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Revisit the beloved Chicago Fire trilogy in these three sweeping, romantic tales from New York Times bestselling author Susan Wiggs.

THE HOSTAGE

Deborah Sinclair is a beautiful, accomplished young heiress with a staggering dowry, but her fortune does her no good when, one horrible night, Chicago is engulfed in flames. Tom Silver will walk through fire to avenge a terrible injustice—and he may have to. Yet when he makes Deborah a pawn in his revenge, the heat of the inferno fades next to the attraction he feels for his captive.

THE MISTRESS

Kathleen O’Leary is a penniless maid, but tonight she takes a risk and masquerades as a glamorous heiress, thanks to a borrowed gown and her friends’ sense of adventure. To her surprise, the ruse succeeds—even Dylan Kennedy, Chicago’s most eligible bachelor, seems enraptured. But like Kathleen, Dylan isn’t who he says he is….

THE FIREBRAND

During her escape from the flames engulfing Chicago, Lucy Hathaway rescued an orphaned baby from a burning hotel. Five years later, Lucy walks into Rand Higgins’s bank and knows: the child she saved actually belongs to this ruthless financier. Now, to keep the child she’s come to love, she’ll have to give up her hard-won freedom and become his wife.
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PART ONE
And the wind raging, and the fire burning, and London and Paris and Portland outdone, and no Milton and no Dante on earth to put the words together.
—Chicago Tribune (burned before distribution)




PROLOGUE

Chicago
8 October 1871
It was the hottest October anyone could remember. Less than an inch of rain had fallen in three months. Livestock died of thirst, their bloated carcasses splayed beside sun-baked mudholes. The unseasonable warmth made women regard baking day with special loathing and small children cranky with prickly heat. Laboring men paused in their work, looked up at the sky and remarked to each other that they’d surely welcome a breath of winter.
Drought and dry windstorms kept the fire companies frantically busy; engineers and pipemen were called on to put out as many as six fires a day, battling the flames that fed on unpainted frame cottages, rickety shanties with roofs of tar and shake, and the endless supply of woodchips from Chicago’s lumber mills.
Into the restless stream of hot prairie wind floated a single spark.
Later, some would say the spark came from a stove chimney. Many believed the gossip that the unfortunate placement of a lantern near a cow in Mrs. O’Leary’s barn had caused the mayhem. Others would swear, in the terrible aftermath, that the hand of God himself started it all, while still others accused the Devil. Some even blamed a hail of comets that rained from the night sky. In the great charred ruin of the city, fingers would point and recriminations would echo across courtrooms, in the city hall and at hearings before the Board of Fire.
But the fact was, a single spark, dipping and swirling like a drunken ballerina, rode an updraft of wind that night. It sailed high over a neighborhood of wood frame houses, barns packed with timothy hay, sheds full of coal and wood shavings for tinder, sidewalks constructed of knotty spruce and pine-block roadways.
The West Division neighborhood was a rabbit warren of narrow, miserable alleys and makeshift shanties, a place no respectable person would ever visit. But it was home to day laborers and women with too many babies, to shopkeepers and immigrants, to drunks and dreamers, loose women and strict Catholics. And in the tacked-together neighborhood they bore their children, worshiped, ate, drank, fought, loved and buried their dead.
The dry, blowing heat prompted some folks to find their beds early, while others tried to drown their discomfort in drink and song. The thin, lively whine of fiddle music and the thump of hobnail boots on plank floors emanated from some of the cottages. Noise flooded through open windows and caused flimsy walls to reverberate with the hectic celebration.
And high in the wild night sky, the spark looped and changed direction, pushed along by the wind blowing in from the broad and empty Illinois prairie.
The spark entered a barn where five milk cows and a horse stood tethered with their heads lowered, and a calf lay curled on a bed of straw.
The tiny ember dropped onto a store of musty hay, and when the wind breathed on it, a small circle of orange appeared.
No one saw the pool of flame spread like spilled water, dripping down and over the stacked hay, igniting the crisp, dry wood shavings from Bateham’s Planing Mill. No one saw the river of fire flowing along the worn plank floor. No one noticed the horse’s nostrils dilate in fear or heard the animal emit a high-pitched whistle of alarm.
Finally, a drayman with a wooden leg, who happened to be loitering across the street, noticed the deep-toned, unnatural light and headed clumsily for the barn. The cows, tied by their halters, stood unmoving even when Pegleg Sullivan came crashing into the barn and untied them. The calf, with its hide on fire and its tether hanging in the wood shavings, plowed into Pegleg and half dragged him out into the yard.
Tall, graceful fronds of flame bloomed at the side of the barn. Stark orange light licked across the beaten earth of the yard between house and shed.
Finally, a man’s voice broke the night. “Kate, the barn’s afire!”
In Box Number 342, at the corner of Canalport Avenue and Halsted Street, the first alarm sounded.
And over the sleeping faces of the children in the West Division of Chicago, a strange and rusty glow of light flickered.


ONE

“What’s the matter with Deborah?” asked Phoebe Palmer, standing in the middle of a cluttered suite of rooms at Miss Emma Wade Boylan’s School for Young Ladies. Lacy petticoats and beribboned unmentionables littered the divans and ottomans of the fringed, beaded and brocaded salon. “She won’t even let her maid in to attend her,” Phoebe added.
“I’ll see what’s keeping her.” Lucy Hathaway pushed open the door to an adjoining chamber. Deborah’s dress, which she had worn to Aiken’s Opera House the previous night, lay slumped in a heap of tulle and silk on the floor. A mound of sheets lay scattered over the bed, while the smell of expensive perfume and despair hung in the air.
“Deborah, are you all right?” Lucy asked softly. She went to the window, parting the curtain to let in a bit of the waning evening light. In the distance, some of the taller buildings and steeples of distant Chicago stabbed the horizon. The sky was tinged dirty amber by the smoke and soot of industry. But closer to Amberley Grove, the genteel suburb where the school was located, the windswept evening promised to be a lovely one.
“Deborah, we’ve been pestering you for hours to get ready. Aren’t you coming with us tonight?” Lucy persisted. Though the engagement bore the humble name of an evangelical reading, everyone knew it was simply an excuse for the cream of society to get together on the Sabbath. Though weighty spiritual issues might be discussed, lighter matters such as gossip and romance would be attended to with appropriate religious fervor. Tonight’s particular social event had an added drama that had set tongues to wagging all week long. The intensely desired Dylan Kennedy was looking for a wife.
“Please, dear,” Lucy said. “You’re scaring me, and ordinarily nothing scares me.”
Huddled on the bed, Deborah couldn’t find the words to allay her friend’s concern. She was trying to remember what her life had been like just twenty-four hours ago. She was trying to recall just who she was, tallying up the pieces of herself like items in a ledger book. A cherished only daughter. Fiancée of the most eligible man in Chicago. A privileged young woman poised on the threshold of a charmed life.
Everything had fallen apart last night, and she had no idea how to put it all back together.
“Make her hurry, do,” Phoebe said, waltzing in from the next room with a polished silk evening dress pressed to her front. “Miss Boylan’s coach will call for us in half an hour. Imagine! Dylan Kennedy is finally going to settle on a wife.” She preened in front of a freestanding cheval glass, patting her glossy brown hair. “Isn’t that deliciously romantic?”
“It’s positively barbaric,” said Lucy. “Why should we be paraded in front of men like horses at auction?”
“Because,” Kathleen O’Leary said, joining them in Deborah’s chamber, “Miss Boylan promised you would all be there. Three perfect young ladies,” she added with a touch of Irish irony. She reached for the curtain that shrouded the bed. “Are you all right, then, miss?” she asked. “I’ve been trying like the very devil to attend to you all day.” The maid put out a pale, nervous hand and patted the miserable mound of blankets.
Deborah felt assaulted by her well-meaning friends. She wanted to yell at them, tell them to leave her alone, but she had no idea how to assert her own wishes. No one had ever taught her to behave in such a fashion; it was considered unladylike in the extreme. She shrank back into the covers and pretended not to hear.
“She doesn’t answer,” Lucy said, her voice rising with worry.
“Please, Deborah,” Phoebe said. “Talk to us. Are you ill?”
Deborah knew she would have no peace until she surrendered. With slow, painstaking movements, she made herself sit up, leaning against a bank of Belgian linen pillows. Three faces, as familiar as they were dear to her, peered into hers. They looked uncommonly beautiful, perhaps because they were all so different. Black-haired Lucy, carrot-topped Kathleen and Phoebe with her light brown curls. Their faces held the winsome innocence and anticipation Deborah herself had felt only yesterday.
“I’m not ill,” she said softly, in a voice that barely sounded like her own.
“You look like hell,” Lucy said with her customary bluntness.
Because I have been there.
“I’ll send for the doctor.” Kathleen started toward the door.
“No!” Deborah’s sharp voice stopped the maid in her tracks. A doctor was unthinkable. “That is,” she forced herself to say, “I assure you, I am not in the least bit ill.” To prove her point, she forced herself out of bed and stood barefoot in the middle of the room.
“Well, that’s a relief.” With brisk bossiness, Phoebe took her hand and gave it a friendly, aggressive tug. Deborah stumbled along behind her and stepped into the brightly lit salon.
“I imagine you’re simply overcome because you’ll be a married woman a fortnight from now.” Phoebe dropped her hand and smiled dreamily. “You are so fabulously lucky. How can you keep to your bed at such a magical time? If I were engaged to the likes of Philip Ascot, I should be pacing the carpets with excitement. The week before my sister married Mr. Vanderbilt, my mother used to joke that she needed an anchor to keep her feet on the ground.”
Deborah knew Phoebe didn’t mean for the words to hurt. Deborah was a motherless daughter, the saddest sort of creature on earth, and at a time like this the sense of loss gaped like an unhealed wound. She wondered what a young woman with a mother would do in this situation.
“So,” Lucy said, “let’s hurry along. We don’t want to be late.”
Through a fog of indifference, Deborah surveyed the suite cluttered with combs, atomizers, lacy underclothes, ribbons, masses of petticoats—a veritable explosion of femininity. It was the sort of scene that used to delight her, but everything was different now. Suddenly these things meant nothing to her. She had the strangest notion of being encased in ice, watching her friends through a wavy, frozen wall. The sense of detachment and distance hardened with each passing moment. She used to be one of the young ladies of Miss Boylan’s famous finishing school, merry and certain of her place in the glittering world of Chicago’s debutantes. It all seemed so artificial now, so pointless. She felt alienated from her friends and from the contented, foolish girl she used to be.
“And what about you, dear Kathleen?” Phoebe asked, aiming a pointed glance at the red-haired maid. Phoebe took every chance to remind Kathleen that she was merely the hired help, there at the sufferance of more privileged young women like herself. “What do you plan to do tonight?”
Kathleen O’Leary’s face turned crimson. She had the pale almost translucent skin of her Irish heritage, and it betrayed every emotion. “You’ve left me a fine mess to be tidying up, miss. And won’t that keep me busy ’til cock-crow.” Saucy as ever, she exaggerated her brogue on purpose.
“You should come with us, Kathleen.” Lucy, whose family had raised her to be a free thinker, didn’t care a fig for social posturing, but she knew that important people would be attending. The politicians, industrialists and social reformers were valuable contacts for her cause—rights for women.
“Really, Lucy,” scolded Phoebe. “Only the best people in town are invited. Dr. Moody’s readings are strictly for—”
“The invitation was extended to every young lady at Miss Boylan’s,” Lucy, who was both wealthy and naive enough to be an egalitarian, reminded her.
“Stuff and nonsense,” Kathleen said, her blush deepening.
“Perhaps you should attend,” Phoebe said, a calculating gleam in her eye. “It might be fun to surprise everyone with a lady of mystery.”
The old Deborah would have joined in the ruse with pleasure. Lively, intelligent Kathleen always added a sense of fun to the sometimes tedious routine of social climbing. But it was all too much to think about now, and she passed a shaking hand over her forehead. The celluloid hairpins she hadn’t bothered to remove last night exaggerated the headache that made her grit her teeth. The pain hammered so hard at her temples that the pins seemed to pulse with a life of their own.
“Phoebe’s right, Kathleen,” Lucy was saying. “It’ll be such fun. Please come.”
“I’ve not a stitch to wear that wouldn’t mark me as an imposter,” Kathleen said, but the protest failed to mask the yearning in her voice. She had always harbored an endless fascination with high society.
“Yes, you have.” Deborah forced herself out of her torpor. “You shall wear my new dress. I won’t be needing it.”
“Your Worth gown?” Phoebe demanded. At her father’s insistence, Deborah’s gowns all came from the Salon de Lumière in Paris. “For mercy’s sake, you’ve never even worn it yourself.”
“I’m not going.” Deborah kept her voice as calm as she could even though she felt like screaming. “I must go into the city to see my father.” She wasn’t sure when she had made the decision, but there it was. She had a matter of utmost importance to discuss with him, and she could not put it off any longer.
“You can’t go into the city tonight,” Phoebe said. “Don’t be silly. Who would chaperone you?”
“Just come with us,” Lucy said, her voice gentle. “Come to the reading, and we’ll take you to see your father afterward. Philip Ascot will be in attendance, won’t he? He’ll be expecting you. What on earth shall we tell him?”
The name of her fiancé rushed over Deborah like a chill wind. “I’ll send my regrets.”
“You aren’t yourself at all.” Lucy touched her arm, her light brush of concern almost powerful enough to shatter Deborah. “We shall go mad with worry if you don’t tell us what’s wrong.”
Phoebe stuck out her foot so Kathleen could button her kid leather boot. “Was it last night’s opera? You were fine when you left, but you stayed in bed all day long. Didn’t you like Don Giovanni?”
Deborah turned away, a wave of nausea rolling over her. The notes of the Mozart masterpiece were forever burned into her.
“It’s your bloody flux, isn’t it?” Kathleen whispered, ignoring Phoebe’s boot. “You’ve always suffered with the heavy pains. Let me stay behind and fix you a posset.”
“It’s not the flux,” Deborah said.
Lucy planted her palm flat against the door. “This isn’t like you. If something’s wrong, you should tell us, dear.”
Nothing’s wrong. She tried to eke out the words, but they wouldn’t come, because they were a lie. Everything was wrong and nothing could ever be the same. But how did she explain that, even to her best friends?
“It’s of a private nature,” she said faintly. “Please. I’ll explain it all when I return.”
“Oh, so you’re going to be mysterious, are you?” Phoebe sputtered. “You’re just trying to make yourself the center of attention, if you ask me.”
“No one asked you,” Lucy said wearily.
Phoebe sputtered some more, but no one was listening. Though she had come up through school with the rest of them, Phoebe had set herself apart from the others. Nearly as rich as Deborah and nearly as blueblooded as Lucy, she had concluded that the two “nearlys” added up to much loftier status than her friends enjoyed. She was a terrible and unrepentant snob, generally benign, though her remarks to Kathleen O’Leary sometimes brandished the sharp edge of malice. Phoebe alone understood that one did not simply abandon an exclusive social event. But this merely proved the inferiority of a girl like Deborah Sinclair. New-money people simply didn’t understand the importance of attending the right sort of functions with the right sort of people.
“I’d best go ring for my driver,” Deborah said.
Lucy moved away from the door. “It won’t be the same without you.”
Deborah bit her lip, afraid that the sympathy from her best friend would break through the icy barrier she had painstakingly erected between control and madness. “Help Kathleen with the gown,” she said, hoping to divert everyone’s attention to the masquerade.
After sending for her coach, Deborah buttoned on a simple blue serge dress and tugged a shawl around her shoulders. Pushing her feet into Italian kid leather boots, she didn’t bother with the buttoning. Instead, she wound the ribbons haphazardly around her ankles and then jammed on a hat.
In the main salon, the others dressed more carefully. Eyes shining with forbidden pleasure, Kathleen stepped into the French gown, her homespun bloomers disappearing beneath layers of fancy petticoats. The gown of emerald silk and her Irish coloring gave her the look of a Celtic princess, and her face glowed with an excitement Deborah could no longer share.
Before leaving, Deborah stepped back and surveyed the scene, seeing it for the first time through the eyes of an outsider. Over her father’s protests she had left his opulent, gilded mansion for the solid gothic halls of Miss Boylan’s. Her father believed the very best young ladies were educated at home. But once he learned a Hathaway and a Palmer would be in attendance, he had relented and allowed Deborah to complete her education with finishing school. She looked with fondness upon Lucy, Kathleen and Phoebe, who were her closest companions and sometimes, she thought, her only friends. The four of them had shared everything—their hopes and dreams, their broken hearts and romantic triumphs.
Finally Deborah had encountered something she could not share with her friends. She could not. It was too devastating. Besides, she must tell her father. She must. Please God, she prayed silently. Let him understand. Just this once.
“Have a wonderful time this evening,” she said, her hand on the door handle. “I shall want to hear all about Kathleen’s debut when I return.” She forced the words past a throat gone suddenly tight with terror.
Kathleen rushed to the door. “Miss Deborah, are you certain that—”
“Absolutely.” The word was a mere gust of air.
“Let the poor thing go,” Phoebe said in a distracted voice. She lifted her arm with the sinuous grace of a ballerina and drew on a silken glove. “If you stand around arguing all evening, we’ll be late.”
She and Lucy launched into a squabble over how Kathleen should wear her hair, and Deborah took the opportunity to slip out into the tall, cavernous hall and down to the foyer, where her driver waited. Outside, she saw the school’s large, cumbersome rockaway carriage being hitched to four muscular horses. The school crest adorned the black enamel doors.
Deborah’s private Bismarck-brown clarence, with its gleaming glass panes front and rear, waited at the curb. Thanks to her father’s habit of flaunting his wealth, the expensive vehicle, with its experienced driver and Spanish coach horse, was always at her disposal. Within a few minutes, she was under way.
She gripped a leather strap at the side of the interior of the coach, bracing herself against the rocking motion. As they pulled away from the school, with its ponderous, pretentious turrets and wrought iron gates, she felt like Rapunzel escaping her tower prison. Small farms sped past, squat houses hugged low against the prairie landscape of withered orchards and wind-torn cornfields. Lights glimmered in windows and the sight of them pierced her. She pictured the families within, gathering around the table for supper. She had only seen such families from afar, but imagined they shared an easy intimate warmth she had never felt growing up in the cold formality of her father’s house.
She cast away the yearning. All her life she had enjoyed the advantages most women never dared to dream about. Arthur Sinclair had crafted and aligned his daughter’s future with the same precise attention to detail with which he put together his business transactions. His rivals vilified him for his aggression and ambition, but Deborah knew little of commerce. Her father preferred it that way.
The drive into Chicago was swift. Jeremy, who had served as her personal driver since she was three years old, drove expertly through the long, straight roads that crisscrossed the city. Jeremy lived in a garden cottage along the north branch of the Chicago River. He had a plump wife and a grown daughter who had recently wed. Deborah wondered what Jeremy did when he returned home to them, late at night. Did he touch his sleeping wife or just light a lamp and look at her for a moment? Did she awaken, or sigh in her sleep and turn toward the wall?
Deborah knew she was using her meandering thoughts to keep her mind off the ordeal to come. She shifted restlessly on the seat and cupped her hands around her eyes to see through the glass as Chicago came into view. Ordinarily, the air was cool closer to the lake, but this evening, the day’s heat hung well past sundown.
The whitish fuzz of gaslight illuminated the long, straight main thoroughfares. The coach crossed the river, rolling past the elegant hotel where the reading party was to take place. Well-dressed people were already gathering. Liveried doormen rushed to and fro beneath a scalloped canvas awning that flapped in a violent wind. Huge potted shrubs flanked the gilt-and-glass doorway, and inside, a massive chandelier glowed like the sun. The gilded cage of high society was the only world Deborah had ever known, yet it was a world in which she no longer felt safe. She couldn’t imagine herself walking into the hotel now.
Traditionally set for the second Sunday of the month, the lively readings and discussions ordinarily held a delicious appeal for her. She loved seeing people dressed in their finery, happily sipping cordials as they laughed and conversed. She loved the easy pleasures of glib talk and gossip. But last night the magic had been stolen from Deborah.
No matter. Tonight she vowed to reclaim her soul.
She shivered, knowing that skipping the social engagement was only the first act of defiance she would commit tonight. She had never before carried out a rebellion, and she didn’t know if she could accomplish it.
As the carriage wended its way up Michigan Avenue, Jeremy had to slow down before an onslaught of pedestrians, drays, teams and whole family groups. They seemed to be heading for the Rush Street bridge that spanned the river. Despite the lateness of the hour, crowds had gathered at the small stadium of the Chicago White Stockings.
Rapping on the curved windshield, Deborah called out, “Is everything all right, Jeremy?”
He didn’t answer for a few moments as he negotiated the curve toward River Street, heading for the next bridge to the west. They encountered more crowds, bobbing along in the scant illumination of the coach lamps. Deborah twisted around on the cushioned bench to look through the rear window. The pedestrians were, for the most part, a well-dressed crowd, and though no one dawdled, no one hurried, either. They resembled a dining party or a group coming out of the theater. Yet it seemed unusual to see so many people out on a Sunday night.
“They say there’s a big fire in the West Division,” Jeremy reported through the speaking tube. “Plenty of folks had to evacuate. I’ll have you home in a trice, miss.”
She knew Kathleen’s family lived in the West Division, where they kept cows for milking. She prayed the O’Learys would be all right. Poor Kathleen. This was supposed to be an evening of pranks, pretenses and fun, but a big fire could change all that.
She wondered if Dr. Moody’s lecture would be canceled because of the fire. Probably not. The Chicago Board of Fire boasted the latest in fire control, including hydrants, steam pump engines and an intricate system of alarms and substations. Many of the stone and steel downtown buildings were considered fireproof. The city’s elite would probably gather in the North Division to gossip the night away as the engineers and pumpers brought the distant blaze under control.
She stared out at the unnatural bloom of light in the west. Her breath caught—not with fear but with wonder at the impressive sight. In the distance, the horizon burned bright as morning. Yet the sky lacked the innocent quality of daylight, and in the area beyond the river, brands of flame fell from the sky, thick as snow in a blizzard.
Apprehension flashed through her, but she put aside the feeling. The fire would stop when it reached the river. It always did. The greater problem, in Deborah’s mind, was getting her father to understand and accept her decision.
The coach rolled to a halt in front of the stone edifice of her father’s house. Surrounded by yards and gardens, the residence and its attendant outbuildings took up nearly a whole block. There was a trout pond that was used in the winter for skating. The mansion had soaring Greek revival columns and a mansard roof, fashionably French. A grand cupola with a slender lightning rod rose against the sky. A graceful porch, trimmed with painted woodwork, wrapped around the front of the house, with a wide staircase reaching down to the curved drive.
“You’re home, miss,” Jeremy announced, his footsteps crunching on the gravel drive as he came to help her down.
Not even in a moment of whimsy had Deborah ever thought of the house on Huron Avenue as a home. The huge, imposing place more closely resembled an institution, like a library or perhaps a hospital. Or an insane asylum.
Squelching the disloyal thought, she sat in the still swaying carriage while Jeremy lowered the steps, opened the door and held out his hand toward her. Wild gusts of wind pushed dead leaves along the gutters and walkways.
Even through her glove she could feel that Jeremy’s fingers were icy cold, and she regarded him with surprise. Despite a studiously dispassionate expression, a subtle tension tightened his jaw and his eyes darted toward the firelit sky.
“You’d best hurry home to your wife,” she said. “You’ll want to make certain she’s all right.”
“Are you sure, miss?” Jeremy opened the iron gate. “It’s my duty to stay and—”
“Nonsense.” It was the one decision she could make tonight that was unequivocal. “Your first duty is to your family. Go. I would do nothing but worry all night if you didn’t.”
He sent her a grateful bob of his head, and as he swept open the huge, heavy front door for her, the braid on his livery cap gleamed in the false and faraway light. Deborah walked alone into the vestibule of the house, feeling its formidable presence. Staff members hastened to greet her—three maids in black and white, two housemen in navy livery, the housekeeper tall and imposing, the butler impeccably dignified. As she walked through the formal gauntlet of servants, their greetings were painstakingly respectful—eyes averted, mouths unsmiling.
Arthur Sinclair’s servants had always been well-fed and-clothed, and most were wise enough to understand that not every domestic in Chicago enjoyed even these minor privileges. To his eternal pain and shame, Arthur Sinclair had once been a member of their low ranks. So, though he never spoke of it, he understood all too well the plight of the unfortunate.
She prayed he would be as understanding with his own daughter. She needed that now.
“Is my father at home?” she inquired.
“Certainly, miss. Upstairs in his study,” the butler said. “Would you like Edgar to announce you?”
“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Marlowe. I’ll go right up.” She walked between the ranks of silent servants, surrendering her hat and gloves to a maid as she passed. She sensed their unspoken questions about her plain dress and shawl, the disheveled state of the hair she had not bothered to comb. The stiff, relentless formality was customary, yet Deborah had never enjoyed being the object of the staff’s scrutiny. “Thank you,” she said. “That will be all.”
“As you wish.” Marlowe bowed and stepped back.
With a flick of her hand and a jingle of the keys tied at her waist, the housekeeper led the others away. Through the doors that quickly opened and shut, Deborah could see that valuables were being packed away into trunks and crates. A precaution, she supposed, because of the fire.
Standing alone in the soaring vestibule, with its domed skylight three storeys up, Deborah immediately and unaccountably felt cold. The house spread out in an endless maze of rooms—salons and seasonal parlors, the music room, picture gallery, dining room, ballroom, conservatory, guest suites she had never counted. This was, in every sense of the word, a monument to a merchant prince; its sole purpose to proclaim to the world that Arthur Sinclair had arrived.
Dear God, thought Deborah. When did I grow so cynical?
Actually, she knew the precise moment it had happened. But that was not something she would reveal to anyone but herself.
Misty gaslight fell across the black-and-white checkered marble floor. An alabaster statue of Narcissus, eternally pouring water into a huge white marble basin situated in the extravagant curve of the grand staircase, greeted her with a blank-eyed stare.
Beside the staircase was something rather new—a mechanical lift. In principle it worked like the great grain elevators at the railroad yards and lakefront. A system of pulleys caused the small car to rise or lower. Her father had a lame leg, having been injured in the war a decade ago, and he had a hard time getting up and down the stairs.
To Deborah, the lift resembled a giant bird cage. Though costly gold-leaf gilding covered the bars, they were bars nonetheless. The first time she stood within the gilded cage, she had felt an unreasoning jolt of panic, as if she were a prisoner. The sensation of being lifted by the huge thick cables made her stomach lurch. After that first unsettling ride, she always chose to take the stairs.
The hand-carved rail of the soaring staircase was waxed and buffed to a high sheen. Her hand glided over its satisfying smoothness, and she remembered how expert she had been at sliding down this banister. It was her one act of defiance. No matter how many times her nanny or her tutor, or even her father, reprimanded her, she had persisted in her banister acrobatics. It was simply too irresistible to prop her hip on the rail, balance just so at the top, then let the speed gather as she slid down. Her landings had never been graceful, and she’d borne the bruises to prove it, but the minor bumps had always seemed a small price to pay in exchange for a few crazy moments of a wild ride.
Unlike so many other things, her father had never been able to break her of the habit. He governed her sternly in all matters, but within her dwelt a stubborn spark of exuberance he had never been able to snuff.
Deborah started up the stairs. The study housed Arthur Sinclair’s estate offices, and he worked there until late each night, devoting the same fervor to his business as a monk to his spiritual meditations. He regarded the accumulation of wealth and status as his means to salvation. But there was one thing all his money and influence could not buy—the sense of belonging to the elite society that looked down on his kind. Acquiring that elusive quality would take more than money. For that he needed Deborah.
She shuddered, though the house was overly warm, and took the steps slowly. She passed beautifully rendered oil portraits in gaudily expensive gold-leafed frames. The paintings depicted venerable ancestors, some dating back to the Mayflower and further. But the pictures were of strangers plucked from someone else’s family tree. She used to make up stories about the stern-faced aristocrats who stared, eternally frozen, from the gleaming frames. One was an adventurer, another a sailor, yet another a great diplomat. They were all men who had done something with their lives rather than living off the bounty of their forebears.
She would never understand why her father considered it less honorable to have earned rather than inherited a fortune. She had asked him once, but hadn’t understood his reply. “I wish to have a feeling of permanence in the world,” he had said. “A feeling that I have acquired the very best of everything. I want to achieve something that will last well beyond my own span of years.”
It was a mad quest, using money to obtain the things other families took generations to collect and amass, but he regarded it as his sacred duty.
She reached the top of the stairs and paused, her hand on the carved newel post. She glanced back, her gaze following the luxurious curve of the banister. Through the inlaid glass dome over the entryway, an eerie glow flickered in the sky. The fire. She hoped the engineers would get it under control soon.
But she forgot all about the fire on the other side of the river as she started down the hall toward her father’s study. A chill rippled through her again, carrying an inner warning: One did not contradict the wishes of Arthur Sinclair.


