. "Here's another 
mystery for you. Why do you think a poor immigrant is going hungry with an expensive bit of 
gold like this on his finger? See there, does that look like a crest to you?" 

David felt a small hand clasp his, and he flinched. This wasn't death. He yet lived, and that 
pained him more than anything. He let out a small groan. 

"I think we should keep our questions to ourselves," a young woman answered softly. David's 
hand was released. "Allow him his privacy, Papa." 

"But a dirty, starving Irishman wearing a fancy heirloom drops a baby on my brother's doorstep 
and collapses right there in the street? And look at his arms! Those markings, was he a sailor? 
A pirate! Perhaps he stole the gold... You cannot tell me you don't want to know his story." 

"Hush! I'd much rather see him eat something. He's refused everything but the broth you 
managed to feed him in Philadelphia. At least I've finally got his fever down." 

The man gave a small cry. "Is that the time? And I haven't even prepared for tomorrow's 
sermon..." 

"Go, Papa. I'll watch him." 

"But what about the infant?" 

David's memories came flooding back. The boy! Where was child? He worked his throat to free 
his voice, but all he could manage was another moan. 

Someone dabbed his face with the cloth again. "Shh," the woman soothed. Then to her father, 
"I can manage." 

A heavy pause hung in the air. Then, ever so gently her father whispered, "Are you certain, 
Lu?" 



"Go on. I'm fine, I promise." 

A door opened and closed, and David fought through the drowsiness to finally open his eyes. 
Through a dim haze he saw her leaning over him, a pretty girl with blonde hair and a kind 
smile. He would have thought her quite young—not yet eighteen, maybe—but for the weariness 
in her eyes. 

He cleared his throat again, and forced his voice through. "Cá bhfuil an buachaill?" At the look 
of confusion on her face, he shut his eyes and tried again, though the fever had left his mind a 
muddled mess. "Where is the boy?" 

"Safe," she replied. "Safe and sleeping. Doing much better than you, at the moment. But you're 
awake now, so perhaps we can get you something to eat." 

David studied her. "Who are you?" 

The young woman's brow rose. "A fair question. But a fair answer requires your cooperation, if 
you can manage it." 

David frowned, but he was too weak to be cross. "What do you want?" 

The girl picked up a bowl from the nightstand. "Eat a bit, and I answer your question. Eat a 
little more, and I'll answer another. Seem fair to you?" 

David nodded slowly, still utterly dumbfounded. 

The girl brought the spoon to his lips, and though it mortified him, he allowed her to feed 
him. As the warm soup slid down his throat, he sighed in relief. He allowed her to give him a 
few more spoonfuls before she set it aside. 

"There," she said. "I'm Lucy Bischoff. Peter, the man who found you, is my father. He brought 
you home about a week ago, and you've been in and out ever since. We almost lost you." 

David looked around. "Where is 'home?'" 

"Dove Hollow. A little town east of Pittsburgh. Papa thought you'd fair better in our little 
valley. And my uncle wasn't too keen on 'taking in strays,' as he put it," Lucy said with a 
disapproving frown. 

He managed to bring his hand to his chest. "David Kavanagh. Your father is..." He felt his 
throat close again as he looked down at himself, and he shuddered. "Far too kind." 

Lucy straightened her shoulders. "I don't believe there is such a thing as being too kind." 

David was struck at the sadness he saw behind her smile. They sat in silence, reading one 
another, until she shifted uncomfortably and broke their stare. 



"You need to eat some more," she urged. "Get well, for the sake of your son." 

David turned his face away, ignoring the spoon Lucy held out. 

She sighed. "What's his name?" 

"He doesn't have one." 

"Oh," she said. "You needn't worry. He'll be just fine, I can promise you. Tell me, what shall 
you call him?" 

"He's not mine," David muttered with a bitter edge to his voice. "Call him whatever you like, 
but leave me be." 

She was quiet for a moment, as if gathering courage for her next question, spoken reverently. 
"Where are his parents?" 

David squeezed his eyes shut and buried his face into the pillow. "Dead," he mumbled into the 
fabric. He saw the light leave their eyes all over again as he spoke, but someone needed to 
know. Maybe then he could finally rest in peace. "His da is buried at sea. And Maggie... 
Maggie..." 