TWO

Tom Silver arrived in Chicago with murder on his mind. Heaved up by wind-driven waves, the deck of the steam trawler shifted under his feet. He knew it would be hard going to get to shore in the dinghy, but he didn’t care. He had a job to do.
Yet when he saw the city in flames, he paused in putting spare cartridges in his belt loops and gaped at the fiery orange dome over the sky. The unnatural arch of light and flame was so eerie that, just for a moment, he forgot everything, including the deadly purpose in his heart.
“Hey, Lightning,” he called, thumping his foot on deck to summon his companion, who was in the engine room. “Come have a look at this.”
The lake steamer Suzette chugged toward its final destination at Government Pier. Its point was marked by a lighthouse beacon, but Tom had a hard time keeping his mind on navigation. The sight of the burning city clutched at his gut, made his heart pump hard in his chest. He couldn’t help thinking about the tragedies that would strike tonight with the swift, indifferent brutality of fate. Fire was like that—random and merciless.
And damned inconvenient, given his purpose tonight. He had come hundreds of miles, from the vast and distant reaches of Lake Superior, to hunt down Arthur Sinclair. He wouldn’t let a fire stop him.
The smell of steam and hot oil wafted up through the fiddley, and the clank of machinery crescendoed as a hatch opened. “What the hell is going on, eh?” asked Lightning Jack, emerging through the narrow opening. He shaded his eyes and squinted at the city. “Parbleu, that is one big fire.”
“I guess I’ll get a closer look tonight,” Tom said, making his way down to the engine room.
Drawing back on a lever, he tamped down the boiler and then climbed abovedecks to help Lightning Jack drop anchor in the deep water. Though it was late, he had to shade his eyes against the light of the conflagration. People had gathered on the long fingerlike pier. Boats shuttled between the mouth of the river and the long dock. At the Sands, the fire reared so close that people drove wagons into the lake to escape the leaping flames. But their backs were all turned to the lake. Like Tom, they were mesmerized by the spectacle of the city in flames.
The skeletal tower of the Great Central elevator, surrounded by smokestacks, threw a long black shadow on the churning water. The fire tore across the city with the prairie wind, hot and muscular, feeding on the close-set structures.
Tom had seen any number of fires in his lifetime, but never one like this. Never one in which the wind seemed to bear the flames in its arms. Never one that moved with such furious speed. Flames covered the homes and businesses like blankets, building by building, block after block. He could see the deadly veil of crimson covering the West Division and pushing relentlessly at the edge of the river.
Tom Silver did not know Chicago well, for he had spent little time here, but it was the largest city he had ever seen. It was shaped by the lakefront and the branches of the river, which were constantly busy with commercial traffic. Ten railroads converged on Chicago, sixteen bridges spanned the river and canal, and hundreds of thousands of people made their home there.
Now its heart was on fire. This was the inferno, like the dreaded one in the Old Testament stories he used to read to Asa.
The thought of Asa brought Tom’s grim purpose back into focus. Tonight he would have his revenge. Nothing—not even the flames of hell—would stop him.
“You going to wait this out?” Lightning Jack asked, seeming to read Tom’s thoughts.
“Makes no sense to wait,” Tom pointed out. “If the fire spreads to the North Division before I get there, I’ll lose him for sure.”
“Then you had best be quick. It could be a convenience, eh? If the house burns, you won’t have to worry about evidence being found.”
Tom studied his oldest friend, his mentor, the man who had raised him. Lightning Jack duBois had found Tom, a five-year-old abandoned in a cabin in the north woods, sitting blank-eyed next to the stiff corpse of his mother. She had died of starvation, and Tom’s fate was not far behind, except that the tough old voyageur had intervened.
Since that long ago day, Tom had given Jack all his loyalty and trust. Just as Asa had trusted Tom.
“What is that look, eh?” Lightning Jack made a face. “You want to abandon the plan?”
“You know better than that.” Tom felt hard, driven. The killing would be a purification ritual, a way to wash his soul clean of the black rage that consumed him. At least, that was what he kept telling himself.
Lightning Jack’s brow drew down in a scowl. “It is no crime, but retribution.”
Arthur Sinclair was a murderer, though no doubt his soft white hands were unsoiled, even in his own eyes. He employed underlings to do his work for him, but he was just as guilty as if he had slain seven souls with his bare hands.
“I still think you should let me go with you,” Lightning Jack said, resting his hand on the handle of his hunting knife.
“No.” Tom buckled on his cartridge belt. Truth was, Lightning Jack lacked a cool head. He tended to let passion get the best of him, and rage made him reckless. He despised Arthur Sinclair with a virulence that poisoned his heart, for his heart was the thing Sinclair had taken from him.
Tom’s hatred for Sinclair was different. Colder, more precise. The clarity of his hatred made him better equipped to kill. Lightning Jack was too volatile. He wore his grief for Asa like a hair shirt, and it made him wild and vulnerable.
“Shipping traffic’s heavy,” Tom pointed out. “You’d best stay here and look after the Suzette.”
“Spectators, I’m guessing,” Lightning Jack said. “Refugees. Like ants swarming in a flood. They have nowhere to go.”
Tom scanned the shoreline, picking out a train depot by a breakwater, towers and smokestacks, all pulsating in firelight. People trapped at the lakeshore waved their arms, signaling to the passing boats.
Lightning Jack watched as Tom holstered the Colt police revolver they’d bought at the Soo Locks. “Do you have enough cartridges?” Lightning asked.
“Jesus, how many times do you want me to shoot him?” Tom opened his buckskin jacket to reveal the row of ammunition in his belt loops.
“Seven,” Lightning said as Tom tied the thin leather strap of the holster around his thigh. “Go now. Time is short. I’ll keep the Suzette ready to weigh anchor.”
Tom lowered the dinghy into the water and began to pull toward the shore. The lake boiled with wind-whipped waves that crested and sloshed over the sides. Some of the boats he passed were gearing up to rescue refugees from the fire. If he were a better man, he would join the rescue effort. But he wasn’t here to save anyone. He was what circumstances had made of him, and in his heart there was no room for anything but hatred.
Every now and then he glanced over his shoulder at the waterworks north of the river. The structure still seemed to be intact, its gothic spire a black arrow against the noxious orange sky. Maybe the tower was close enough to the lake to survive the fire. So long as the pumps and bellows of the waterworks remained safe, the flames could be brought under control.
Yet he could not help noticing it was a losing battle. The high wind howled and stormed with hellish fury. Firebrands rained harder and thicker from the sky, sparking up blazes each place they touched. By the time he found the Sinclair mansion, the fire would not be far behind.
Tom tied up at a rubble-built bulkhead, securing the dinghy beneath an outcropping of rock. Under the circumstances, he had to be cautious. A panicked victim of the fire would not think twice about stealing a rowboat, and it was a long swim back to the steamer.
He hauled himself out and scrambled up the embankment. Emerging onto a brick-strewn street, he immediately felt a blast of the fire’s hot breath. His caribou hide shirt and trousers would protect him from the flying sparks—for a while, at least.
A couple of distant explosions startled him as he made his way along the north bank of the river. He passed banks and hotels, McCormack’s Reaper Works, shops and theaters, parks and boulevards. People looked out the windows of nearly every tall building, their gazes turned toward the fire. Eerily, the night grew lighter with each passing moment. He could pick out street signs and people standing in groups, talking excitedly. A short distance away, tugboats on the river screamed for the bridges to be turned to let them through, but the huge crowds gathered on the shore prevented the bridge operators from doing their job. The fire from the west blew toward the forest of masts and rigging. Good thing Lightning Jack had agreed to lay-to offshore. There was no safe place in the city tonight.
This was unfamiliar territory to Tom, but he knew where Sinclair lived. He had studied the location on a map, and the route was branded on his memory.
He had not reckoned on having to navigate a sea of humanity, though. Men, women, children and livestock surged along the main thoroughfares, pushing toward the lake. Overloaded carts, drays, mule trucks and express wagons clogged the roadways. In his entire life, Tom hadn’t seen so many people. Some were dressed in nightclothes, others in evening wear. Carts and carriages clattered past with little heed for the safety of the pedestrians. Men dragged trunks behind them; women clutched quilts and kettles and drawers stuffed with belongings. People fled, their arms filled with books and mementos, bundled clothes, odd-shaped bags and even a metal safe or two.
What did a person save when faced with losing everything? Tom wondered. Priceless antiques, irreplaceable photographs, quilts and curios made by the hands of loved ones long dead. And money, of course. There was always that.
The rumble of collapsing buildings drowned out the shouting and caused children and horses to panic. Everywhere he looked, Tom saw carts running out of control or crashing into buildings or trees and left abandoned. One carriage, with a crest on its door that read “The Emma Wade Boylan School,” lay on its side, the team still struggling in its traces.
Three young women, dressed in silks and lace, quarreled on the boardwalk near the fallen carriage.
“I say we leave them,” the brown-haired woman said.
“We’ll not abandon the horses,” the black-haired one retorted. “We must—”
“Move aside.” Tom yanked his bowie knife out of the top of his boot. Feminine gasps greeted the sight of the glittering blade, and they fell back, clearly horrified. He sliced through the traces that bound the horses to the coach, then slapped the beasts’ rumps to drive them off down the street.
The well-dressed woman gaped at him. “He…you…the horses!”
Her companion said, “Now what shall we do?”
The redhead lifted her gaze to the flaming sky. “Pray,” she said.
Tom didn’t wait around to see the outcome of the argument. He had a job to do.
As the crowd and the smoke pressed upon him, he felt a sharp hunger for the harsh, empty majesty of the north woods wilderness. Soon, he told himself. In just a short while, he would be back where he belonged. But first he had to find his target—the house on Huron Avenue. Then he could head home to Isle Royale. There, he would try his best to endure a life that had been irrevocably changed by Arthur Sinclair.
He wondered what it would feel like to kill the man who had killed Asa. Would his heart exult in dark, cleansing joy? Would he be filled with pure glee? Would the satisfaction of revenge drive away the loss and betrayal that had consumed him since the disaster? Perhaps he would feel nothing at all. He would welcome the numbness. Feeling nothing would be a blessing after the months of suffering through soul-killing grief.
Tom had killed in the war. As a courier, he’d been used by General Whitcomb of the 21st Michigan in the way a hunter used bloodhounds. But being in the war had not given him a taste for murder.
He pressed on harder, faster, seared by the blowing heat. He passed a lanky boy burdened with a shaggy dog that kept trying to escape its young master’s arms. The boy was about fourteen, the age Asa had been when he died. Tom tried not to see the struggling youth, tried not to hear the kid saying “Easy, Shep. Take it easy. I’ll keep you safe.” He tried not to remember the way a boy’s rounded face could look so damned earnest and protective. Tom felt relieved when the youth and his dog veered off toward the lake.
If he had lived, Asa would have been fifteen in the spring. He would have had his birthday in March, and maybe Tom would have given him a bowie knife or deer rifle to mark his step toward manhood. The two of them would have sat by the stove, tying flies or playing checkers. Even now, months after the accident, Tom could picture the complete absorption in Asa’s face when he worked on a fishing fly. He could still hear Asa’s laughter in his heart.
I miss you, Asa.
Turning down a nearly deserted side street, he walked faster, breathing hard as anticipation built, tasting smoke and ash in his throat. The smell of burning timber and the sight of falling cinders reminded him of being in the thick of battle. He never should have gone to war. Lightning Jack had warned him that it would steal his spirit.
Just as he had warned Asa about working at the mine.
Asa hadn’t listened any better than Tom had, in his youth. Bored by the routine of island life and winters spent under the tutelage of a demanding scholar, Tom had run away to join the fighting. What he had seen and done during those dark years had turned his soul to ice. Only the gift of Asa had dragged Tom back into the light. Now that Asa was gone, there was nothing to keep him from falling into darkness once again.
Firebrands and cinders rained thickly over the streets, and each brand ignited a new fire. Men posted on rooftops tried to defend some of the larger buildings, but the bright dervishes of flame made a mockery of their efforts. Distant explosions pocked the night, each greeted by frightened screams.
At a broad street, the crowd flowed northward, following a long strip of green space bordering the lake. Family members shouted at one another to hurry. Tom broke off from the surging refugees and headed in the opposite direction.
“Hey, mister,” someone hollered in a hoarse voice. “You don’t want to go that way. The fire crossed over the North Branch.”
Tom ignored the warning, though the news startled him. Only a fire of demonic proportions could cross a river as wide as the branches of the Chicago. The fire department would have no hope of stopping it now. He wondered if he would be able to reach the Sinclair mansion before the fire did.
He felt mildly startled to find himself alone on a deserted street. The fire raged through buildings on either side—one appeared to be a woodworking mill, the other a brewery. Strange, he thought dispassionately. The city was burning and no one was sticking around to defend it.
He passed into darkness as he headed north, away from the fire, and sensed a change in the atmosphere as he emerged onto Dearborn. The wide boulevard, flanked by stone pilasters and tall wrought iron fences, lay in perfect splendor, though smoke lay thick in the air. Broad lawns, some with coach houses and outbuildings, surrounded the opulent mansions. The homes resembled majestic fortresses with handsome gables and half-wheel windows three storeys up. Skylights and cupolas graced the rooflines. Through a broad bay window he saw a family sitting in a parlor, playing cards while a woman played piano. At some of the other houses, people gathered at the windows to watch the fire.
Yet the sky behind the sedate facades glowed with that ominous and unnatural orange tinge, spangled by flying sparks. These fine houses were not long for this world. He hoped like hell he’d have no trouble finding Sinclair’s house, and that his quarry would be at home. He had to consider the possibility that Arthur Sinclair had evacuated his house, but there was a good chance the wealthy industrialist might stay put. Judging by the spectators watching out the windows of the grand mansions, the rich felt safe from the flames. Men like Sinclair thought they were invincible, that their money could buy them anything, even protection from death.
Stupid fools.


THREE

“Deborah, what the devil are you doing here?” Arthur Sinclair demanded, looking up from the large metal safe in the wall of his office. Grasping the open door of the safe, he stood, lurching a little on his bad leg as he turned to face her. His cane rested against the broad wall map behind the desk. The map depicted the Great Lakes and surrounding territory, with markers where his mines and timberlands were located. Standing before the map, he resembled a king surveying his realm. “It’s late,” he added. “You had an engagement tonight.”
“Hello, Father,” she said, crossing the plush carpet of Persian silk. Like everything else in the house, his estate office was self-consciously ornate and filled with antiques that were supposed to look as if they had been in the family for generations. The long Regency period bookcases housed leather-bound volumes he had never opened. The artwork on the dark green walls depicted hunting scenes in places he would never be invited. And the Louis XIV desk was littered with the work of a man who intended to muscle his way into society by brute strength rather than privilege of birth.
He was depending on Deborah to vault him to the next level of acceptance. And that was precisely what she had come to talk to him about.
She embraced her father lightly, kissing his cheek and then stepping back. As always, he smelled of bay rum and cigars. The scent evoked the feeling of security she always associated with her father and made her heart squeeze with fondness for him. Lord, she didn’t want to disappoint him. That was not what she wanted at all.
“I’m sorry I interrupted you,” she said.
He gestured at the open satchel on the floor that was stuffed with greenbacks and negotiable securities. “Getting my stock and insurance certificates together in case the worst happens.”
“The fire, you mean.”
“Yes. If they don’t get the blaze under control soon, I’m driving up to the lake house.” His handsome, craggy face creased into a scowl of disapproval as his gaze swept over her. “What the devil are you wearing? Was Dr. Moody’s appearance canceled due to the fire?”
“I don’t know,” she said, braiding her fingers together. Though accustomed to managing servants, maids, drivers and tradesmen, she doubted her ability to stand up to her father, who had been known to crush railroad magnates and mining barons in order to get his way. “I decided not to attend tonight. I needed to see you instead. To tell you—”
“Your fiancé’s already been to see me,” he said.
Her mouth went dry. All the blood seemed to drain out of her hands, leaving her fingers cold and numb. “Philip was here?”
Her father’s eyes held the sharp blue chill of shattered ice. “Earlier this evening. So I imagine I already know what you’re going to say.”
Dear God. What had Philip told her father?
Bile rose in her throat, and she could not speak until she managed to swallow. “What did he tell you?”
Arthur spread his hands. “He told me about the way you behaved at the opera last night. I’m ashamed of you, Deborah. Purely ashamed.”
This was the last thing she had expected. She hadn’t imagined Philip would complain to her father, of all things. She gaped at him, then found her voice. “Ashamed of me? But what did I—”
“Philip says he’s willing to overlook your outrageous behavior, thank God,” Arthur said. He turned away from her and began pulling boxes of bills and certificates out of the safe.
“My behavior?” she asked. She tried to cling to a sense of outrage, but in spite of her resolve, shame crept in. She had no idea what to say. All her life she had been provided with the best governesses, tutors, teachers and companions in the country. Yet not one of them had prepared her to deal with her own father.
“Your immaturity and foolishness are going to cost me dearly,” he blustered. “He wants me to double your dowry settlement. And I have no choice but to do as he asks.”
She forced out a dry, bitter laugh of disbelief. Philip Ascot IV had laid waste to her dreams last night, and as a reward, he expected twice the bride price he and her father had settled on. “Then you will be pleased to know that you won’t have to pay him a cent,” she said, keeping her voice firm even though she wanted to die. She loved her father, honored him, on occasion felt close to worshiping him. The times she had crossed him were few and far between, but now was one of those times.
“What in tarnation do you mean by that?”
“I’ve decided not to marry Philip,” she stated.
That got his attention. He froze in the midst of ramming notes and certificates into the leather satchel and turned to face her. “That’s not amusing, Deborah.”
“I’m not trying to be amusing. I’m trying to—” She paused. What was she doing? Her future, indeed her entire existence had been defined by the fact that she was going to be the wife of one of the most socially prominent men in the country. Without that, who was she? Until now, that question had never occurred to her but suddenly the answer seemed vital. Closing her eyes, she took a leap in the dark. “I won’t marry Philip Ascot.”
“You’re getting cold feet before the wedding,” her father said reasonably, his face softening with an indulgent smile. “Common enough in a bride, or so I’m told.”
She tried again. “It’s not a matter of cold feet. My mind and my heart have changed. Irrevocably. Until yesterday…I thought marrying Philip was the future I wanted. I didn’t know any better. I…I’m sorry.”
“The wedding will go forward as planned,” he snapped, his temper pushing through fatherly indulgence. “You’ll learn to govern your infantile tantrums and behave like a true woman. Everything is settled. The guest list includes everyone up to Mrs. Grant herself. You don’t simply tell the First Lady—”
“I’ll tell her myself,” Deborah promised, though the prospect terrified her. “We’re talking about the rest of my life, Father. I won’t live it with Philip Ascot.”
Anger blazed in his eyes. “You’ll live your life as I say,” he stated. “I have always acted in your best interest.”
“I know you believe you have,” she conceded. “But this time, I must trust my own judgment.”
“You will trust me. Haven’t I always given you the best of everything? Haven’t I spent a fortune turning you into the sort of young lady a man of quality dreams of marrying?”
“What about my dreams?” she asked, but she spoke so softly that he didn’t hear.
“You have no understanding of what your life would be if I simply let you have your way,” he went on, his face flushing a deep, unhealthy red. “You’d be hopeless, no better off than a saloon girl or a farm wife. Thanks to me, you’ll never know struggle, never know hardship. Your children will have the world at their feet. But only if you provide a proper family background—as an Ascot.”
Deborah began to pace the long, carpeted room. “You arranged this marriage with no regard for my wishes. Do you realize I was never asked? You and Philip met over brandy and cigars, and the next day I was presented with this.” She held up her hand, pale in the gaslight, a very large diamond winking obscenely.
“You seemed perfectly delighted,” he pointed out.
“Because you were, Father. I should have objected long ago.” But she hadn’t. She had been as dazzled by Philip’s good looks and charming flattery as her father had been by his social standing. “Don’t you see that when human hearts are involved, you can’t simply make things happen?”
“Balderdash. What are they teaching you at that school?”
“Clearly not enough to help me make you understand,” she said.
“Arranged marriages are the hallmark of a civilized society. Love doesn’t happen overnight. You must show patience and understanding, and above all, obedience to those who know what is best for you.”
“I will never love Philip. Ever.”
“The opportunity to marry into the Ascot family doesn’t arise very often. Philip’s an only child, and he has no cousins. You need this marriage, Deborah.”
“No, you need it. And Philip needs it. For all his blueblooded pedigree, he is nearly destitute. He has the name. You have the fortune. Together the two of you have everything you want. I can’t imagine why you even need me. Just make him your son and be done with it.” The words burst from her, and the moment they were out, she wished she could catch them from the air and somehow make them disappear. But it was too late.
Her father stood staring at her, and his face bore the shocked expression of a man who had just been stabbed in the back.
Although he would never admit it, Arthur Sinclair had always felt inferior because his money was considered “new” by the upper crust. And to her father, the opinions of the socially prominent mattered greatly. He yearned for the one thing his money could not buy—the patina of generations-old gentility. In his mind—and in the minds of those he strove to impress—there was a particular quality to inherited wealth that was lacking in the fortunes of a self-made man. He would never be able to achieve that quality, but he could take a step closer by marrying his only daughter and heir to the flawlessly aristocratic Philip Widener Ascot IV.
They had never spoken of this, of course, and the fact that Deborah had brought it up was a measure of her desperation. Remorseful for having hurt him, she said, “You’re a good man, Father. The best there is. Whether or not I marry Philip will not change that.”
Slowly his coloring returned to normal. He no longer looked harsh or angry, just immeasurably disappointed.
“Father, I didn’t come here to quarrel with you,” she said quietly.
Moving as if his bones hurt, he lowered himself to his chair. When Deborah looked at him, she always saw a titan of industry, a man who was larger than life, larger than legend, even. Yet tonight, something was different. He simply looked like a man worn down by weariness. She couldn’t tell if the change was in her, or in him.
“Did I ever tell you what your mother said to me the day she died?” he asked after a long pause.
Deborah didn’t follow the sudden switch in topic, but he seemed calmer now. She owed it to him to let him make his point. “You’ve said so little of that day,” she said. “I know it must have been painful for you.”
She had been just three when her mother died giving birth to a stillborn son. Deborah had exactly one memory of her mother. It was just a flash of awareness, not really a full-blown memory. She had been too young for that. But that made the faint, flickering awareness all the more important to her.
Sometimes, when Deborah closed her eyes and emptied her mind, she could call up that memory, achingly vivid and scented with violets. She could feel the gentle touch of her mother’s cool hand on her brow, could recall being awash in her mother’s love. Even now, so many years later, she remembered the sweet whisper of a soft voice, saying, “Go to sleep, my precious girl. Go to sleep.”
And there it ended. Perhaps the moment had never really happened, perhaps Deborah had fabricated it out of her own yearning for just one tender memory of the mother she had never known. But no matter. She believed the moment had happened, and would never let the memory go. She held it clasped to her heart, stubbornly and tightly, like a pearl in a closed fist.
Her father had not remarried because, by then, pride and ambition held him in their grip. He would only accept a wife of the highest social distinction…yet such a woman would never have him, a vulgar upstart. Frustrated, he put all his energy into raising Deborah to achieve the one thing he never could—class. He never asked her if she wanted it; he just assumed she craved social prominence as intensely as he did.
He and Deborah only had each other. He regarded her as his most priceless ornament, and would settle for no less than a fourth-generation Ascot for her husband.
“What did she say, Father?” she asked gently.
“She knew she was…going,” he said gruffly, turning back to the safe. “She was…bleeding. The last thing she said to me was ‘Make her life perfect. Make everything perfect for her.”’
Deborah’s vision blurred with tears. She tried to imagine what those final moments had been like for her mother, holding her stillborn son and knowing she would never see her small daughter grow up. And all the while, her father had stood vigil, suffering the loss of his wife and only son.
“That’s all I’m trying to do,” Arthur explained. “I’m trying to make everything perfect for you, trying to give you the life your mother wanted for you. And by God, I intend to see it done.”
Gaslight hissed gently into the silent house. Deborah knew her father meant well, but she also knew she could not marry Philip Ascot or anyone else, for that matter. She must make her father understand and, in time, possibly even forgive her. After a lifetime of existing only to please Arthur Sinclair, crossing him in this one all-important matter would daunt even strong-willed Lucy or sturdy, practical Kathleen. Phoebe would be just as appalled as Deborah’s father, for she could not imagine anything more perfect than marrying the handsome, dashing heir to one of the oldest families in the country. Part of the marriage arrangement specified that the famous Ascot residence, Tarleton House in New York City, would be restored as their principle residence. Everyone at Miss Boylan’s thought it sounded like a dream come true, so much so that Deborah had forgotten to ask herself if it was what she wanted.
Deborah had no allies in this struggle of her will against that of her father. “Please,” she said. “Can we just discuss—”
“Certainly not,” he said, speaking brusquely. “I have said all I have to say on the matter.”
The look that crossed her face prompted him to add, “Go to bed, my dear. We’re both tired. In the morning you will apologize to Philip and pray he forgives you for being such a ninny.” Drawing the buckles tightly around his important papers, he walked to the door of the study. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must dismiss the help early tonight on account of the fire.”
 * * *
A loud blast, like a gunshot, exploded in the night. Deborah sat up in her bed, already screaming before she was fully awake.
Her gaze darted to the lace-draped French windows. Judging by the angry scarlet glow of the sky, she thought morning had come. But then the sky flickered uneasily, and she remembered the fire. Dear heaven, hadn’t it been brought under control yet?
“Father,” she shrieked, leaping from her bed and yanking open the door.
To her relief, she spied him rushing down the hall toward her, satchel and cane in hand and kerosene lamp held high.
“What was that terrible noise?” she asked, shaken.
Gripping the head of his cane, he strode to the window. “The gasworks substation. Coal gas,” he added, his hand shaking just a little as he moved the drapes aside. “Highly explosive. I’m sure that was it, because there’s no gaslight in the house.”
Deborah joined him at the window and caught her breath in shock. The fire, which had caused her only a glimmer of concern earlier, had made hideous progress. Everything to the south and west was a sea of flame.
“Dear God,” she said. “It’s crossed the river. The whole city is on fire.” The incessant shriek of ships’ whistles pierced the roar of the wind. Boats crowded behind the bridges, demanding to be let through. The clear bong of a bell tolled a steady alarm. Shouts and the clatter of hooves could be heard in the neighboring streets. She pressed her fingertips to the window pane; the glass felt unnaturally warm.
“It’s that infernal wind,” her father said. “I went to bed thinking it couldn’t possibly spread the fire across the river, but there you are. It’s in the North Division.”
Whirlwinds and swirling gusts carried flaming brands from one building to the next. Structures ignited as if a torch were being touched to each, one after another. Dervishes of flame spun across rooftops with furious speed. The pine-block roadways and boardwalks fueled the inferno. In the main thoroughfares, people fled on foot or in overloaded conveyances manned by frantic drivers.
A shattering sound drew her attention to the upper-storey windows in the house across the street. As she watched, the windows blasted open, one after another, all in a row. It was as if someone had taken a gun and shot them out. Then, from an alley behind the house came a teamster, beating the horses of a cluttered cart, and as the team roared past, she could see that the very contents of the cart were in flames.
Huron Avenue itself lay in a shroud of smoke. Deborah turned to her father, clutching his sleeve. “This is a nightmare,” she said. “We must go!”
“Of course.” He glared out the window. If his ill temper could not douse the flames, nothing could. “The phaeton’s waiting in the mews behind the house. I had it readied before sending the hired men home tonight. Can you be ready in five minutes?”
“Less,” she said, already snatching her dress from the upholstered clothing stand in the corner. “Where will we go, Father?”
“To Avalon,” he said, referring to his summer estate in Lake View as he hurried out to ready himself.
Deborah had rarely dressed without help. On formal occasions, her corset was so stiff and tight that she couldn’t even bend to do up her own shoes. Tonight, the sense of impending danger made a mockery of the vanity that used to delight her so much. Her white batiste nightgown served as chemise and petticoat, for she tugged the dress right over the garment. She left her hair in its untidy braid, pulled on stockings and shoes, and grabbed her shawl.
Her nerves wouldn’t settle until she reached Avalon. Situated on the north shore overlooking the lake, the estate would provide a tranquil oasis from the flames, where they could wait out the fire. Perhaps, in the calm after the firestorm, she could bring her father to see reason in the matter of her marriage.
Firelight streamed through the windows, illuminating the suite of rooms where she had spent her childhood. All her costly, beautiful things were here, in a chamber redolent of verbena furniture polish and fresh-cut flowers. What if this magnificent house burned to the ground, and all its contents with it? She found, to her surprise, that she felt curiously indifferent about the notion of never seeing it again.
What sort of person was she, Deborah wondered as her father reappeared at her door, that she could be so calm about losing everything?
She noted that he had donned his best Savile Row suit and kid leather spats. Even in the face of disaster, he seemed determined to keep up appearances. He held his cane and the bulging case containing his most important documents. “Are you ready?” he asked.
“Yes, let’s go,” she said briskly. “And I’m glad we’re together,” she added.
They hastened to the door, and her father stopped. He put out his hand and cupped her cheek. She froze in surprise, for he rarely touched her with affection.
“I’m pleased that you came to see me tonight,” he said with the gruff tenderness that never failed to remind her that she was all he had in the world. “This matter with Philip—we’ll find an accord. You’ll see that marrying him is the proper course of things. The proper course indeed.”
“Oh, Father.” She bent her cheek into the cradle of his hand. “We really must go.”
She stepped out of the room and he turned, his hand on the door handle. A look of pure and utter desolation settled over his craggy face. In that moment, she realized that, although there was nothing for her in this house, nothing for her to clutch to her chest and go running through the streets with, it was different for Arthur Sinclair. This vast mansion was his dream, his place in the world, built by his own hard work and ambition.
“Come,” she said gently. “This pile of wood and stone isn’t worth your life.”
Together they went to the head of the main stairway. Then Deborah stopped and glanced over her shoulder toward her private suite of rooms.
“What is it?” Arthur asked. “Did you forget something?”
“Mother’s lavaliere,” she replied, suddenly remembering the one thing she wanted to keep. “I know just where it is. Wait for me outside, Father. I’ll be right behind you.”
He nodded and went to the elevator cage. Deborah dashed back to her suite and hurried to the dressing room. She had no need of a lamp, for the ominous glare of the fire turned the darkness to unhealthy noon. An entire large chamber was devoted to her wardrobe, a forest of Worth gowns and Brussels lace bodices on wire forms, cuffs and collars of every description, stacks of bandboxes containing hats. In a tall narrow armoire that smelled of lavender sachets, she found what she sought—her mother’s lavaliere in a red velvet pouch tied with silken cords. Stuffing the treasure into her bodice, she rushed back to the stairs.
Her father waited in the foyer, brightly illuminated by fireglow streaming through the skylight. Arthur Sinclair looked as neat and precise as the black-and-white checkerboard pattern on the floor. It was hard to believe that outside this elegant sanctuary, throngs of Chicagoans ran from the fire. But the clanging of alarm bells and shouts from the street hinted that the flames were racing ever closer.
“I’m ready, Father,” she called.
Just then, the heavy front door slammed open.
Deborah froze at the top of the steps, one hand on the newel post. A huge man, covered in soot, with blackened holes burned into his fringed buckskins, stood at the threshold. Behind him, the blaze flared up and roared with an inhuman howl. The wild man burst into the house, crossing the foyer with long, purposeful strides. Even from a distance, she could see the fury in his eyes and the smoke that rose from his smoldering garments.
A looter, she thought, her stomach clenching.
His relentless stride, his swirling dark hair and the gun in his hand made him the most frightening spectacle she had ever seen. She could not even manage to scream.
Arthur Sinclair didn’t move, but stared at the five-shooter in the stranger’s huge hand. Her father did not look up at her, and it took her only a second to realize why. He didn’t want her to make her presence known to the looter.
She bit her lip to keep from calling out.
“See here now,” her father said sternly. “If thieving’s your aim, you’ll find baubles a-plenty throughout the house. No need to harm me or—No need to harm me.”
“I’m not here to rob you, old man.” The looter’s voice was low and harsh.
Deborah’s father gestured with his brass-tipped cane. “The liquor and wine are kept in the basement. Just take what you want and be gone.”
“I want you to look at me, Sinclair,” the looter said. “I come from Isle Royale.”
Her father stiffened, and his knuckles whitened as he gripped the handle of his cane. His jaw began to tic as he clenched and unclenched his teeth. He took an uneven step toward the narrow hallway that led to the alley in the back, where the phaeton waited. “Look,” he said, “if it’s about the copper mine, my claims adjusters will settle—”
“Yes, that’s why I’m here.” The man took a step closer, planting himself between the stair rail and Sinclair. “To settle with you. And it’s not about money.”
He planted his feet wide and brought his arm up, pointing the revolver at Arthur’s chest.
Sinclair raised the satchel like a shield. “Don’t be a fool. I can pay—”
“With your blood, you son of a bitch.”
Deborah didn’t give herself time to think. As nimble as she had been as a little girl, she propped her hip on the gleaming, waxed stair rail and shoved off. The much-polished surface was as slick as grease. In the blink of an eye, she zipped down the rail, seeing things only in flashes of awareness: her father’s astonished, openmouthed face, the man half turning, even as the gun went off.
She felt a terrible blow as her body collided with that of the intruder, and all the air rushed out of her lungs. The glass skylight over the vestibule shattered with an explosion of noise. The gun went sliding across the floor, then spun like a top in the middle of the foyer. Arthur grabbed a marble cherub from the statue in the curve of the stair and brought the white stone down on the intruder’s head. The wild man gave an animal bellow of pain and rage, then sank with a groan.
“By God, you saved my life,” Arthur said, regarding Deborah with astonishment.
“Father,” she said, gasping for air as she picked herself up off the floor. “Do you think you killed him?”
“It would be no more than he deserved. May he burn in hell.” Moving quickly despite his infirmity, he headed for the rear of the house.
Deborah put a hand to her bodice, and with a sense of dismay discovered that it was empty. There, at the foot of the stairs, lay the velvet pouch with her mother’s lavaliere. She went to snatch it, then moved to follow her father out to the phaeton.
But she felt a tug of resistance. Looking down, she saw the hamlike fist of the wild man clutching the hem of her skirt.