Lucy touched his shoulder. "I'm sorry for your loss," she said, a catch in her voice. "Truly. But 
don't make it greater. That boy needs you." 

David shook his head. "He doesn't. I'll only bring him more harm, as I brought his parents. I'm 
cursed." 

"Rubbish," Lucy said sternly. "I don't believe in such nonsense, but I do believe you're being 
selfish." 

David's jaw tightened. "By what right do you—" 

Lucy reached over and grabbed his chin, forcing him to look at her. "I don't know what you've 
been through." Her stare was no longer gentle, and David thought he recognized the pain that 
sat deep in her eyes. "I imagine you may think you've lost everything. But that little child has 
started with nothing, and the only tie he'll ever have to his family is you." 

David shut his eyes. Oh, Maggie, forgive me. What a coward I've been... 

Lucy released him and sat back to pick up the soup again. "So you will eat, and you will get well 
for his sake, or I will force this down your stubborn Irish throat. Doctor's orders." 

David almost laughed, in spite of himself. "Doctor? But you're a girl." 

"How very observant of you," she said dryly. 



"But you cannot be eighteen, yet." 

"Seventeen," Lucy confirmed, smile returning. "And to clarify, I'm apprenticing my brother. 
But it's a long story, and that will cost you getting up on your feet again. What do you say?" 

Before he could respond, an infant's hungry cry echoed through the house. It sent a shock of 
life straight to David's fraying heart. 

Lucy set the bowl aside and stood. "Ah, looks like you'll have to wait." 

"A moment." David grunted as he tried to push himself up, but his trembling arms weren't 
strong enough. He looked away with reddening cheeks. "Could you—?" 

Lucy stifled a smile, and carefully helped prop him up against the headboard. "You really 
should be laying down, though." 

"Well, I'm stubborn." He breathed deep, trying to calm the storm raging in his head. "And I 
can't very well eat on my back now, can I? Give it here." 

Lucy shook her head, but carefully set the bowl in his hands at his lap. "Don't push yourself. 
I'll return shortly." 

"Good," he said, letting a small smile tug at his lips. "You have a story to tell." 

* * * 

It was a strange sensation, the cool wood floor on his bare feet after being laid up in bed for so 
long. It had been at least a fortnight since he collapsed in Philadelphia. He grimaced at the 
thought. How undignified that must have appeared. 

David ran a hand over his scruffy chin and made another face. Speaking of undignified. But 
shaving would most certainly have to wait. He wasn't even sure he could manage on his feet 
yet, much less hold a razor steady. He pushed himself to a stand and wobbled a bit, but found 
the strength had returned to his legs. He hobbled towards the washbasin across the room and 
stared into the mirror behind it. 

His face was thinner than he remembered, though David was certain he looked a far sight 
better than he had coming off that dreadful ship. He was still pale—paler than he'd ever been—
and dark circles, like smudges of charcoal, were heavy under his eyes. He grunted softly. 
"You're a right grand mess, Kavanagh." 

He was glad to be on his feet, though his limp had worsened without the exercise. He was 
desperate to take a stroll, stretch his legs, and get into the sunlight. He glanced down. Just as 
soon as he found himself a pair of trousers. 



Turning back to the bed, he saw a neat pile of folded clothing on the trunk at the footboard. 
He shook his head with a small smile. The doctor girl. Even though she'd told him to rest at 
least another day, she knew he would be up and about. 

David reached for the shirt and uncovered an old leather journal, scuffed and stained, the 
sight of which brought tears to his eyes. Bits of paper, curled at the edges, stuck out from 
between the pages. He pressed his hand flat against the cover. "Oh," he exhaled shakily. "You 
survived, did you? Lost everything else, but you just had to follow me." He gave a quick shake 
of his head and nudged it aside. 

Sunlight. He needed sunlight. 

David dressed, ran a comb through his tangled black hair, and splashed water on his face 
before glancing again in the mirror. Well, he didn't look quite so ghastly, at least. 

He limped to the door and stepped into the hall, where he was greeted by a sweet voice, 
singing. He followed the sound. 