FOUR

His head pounded like a fist-sized heartbeat. The ringing agony made him want to puke.
The woman with the yellow hair stood like Joan of Arc over him. Her image blurred and melted around the edges, and for a moment he thought he was going blind from the blow to the head. He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again and let out a shuddering breath. His vision was sharp and clear once again, but he didn’t like what he saw. The woman’s mouth formed a red O of abject horror. This was no Joan of Arc. He could see the uncertainty flickering in her eyes, could practically read her mind. Should she scream and alert Sinclair, or keep mum so he could get away?
“Go ahead and holler for him,” he said, letting go of her dress and giving her a shove. “You’d be doing me a favor.” She stumbled back against the stairs, lost her footing and fell like a broken doll, sinking in a puffy tangle of skirts.
Standing up, he grabbed the newel post as his vision swam and reeled. He forced himself to focus on his goal: retrieve the pistol, pursue Sinclair, shoot him dead.
His boots crunched over shards of broken glass as he crossed the checkerboard floor. Bad shot. The woman had slammed into him at the precise moment he had squeezed the trigger. Damned revolver. Five-shooters were for killing folks, and until now that had never been his business.
Aware of the woman scrambling to her feet behind him, he bent, staggering with dizziness, and scooped up the Colt. Then he ran after Sinclair down a narrow hallway. A back door gaped open to the service alley behind the house.
He stepped out into an inferno. Every rooftop in sight was in flames. A brooding burnt orange stained the smoke-laden sky. Flaming debris flew in a hot blizzard over the city. A brickwork wall along the side of the alley had sustained a huge crack, and great chunks of brick and mortar rained down into the narrow roadway.
Arthur Sinclair had climbed to the box of a phaeton and sat holding the leather ribbons. There was no driver in sight. Sinclair had clearly been expecting the blond woman to follow him out of the house, for his face registered alarm when he saw Tom rather than the woman.
Tom strode toward him. There was no time for the confrontation he had envisioned during the voyage to Chicago. Sinclair would never know exactly what his connection to Tom was, what crime he would die for. No matter. Let the bastard burn in hell on general principle.
Tom stepped to the middle of the alleyway and raised the five-shooter, holding it steady with both hands. The roaring heat of the fire stole his breath. His world narrowed to a florid-faced, well-fed Arthur Sinclair viewed over the notch of a pistol.
“See you in hell, you son of a bitch,” Tom said in a voice he knew was too low to be heard. Just as he tightened his forefinger around the trigger, he caught a glimpse of the woman running out of the building.
Above her, a huge section of the roof gave way. A tarred sheet of flame wafted down over the unsuspecting blond head.
Tom swore between his teeth, moving even as he spoke. He lunged at the woman, knocking her out of the way just as the burning roof crashed down upon the spot where she had been standing. Beams and timbers rained down, filling the narrow alleyway. The wind shifted, and a geyser of sparks erupted. The horses reared and whistled in panic. The carriage surged forward, racing out of control.
Holding fast to the reins of the runaway team was Arthur Sinclair. Flaming debris filled the alley behind the cart, forming a giant pyramid of fire. The cracked wall across the way crumbled with a crash of dust and rubble.
The entire rear section of the house teetered on the brink of collapse. The service alley was impassable, and so was the house itself. Tom’s only option was to go in the opposite direction and hope the narrow roadway cut through to the main thoroughfare.
He barely thought of the woman, this shrieking blond banshee who had cost him his chance at revenge. Almost as an afterthought, he grabbed her by the upper arm and hauled her to her feet, pulling her out of the way of burning wreckage. Only after he had dragged her to safety did his mind register the word she kept screaming over and over.
Father.
 * * *
Deborah wrenched her arm this way and that, but the wild man held her fast. She kicked out, stubbing her feet on his iron-hard legs. He didn’t even flinch. It was like fighting a wall of solid rock.
The murderer was a force of nature, as determined and unstoppable as the marching fire she and her father had so foolishly underestimated.
Father.
Dear God, what would become of him? Her last glimpse had been of a runaway phaeton with its canvas hood in flames. Now the wild man was dragging her off in the opposite direction. “Please,” she sobbed, unable to keep from pleading. “Please, let me go. I’ve done nothing to hurt you.”
He thrust his gun in its hip holster and stalked on, showing no indication that he heard her.
“I can pay you.” She tried to claw off her blue topaz bracelet. “Take my jewelry.”
“Lady, I don’t want your damned jewelry,” he said between his teeth. The alley angled to the left. He hauled her down the center of it as stinging sparks rained down on them.
Deborah dug in her heels and leaned back, rebelling with every ounce of strength she possessed. Admittedly, that was not much, but fright and fury added power to her resistance. She had never before fought anyone for any reason.
“Woman, I’ll drag you if I have to,” her captor said, barely slowing his pace. “Your choice.”
Her strength ebbed fast, and she went limp. Before she crumpled completely to the cinder-strewn pavement, he caught her against his rough, smoky buckskin chest. “Damn it,” he said between clenched teeth. “You can come with me, or stay here and burn. What’ll it be?”
“I’d rather burn in hell than go with you.”
“Fine.” He let go of her.
She staggered back, catching herself before she collapsed. The heat from the inferno battered her head. Sparks and cinders rained down from every rooftop. She could smell the scent of burning hair, could see small blackened holes appear in her full skirts. With the fringe of her shawl, she beat out a glowing ember. Casting a frantic glance backward, she could see nothing of the mansion that had been her father’s house, nothing but rubble shrouded in a thick fog of eye-smarting smoke. On both sides of her, the buildings burned out of control, turning the alley into a tunnel of fire. Her throat and lungs filled with hot smoke.
In the roadway ahead, Paul Bunyan marched heedlessly forward, not even looking back to watch her burn like a martyr. She hated that he didn’t look back. She hated him for not looking back. Most of all, she hated having no choice but to flee the fire in one direction—toward her captor. After last night, Deborah reflected, she had not been able to stop shivering. She had pulled the covers over her head and, lying in the dark, reflected that she had reached the bottom of a black pit of despair. Now that she found herself confronted by a crazed murderer, she was beginning to think there were worse things than that pit.
When she reached his side, choking and sputtering on smoke and outrage, he barely acknowledged her except to seize her by the arm and yank her roughly along with him. She tried to demand what he wanted from her, what malice he bore her, but she was coughing too hard.
They emerged onto the main street, and finally she grasped the full force of the conflagration. A river of humanity flowed along the street, bobbing and surging forward like boiling rapids. She called to passersby for help, but no one responded. They were all too preoccupied with their own survival. Besides, the fire blazed with a deafening roar that made it seem almost alive. Deborah coughed and wheezed, starving for a breath of air. She staggered with dizziness, and only the oak-hard arm of her abductor held her up. Rushing people, smoke, cinders, flaming buildings, explosions—all filled her senses. But as she was pulled along, her larger view of the crowd narrowed and focused down to individual and heartbreaking detail. A mother holding a screaming baby and running down the street. A child standing on a street corner, turning in circles and crying until someone grabbed him and hurried off. A single shoe in the gutter. A tired old rag doll underfoot. Everywhere she looked, she saw the horrifying evidence of loss and destruction. A drunken man stood atop a piano, declaring the fire the friend of the poor man and exhorting people to help themselves to liquor. A thrown bottle struck him, and he stumbled and fell.
Armageddon had arrived, she thought. And Satan himself had come to escort her through the flames. To what purpose, she had no idea. Terror swept through her with the same swift and unrelenting fury of the firestorm.
Caught up in the flow of humanity, they surged with the crowd past grand buildings and residences with flames shooting out of the windows. Bundles of blankets were being dropped from upper storeys. To her horrified amazement, she realized that the hastily bound bundles of mattresses and bedding contained valuables. And some of them, insanely, contained children.
A little girl in a red nightgown fought her way free of one of the bundles and raced blindly into the street, wailing in terror. Panic-stricken, she headed into the path of a careening express wagon.
The wild man made a sound of impatience. He dropped Deborah’s arm and plunged into the middle of the road, snatching up the child with a single bear-paw swipe. Moving quickly for a creature of such immense size, he bore the crying child to the walkway.
For a moment Deborah was so surprised that she simply froze, though rushing people jostled her. Dear heaven, a kidnaper. He was a deadly madman, preying upon helpless women and children.
Deborah watched as he set the hysterical child on his shoulder. With his free hand he grabbed a black wrought iron light post and stepped up on its concrete base, rising high above the throng. The girl in red waved her arms frantically, and a man with a sweat-stained face broke free of the crowd and rushed toward her.
“Poppa,” the little girl squealed as the looter surrendered her to her father.
Deborah gathered her wits about her, covered her bare head with her shawl to conceal her blond hair and plunged into the thick of the crowd. She had no thought but to flee, to lose herself in the ocean of humanity surging through the streets. The maelstrom of noise thundered so loudly that her senses seemed to shut down, filtering out the chaos. Her only awareness was of the thin, high-pitched sound that came unbidden from her own throat. She had never seen a rabbit hunted down by a wolf, but knew now what the rabbit sounded like, felt like, when fleeing a predator. Two days ago she had understood her life. She had known who she was and where she fit in. And if, from time to time, she had felt a small, traitorous prodding of discontent, she had quelled it easily enough by reminding herself of all the unearned privileges she enjoyed. The past two days had disengaged her from that comfortable spot like a snail being pried from its shell. And like the snail she was uprooted, lost in an alien world, longing to crawl back into her shell but unable to find the way back.
She forced herself to look ahead to the open square of the intersection. Hurrying in that direction, she slammed into a stout, screaming woman wearing a housekeeper’s black muslin dress and a white lace cap. With a feather duster clutched in her hand, she stood paralyzed by terror except for the misshapen, screaming mouth. Instinctively Deborah grabbed the woman’s hand and propelled her along the walkway. She felt a strong urge to rush away, but the frightened woman clung to her. Ahead of them, a man pushing a heavily laden wheelbarrow slowed their progress.
Deborah spoke aloud, but she couldn’t even hear herself. She gritted her teeth and sucked in breath after breath of the hot, filthy air. They reached an intersection where the crowd thickened. A runaway cart, driverless and pulled by a panic-stricken horse, careened into the crowd. Deborah felt the maid’s hand torn from her own, and for a moment a gap separated them. Then a flood of people flowed into the gap, engulfing the lost woman, and Deborah could only go on.
She recognized the street that ran along the edge of the Catholic cemetery. Two blocks beyond that lay the lakefront park. People hurried faster, eager to reach the safety of the water. Deborah kept her head down, the shawl pulled up over her hair. She darted glances here and there, praying the wild man would not see her. Perhaps she had managed to elude him. If so, it was the only lucky thing that had happened to her in days.
She wondered what in heaven’s name the man could have been thinking. What would prompt him to burst upon her father, intent on murdering him in the midst of a catastrophe? Her father had assumed the man was a looter. No doubt there was plenty of that going on in the city tonight. But the insane man had not shown any interest in robbing the Sinclair house. He seemed focused only on killing her father. He had known her father’s name. Had mentioned a place…an island?
The memory of the intruder made her recoil, and bitter bile rose in her throat. She fought down the need to be sick, wishing, not for the first time in her life, that she was made of sterner stuff. No one had ever taught her how to contend with matters such as how to escape an insane murderer in the midst of a fire of Biblical proportions. Or how to find her father, borne God-knew-where in a runaway carriage. Or how to survive the night.
Each time she heard the clop of hooves or the grind of cart wheels, she checked to see if it was her father. But she never saw him. She could do no more than hope he had brought the team under control and headed toward the lake. From there, he would travel northward to his summer estate. The trouble was, the streets were clogged with fallen rubble and fleeing people. Landmarks crumbled even as she passed.
She wondered what he thought had become of her. In the sudden confusion of the collapsing roof, the gunman and the spooked horses, he might be imagining any number of fates. She hoped madly that he had not tried to fight his way back to the house on Huron Avenue to search for her. The whole district, once a tree-lined bastion of fashionable mansions, was now engulfed in flames.
“I’ll be all right, Father,” she said under her breath, then nearly choked on the irony of her own words. “If tonight doesn’t kill me, I’ll be all right.” She intended to get to the lakeshore and work her way northward. Perhaps she would find a driver to take her to the summer place. She would find her father at Avalon. She had to believe that.
She hoped he would believe it, too. But there was no reason for him to consider her capable of surviving. Arthur Sinclair had raised her to be as useless and ornamental as a rose in a corn patch. All she was and all she knew were those things useful to the wife of a wealthy man. She was known to be accomplished, according to the glowing reports from Miss Boylan’s. But those accomplishments had to do with ballroom dancing or doing needlepoint or reciting poetry in French. None of which was likely to help her survive the fire destroying a whole city.
Her thin-soled Italian shoes were not made for trudging any distance, and her feet quickly grew blistered and sore on the rubble-strewn roadway. She had little sense of direction, having been chauffeured all her life, so she simply followed the general direction of the surging mob. A man leading a brace of horses thrust her aside. Something in the way he pushed at her shoulder made her jump back and scream with panic, slamming against a building. She shut her eyes as the horses passed, telling herself to calm down.
At a fork in the road, she saw people rushing along each branch of the split. A decision. She had to make a decision. What a remarkably novel notion.
She had no idea which was the quickest path to the lake. It was dark up ahead, indicating that the fire had not yet reached the north shore. For no particular reason, she took the left branch and found herself hurrying in a crowd of people, some of them in nightclothes, their arms burdened with hastily snatched possessions, their sooty faces pinched with fright. No one had been prepared for a fire of this speed and intensity.
Keeping her head down, she hurried along a street lined by older buildings that housed shops and saloons burning from the roof down. A street-level window shattered as she passed it. Ducking instinctively to avoid the flying splinters, she felt a rush of heat and the sting of stray shards of glass on her face. Choking, her eyes streaming, she wiped her bloodied hand on her skirt and moved on.
A high-pitched yelp pierced through the roar and din of the fire. She peered into the window of a dry goods shop and saw a mongrel dog scratching frantically at the glass pane. For some reason, in the midst of this rush of humanity, Deborah’s heart went out to the creature.
Darkness shrouded the abandoned shop, yet at the back of the room she detected the hungry glow. Within moments, the shop would be afire. She urged herself move on, but the dog’s frenzied barking caught at her. She tried the shop door and found it locked.
“Help,” she said, turning to the first man who came along. “You must help this poor creature!”
The man, burdened with a clock and a bottle of liquor, glanced into the window. “It’s only a dog,” he said, not even slowing his pace. “Best worry about saving yourself, miss.”
“Please—” she began, but he was already gone.
Deborah was not sure what to do. She had never rescued a dog from a fire before. She had never even met a dog before. Her father had commissioned her eighteen-year-old portrait to be done with her holding an ugly little pug dog, but she had posed with a porcelain model, not the real thing.
The trapped mongrel scratched at the window with undiminished vigor. Deborah gave a sob of frustration, then took off her shawl, wrapped it around her hand and pounded at the window. The panes rattled but didn’t crack. The dog feinted back and cringed in confusion, then started yelping again. Nearly weeping in desperation, Deborah shut her eyes, turned her face away and whacked the window with all her might. The glass shattered and a blast of heat exploded from the building. The dog came out as if shot from a cannon. She caught it in her arms, hardly able to believe it had survived her bumbling rescue attempt.
The dog leaped out of her grasp and shied away in a panic. She put out her hand, but the creature just snapped at her finger.
“Come on, then,” she said. The dog hesitated until a coal dray clattered past, nearly crushing it beneath an iron-banded wheel. Then the mongrel sprang back into Deborah’s arms. It was a smelly, scruffy thing, but she savored its lively warmth as she struggled on through the street. She had gone a full block before she became aware that somewhere along the way she had lost her shawl. She’d probably dropped it after breaking the window.
She cast about furtively, looking for the wild man, and to her relief she did not see him. She pushed on, still holding the little dog. Nothing felt real to her. It was a night out of hell. It was what she had imagined war to be. Terror and wounded refugees and the sense that the world was being ripped to pieces. Only the hope that she might find a way to her father and their home on the lake kept her going.
At last she reached the rockbound shore of Lake Michigan. The water stretched out endlessly before her, a churning field of ink. The howling wind whipped up wavelets that reflected the towering fire. The water itself resembled a sea of flame. The lake bristled with ships’ masts and the smokestacks of steamers. Hundreds of vessels had gathered to witness the spectacle. Boats plied back and forth between the lighthouse and the pier, rescuing people and belongings.
For as far as the eye could see, the lakeshore teemed with refugees and conveyances, barnyard animals and pets running willy nilly through the night. People had waded out into the water to escape the blizzard of sparks and flying brands of flame. Deborah had no idea what to do. She tried to press northward, but it was a struggle hampered by the crush of humanity, the chilly water sloshing at the shore and various landings and piers jutting out into the lake. At last she could go no farther, for the way was blocked by a jetty of sharp black rocks.
She simply stood still, hemmed in by family groups clinging together amidst an outer circle of coaches, carts and barrows. She hugged the small mongrel dog to her chest, then, lifting her face, observed the burning city with a solemn sense of shock and awe. The flames formed a vast inverted bowl of unnatural light over a huge area. There was something mystical and magnificent about the conflagration. Others around her seemed to share her hushed awe, her openmouthed silence. There was simply nothing to say. There were no words to speak in the face of a disaster so vast and so all-consuming.
What had become of her father? His beautiful mansion? His business offices in the city? What had become of the only world she had ever known?
Shaking free of the spell cast by the giant fire, she looked around, scanning the crowd for a familiar face and keeping an eye out for the murderer. She wondered who these people were, where they all came from. Chicago was a city of three hundred thousand souls. Most of them had probably lost everything. Would they simply pick up and go on? How would they ever sift through the rubble of the fallen city and find their former lives?
Like phoenixes rising from the ashes, survivors would emerge from the wreckage of the burned-out city. Criminals awaiting hanging might run free. Wives who hated their husbands might escape their torment. Rich men would find themselves suddenly penniless. A poor man might come into wealth he never imagined. In the face of a fire, everyone was equal. It put her on the same level as the criminal who had abducted her, she thought with a shudder.
A tantalizing notion came to her, subtle as a whispered suggestion. What if Philip Ascot never found her again? What if she was lost forever to Arthur Sinclair? Then she would never have to battle her father over marrying Philip.
Deborah tried to imagine what it would be like to be nothing, nobody, to belong to no one. Immediately a wave of resentment washed over her. In running and hiding from an unwanted marriage, she would forfeit her father. Her friends. Her life. No man should have the power to do that to her. Yet still the fantasy held a bizarre appeal. If she were to simply disappear, would she even be missed? What would it do to her father? She honestly didn’t know. She had the sense that he valued her as a commodity, but as a daughter? She remembered back to their moment of connection in the study and thought perhaps he loved her in his blustering, bombastic fashion. Even so, losing her would not change the shape and color of his world. Her father would grieve for a time, then give himself over to business ventures. Philip would find some other heiress to marry. Her friends might honor her memory, but they would find paths of their own to follow.
The fact was, she was not a necessary cog in the wheel of anyone’s life. Remove her, and everything would go on uninterrupted. She wondered what it would be like to be needed in the way this small lost dog needed her. To be the single element necessary for its survival was an awesome thought. She quite doubted that she was equal to the task.
She shivered, feeling a chill wind off the lake, and pulled the dog closer. She thought about her friends, Lucy and Phoebe and Kathleen. It seemed a lifetime ago that they had been getting ready for the evening’s entertainment. Where were they now? she wondered. She prayed they had survived, that unlike her they had realized the danger of the fire and stayed safe away from the city.
Somewhere in the crowd, a baby cried and a woman’s voice spoke in soothing tones. Gradually people began talking, planning, worrying aloud. Prayer and speculation. Arguments and accusations. The babble of voices crescendoed, became deafening. With no one to talk to, Deborah felt more alone than ever. Still holding the dog, she picked her way up and over the rock and rubble jetty, wondering how far she would be able to walk before exhaustion claimed her.
Her clothes were tattered, her feet sore, her hands bleeding. Every part of her ached, right down to the roots of her hair. She wondered when the dawn would come, and what the day would bring. Staggering along the shore, she had to make a wide bow around the mob. She found herself wading into the surf and felt lake water swamp her, swirling around her ankles, stinging and then numbing her raw and wounded flesh.
Then, through the babble of German, Polish and Norwegian, through the brogues of Irish immigrants and the flat accents of native Chicagoans, she heard her name being called in a clipped, educated voice. “Deborah! Deborah, is that you? Deborah Sinclair!”
Her head snapped up and she scanned the lakeshore drive. A tall sleek coach was parked amid the drays and farm carts. A slender man in disheveled evening wear stood on the box, a long quirt in one gloved hand, the other hand cupped around his mouth. The wind stirred his blond hair and in the sky behind him, fire blossoms glowed.
Philip.
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The moment Deborah recognized her fiancé, everything seemed to be sucked out of her. She stood unmoving, so wracked by dull astonishment that she had frozen solid. Unable to reason. Unwilling to feel anything. There was Philip, looking as handsome and commanding as he had—was it only Saturday night? Now he was calling to her again, ordering her to come to him.
Only seconds earlier she had been thinking of a new life, a new start, unencumbered by expectations, promises and obligations, and her own sense that she had no purpose in life other than fulfilling her father’s intentions for her. Now she conceded, with a humble sense of defeat, that she had no idea how to make a life on her own.
As if in a trance, she picked her way toward Philip, her thoughts dissolving into a confused muddle. Shock and fatigue pushed her toward him, the only familiar face in a world gone mad. She felt as helpless as the dog had been, trapped behind the glass in a burning building, at the mercy of the only person willing to rescue her. The brief fantasy about disappearing swirled away; it had no more substance than the wisps of smoke hovering over the lake. It was time to go back to the life she had planned and to the man who would direct it for the rest of her days.
Chill gusts of lake-cooled wind chased after her as she moved slowly up the steep bank to the place where Philip waited, perched on the running board of a carriage. Numbing exhaustion closed over her. Lines began to blur. Resignation dulled her thoughts. Anything, she told herself, anything was preferable to the hellish night she had just endured.
At last Deborah reached him, reached this man she was scheduled to marry. This man who was regarded by polite society as the American version of royalty. This man who would give Arthur Sinclair grandchildren who would be accepted in the same circles as the Guggenheims and Vanderbilts.
Philip’s handsome face, so refined it was beautiful in the firelight, was her beacon. He extended a gloved hand. “Thank God I found you, darling.” He spoke in the mellifluous lazy drawl of a Harvard Porcellian clubman. “What a stroke of luck!”
She stared at the black leather hand reaching for her.
The long, elegant fingers twitched with impatience. “Come along, then,” he said. “I don’t intend to sit among riffraff all ni—damn!”
The small dog snapped at him. He glared at the creature, then at Deborah. “Where the devil did you get that?”
“From a shop. A burning shop…” Her mind was a screaming jumble. Disjointed thoughts flew past and disappeared before she could grasp them. She felt numb; she could barely speak.
“Never mind,” Philip said. “Just get rid of the filthy creature and take my hand. There’s a girl.”
The screaming in her head grew louder, yet like a sleepwalker, she obeyed. This was Philip, for heaven’s sake. Philip, whom she’d known since she was tiny. Who had suffered through ballroom dancing lessons with her, who had sat stiffly in her father’s study and promised to offer Deborah entree into the highest circles of society in exchange for her hand in marriage—and a staggering dowry.
She thrust aside the instinctual resistance that held her back. At Miss Boylan’s she had learned to dread scandal over all else—bodily injury, personal insult, wounds to the soul. Only the lowliest of breeds would make a scene. This lesson had been hammered into Deborah, so she set down the little dog. It danced about her feet and scrabbled its paws desperately at the hem of her skirts, but she ignored it, refused to look down.
Philip gave another expert flick of the whip. The dog yelped and scurried away, scampering under the carriage. Finally coming to her senses, she tried to go after the mongrel, bending low to peer beneath the conveyance. Philip reached for her, and his gloved hand closed around hers, tugging upward.
“Not so fast,” said a rough and terrible voice behind her. “She’s coming with me.”
The madman. Wild dark hair, battle in his eyes, he towered over the crowd gathered in the roadway.
Philip dropped her hand. “Clearly you’re mistaken,” he said with an incredulous bark of laughter. “Stand down, man. You’re in the way, and I’m in a hurry.”
“Philip, this man is a menace,” Deborah babbled. “He tried to murder my father!”
When the buckskin-clad man moved in closer, Philip swore and brandished the whip. The braided leather lashed out, but unlike the dog, the outlaw didn’t flinch, didn’t even blink. He merely put up a fist the size of a joint of roast beef and caught the whip in midstrike.
He hauled back with the motion of a seasoned fisherman, reeling Philip in like a trout. Philip spat a curse even as he fell forward off the carriage box. It was hard to tell if he collided by accident with the other man’s fist, or if the man actually threw the punch that knocked him cold. All Deborah knew for certain was that Philip Ascot IV gave an unhealthy groan and crumpled to the ground like a dropped sack of feed corn.
She stared at him for a moment. The fine frock coat had twisted awry, revealing a small pearl-handled handgun protruding from his cummerbund. How odd to think of Philip carrying a gun. Yet after last night she realized she didn’t know him at all. Reflexively, she reached for the gun.
A large, soot-smudged hand closed around her wrist. She cried out and tried to pull away, but her abductor’s hold on her was implacable. She was a fool for not being quicker and grabbing Philip’s gun when she had the chance. Not that she knew the first thing about using a handgun. But now she had nothing, not so much as a hatpin with which to defend herself.
The man pulled her away from the road and down toward the lake.
“No!” Numb inertia gave way to defiance. She dug her heels into the grassy embankment by the roadway. “Let go of me!”
He ignored her protest, dragging her along behind him with callous brute force. Dear God, what had she done? Why had she hesitated to join Philip in the enclosed safety of the carriage?
It occurred to her, in a flash of new awareness, that she’d had a third choice. She could have—should have—fled by herself. Yet she’d failed to seize the opportunity. Independence had never been an option for her.
“Help,” she called to all the people they passed. “Save me! This man is trying to kidnap me!”
Some within earshot stared at her curiously but most merely shook their heads and went back to their own struggles. No doubt they had seen more bizarre sights this night than a hysterical woman.
“Please,” she tried again. “I don’t know this man. He’s abducting me. For the love of God, please help!”
A workman in knickers and shirtsleeves stepped into their path. The wild man said nothing, only gave him a burning look, and the man stepped out of the way. The brute’s towering height and the breadth of his shoulders made him a fearsome spectacle, Deborah realized with sinking hopes. Still, she kept screaming, and a priest in a long cassock approached, rolling back his voluminous sleeves to reveal surprisingly beefy forearms.
“See here now,” he said in a thick Irish brogue. “The poor lass is out of her head with fright.”
“That’s a fact, mon frère,” said the big man. “My poor wife lost everything tonight, and she’s not herself.”
“Wi…wi—” Deborah was too shocked to get the words out.
“I reckon she’ll be all right by and by,” her abductor said, grasping her insolently around the waist. He held her so tightly she could scarcely breathe. “We could use your prayers, mon frère. We surely could.” He pulled her quickly away, heading down toward a wide wooden pier that jutted out onto the lake.
“But he’s not…I’m not his wife—” she called, but she was dragged relentlessly along, and the Irish priest had already vanished into the throng on the beach. Deborah opened her mouth to call out again, but before she could speak, her captor pressed her roughly against one of the wet timber piers upholding the dock. He put his angry, frightening face very close to hers. She could smell the leather and smoke scent of him—the essence of danger and strangeness.
“Quit your caterwauling,” he ordered. “I’m out of patience.”
She forced herself to glare up at him. He was a giant of a man. She had never seen a man so tall. She was terrified, but she had nothing to lose. “And patience is such a gift of yours, I’m sure,” she spat with far more bravado than she felt. “What will you do? Sock me in the face? Shoot me?”
“Tempting offers, both of them.” He took her upper arms in a bruising grip and lifted her bodily off the ground. The sensation of being entrapped between his strong hands raised a havoc of panic in her. The blood drained from her face and dry screams came from her throat, but he didn’t seem to be bothered by her protests. Handling her like a longshoreman with a timber bale, he bundled her into a small wooden dinghy tied up at the pier and cast off the ropes.
“What are you doing?” Deborah shrieked. “You can’t—”
He shoved off with such force that she fell backwards, hitting her shoulder painfully on something hard and sharp. The impact drove the breath from her lungs. By the time she righted herself, he was pulling strongly out into the lake. The hot glow from the burning city made him appear more fierce and frightening than a dark angel.
He glared at a spot over her shoulder. “What the hell is that?” he muttered, laying aside his oars.
“What is what?” she asked.
“Something in the water.”
She grabbed the side of the boat and twisted around. “Philip?”
“Close. I think it’s a rat.” He reached down, the fringe on his sleeve brushing the surface of the water, and scooped up the animal, holding the dripping, shivering creature aloft. “Yours?”
She grabbed the dog and gently cradled it to her breast. The smell of smoke and wet fur nearly made her gag, but just for a moment, she felt a flood of hope and relief. Then she looked at her captor, his huge form lit by the glare of the burning city, and the terror and confusion returned. Without taking her eyes off him, she set the dog in the bottom of the boat. The mongrel shook itself violently, spraying water. Deborah knew she had to act. Her hesitation on the shore had cost her dearly and she must not make the same mistake again.
No longer worried about the indignity of making a scene, she seized one of the oars. Drawing back, she swung it at the big man. Being violent was harder than it looked, she realized as he ducked. Frustrated, she swung it back the other way. He put up a hand and caught the oar, wrenching it from her grasp. He never said a word, just took up rowing again.
Deborah slumped down on the hard, narrow seat. She had gained nothing by trying to fight back, yet the very idea that she had dared made her feel slightly better. Very slightly. Within moments, fright and uncertainty returned with a vengeance.
The stranger’s simmering silence alarmed her far more than any tirade of threats. He had a hard look about him that frightened her, yet she found herself studying his shadowed face with something more than fright. There was a large swelling on his head where her father had struck him with the marble statue. The blow probably would have cracked the skull of any other man. His bear-paw hands gripped the oars with easy certainty, and his smooth, rhythmical strokes told her he was an experienced waterman.
She had no idea why she was speculating about this stranger, so she forced herself to stop. She held fast to the wet, smelly little dog as each powerful stroke of the oars bore her farther from shore.
Finally she couldn’t stand it anymore. “What do you want with me?” she demanded.
He gave no answer, and the look he shot her made her doubt whether or not she truly wanted to know.
“Where are you taking me?” she asked. She definitely wanted to know the answer to that.
He simply kept rowing. The small boat pounded through the choppy water, riding up the crest of each wave, then slapping down in its trench, one after the other. The dog trembled in her lap.
She bit her lip, trying to hold in a rising panic. Even after all she had seen this night, she still felt no easing of her terror. With each passing second, she slipped farther and farther away from all that was familiar. She felt numb, yet beneath the numbness lay a banked hysteria beckoning her to madness. If she gave vent to it, she might never stop screaming.
Drawing in a deep breath, she asked, “Are you a white slaver?”
“What?”
“A white slaver,” she repeated. “Is that what you are?”
“Yeah,” he said, flashing her a predatory grin that was even more intimidating than his thunderous scowl. “Yeah, that’s me. A white slaver.”
She shuddered, resentful of his sarcasm. The idea of white slavers had been planted by the forbidden novels the young ladies of Miss Boylan’s giggled over late at night. In the books, the adventure seemed to befall innocent, usually fair-haired girls, though what became of them after being taken by their brutal captors was always left to the imagination. Deborah had always envisioned a shadowy place, the air spiced with incense, exotic music emanating from the unseen corners.
The stranger brought the dinghy alongside a larger boat. The firelight picked out the low-browed profile of a small steam freighter. In the pilot house a single lamp burned, swinging with the motion of the waves.
He tied the dinghy to the stern. Without bothering to ask permission, he bent and scooped up the dog, which immediately bit him.
“Ouch! Damn it!” He brought the dog over the side, practically flinging it into the trawler. He swung around to glare at Deborah. “Climb aboard,” he ordered.
She clutched the sides of the rowboat. “No.”
He let out a long breath that sounded of repressed fury. “Do you really want to fight me on this?”
“I refuse to go.”
“Climb aboard or I’ll heave you over, too,” he said.
She stared at him, all six and a half feet of him. The fringed buckskins of a savage. The dark, lank, sawed-off hair of a backwoodsman. The bear-paw hands that could snap a person in two. The reflected glints of fire and rage in his eyes. No. She did not want to fight him.
For the first time in her life, she was going to have to think ahead, to plan. She would wait for the right opportunity, and then she would act.
Bracing her hands on the hull of the trawler, she pulled herself up. The churning water made her lose her footing, but she clung tenaciously to the ladder. Her foot snagged in the hem of her skirt, and she heard a ripping sound. It crossed her mind that climbing a ladder in front of a gentleman was a risky and unladylike thing to do. Another swift glance at Paul Bunyan reminded her that he was no gentleman, and that ladylike qualms would not be tolerated.
Then a moment of utter clarity came over Deborah. She held the ladder with one hand while a wave lifted the stern end of the trawler, bringing the molten glass water up to her knees. She had it in her power to end this here, now.
Before she could change her mind, she simply opened her hand and let go of the ladder. A brief sensation of falling, then the cold shock of the water stunned her. She felt her wet skirts bell out, trapping air momentarily before pulling her down, down…
It was the worst possible moment to change her mind, but Deborah couldn’t help herself. Something deep within her protested and rebelled. She didn’t want to die at all, no matter how miserable she was. She wanted to live. She scissored her legs, trying to kick toward the surface, so hungry for air that she feared her chest would explode. She wasn’t going to make it, she thought, seeing blackness through her slitted eyes. She’d failed at suicide, and now she would fail to save herself.
Her arm brushed something hard and rough—a floating log or part of the ship, perhaps—and felt herself being dragged up to the surface. She coughed up water, then sucked in air with explosive breaths. Only then did she realize her captor had gone in after her. Looking even more forbidding soaking wet, he grabbed the ladder with his free hand and hauled her up and over the transom, manhandling her as if she were livestock. In the open cockpit of the trawler, the wild man regarded her with disgust.
“What the hell’s wrong with you, woman?” he demanded.
She knew he didn’t want a response, and for a long time, she couldn’t speak anyway. Her legs felt weak and rubbery with fatigue. The ecstatic dog greeted her, turning like a dervish on the cluttered deck and yelping joyfully. She felt too numb to do any more than sit down heavily amid her wet, tangled skirts and stare at nothing at all. After a while, she managed to catch her breath. “Smokey,” she said, addressing the dog. “That will be your name.”
The wild man secured the dinghy to the steamer. “You mean you don’t even know this dog?” he demanded. “We took on a stray?”
“If you don’t like strangers on your boat, then let us both go,” she challenged him.
“If that critter gets on my nerves, he’s cutbait,” her captor promised, pulling in the ladder. Without a word of warning, he peeled off his fringed jacket and then his shirt, revealing the deep chest, narrow waist and giant arms of a lumberjack. Then he unlaced his trousers.
Deborah gasped and looked away. “How dare you? It’s indecent.”
“I’ll tell you what’s indecent. Jumping into Lake Michigan in October. On second thought, that’s not indecent. Are you crazy, or just stupid?”
When she dared to look back at him, he was dressed in denim jeans and a bleached shirt, and was lacing on another pair of boots.
The big boat smelled of dampness and fish. It had a broad deck behind the raised pilot house, and rows of crates lashed along the periphery. A narrow hatch covered by wooden louver led below.
Deborah had spent plenty of time on the lake, but never in a craft like this. She had enjoyed endless summer afternoons flying along in her catboat, or long lazy days cruising aboard her father’s steamer yacht, the one he had bought from Mr. Vanderbilt of New York City, just so he could have something once owned by a Vanderbilt. Sometimes they steamed as far north as the locks at Sault Sainte Marie.
But this was not a pleasure cruising boat, she knew.
The man crossed the deck with heavy, thudding footsteps. The small gray dog backed against her skirts and growled.
A thump came from below, where she imagined the cabins and the boiler room to be. As Deborah watched, the louvered hatch opened and a small, wiry man with sleek black hair emerged. He took one look at Deborah and his eyes widened, then sharpened with astonishment.
“A visitor, eh? I thought I’d heard someone,” the man said. The faint flavor of French tinged his words. As he hoisted himself up and out of the hatch, Deborah saw a streak of pure white against the black strands of his hair. Though not young, he was fit and muscular. An Indian. She had never seen an Indian at such close range before.
“You are very wet,” he observed, glancing from her to the pile of damp buckskins on the deck. “The fire, she is a bad one, eh?” He shaded his eyes and faced the city. “I figured it’d be out by now.” He peered at Deborah. “So. Who the devil are you?”
The dog growled, and she snatched it into her arms.
“Name’s Jacques duBois,” the man said with a trace of Gallic courtesy that surprised her. “Commonly called Lightning Jack. Welcome aboard the Suzette, mademoiselle.”
She stood up and cleared her throat, tasting grit and smoke. Her damp skirts hung in disgrace. “My name is Deborah Beaton Sinclair.”
His congenial grin disappeared. He threw a glance at the other man. “You brought a Sinclair aboard my boat?”
“He’s crazy,” she said in a rush, praying duBois would understand. “He forced me to come with him, though I offered him a fortune to set me free. I am here against my will.”
“Aren’t we all, chère. Aren’t we all.”
“He abducted you, too?” she inquired.
“No.” Lightning Jack gestured at the flaming night sky. “But I have no liking for Chicago. Pile of dry sticks, railroad slums and smelly stockyards. Pah.” He spat over the side.
“Please. This is a terrible misunderstanding. You must take me back to shore. Your friend is not right in the head.”
“Friend.” Lightning Jack winked at the tall man. “Tom Silver was my foster son. Now that he is grown, he is my partner in commerce. Did he not tell you?”
“He told me nothing.” She turned the name over in her mind. Tom Silver. A simple name for a savage man. “Has he always been insane?”
Lightning Jack hooked his thumbs into the rope sash around his middle. He regarded her with a narrow-eyed harshness that made her take a step back. “Mademoiselle, I assure you he is not insane.” He moved past her to join the man called Tom Silver, who was loading wood from a tender tied to the boat. Silver moved with a peculiar ease for one so large. As he bent and straightened with the rhythm of his task, she saw that he had one vanity, something she hadn’t noticed before. Within the strands of his long dark hair, he wore a single thin braid wrapped with a thread of leather. Secured to one end of the braid was a feather, perhaps from an eagle.
Looking at him, she felt an unaccustomed lurch of…not fear, exactly. Trepidation, yes, but it was mixed with an undeniable curiosity. She was alone with two savages, and so far she had not been injured or terrorized. Perhaps they were saving the torture for later.
With a shudder, she turned to look back at the city. Her father, one of Chicago’s most enthusiastic promoters, had always called it “Queen of the Prairie.” But everything had changed in just one night. From the deck, she could see the whole extent of the conflagration. Nothing in her experience approached the terrible majesty of this sight. The fire raged from the southwestern reaches of the city to the north shore of the lake. It spanned the river and its branches, cutting a deadly swath through the entire city, right up to the lakeshore railroad lines. The tower of the waterworks stood like a lonely, abandoned sentinel flanked by the fire. The heart of the city had been burned out.
Flames spun upward from the high rooftops. From a distance they resembled orange tornados, the sort that sometimes whirled across the prairies far beyond the city.
Government Pier bristled with people crowded close together. Deborah imagined they were as dumbstruck and battle-weary as those at Lincoln Park had been.
She wondered about her father, and her friends from Miss Boylan’s. And Philip. How close she had come to taking his hand and driving off into the night with him. She kept picturing that black leather hand reaching for her, kept hearing his refined voice, promising to take her to safety.
Instead, here she was with a skin-clad barbarian, being dragged away like a hunting trophy in his smelly boat.
Like Tom Silver, Lightning Jack wore the skins of dead animals and his hair indecently long. Unlike Silver, he wore a pleasant smile. He caught his partner’s eye. “Alors, mon vieux. We stoke the boilers,” he said and they started climbing down a hatch.
“What about me?” Deborah asked. Her voice rose on a note of hysteria.
The two men looked back at her and Tom Silver narrowed his eyes dangerously. “Don’t you get it, Princess?” he asked in annoyance.
“Get what?”
“You’re a hostage.”
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“I guess you got some explaining to do, mon copain,” said Lightning Jack.
With desultory motions, Tom checked the pressure gauges on the boilers. His head throbbed where Sinclair had hit him. “I reckon.”
“So talk. Start with the devil’s bastard, Sinclair. I was afraid you might lose him in the confusion of the fire.”
Tom drew on a pair of hide gloves and fed wood to the fire, building up heat as they prepared to get under way. He glanced over his shoulder at Jack.
“I found him,” Tom said. “I found Sinclair.”
“And did you kill him?” Jack’s onyx eyes glittered. The look on his face indicated that he already knew the answer.
Tom finished stoking the boilers. He slammed the steel hatch shut and rotated the dial. Then he turned to face his friend, the man who had raised him.
“No,” Tom repeated, taking off the thick gloves. “I didn’t kill him.”
“Merde.” Jack believed in simple, direct justice. He had been a voyageur in his younger years. His mother was Chippewa, his father French Canadian. He had earned the nickname “Lightning” years ago when he’d been struck by lightning during a spring storm on the lake. The wound had left a permanent jagged patch along the side of his head where only white hair would grow.
Lightning Jack spoke French, English and Chippewa, and he swore now in all three, slipping easily from one tongue to the next.
“Parbleu,” he grumbled. “If you found him, why didn’t you shoot him?”
Tom was too bone-weary to go into detail. And maybe he didn’t know the answer himself. There had been that split second, that brief hesitation, when his resolve to murder Arthur Sinclair had wavered. What had seemed so simple in the planning turned out much different in the execution.
“The city’s on fire,” he said to Jack. “We picked the wrong night to hunt down Arthur Sinclair.”
“You found him. You had him dead to rights. Were you waiting for a formal invitation?”
Tom didn’t reply.
“I should have done the deed myself. I would have slit the devil’s throat from ear to ear, comme ça.” He traced the motion with a finger. “And what do you bring me in return? His yellow-haired runt of a daughter.”
Tom took a long swig from a stoneware jug of cider, balancing the vessel on his bent elbow. Even the motion of tipping back his head to drink made him dizzy from the goose egg. Deborah, he thought. Deborah the debutante.
“I would take no joy in slitting the throat of such a one as her,” Jack said.
“We’re not going to kill her.”
“Do you have a better idea?”
Tom thought about the huge house, filled with paintings and antiques and trophies of a rich man’s toils. “We’re going to get her father’s fortune in ransom.”
“I don’t want his fortune.”
“Because you don’t need it,” Tom pointed out. “But what about the others? They sure as hell could use the ransom money.”
“Hostage. Pah.” Lightning Jack took the jug from Tom and drained it. “What sort of revenge is that?”
“A better sort. I saw the way he lives, Lightning. I figured out what’s important to him.” Tom spoke the words with a new insight—some things were worse than dying. It was a hell of a thing, figuring that out, but seeing Sinclair like a king in his castle had opened his eyes. Tom wasn’t surrendering his need for revenge, just changing his methods.
“Sinclair’s failed mine left folks destitute. His money could bring them some relief.”
“That is not good enough.” Steam drove the pistons, and Lightning Jack raised his voice over the boiling hiss. “Arthur Sinclair must suffer for what he did.”
Tom didn’t answer. Now that the boilers were stoked, he led the way abovedecks to the pilot house. Miss Deborah Beaton Sinclair still stood astern, holding her shaggy dog and watching the fire, her wet clothes dripping. He couldn’t figure out if she had fallen into the lake deliberately or by accident. He had no idea what was going on in her head, and didn’t care to know, but for some reason he kept wondering. She looked small and slight, her dress and hair bedraggled, her delicate features limned by firelight, her face vulnerable and inexpressibly sad.
She reminded him of a broken china doll. It occurred to him that the city was her home, and here she stood watching it burn. Before her eyes, her own father had taken off in a runaway carriage. She had lost all that was familiar to her. He did not want to think of this young woman’s sadness, but he couldn’t help it. She had the sort of fragile, melancholy countenance that evoked things he was not used to feeling. Like sympathy. Protectiveness.
It was stupid, he told himself. She was the spoiled daughter of a man who did not blink at wiping out a whole town. At Arthur Sinclair’s knee, Miss Deborah had probably learned that in the pursuit of profit, there were no rules or restraints.
When she looked up at him, he noticed a smudge of soot on her cheekbone. Her hair had come loose, and there were large black-ringed holes burned in her damp dress. She kept stroking the dog with one small hand, over and over again.
He bent to the windlass at the bow and cranked in the anchor. He raised the dinghy and made it fast astern. Then he gave a whistle. The engines ground, the twin screw propellers churned and the trawler lurched forward.
The motion made Deborah Sinclair stagger back against the rail. “Where are you taking me?”
He didn’t answer.
“What is your intent?” she demanded, sounding loud and testy now. “I demand to know.”
Her shrill tone evaporated his sympathy. Seizing her had been an act of pure impulse. He had not looked ahead to moments like this, had not considered what it would mean to have a female aboard. They did female things. They had female needs. And this was not just any female. This one probably had a maid just to button her shoes for her. A servant to sprinkle sugar in her tea. A footman to open and close the carriage door for her.
“Well?” she asked. “Have you gone deaf or are you simply being rude?”
“Quarters are below,” he said. “Follow me.”
“I’ll do nothing of the sort.”
He gave a snort. “Fine. Spend the night on deck. Makes no difference to me.”
She took two steps back and tilted up her head to look him in the eye. “I don’t plan on staying,” she said.
“Who was the tenderfoot with the horsewhip?” he asked, ignoring her statement.
“That was Philip Widener Ascot IV,” she said. Her voice was flat, her face expressionless. “He is my fiancé.”
Tom mimicked a limp-wristed parody of Ascot wielding the whip. “Charming fellow. You’re a lucky young lady.”
“You may be sure he will remember you from last night, and all the papers will be filled with a description of you.”
“Will he remember that you refused to go with him?”
“I did not refuse. There was no time—”
“You had time. You could have grabbed his hand and jumped into his coach.”
“You would have pursued me.”
“Maybe,” he admitted. “Maybe not. You’ll never know, will you? Because you chose me.”
She recoiled. “I did nothing of the sort. Why would I choose you?”
“That’s a question you should be asking yourself. I sure as hell don’t know what’s in that head of yours.”
“And you are in such trouble,” she shot back. “Do you know who my fiancé is?”
“Besides a horse’s ass?”
She made a sound of disdain. “He is from one of the first families of the city. He is heir to a publishing empire with ties to New York City. When he and my father find me, he will publish this account in every newspaper in the country.”
“If he finds you, there won’t be enough of him left to swab the decks with.” Tom shook his head. “Believe me, having my description published in the papers won’t cause me to lose any sleep.”
She stared at him inquisitively.
“What?” he asked, irritated.
“You have a strange manner of speaking,” she remarked. “It’s a combination of backwoods ignorance and educated formality. Why is that?”
“Quit prying and go below,” he ordered. He didn’t want her to know a damned thing about him. “And pray your father buys your freedom soon.”
She bristled imperiously. “Or else?”
“Or else you’re in for a long, cold winter.”
She twisted a diamond ring off her finger. “That’s worth a fortune. You may have it. Just take me ashore.”
He pocketed the ring without looking at it. “No.”
“You can’t hold me aboard this boat all winter,” she objected.
“You’re right about that,” he said, then grasped the ladder leading to the pilothouse. “We’d best get a move on.”
“You won’t get away with this,” she yelled.
He slowly turned to face her. “Don’t you get it, Princess? I already have.”