"Love divine, all loves excelling, joy of heaven to earth come down..." 

David paused in the hall just outside the parlor, leaning against the doorframe. 

But the singing stopped. Lucy's voice called out to him. "I know you're out there, David. Come 
in." 

He leaned inside the parlor. Lucy sat on a sofa beneath the front window, nursing Maggie's 
child at her breast. He nodded towards the baby. "How does he fare?" 

Lucy looked down and smiled. "He's quite content, I think. Had his fill and fallen straight to 
sleep, I think. "She shifted the baby and adjusted her garment before motioning David further 
into the room. "How are you feeling?" 

"Like I've been keel—hauled," he said wryly, taking a seat in a chair beside her. "But I'm feeling 
better than I ought, thanks to you." 

She tilted her head. "Why do I get the feeling you're not actually thanking me?" 

David ignored her question with a mirthless chuckle. Then he squinted at her. "So. You're my 
doctor and his nurse?" 

Lucy's smile vanished. "Yes." 

David leaned forward, arms resting on his knees, and contemplated her as silence filled the 
room. After a long moment he whispered, "Then why is it I only ever hear the cries of one 
child in this house?" 



She gently stroked the cheek of the sleeping boy as a tear tracked down her own. "My son 
passed from this world, not long before you arrived." 

David's brow knotted as he stared at his hands. "And what of his father?" 

Lucy's eyes hardened. "I wouldn't really call him that." 

"Then how," David said, voice rough, "can you sing such a song?" 

She pursed her lips, searching for words. "It isn't God whom I have a quarrel with." 

"And yet you don't attend Sunday services with your father." David watched as Lucy's 
expression darkened for a brief moment, but she said nothing. "Who else would you be 
quarreling with?" 

Lucy considered. "Myself, I suppose." 

David leaned back and stared out the window behind her. "You and I have that in common, 
we do," he muttered. 

The baby in her arms began to fuss, awakening. 

David sat up in alarm. "What's the matter with him?" 

"Nothing," she said, rocking the boy back to sleep. "Would you like to hold him?" 

David flinched away shyly. "You seem to be doing a grand job yourself. I'm fine." 

"I promise you won't break him." Lucy's laugh was sweet. "Here, let me show you—" 

"Please," David insisted. "I cannot." 

"He needs his father, you know." 

"I've already told you," he said, voice shaking, "I am not him." 

"You are now." 

David glanced away. "I could never be him," he whispered. "That boy's parents—the Westleighs—
they were the kindest people you could ever meet. They took me in." David stopped, and 
shook his head. "You called me selfish before, but you were wrong. I'm far worse." 

"I shouldn't have called you that." 



"I promised James I would look after Maggie and their boy after he died, but I failed. I failed 
them all." Tears streamed down his rough face, and he shut his eyes in shame. "I'm sorry. I 
should not be burdening you with this. You have your own troubles." 

"Yes," Lucy sighed, gazing down at the infant. "And I am weary of them. So I propose we assist 
one another. We are both miserable creatures, it seems, and could each use a friend. What do 
you say?" 

David drew in on himself, shrinking. "Miss Bischoff, if you knew who I was—knew what I've 
done—you would not be suggesting such a thing. I'm a right scoundrel. A blackguard. A lady 
such as yourself... well, just 'tisn't proper." 

"If you knew who I was, you wouldn't dare call me a lady." Lucy tried to smile, but couldn't. 
She cleared her throat. "Firstly, it's Lucy, not 'Miss Bischoff.' And no, that isn't proper, either. 
But I'm a ruined preacher's daughter who dares to call herself a doctor, so what does it matter?" 

"Miss—Lucy," David corrected himself, daring to meet her eyes again. "You are more than those 
things." 

"I know," she murmured. "And I have a feeling you are more than you say, too." 

David's face twisted into a grimace. "I fear I would only disappoint you." 

Lucy shrugged. "If that's what you want." 

"Of course it isn't." 

"I don't need to know anything about who you were, and you can be anyone you want to be, 
now," Lucy said, standing. "So it is your choice. What do you want to make of it?" She carefully 
held out her arms, offering him the child. 