SEVEN

Deborah felt sick with the motion of the boat, but she willed back the waves of nausea. Shivering, chilled to the bone in her damp dress, she waited until Tom Silver disappeared into the pilothouse. The little French Indian called Lightning Jack spoke to him briefly. They seemed to be arguing about something. Then both men bent over a slanted table strewn with charts.
Good. They were paying her no heed at all. They probably assumed she would slink below to fling herself on a bunk and weep hysterically until exhaustion claimed her.
Which was exactly what she wanted to do.
But she refused to allow it, even though every instinct urged her to crumble in defeat. She tried to think what to do. Kathleen would take action. She was never one to sit still. Lucy would confront these men with righteous indignation and rail at them about the injustice of their crime. Phoebe would attempt to endear herself to them, and sweet-talk her way out of trouble.
Deborah came to a decision, the only possible course of action she could think of. Before she could change her mind, she set down the shaggy little dog and moved to the stern. She had watched covertly while Silver had hoisted the dinghy, and she thought she could figure out how to lower it again.
The eerie light from the city was bright enough to burn through the smoke and fog. But the farther they steamed away from Chicago, the fainter the light. She would have to work fast.
She found the mechanism that would release the winch and unhooked it. The chains made a terrible noise, reeling out with a metallic grating sound. The small rowboat smacked the water with a splash, then swirled in the wake of the steamer. The big boat was traveling a lot faster than she had imagined it would.
Glancing over her shoulder, she ascertained that the men in the pilothouse had not heard. She spared a thought for the dog, shivering in a corner of the deck, but it was all she could do to save herself. Then she stepped up on the transom, holding on to the ladder.
Deborah searched her soul for guidance and wisdom. She wished she could find just one measly drop of courage. She felt nothing but icy, breath-stealing terror. Before she could change her mind, she flung herself over the back and scrambled down the ladder as far as she could go. Cold mist, churned up by the propellers, showered her, nearly blinding her as she climbed into the dinghy. Wrestling with the knots, she managed to untether the small craft.
Within seconds, she was adrift on the gale-swept lake as the trawler steamed northward. She could scarcely believe it. She had escaped.
Cold waves slapped up and over the sides of the small wooden craft. Water sloshed in the hull. Letting loose with a laugh of elation, she fitted the oars into the oarlocks and began to row. The wild man had made it look easy, but the water felt as heavy as mud.
Still, her escape might have worked had she not made one critical error. She should have brought the dog.
The little beast put its forepaws on the side of the trawler and yapped piercingly into the night. She hoped the noise of the steamer would drown out the barking. She held her breath, praying the kidnapers would ignore the racket. But she saw the trawler circle back, chugging like the Loch Ness monster toward her.
On deck, a large figure rose with a grappling hook in hand.
 * * *
Damp and fog shrouded the boat and the lake surrounding it. The cramped quarters where Deborah awakened had a very small portal, and a narrow louvered vent for fresh air. It wasn’t a proper stateroom and could not even be called quarters, but a storage room with a pile of blankets. She groped in the half light, finding coils of rope, a box of tools whose use she couldn’t fathom, a moldering shirt and two things that puzzled her—a child’s shoe and a copy of Les Misérables in the original French. She encountered an empty bottle, an illustrated Farmers’ Almanac, a jar of shiny, opaque green stones and a chamberpot.
Moving slowly and painfully, she availed herself of the primitive facilities, then put on her dress. At some point, which she could not remember, she had peeled it off to collapse in exhaustion. Her fingers worked clumsily over the buttons, but she managed to do herself up. She found her way on deck with difficulty. Where was she? She looked out at the lake. Nothing but fog. Chicago—indeed the shore—was nowhere in sight.
She ached in every joint and limb. She felt seasick, but there was nothing in her stomach to surrender. The little dog she had dubbed Smokey cavorted in friendly fashion around her feet, but she could not even summon the strength to pat his head. Traitor, she thought.
Tom Silver stood in the wheelhouse, steering the trawler through the impenetrable fog, ignoring her. Lightning Jack emerged from the galley holding a thick china mug. “Tea,” he said, holding it out. “It’s medicinal. Helps with the mal de mer.”
She felt too defeated to argue, and so she took the mug, wrapping her chilly fingers around its warmth.
“How does he know where to go in this fog?” she asked. Her voice rang hollow in the thick, hazy air.
“He follows my instructions,” Lightning Jack explained. “This is my boat.” He jerked his silver-streaked head toward the surface of the water. “The way is posted by buoys and channel markers. Fear not. You are safe aboard the Suzette.”
Safe. She did not even know the meaning of the word anymore.
The water appeared considerably calmer and flatter than it had been…when?
“What time is it?” she asked.
“You mean what day? You’ve slept for two days.”
She nearly choked on her tea. Dizzy, she lowered herself onto the bench. She forced her eyes to focus on something, anything, to keep from fainting. She stared at her shoes, scuffed and worn from her ordeal. For two days she had slept in her shoes.
How strange it now seemed that Kathleen used to take her foot between her knees to do up Deborah’s shoes with the button hook. She shut her eyes in despair.
There must have been some powerful drug in the tea, for everything swirled behind her closed eyelids, and then she knew nothing. With a vague, dreamlike awareness, she felt the mug taken from her hand. Powerful arms lifted her. The sensation startled her awake with a cry. Panic hammered in her chest, and she screamed.
“Shut up,” said Tom Silver through gritted teeth. “I’m taking you back to your bunk.”
“Put me down,” she yelled, horrified at his nearness, the lake-and-leather scent of him, the way he held her in his tree trunk arms.
“Fine.” He practically dumped her down the hatch. “Just don’t fall asleep in the pilothouse again.”
She was shaking when she returned to the cramped quarters, pressing herself back against the door. Different, she told herself, trying to still the crazed beating of her heart. This was different. This man, this Tom Silver, hated her. His hatred was supposed to keep him from touching her. She didn’t want anyone to touch her, ever again.
 * * *
Deborah awoke again hours—or days?—later to the rattle and churn of the trawler’s engine and the murmur of masculine utterances. She lay perfectly still, trying to pretend this was not real. She refused to open her eyes. So long as she kept them closed she could pretend she was back at Miss Boylan’s, in her own bed of pressed Irish linens. In a few minutes, Kathleen would come with tea and milk on a tray, and they would discuss Deborah’s plans for the day.
But inevitably, the damp fishy smell of the boat and Smokey’s doggy odor chased away the fantasy. Once again, she struggled to the galley, finding Lightning Jack poring over a chart.
He offered her tea again.
“Just water, please. Your tea makes me suspicious.”
“You should be grateful for the sleep. This is a long and boring voyage.”
“And what is our destination?”
“That is up to your father. If he surrenders to our demands, we’ll put you on a train in Milwaukee.”
She felt a spark of eagerness. “Have you already sent a message?”
“We’ll wire from Milwaukee,” he said.
“Why are you and Tom Silver making demands from my father?” she asked. “What do you want from him?”
“Justice,” Lightning Jack said simply.
“I don’t understand. Justice for what?”
He stared out the window, pocked with spray. “For murder.”
An incredulous laugh escaped her. “You think my father murdered someone?”
“I know he did.” Lightning Jack rose from the bench.
“You know nothing of the sort,” she retorted. “My father has never harmed a soul. He’s a good man—”
“He is fortunate to have a daughter who believes in him. But that does not alter the truth.”
“Then tell me your version of the truth.”
“Last summer—”
“That’ll do, Jack.” A large and ominous shadow filled the doorway, obliterating the light. Tom Silver ducked his head and stepped into the galley. “Best check on the piston drivers. Weren’t you going to do that today?”
Lightning Jack nodded. He looked at Deborah briefly. “Find something to eat. You’ll need your strength.”
“But you—what—” Before Deborah could get the words out, he was gone. She glared at Tom Silver. “We were in the middle of a conversation.”
“I heard.”
“You had no right to interrupt.”
“You have no rights, period.”
She shot up from the table. Her vision swam, and for a horrible moment she feared she might swoon. She grabbed the edge of the table to steady herself. “I have every right to know why you took me against my will. I have every right to know why you forced me aboard this smelly boat and why you’re taking me far from home. I have every right—”
“You claim a lot of rights for someone who’s a prisoner.”
She tried to form an answer, but lost her grip on the edge of the table. The deck raced up to meet her, and she squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for a fall. But something stopped her. A giant male hand caught her, gripped her shoulder and steadied her. She opened her eyes, and a shiver of nauseating revulsion rolled over her. His touch was harsh, impersonal. It set off a reaction within her that made her sick.
“Let go of me,” she said, breathing the words through clenched teeth. “I beg you, let go.”
“Don’t beg. I can’t stand that in a female.” He gave her a shove, and she staggered back to the bench. “Do as you’re told and keep your mouth shut, and we’ll get along a lot better.”
“Did it ever occur to you that I don’t care to get along with you?”
“No, but it occurred to me that I could tie you up and gag you.”
Her jaw dropped. The utter cruelty of this man stunned her. She was accustomed to the little refined cruelties of ruthless social climbers, but not to the raw force of Tom Silver’s brutality.
“What’s this?” he asked, picking something up off the floor.
Deborah reached for the velvet pouch. “It’s mine. It must have dropped when I nearly fell just now. Oh, don’t—”
But he did, of course. He opened the pouch, and out fell her lavaliere. The blue topaz prism, set in silver filigree, was not the most costly of baubles, but its sentimental value to Deborah was beyond price. “That was my mother’s. Give it back,” she said, holding out her hand.
“Nope.” He stuck it in his pocket. “We’ll send it to your father—so he knows we’re not bluffing.”
It was the one possession that truly meant something to Deborah. “Please,” she said. “Not that. You’ve already taken my diamond engagement ring. That’s much more valuable.”
“And more likely to be stolen by the messenger.”
“My father might think you simply found that in the confusion of the fire,” she pointed out. Then, realizing her mistake, she covered her mouth.
“You’re right,” he said. “Maybe I should send an ear or a finger.”
“This is a nightmare,” she whispered. “This can’t be happening.”
He stared at her narrow-eyed for a few minutes, then took a wickedly sharp knife from the top of his boot.
Deborah gave a shriek and scrambled for the door. He grabbed a handful of her hair and used the knife to slice off a thick blond lock. “This’ll do,” he said, sheathing the knife.
She moaned, sinking to the bench and clutching at her ruined hair.
He left her sitting alone in the cramped galley, struck speechless and motionless by the fact that she had lost everything in the world and was bound on a journey into the wilderness with two madmen.


EIGHT

Smokestacks and grain elevators rose ghostlike through the mist enshrouding the city of Milwaukee. At the stern of the trawler, Tom felt the presence of the girl like the weight of an albatross tied around his neck. He understood all too well that long poem Frère Henri had studied with him one winter. A man had to wear the evidence of his deeds, and he could never go back to what he was before.
He had abducted the woman on impulse, but now she was his, totally dependent upon him. Holding the daughter of Arthur Sinclair as a hostage on the boat was sheer idiocy, but as a means of revenge it might just work. Lord knew how this would turn out. The whole damned thing made his head ache, a common occurrence since he had been whacked in the skull by Deborah’s father. The swelling had subsided, but not the pain.
His hostage was in the pilothouse, pacing back and forth, stopping occasionally at a portal to look at the city. He found himself thinking of a time, when he was a boy, that he had caught a butterfly. It had been beautiful, yellow and royal blue, with long-tipped wings and antennae as delicate as a silk thread. He had put the creature in a glass jar, adding a branch of honeysuckle for it to feed on and carefully poking holes in the metal top of the jar. In the morning he’d found the butterfly dead, its wings ragged from beating against the jar, the honeysuckle wilted and brown.
Deborah Sinclair hadn’t eaten in days.
He wondered why she hadn’t tried to escape again. After that first attempt, she seemed resigned, defeated. Either it was a ruse, and she was biding her time, or she had surrendered. He stalked across the deck and yanked open the door of the pilothouse. When he stepped inside, she turned a cool gaze upon him. The dog she called Smokey lifted one side of its mouth in a snarl, but otherwise didn’t move from its favorite napping spot on the galley bench.
“You have to eat something.” Tom grabbed a canister of biscuits from a shelf, pried off the lid and thrust them at her. “You look like a broom handle.”
“And you,” she retorted, “have the manners of a troglodyte.”
He thunked a bottle of cider down next to the biscuit tin.
With a weary sigh, she pushed the tin and the bottle away. “I am neither hungry nor thirsty.”
“Eat, goddamn it.” He wondered what the hell he was going to do with her. “You’ll get sick if you don’t.”
“I’m already sick,” she said with quiet contempt.
Her words raised the fine hairs on the back of his neck. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”
She studied him for a moment. “That frightens you, doesn’t it?” she said, clearly intrigued by the notion. “You’re quite terrified of me dying while on your watch.”
“Woman, I don’t give a damn whether you live or die,” he said harshly. “But we’re counting on your father to care.” He subjected her to an assessing glance. She had the naturally pale coloring of a blonde and the wan fragility of a hothouse orchid. In the past few days, the hollows beneath her cheekbones had deepened, and her tattered dress seemed to hang more loosely from her petite frame.
He thought of the butterfly again. “What do you mean by sick?” he demanded again.
“I suffer from the mal de mer.”
“Lightning Jack’s tea is supposed to help that.”
“It doesn’t help me.”
“Then what will? Tell me that, Princess.”
She looked him straight in the eye. “I need a proper bath and a change of clothing and an actual mattress to sleep on and something decent to eat—”
“Excuse me while I ring for the servants,” he said.
“You asked,” she retorted.
Tom helped himself to a biscuit, thinking it didn’t taste half-bad. “What does a debutante eat, anyway? I’ve always wondered.”
She sniffed. “I’m not some rare breed of dog that requires a special diet.”
“Then eat the damned biscuit.”
“No.” She tucked her arms around the shaggy little mutt.
He pressed his palms flat on the chart table and leaned across it, watching his shadow sweep over her. “If you think a hunger strike is going to convince me to let you go, you’re wrong.”
“If I starve to death, my father will—”
“Will what?” He let a humorless smile curl his mouth. “Hunt me down and kill me? I wish like hell that he’d try.”
She regarded him with a probing, blue-eyed stare that made him unaccountably nervous. “I think it’s time you explained a few matters to me.”
“I’ll explain nothing to you.”
“Then I’ll eat nothing,” she countered.
Biting his tongue to keep from uttering an oath that would singe her ears, he sat down on the stool across from her and held out the biscuit tin. “You eat one of these, I’ll answer one question.”
She squinted at him like a seasoned cardsharp. “You’re on.” Without even looking down at her hand, she selected a soda biscuit from the tin and ate it quickly and efficiently. “First question.” She dusted the crumbs from her hands. “Why do you and Lightning Jack believe my father is a murderer?”
He could tell from the way she spoke that she had a hard time even saying the word. In the silence that followed her blunt question, he heard the waves lapping at the hull of the boat, and the twang of the wind through the stay lines securing the smokestack. “Because it’s true,” he said. “Arthur Sinclair is responsible for seven deaths, and Jack and I witnessed them all.”
“If that’s so,” she said, “then isn’t it a matter for the authorities rather than a pair of…of…” She studied him closely for a moment. “I don’t know what you are—besides a kidnaper.”
“Lightning Jack is the skipper of this boat. I’m—” He paused to measure his words. What was he, anyway? He knew what he used to be. As a youngster he had worked as Lightning Jack’s business partner, fishing the rich waters of Lake Superior and sending the catch to the big cities. Then had come the war years, and he had gone off in search of adventure, foolishly thinking a soldier’s life would open the world to him and show him the things he had always thought were missing from his life.
What he had found instead was a nightmare beyond anything he could have imagined. He had returned from war wild-eyed and jumpy, with a soul that would not settle. Only the gift of Asa, given into his care by his dying best friend, had brought Tom back to himself. He and the boy had rebuilt their lives on Isle Royale, the rhythm of their years marked by the seasons. From spring thaw to ice-up in early December, they worked side by side at a trading post that supplied the families of the tiny harbor settlement. The easy intimacy of their relationship came to mean the world to Tom.
They spent the winters on the mainland in Fraser, in the company of the learned and well-respected Frère Henri. The Trappist monk had tutored Tom in his time. Over many a cold, dark winter, he had sat at the robed man’s knee and learned French, mathematics, the classics. The elderly churchman had been taking Asa down the same path—but thanks to Arthur Sinclair, it was a journey Asa would never complete.
“Well?” Deborah Sinclair prompted, drumming her fingernails over a heading chart. “Finish what you were saying. Lightning Jack runs this steamer. What about you?”
He nodded toward the biscuit tin. She grudgingly ate another one and washed it down with a swallow of cider.
“I used to be a fisherman out of Isle Royale. Do you know it?”
“I’ve seen it in my fa—on a map of the Great Lakes. I used to imagine that Lake Superior formed the profile of a giant dragon’s head, and that Isle Royale was the eye.”
“I operate a trading post on the island,” he said. “Or I did, until recently.” After the tragedy, he had pulled a mantle of stoicism around himself, tending to his business with precision but not passion, spending hours simply sitting in a fishing boat, unable to think of a single good reason to row back to shore. Then, when the wire had come from the insurance company, absolving Sinclair’s company of any responsibility, rage had taken the place of inert pain. The injustice had planted the need for revenge in Tom’s mind. He had begun to see it as his only chance to live with himself after losing Asa.
“So you claim my father committed murder,” she said. “On Isle Royale.” Before he could speak, she said, “That wasn’t a question. I’m merely summarizing.”
“It’s not my claim,” he corrected her. “It’s a fact.”
“Then present the facts to the proper authorities and let the law take its course,” she said reasonably. “But you won’t do that, will you? Because you know my father has never been to Isle Royale. He didn’t murder anyone.” She was staring at him with those blue eyes again, those strange mirrors that reflected things he didn’t want to see.
She was smarter than he had expected her to be. Tom suspected it would not surprise her to learn that indeed the insurance board had ruled that the seven deaths were caused by an accident. Nor would it surprise her, he thought cynically, to discover that the ruling commissioner’s pockets had been generously lined by Sinclair’s cash.
“How did the victims die?” She daintily touched her lips.
He knew she was looking around for a napkin, but he couldn’t offer her something he didn’t have. “A mining explosion.”
She shut her eyes briefly and pursed her lips, looking hurt, looking as if she cared. But he knew better than that. All she cared about was getting off this boat.
“It sounds like a tragic accident, but not murder,” she concluded, opening her eyes. “My father has a lot of enemies. They make a lot of wild accusations. But that is no excuse for what you’re doing.” Idly stroking the fur of the dog, she added, “This isn’t the first time I’ve been kidnaped, you know.”
That jolted him. “It’s not?”
“When I was much younger, a war veteran snatched me from Lincoln Park, where I was picnicking with my governess.” She helped herself to a biscuit, as if she had forgotten her hunger strike. “He got as far as the Michigan Southern railroad yards and didn’t even have a chance to make his ransom demand before my father’s hired Pinkerton agents seized him.”
“You never found out what he wanted?”
“He claimed my father was guilty of profiteering during the war.”
“He was probably right.”
“The soldier was insane. He had lost his mind, probably from the things he had seen in battle.” She blinked slowly, and he couldn’t help but notice the lavish sweep of her eyelashes. “I understand he was hanged for his troubles.”
“Because he was stupid enough to get caught.”
“I recall thinking he was rather…sad. Just what is it you expect from my father?” she inquired.
He sat silent and impassive.
“Oh, very well,” she said, mistaking his hesitation. She ate yet another biscuit, then took another swig of apple cider. “What will you demand?”
“Restitution for the families he destroyed. Admission of his own guilt and the liability of his mining company.”
“That’s absurd,” she said. “Even my father can’t magically sweep away a tragic accident. And if he could, he wouldn’t bargain with the likes of you.”
“Not even for the life of his own daughter?” Tom shot back.
She crunched down another biscuit and took another drink, swallowing nervously. “Is that what Lightning Jack will send in over the wire?”
“You’d best hope you mean more to him than his precious fortune.”
Suddenly she looked very small and vulnerable to him. She pulled in her shoulders and ducked her chin, as if avoiding a sudden storm. A peculiar melancholy darkened her eyes, made her cross her arms defensively. While they were talking, he had nearly forgotten she was just a little twig of a woman.
“What?” he demanded, angry at the way she discomfited him. “Do you think he would ignore the danger you’re in because it’s too costly?”
She didn’t answer right away. The dog wriggled down from her lap and nosed the door open, letting itself out on deck. “I’ve never sent a wire,” she said softly, as if speaking to herself. “Is it true you have to dictate the text to the clerk? If that is the case, wouldn’t the clerk get a little suspicious about a ransom demand?”
“Jack knows what he’s doing.”
“Ah. An experienced kidnaper, then. And tell me, how will my mother’s jewelry and a lock of hair travel over the wire?”
“That’ll be posted by mail packet. When he gets it, he’ll know we mean business.” He glowered at her, trying to pull his mind away from the idea that her mother had died. “You’d just better hope your father can be found.”
“The city has burned to ashes,” she snapped. “I suspect not even the White Stockings stadium can be found, Mr. Silver, much less one man out of thousands of homeless. This is the most foolish of adventures. If you had the tiniest bit of sense, you would simply put me ashore and let me take the train back to Chicago. I could convince my father to forget the entire incident, and we could all go on with our lives.”
He had a sudden memory of the slender, handsome man in the hack on Lakeshore Drive. Philip Ascot, her beloved publishing heir. If there was no response from Sinclair, they would try to contact Ascot, Tom decided. Though why a fellow would want to marry this skinny, stubborn, yellow-haired woman was beyond him.
“How is it that you use words like debutante and induce?” she asked suddenly, out of the blue. When he glared at her, she flushed and bit into a biscuit. “I mean, I imagine Isle Royale is a wild and unsettled land. Yet you have a curiously refined way of speaking.”
“We troglodytes tend to hole up in the winter when the lake freezes over,” he said. “There’s plenty of time for reading and study.” He suspected she’d be surprised to learn that he had studied with a church scholar, spoke three languages—English, French and Chippewa—and that late at night, by the light of a kerosene lantern, he was reading Darwin’s Origin of Species.
“Then you should be well-versed enough in logic and law to know that your mad scheme will never work. It won’t bring back the people who died. Please,” she said. “Let me go, and you can get on with your life.”
The trouble with going on with his life was that he didn’t want to. Asa’s death had left a dark and gaping hole in the middle of him that sucked in everything light and good, everything that used to give Tom joy and fulfillment.
He swore, noting that the word brought a blush to Deborah’s cheeks, and left the pilothouse, thumping up on the top deck to do some chores. As he cleaned the engine housing, her words hammered at him. Let me go. Your mad scheme will never work. It won’t bring back the people who died.
He knew that. Damn it, he knew that. But he hungered for justice. He couldn’t abide the outcome of the hearings. Like a fool, he had thought the disaster claims adjusters would tell the truth, but they’d ruled the way they were paid to—in favor of Arthur Sinclair.
But that was before Deborah. She was a hell of a bargaining chip. Merely killing Sinclair would have been a mercy too great for the bastard. By kidnaping Deborah, Tom had taken from him the one thing his money could not replace.
 * * *
One look at Jack’s face told Tom the news. “No response from Chicago?”
“The news is bad. The fires burned for days, and the city is…gone. Simply gone. All but the West Side north of Fullerton Avenue.” Lightning Jack climbed aboard. Smokey, who had taken a liking to him, leaped and yapped in greeting. “Alors, doucement,” Jack grumbled good-naturedly. “Doucement, mon chou-chou. Gently, now.”
“What about the parcel?”
“I sent it on the packet. It will be held at the telegraph office until he claims it,” Jack said. “That means we will not have a reply any time soon.”
Tom took a grim satisfaction in imagining Sinclair opening the parcel to find his daughter’s necklace and a lock of her hair. He wondered if he should have forced her to write a plea in her own hand. No, the lock of hair was enough. That pale blond silk was something rare indeed.
Jack unloaded the supplies he had taken on in Milwaukee. Food and drink, candles and kerosene, a load of wood and a mysterious cloth-wrapped bundle. “Some things for the girl,” he explained, catching Tom’s look. “She has been uncomfortable.”
“Hell’s bells,” Tom said. “We’re not taking her on a pleasure cruise, Lightning. She’s a hostage.”
“I have been wondering about that. Can she be a hostage if her father doesn’t know we’re holding her for ransom?”
“If he gets the wire you sent, followed by the package, he’ll know.”
“I heard rumors while I was ashore. Chicago is not the only place that burned Sunday night,” he said. His hand made a swift and superstitious sign of the cross to protect himself from evil. Like his father before him, Jack believed in omens and portents, and in the basic malevolence of the universe.
“There were other fires?” Tom asked.
“Peshtigo, Wisconsin, burned—a lumber town. Hundreds, maybe thousands died there. The same happened somewhere in Michigan. All Milwaukee is talking about the night it rained fire. There are men wearing sandwich boards proclaiming it’s the end of the world, and who are we to say they are wrong?”
Tom gestured out across the broad gray waters of the lake. “We’re still here. The world’s still here.”
“Perhaps this is all that’s left.”
Tom was in no mood for philosophizing. “So where did you send the wire?” he asked.
“A notice will be placed in the Tribune, which has already begun running a list of advertisements to reunite families separated in the fire. I paid extra for notices in the Times and the Journal as well. You would be proud of my wording, mon gars. I said ‘In the matter of his daughter Deborah, Mr. Arthur Sinclair is urged to retrieve an important message from the central telegraph office.”’
Tom nodded. “So we wait here?”
“I cannot. I must get back to the island for the last shipment of the season. The people there are depending on me.” He pursed his lips, thinking hard. “My friend, I think you are making a mistake,” he said quietly.
“What?”
“I think it is best for all if you take the woman ashore and put her on a train.”
“Jesus, Lightning, I thought you were with me on this. We’ve taken the richest girl in Chicago, and you want to simply send her packing?”
“She is more trouble than she’s worth anyway.”
“Then you haven’t done the calculations, my friend,” Tom said, hardening his heart. “She won’t say, but I think she’s his only child. She’s worth—literally—a king’s ransom.”
“So does it all come down to money?” Lightning Jack asked, his voice low but sharp as a blade.
“This isn’t about money,” Tom snapped. “It’s never been about money. But I know how to grab an opportunity when I find one. We went all the way to Chicago to find Arthur Sinclair. The perfect instrument has been dropped into our laps. She’s a valuable commodity. He’ll sacrifice anything to get her back.” Tom paced the deck in agitation. “When you take a man’s life, he suffers but once. When you take the thing that he loves, he suffers every moment he is without her.” Tom knew too well the truth of it.
“How do you know he loves his daughter?”
“If he didn’t, he would have ditched her long ago. She’s the most annoying female I’ve ever met.”
Lightning Jack subjected him to a long study. Under the streak of white, one eyebrow lifted in speculation. “Is she, now?”
“I’m surprised you didn’t notice.”
“So.” He shaded his eyes and looked toward the north. It was a rare, clear autumn day, perfect sailing weather. In the distance, the bridge over the river rotated, letting out a schooner and a brig. Jack snapped his fingers. “We compromise. You stay with her here in Milwaukee.”
The thought of looking after Deborah Sinclair on his own made Tom’s stomach churn, and he shook his head in vigorous denial. He had no doubt Lightning Jack could navigate the shoals around the peninsula and get himself through the Soo Locks on his own. Jack had been making the voyage for years, but he was no longer a young man, and the trip was grueling.
“I can’t stay, either.” Only a short while ago, he would have added that he had to get back to Asa, that Asa was depending on him. Now he had nothing. Nobody. No reason to hurry back to the island, to reopen his business and get on with things. But the idea of staying in a strange city with the likes of Deborah Sinclair made him sweat. “We’ll take the girl to Isle Royale. It fits, Lightning. We’ll make Sinclair fetch her from the island.”
“He has never seen the island,” Lightning Jack mused. “Perhaps you are on to something. But the girl.” He puffed out his cheeks. “It would be like taking a kitten into the jungle.”
Tom remembered what she was like when she got her back up. “She’ll survive.”
He looked toward the bow, where Deborah Sinclair sat wrapped in a plaid blanket, catching the weak autumn sun on her shoulders as she read from a battered copy of Gulliver’s Travels that she had found in one of the bunks. The wind off the lake toyed with her hair, lifting the long, golden strands to the light. Watching her, he felt an odd twist of sensation deep in his gut.
He dismissed the feeling as suspicion. She had been watching the harbor. They lay to a good distance offshore, but she’d already made one stupid escape attempt, and she might try another.
A brisk wind brought the schooner and the brig out quickly into the main channel. The vessels plowed over the iron-gray swells. In the bow of the trawler, shielded from the wind, Deborah Sinclair paid no heed to anything but the book she was reading. A haunting melancholy seemed to hover over her like a chill mist.
The trouble with holding her hostage, Tom decided, was that he had to witness her suffering. And she was not the enemy. Yet it was Deborah and her lonely isolation he would have to face, day after day. He steeled himself. This was for Asa. Asa and the other families Sinclair had destroyed. No going soft now.
Lightning Jack seemed to read Tom’s mind. “She is completely harmless, eh? She is without guile. Exactly as—” He stopped himself, but not before Tom understood.
“Ah. Now I see where you’re going.” The black emptiness ached inside Tom each time he thought of the boy he had lost. “You’ve convinced yourself that she’s as sinless as Asa was. But you’re wrong.”
“How do you know that?”
“She’s a goddamned female, and a Sinclair to boot. What more must I say?” Tom made a fist. “You mark my words. She’ll betray us at first opportunity.”
“And if you are wrong?” asked Lightning Jack.
“If I’m wrong, we can put her ashore at Sault Sainte Marie.”
Tom offered the compromise only because he knew he was right about the frail blond woman who was his hostage. Despite the fragile innocence in her eyes, she was far from harmless.


NINE

Deborah scarcely dared to breathe as she slowly drew out the box of matches. She could feel Tom Silver’s gaze studying her from the opposite end of the steamer, and she prayed he had been fooled by her innocent pose at the bow.
“Don’t you say a word,” she warned Smokey, who lay curled on a coil of rope nearby. “You spoiled my other chance to get away, and I won’t have you spoiling this one.”
The dog yawned and rested its chin in its paws.
She tugged the thick Tattersall blanket more snugly around her, but opened it in the front to make a wind break for lighting the matches. She shifted her gaze to the east, where the steeples, grain elevators and smokestacks of Milwaukee pierced the sky. Only last summer, she’d passed by this city on her father’s yacht. It was a major port on the lake, and it had a railway station—her best chance of escape.
Last time she had seen this view from the lake, escape had been the furthest thing from her mind. Aboard the steamer yacht Triumph, she had basked like a well-fed cat in Philip’s attention and her father’s approval. Lucy and Phoebe had been aboard for the cruise, and she remembered thinking how perfect everything was. This past August, she had been cheerfully oblivious to any cruelty or hardship. She’d had no idea people like Tom Silver and Lightning Jack existed. When she ate grilled whitefish for luncheon, it never occurred to her to wonder where the fish had come from, who had caught and cleaned it, and what his life was like.
In just a few short days, she had discovered that perhaps the world was not the charmed and golden place she’d always experienced. She was coming to know a new side of herself, a side that had not been honed and buffed to a high sheen by the masters and mistresses at finishing school. She was learning that she had a number of less-than-admirable qualities and a capacity for deceit.
On the deck in front of her, concealed by the plaid wool blanket, lay three signal flares. She had stolen them from beneath a storage bench the night before and had been waiting for her chance ever since. With two boats clearing the harbor, the moment had arrived. When they saw a distress signal, they would assume the trawler was sinking, and they’d come to the rescue. Maritime law compelled them to respond.
Deborah would call out to the passing ships, and if she was very lucky, a shore patrol might even spot the flare and come to investigate. She had her eye on a mildewed life ring secured to the side of the trawler. If necessary, she would dive into the icy water of Lake Michigan. Never mind that her last attempt had been a disaster. She had very recently realized that some things were more treacherous than drowning.
In the afternoon sun, the hull of the distant schooner shone with a promising glitter, as if the vessel had been careened and recently painted. It sailed about a quarter mile to the south, close enough to respond quickly once she ignited the flare.
Deborah took a deep breath. It was time.
She glanced over her shoulder, noting that Tom Silver seemed busy at the wheelhouse. Lightning Jack had gone below and the dog slept peacefully in the autumn sun.
Slowly she positioned the flare between her feet to hold it steady while she lit the match. The breeze plucked at the blanket. The match ignited with a sibilant hiss, then immediately died in the breath of the wind.
Her hand shook as she struck a second match, inhaling the noxious sulfurous smell. She gritted her teeth and cupped her palm around the burning tip of the match. This time, she leaned in close to protect the fragile flame and touched it to the fusee of the flare. The tiny, weak flame wobbled and went out.
Heart pounding, she tried a third time. She prayed incoherently under her breath.
The fusee smoldered, then caught with a small burst of sparks. Disturbed from a sound sleep, Smokey leaped to his feet and started yapping.
“Thank God,” she whispered, grasping the flare, standing up and waving it in an arc over her head. Stinging sparks rained on her hand and head. With more power than she knew she possessed, she launched the fusee high into the air. With an ear-splitting hiss, the missile ascended into the sky, emitting a cloud of green smoke in its wake.
Deborah held her breath, hands trembling as she hastened to light another flare. She could not trust that one alone would attract the attention she needed. The second fusee wouldn’t light, but she kept trying. Oh, please, she prayed silently. Please get me away from these madmen.
Heavy footsteps thudded toward her. Based on all that had befallen her since Saturday night, the sound of a man’s hurried tread should cause her to shrink in terror. Yet the exhilaration building in her chest left no room for fear. For once in her life she was thinking for herself, acting on her own behalf. It was heady stuff for a woman who had been taught from the cradle to be a doll-like ornament capable only of following orders.
When she saw the expression of rage on his face as Tom Silver approached, she dropped the blanket and ran to the rail of the ship’s pulpit. “Help!” she yelled, waving her arms at the schooner. The small gray dog kept barking and trotting back and forth at the rail. Panic and desperation pounded through her like a sudden sickness. “Help!” she called again.
The great sails of the schooner jibed in response to a shift in course. The wind filled the pale canvas, and in a few moments the sailboat was headed toward the trawler. Deborah gripped the wires of the pulpit, threw back her head and shouted with triumph. Her flare had captured their attention. She waved her arms faster, hoping they would read urgency in her gesture.
Tom Silver took hold of her wrists, gripping them hard.
“Let go of me,” she said, trying to wrench herself away. “Don’t touch me.”
“Then quit waving your arms like a crazy woman,” he replied.
“I’ll quit if you let go.”
“Fine.”
As soon as he let loose of her hands, she started flailing again, but one look from Silver stilled her efforts. She tried another tack, reaching for the life ring. Instantly he plucked it from her hands and threw it into the cockpit beyond her reach.
“You don’t really want to go into the lake again,” he explained calmly. Then he spoke no more. His silence disconcerted her, for she expected him to yell at her as was his custom. Instead, he simply stood beside her, watching the schooner draw closer, until it lay within shouting distance.
Deborah drew breath to begin yelling for help. Tom Silver leaned down to ask her, “Do you really want me to shut you up?”
Lightning Jack came up through a hatch. He sat in the cockpit like a spectator at a sporting match, watching the action.
She clamped her mouth shut, growing more and more discomfited as she waited to be rescued from the man who stood close beside her. She always had the most uncanny sense of him when he was near. He smelled of the wind and the forest, and his hulking form gave her the sensation of standing in the shadow of a rather large tree.
She flicked a nervous glance at him. “Why aren’t you yelling at me?”
He kept his gaze on the schooner. “There’s no need.” His voice was quiet and controlled.
“Well, you can’t blame me, can you?” she said indignantly. “Isn’t it a rule of war that a prisoner is obligated to try to escape?”
“Is that what this is? A war?”
On the schooner across the churning water, a figure on deck lifted a bullhorn to his mouth. “Ahoy! Are you in distress, then?” he called, the sound faint in the wind.
“Help!” Deborah shrieked, jumping up and down. “I’m being held prisoner!”
A strong arm slipped around her waist, hugging her in against the long, hard length of Tom Silver. It was not a cruel touch, but felt somehow commanding. “Shut up,” he said simply. “I warned you—”
Panic exploded in her head, and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. “Help!” she choked out, clawing at his big hand.
“The flare, it was an accident.” Lightning Jack’s deep shout sang across the swells. “Begging your pardon. Please disregard.”
Deborah forced down the panic. She was trapped, yes, but she wasn’t helpless. Success depended on staying calm. “Please,” she yelled again. “Don’t listen to him. I—”
“I said,” Tom Silver cut in, “shut up.”
She gathered all the courage she could muster from the scant supply inside her. “I’ll do nothing of the sort.”
“Fine.” He moved so swiftly and with such boldness that she had no idea what was happening until he took her face between his hands and covered her mouth with his.
He tasted different from Philip. He tasted like nothing she had ever imagined. For a moment, that was her only coherent thought.
Though Tom Silver’s lips were curiously soft, his embrace held her immobile, imprisoned, helpless as a rabbit in a steel trap. The panic in Deborah’s chest hammered its way outward, telegraphing alarm along her limbs, radiating terror to every nerve ending.
She made a sound of protest against his mouth, trying in vain to twist away from him. She beat her fists on his arms, and the bulging muscles there tightened to iron-hard masses. She pushed against his chest, but felt only an unyielding wall. Faintly, somewhere in the realm outside of her panic, she heard Lightning Jack’s call to the schooner. “Ah, l’amour,” he said good-naturedly. “You see, we celebrate young love!”
The skipper of the schooner called something that sounded less than celebratory. Deborah could scarcely breathe as she made a sobbing, frantic sound in her throat.
“You can let her go now,” Lightning Jack called. “The schooner, she is turning her tack.”
Tom Silver let go instantly. His surrender of her was so quick that she stumbled back and had to grasp the pulpit rail to keep from falling. He didn’t seem to notice that his brutal embrace had nearly made her swoon with horror. He dismissed her as if she were an undersized trout, thrown back into the lake.
She sagged against the rail, waiting for her racing heart to slow and her breath to catch. Then, giving herself no time to be afraid, she hiked one leg, then the other over the rail. The brisk wind blew her skirts. The wire of the rail pressed against the backs of her knees. She tried not to remember how cold the water was, tried not to recall the horrible suffocating sensation of drowning.
Then she let go.
Two huge hands grabbed her by the arms, then went around her waist. Tom Silver dragged her up and over the rail. Without a word, he pulled her along the narrow walkway toward the stern. She dug in her heels and stopped. As mechanical as a locomotive, he swung her up and over his shoulder. Breathless, furious, she was whisked past Lightning Jack, seeing from her upside down perspective a mixture of surprise and concern on his face, and past Smokey, who yapped and followed them down to her tiny chamber.
Tom Silver shoved her facedown on the bunk.
Something in Deborah snapped, unleashing fury. She twisted onto her back, bringing her knee up, slamming it into his groin. He let out a bellow of pain and doubled over. She seized the moment to scramble off the bunk and head for the door. Before he could even straighten fully, his big arm reached out and grabbed her. His face was pale and wet with sweat, contorted by pain. She felt no remorse whatsoever. Who would have thought that a man the size of an ox could have such a vulnerable spot? She must remember that for the future.
Breathing laboriously through his nostrils, he seemed to find his bearings once again. He shoved her back on the bed, driving the breath from her lungs. She spat in his face, arched her back and kicked wildly, and would have scratched his eyes out if she could have reached them. Lord, it felt good to fight like a madwoman. With this insane battle, she shed the last of the polite self-control that had governed every breath she had ever taken.
Tom Silver captured her wrists and pinioned them neatly in one hand above her head. His scent of lake water and sweat swept over her. Something about the pose awakened a deep, horrified fascination inside her. She felt both drawn to him and repelled by him.
His manner was far less equivocal—crude, matter-of-fact. He treated her not as if he disliked her, but as if he simply didn’t care.
Turning her and pushing his knee into her back, he bound her hands behind her. “Damn. You have more gumption than I gave you credit for. Who taught you to fight like that?”
“Let me go, you hideous insufferable lout,” she said. Speaking her mind felt good, too, she realized with a touch of wonder. “Get away from me.”
“Gladly. But first…” He reached into his back pocket.
She screamed, suddenly panicked by the feeling of immobility. In a minute he’d be shoving himself at her.
A folded cloth covered her mouth. He tied the bandana snugly behind her head. Finally, he attached the cord from her hands to her ankles so that she lay completely helpless on the bed. Tears scalded her eyes, but she refused to shed them. Enough of weakness and weeping. They were no help at all in a situation like this.
Tom Silver clearly didn’t give a damn whether she cried or not. He stood back, regarding her with an impassive expression. “I would have let you go today,” he said in a conversational tone. “Lightning Jack and I were discussing it.”
Liar, she thought. You’re only saying that to torture me.
“Yep. Our agreement was that if you behaved yourself, we’d call it quits.”
Liar. If that was the case, you would have told me.
“Maybe you’d be on a train tonight if you hadn’t set off that flare and tried to jump overboard. You’ll never know. But you taught me something, Princess. You are your father’s daughter.”
The brute didn’t know it yet, but today he had banished all thoughts of jumping into the frigid water from her head. She no longer wanted to die. She wanted to live, and make his life hell.
 * * *
Tom couldn’t understand why he kept thinking about the woman in the cramped quarters below. He had never been bothered by much of a conscience. It had been the only way of surviving the war without going completely mad. Yet battling his way through the fire, and then taking Deborah Sinclair hostage, had left a bad taste in his mouth. Something inside him had awakened. Something dark and disturbing, out of control.
The sound of the flare going off, and the arc of light overhead, had brought forth remembrances he’d thought long buried. For a brief, horrifying moment he was back on the battlefield at Kenaha Falls, racing hell-for-leather on the back of a sweating mare while Reb missiles streaked past him and bullets plowed up the turf and ripped the leaves from the trees.
It was a day he had not thought of in years. Yet Deborah Sinclair’s act of desperation had reminded him. He wasn’t sure why. Perhaps it was that flare against the bright sky. But more likely, a deeper spark was ignited by her unpredictability combined with her will to live, to survive. She made him remember the impulsive youth he’d been when he had first enlisted. Having been raised by Lightning Jack in the north woods, Tom had known nothing of soldiering. But he was young enough, bored enough and ignorant enough to plunge himself into danger. Impatient with the endless drills of the enlisted men, he had eagerly volunteered to ride courier for General Thaddeus Whitcomb. The old man had rubbed his sidewhiskers thoughtfully while studying the skinny sixteen-year-old. Then he’d said, “If you’re stupid enough to volunteer, then I’m smart enough to use you where I need you.”
His missions became one reckless dash after another, galloping underfed army issue mares into the ground, riding across unknown terrain in the dark of night or in the smoke of battle, never knowing when a shell or bullet would strike. He sensed that same unpredictability and volatility in Deborah Sinclair. Now, a distance of ten years from his own youth, he understood that recklessness was not the same as courage.
He steered clear of his hostage after the Milwaukee incident, sending Lightning Jack down to release her from her bindings as soon as they were well away from the city. The next leg of the voyage, to the narrow Straits of Mackinac and through the locks at Sault Sainte Marie, promised to be long and uneventful. He planned to avail himself of the telegraph station there, but he had little hope of a response from Arthur Sinclair. According to the accounts he had read in the Milwaukee Sentinel, the city of Chicago was in chaos. He would simply have to stick with his plans to drag the woman to Isle Royale and wait for Sinclair to come. Let him claim his daughter on the same bloody ground where his negligence had claimed seven lives.
Yet none of these thoughts brought Tom the heat of vindication. He craved the clean feeling of justice done, but each time he thought of the woman, guilt nagged at him. True, she was treacherous. She was her father’s daughter. She would as soon stab him in the back as knee him in the groin.
But when he had held her in his arms, something swift and intense had passed between them. It was more than an embrace and a kiss designed to keep her from shrieking bloody murder to passing ships. He had dreamed afterward of her taste and the softness of her body pressed to his. Try as he might, he could not deny the elemental pleasure of holding her in his arms. Her delicacy. The scent of her. The pressure of her small hands pushing at him, her soft mouth protesting his kiss. She made him feel both excited and brutal at the same time.
She had not reacted as an ordinary woman should have. She had neither surrendered helplessly nor drawn back and slapped him in righteous outrage. Instead, she had gone into a panic, beating at him, her fists raining blows at his chest. Her frantic response confused him. He knew damned well he was a man of few refinements, but he’d always thought kissing a woman to be one of his particular skills.
Of course, before today, he had never attempted to kiss the likes of Miss Deborah Sinclair.