David stared at Maggie's boy, at the feathery blond hair that fell across his soft head, and 
wanted nothing more than to kiss his brow. He started to raise his arms, and felt them 
tremble. "I can't," he said, drawing back. "Not yet, I cannot—" 

"It's all right. Take your time, David," she murmured, cradling the baby again. "Why don't you 
go for a stroll? Get some exercise, some sun in those pale cheeks of yours." She winked and 
turned to leave. 

"Wait." David pushed himself to his feet. He swayed there for a moment, grabbing the back of 
the chair for support. "Would—would you care to join me?" 

Lucy grinned from the doorway. "I would love to."  

* * * 



THREE MONTHS LATER 

David pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes and breathed deeply, slowing his racing 
pulse. His jaw and head were sore from the grinding of his teeth as he'd slept. In fact, every 
muscle in his body ached. So much for a good night's sleep. That had been the worst 
nightmare yet. 

With a tired sigh, he pushed himself up and perched on the side of the bed while he gathered 
his senses. He couldn't shake the terrible images from his mind. A cloud of darkness began to 
form about him, and he waved his hand as if to swat it away. "Easy, Kavanagh," he muttered. 
"Only a dream..." 

It was more than that, he knew, but he repeated the lie to himself enough to get to his feet. By 
the time he'd reached the washbasin, he'd shoved the ghosts of his past back into the shadowy 
corners where they belonged. He was always aware of them, lurking in the dark, but as long as 
they remained there he could go on about his day. If only they would let him have a restful 
night's sleep now and again. 

David heard Lucy moving about downstairs, and frowned at his reflection in the mirror. No 
time for a shave today. He gave a small shrug. He'd certainly gone out in public looking worse. 
And after the first month or so of doing odd jobs around Dove Hollow, most of the townsfolk 
stopped staring at him. Some even ignored him entirely, which David honestly preferred. 

As he made his way stiffly down the stairs, Lucy hurried through the hall in a fluster. 

Spotting David, she halted at the bottom of the steps and expelled a sigh of relief. "Oh good, 
you're up! I'm late for Meeting and I cannot find that new bonnet Papa got me anywhere, and 
you know how heartbroken he'd be if I showed up without it?" She shook her head. "Never 
mind that, could you just hold little Mister Kavanagh for a moment?" 

She held out the baby, and David took him, ignoring the little prick in his heart as he did so. 
As Lucy rushed off, David sat with his charge in the parlor. With Lucy out of sight, the boy 
began to fuss. 

"What's that, Westleigh?" David asked, rocking him. "Oh, I know she's prettier to look at than 
myself, but she'll be back. Cross my heart." Soon he had him quieted, perhaps even asleep. 
David dared not move him to see. 

"Found it!" Lucy's voice exclaimed from the hall. 

"Shush!" David waved at her as she came in. "Look, is he sleeping?" 

Lucy finished tying the ribbon beneath her chin and leaned around his shoulder to see 
Westleigh's face. She straightened. "No. Staring right at me, the stinker. Thank you though, I'll 
take him now." 



David adjusted the boy against his shoulder and stood to face her. He shifted his weight from 
his bad leg and began to stammer through the question he'd been rehearsing for nearly a week. 
"Actually, I wondered if—well, would you mind—that is, could I walk with you to the church?" 

Lucy's brow furrowed. "To the church?" 

"Well, and inside it," he amended. "I mean, could I go with you, to Meeting?" 

Her face brightened, and sobered just as quickly. "Are you certain, David?" 

"Only if you are," he replied. "If you don't want me to, I'd understand. Tongues wagging, and 
all." 

She rolled her eyes. "In case you haven't figured it out yet, I care little for wagging tongues." 

"Grand so," he said with a laugh. "Lead on. I'll carry the lad." 

Lucy grinned and made for the front door, but paused with her hand on the knob. She 
frowned at him over her shoulder. "Are you sure you're feeling up to this? I could hear you last 
night. You had another nightmare, didn't you?" 

"I did," David said softly. "But I'm awake, now." 

She nodded, though a look of concern still creased her features. She opened the door. 

Together, they stepped out into the sunlight. 

* * * 
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