TEN

No amount of threatening, weeping and pleading moved Tom Silver to set Deborah ashore at any point during the long, frightening voyage, though she tried her best. Once they had left Milwaukee harbor, he had given her the run of the ship, knowing full well that escape was impossible. And guessing—correctly—that she was too cowardly for suicide. Surrounded by nothing but water and fog, the Suzette steamed into a wilderness so thick and mysterious that they encountered no other boat for days.
The incident in Milwaukee had changed things between them—for the worse. Deborah didn’t regret for a moment setting off the distress flare, but she should have been prepared for Tom Silver’s immovable wrath, and for the cold fury he awakened in her.
It was strange, though. Even the most egregious captive state, bound and gagged upon her damp bunk, felt eerily familiar to her. With nothing to do but lie there and think of things, she had reflected that captivity took many different forms. A woman under the domination of her father or husband was as much a prisoner as a hostage on a boat. She had merely traded one form of servitude for another.
Lucy Hathaway, her best friend, would have applauded the radical thoughts that passed through Deborah’s mind. She would have urged Deborah to act on them, proclaiming her independence from all forms of bondage. Ordinarily, Deborah did not trouble herself with social justice, having been taught at an early age that her opinion didn’t matter. But being trapped on this steamship liberated her mind and unleashed a vibrant anger. Or maybe it was having to live in close quarters with an aggravating, bullheaded clod like Silver.
She neatened the tiny quarters, creating a space for herself, and spent the days reading—Silver and Lightning Jack kept a surprisingly extensive library aboard—and staring out at the fog, plotting escape attempts. Lightning Jack had bought her a sewing basket, a comb and some hairpins in Milwaukee. Sometimes she would sit and comb idly through her hair, thinking how foolish it was to have a maid perform such a simple task. And yet all her life, someone else had washed her hair and combed it. Someone else had mended the hems and tears in her gowns. She wondered what Kathleen O’Leary, her maid, thought about as she did Deborah’s hair. Did she think Deborah was as mindless as a dressmaker’s dummy? Did she resent spending her time fixing someone else’s hair?
Silver ignored Deborah, even when she stared directly at him. This was something she caught herself doing far too often. She’d watch his big, rough, hardworking hands and remember what his embrace had felt like. She’d study his mouth, think about the way he had tasted and relive the explosion of panic his kiss had ignited. When it came to his touch, she felt a nearly insane desire to fight back.
On a leaden gray morning, the Suzette churned past a series of channel markers, and the blast of foghorns filled the air. Deborah went out on deck to see what was happening, and she encountered an unsmiling Tom Silver.
“We’re coming up on the Sault Sainte Marie,” he said. “Go below and wait until we get through.”
“I prefer to stay on deck and watch.” She walked to the forward rail and craned her neck to look ahead as the ghostly images through the fog resolved themselves into a churning waterway. The rapids between Lake Huron and Lake Superior formed a strange, watery hill marking the difference in depth between the two lakes. The current boiled and surged, tossing the steamer up and down like a cork. The sudden violent motion hurled Deborah forward against the gunwale.
She heard herself cry out. A fragmented whirl of hissing water, leaden sky and thick forest sped past. The small dog exploded into a barking frenzy. Her arms flailed and she grabbed a stay wire. Unable to support her weight, the wire gave way, strand by slender strand. She screamed, dangling helplessly over the icy water. Then she felt a jerk and heard a tearing sound. Something broke her fall before she went into the rapids.
“Woman, you just can’t stay out of the water, can you?” Tom Silver said through gritted teeth. “I ought to let you drown.”
“Reel her in, mon gars,” called Lightning Jack in an amused voice. “That is the best catch you’ve had in days.”
In mere seconds, Tom Silver had dragged her back over the side. She slammed against him as her feet hit the deck, and at first she was too shocked to be alarmed. But then the warmth of him, his sheer size and his smell of lake wind and wood smoke overwhelmed her. She inched away. “Thank you—” She bit off the rest. The oaf had only rescued her because he wanted the ransom.
“I ordered you to go below,” he snapped.
“I want to watch,” she insisted.
“I can’t stand around playing nursemaid to you when there’s work to do.” He grabbed her arm, and she immediately grabbed it back.
“Tom, I need your help here,” Lightning Jack called from the pilothouse. “The rapids, they begin just ahead.”
Deborah frowned dubiously at the marbled swirls of water below the bar. “You mean we aren’t in the rapids yet?”
“Hardly.”
A thrill shivered through her. “I’m staying on deck,” she said.
Something in her expression made him stare at her keenly for a moment. Perhaps a twitch of amusement lifted his mouth. “Stay away from the side and hang on, because you’re in for a hell of a ride,” he said gruffly. He grabbed her hand and clamped it around the wheelhouse ladder. “If you go over again, I won’t be around to save you.”
She forgot to be alarmed by his touch. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll look after myself.”
“You can stay above until we get to the canal,” he said and went off to work the trawler with Lightning Jack. Deborah turned her attention to the scene that lay before her. Every once in a while Jack would call out, explaining the sights as if she were a guest on a pleasure cruise.
Peering through a long brass spyglass, she watched two-man canoes navigating the shoals, one man steering with a pique-de-fond and another dipping netfuls of fish out of the lake. A few skeletal drying frames, draped with cedar strips and whitefish, lined the shore. The Indians and settlers tending smoldering fires paid little heed to passing canoes and ship traffic. Larger vessels used seines and gill nets to lay in huge quantities of whitefish. “My stock in trade,” Lightning Jack sang out expansively, weighing out coins to pay the toll at the locks. “The fish, they are more precious to me than gold.”
Before the canal had been dug, he told her between Gallic curses as he wrestled with the wheel, everything had to be portaged from one side of the Sault to the other in order to avoid being caught in the dangerous cascades, spilling like a wall of glass between the two giant lakes. Through the spyglass, she made out the stately Stone House Hotel on the Canadian side in the distance.
She wrapped one arm around the ladder and gazed with yearning at the lovely, civilized-looking place. She dreamed of a luxurious long bath and fresh clothes, a spacious bed for the night. And more importantly, freedom from the brute who held her captive. But it might as well be as distant as the clouds, with the savage waters stretching endlessly to shore. She saw docks and storehouses, blockhouses and friendly dwellings with smoke puffing from their chimneys. The sight of civilization and humanity filled her with hope. She tried feverishly to think of a way to escape. They had hidden the remaining flares from her, and the torrent of water was too loud for anyone to hear her cry out.
“You’ve seen what there is to see,” Silver said as if he had read her mind. “Get below. Or do you want me to drag you?”
She shot him a poisonous look. But she knew she was defeated—for the time being. With as much dignity as she could muster, she went to her bunk. She heard it latch from the outside. Using the side of her fist, she cleared the fog from the small portal and looked out at the busy waterway. It took all day to navigate the crowded, log-lined canal. She heard the shouts and whistles of the drover to the team of oxen, and felt a dizzying lurch when the water level changed through the locks.
It occurred to her that she was having an adventure. Deborah had never had an adventure before unless she counted meeting President Grant on her eighteenth birthday. This was a true, honest to goodness adventure, complete with unscrupulous villains, physical danger, wild places. If it wasn’t all so hideously frightening it might be fun. Something to tell her friends when she got home. But the way things were going, home grew more distant with each passing moment.
Finally they moored somewhere above the rapids, in a secluded spot a good mile offshore.
In the early evening Tom Silver came into her tiny chamber, Smokey the dog tucked under one arm. He always carried the dog as if it were a heap of dirty laundry. He set it down, and it scrambled up on the bunk with her. Then he turned to leave.
“Where are you going?” Deborah asked. But she wasn’t surprised when he didn’t explain himself.
“I’m locking the door from the outside again.”
She rushed for the exit. “No. Please, I swear I won’t—”
The thunk of the bolt made her flinch. The bunk was too cramped to allow for pacing, so she sat on the narrow boxlike bed, drew her knees to her chest and idly stroked the dog’s scruffy head. She had no candle or lamp, so she couldn’t set the room on fire to attract attention. Besides, she might burn to death before help arrived. She could find nothing to use as a weapon to attack Tom Silver with when he returned. She tried calling out to Lightning Jack, who seemed a bit more softhearted than Silver, but he merely took out his harmonica and played a tune to drown out her yelling.
Frustrated, Deborah lay down on the bunk. It was too dark to read, so she stared at the wall and hated Tom Silver with every bit of her heart.
 * * *
From the ruined black gash of Huron Avenue, Arthur Sinclair surveyed the blackened rubble that had been his home. The grounds, scorched and scarred, still exuded an acrid warmth, a deadly echo of the fire. The heat traveled up his legs, past his heart and through the top of his head. The trout pond had boiled away; the carriage house and all the outbuildings had disintegrated to blackened pits. Yellow-gray wisps of smoke rose from the charred skeleton of the house. But it wasn’t a house anymore. It was a dead thing, empty, its insides seared away to nothing.
Since late Monday night, when a timely light rain had signaled the end of the great fire, his hired agents had fanned across the ruined city in search of his daughter.
Arthur had told them to begin with a search of the house and grounds. He had not allowed himself to think, to feel, as he made this request, for he knew what he was asking. The last he had seen of Deborah, she had raced out of the house while the burning roof collapsed over her head.
But no remains had been found. No sign of her. The assumption was that she had escaped the fire. But to where?
He picked his way through the broken remnants of the once-grand mansion. Hell of a thing, he thought, unable to decide how he felt about the loss. All the art and antiques, the fine things with which he had surrounded himself, had turned to ashes and embers.
Somewhere down the block, a woman began to keen with a thin, chilling wail of loss. Her grief sliced like a sword through the layers of fog that shrouded the avenue. He couldn’t see her, but the sound she made cut into him, and his heart hurt with a cold fire.
The clop of hooves caught his attention, and he turned. Two men in long black coats approached him. The elder wore a full salt-and-pepper beard, the younger an eyepatch. Arthur had known Allan Pinkerton for years, ever since Pinkerton had made his name exposing counterfeiters for the sheriff of Cook County. Nowadays his detective agency guarded against train robberies, labor uprisings, bank jobs and any private matter that promised a reward. Arthur admired the way Allan worked. He was swift and sure—even when he was wrong.
“My operative, Price Foster,” Pinkerton said in his rolling Scottish brogue. His gaze swept over the devastation. “You were hit hard, Mr. Sinclair. I’m sorry to see it. Right sorry indeed.”
“It’s my daughter, Deborah,” he blurted out. “She is…gone.”
Gone. He had turned the moment over and over in his mind until he could see it like a stereogram. The gunman bursting in. Deborah sweeping down, an unlikely avenging angel, crashing into the intruder. The thunder of gunshot.
It should have been so simple. The phaeton was waiting. He and Deborah should have driven away, leaving the madman to burn with the Chippendale furniture.
Instead, something had gone wrong. She had lagged behind, somehow got separated from him. The next thing he knew, the whole of the alley had gone up in flames and the horses had bolted. The carriage had clattered several blocks along Chicago Avenue before he’d brought the horses under control. By then, the neighborhood was a sea of flame, the way back to his house impassable.
He reported all this to Pinkerton in a flat, dispassionate tone.
“So you last saw her in the alley. And the only other witness was the looter.”
Again that icy burn in his heart. He stared down at his shoes. A fine gray dust powdered them, and the cuffs of his trousers, settling in the creases. “He wasn’t—” Sinclair stopped. How much to reveal? “He claimed he was from up north. Isle Royale, in Lake Superior. I tried to open a mine there last summer, but it ended in a mishap.”
“A mishap.”
“There was an explosion, ruled an accident. I think the gunman—”
“He had a gun?”
“Seemed to be on a mission of revenge. There really wasn’t time—” He stopped again, appalled to hear a quaver in his voice. “I want her found,” he concluded. “Today.”
“Sir, I’d like to make a note of her appearance,” Price Foster said, taking out a folded paper and the stub of a pencil.
“I brought this down from the lake house.” Arthur handed him a small photograph of Deborah on a draped stool, posing with an absurd porcelain pug dog. The painter who had later rendered the image in oils had made both the girl and the dog look real and natural. It struck Arthur that, in the photograph, Deborah looked as stiff and lifeless as the statue.
But there was no denying her beauty; he could see that by Foster’s reaction to the picture. Everyone had that reaction to Deborah—a moment of intense, startled admiration, such as one might feel seeing the first rose of summer.
Arthur glossed over his last conversation with his daughter. There was no need to hash out their quarrel for this stranger. Despite the eyepatch, Price Foster had a keen way about him, as if he knew thoughts that weren’t spoken. “Sometimes people who disappear,” he said matter-of-factly, “don’t want to be found.”
“That’s not the case this time,” Arthur snapped. Yet still he was haunted by Deborah’s unhappiness that night as she had begged him to let her break her engagement to Philip.
As Foster questioned him further, making notes, a coach lurched crookedly to a halt in front of the iron gates. Philip Ascot approached with long loose strides. He was impeccably dressed, not a fair hair out of place. It was as if the fire could not affect a person like him.
Arthur looked at this man and saw everything he wanted for his daughter—an aristocrat. An Old Settler gentleman to whom misfortune simply did not happen. Ascot had never known a day of want. Not the cramping hunger of an orphan picking through kitchen middens outside a rich man’s house or the shriveling cold of a January night spent huddled in a woodshed. He didn’t have that darkness, that blight on his soul that shadowed Arthur no matter how much money he spent gilding the past. With a man like Ascot, Deborah’s days would be filled with light and frivolity, something Arthur could never give her. God Almighty. What was he going to say to Ascot?
“I saw her,” Philip said. “I saw what happened.”
As he explained the incident in Lincoln Park, the icy fire in Arthur’s chest flared and burned with a forceful, steady ache.


ELEVEN

The ancient timbers of the old fort rose in a picket line against the deepening amber sky. Hurrying along the plank boardwalk, Tom raised a hand now and then when he spied a familiar face. Since founding the trading post on Isle Royale, he had done a good bit of business at Sault Sainte Marie. It was a polyglot border town, bracketed by the red ensign of Canada, and the stars and stripes flying over Fort Brady. A traveler was likely to hear English, French, Chippewa or a patois of all three. The voyageurs and coureurs de bois were probably little different from the trappers who had founded the portage two centuries before. Clad in hide and fur, they sat in the dim, cramped tavern drinking toasts with big city businessmen from Milwaukee, Detroit, Duluth and Cleveland.
The whores were as friendly as ever, and Tom was no stranger to their plump, accommodating arms. This time, however, he passed them by with a wink and a wave. He paused to hand a few coppers to an old Indian holding out a trembling hand. The Chippewas had adjusted less readily to the rush of miners, lumbermen and fishermen through the Sault. Seining for fish in the rapids, gathering wild rice from the marshes and portaging furs around the rapids had suited them fine for untold centuries. Copious amounts of cheap whiskey did them far less good.
Martin Eagle had always preferred trading to drinking. Proprietor of the busy company store, he drove a hard bargain and had little truck with the men reeling and puking on the boardwalk outside. He greeted Tom with a cordial nod. “Headed back up to the island?” he asked.
Tom nodded. “I need a few things.”
“Won’t be long until ice-up,” Eagle said as Tom set a large crate on the scarred wooden counter.
“That’s a fact.” He rattled off the usual list of provisions—flour, salt, coffee, beans and oil. Tom filled the crate with some fresh apples and a round of cheese. “I’ll need some soap,” he said to Martin Eagle. “And a razor and strop,” he added, absently rubbing his rough cheek.
Eagle handed him a cake of oily lye soap wrapped in parchment. Tom hesitated, then handed it back. “Uh, do you have something that smells a little better?”
Eagle shrugged and tossed him a round cake that reeked of lilacs. “Nice Canadian lady makes that.”
“These bed linens?” Tom asked, indicating a stack of folded fabric on a shelf.
“Yeah.” The proprietor handed him a set. “Comes with a featherbed, too.”
“A featherbed?”
“You know, like a mattress.”
“An actual mattress,” Tom muttered under his breath.
“What?”
“Nothing. I’ll take the linens and the feather mattress.”
While Eagle rolled out a length of newsprint for wrapping, Tom browsed the shop. “What’s this?” he asked, handling a thin garment between his thumb and forefinger.
“Ladies’ unmentionables,” Eagle said. “Real batiste and lace.”
“I’ll take that, too.”
Martin Eagle sent him a wink and a grin. “You laying in for a bride, Tom Silver?”
“Christ, no.” Tom felt his neck and ears turn red. “Got a passenger aboard the Suzette. Female passenger,” he added. “Reckon I need some ready-to-wears.”
Eagle’s grin widened, showing teeth in varying degrees of decay. “Why the hell didn’t you say so?” The diminutive man took a step back, crossing his arms and tucking his hands under them. “You have no idea how to provision for a woman, do you?”
Tom gestured at the crate. “Soap, linens, unmentionables. What else do I need?”
Eagle guffawed, then bolted into action, selecting gloves and a bonnet, ready-made plain dresses and fluffy white objects Tom could fathom no purpose for. “I don’t need all that gear,” he said. “It’s only temporary.”
“Perhaps so. But a woman’s pride is forever.” Martin Eagle took delight in provisioning Tom with dozens of ladylike objects.
Tom had no idea what most of the things were. Where he came from, the women made their own underthings and soap and such, and the men didn’t hear a word about it. But Deborah Sinclair was different. High-strung, headstrong, skittish—qualities he couldn’t stand in a woman.
 * * *
At dawn the day after passing through the locks, the steamer set a course for the west. Deborah felt the engines churn to a high speed. Through a narrow louvered vent, she could sense a subtle difference in the wind and the current. The water, curiously enough, smelled different. Fresher, perhaps, with the green scent of the great pine forests riding the breeze. She had never been north of the locks, and she realized that this would be the strangest and wildest part of the voyage for her. Farther from home.
Thoughts of the strange and the wild seemed to summon Tom Silver. The dog growled malevolently at the intruder, then went scampering out of the room. She heard the tread of giant feet. She tensed up, feeling hideously vulnerable. Ignoring him, she stayed abed and kept her back turned. Her heart felt numb from the effort of hating him. She could hear him banging around, and curiosity burned inside her, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of turning to look. She made a game of trying to figure out what he was doing based on the noises he was making.
The metallic bump. The loud slosh of pouring water. The crackle of paper, as if a parcel were being unwrapped. More pouring water and, amazingly, the warm smell of steam. Was he making tea?
His harsh, impersonal hand poked at her shoulder. She forced herself not to flinch. “We’re under way,” was all he would tell her. Then he left the cabin, pulling the small door shut behind him.
Slowly, cautiously, Deborah rolled over. On the floor sat an oval-shaped hip bath of steaming water. Next to that lay a sea sponge, a square cake of surprisingly fragrant soap and a towel. Amazed, she lifted a folded garment to discover it was a set of fresh bed linens. Under that lay a huge, puffy featherbed. In another parcel she discovered a shift, a chemise and a blue wool dress. She also found thick woolen stockings, a nightgown and woolen underclothes. Things to wear in winter. Dear God. Was it possible she could be a prisoner that long?
A cold shudder seized her. She wondered if he was tidying her up for a reason. Maybe he intended to sell her, perhaps trade her to lake pirates or backwoodsmen. Her imagination ran wild, and she nearly resolved to stay unkempt and dirty just to defy him.
Almost.
The hot bath beckoned her with wispy fingers of steam. Uttering a soft cry of gratitude, she stripped off her clothes and sank into the bath. The tub didn’t allow for movement, but by crouching and ducking this way and that, she managed to clean her hair and every inch of her skin. A bath had never, ever felt so good. Not even in the huge marble tub in her father’s mansion. Not even when she was attended by three maids. Here, all alone in this cramped shipboard bunk, she put her head back and felt the water trickle like silk over her throat. All the ash and grime of the fire flowed away, and she nearly laughed aloud with the sheer relief of being clean once again.
She stayed in the bath until the water grew tepid and Smokey scratched impatiently at the door. Wrapping herself in a towel, she picked up the clothes, turning each garment this way and that. The ready-made clothes were shapeless and lacking in any discernible style, but crisply clean. They were made of cotton or wool rather than silk or satin, but seemed serviceable enough. She put on each piece, grateful to discover that the fastenings of the chemise and shift were located in the front. Garments like this, she reflected, were designed for women who did not have maids to do them up in the back.
The wool dress, of a quaint print of small blue cornflowers, fit like a loose sack. She pushed back the sleeves, tugged the sash snugly around her and felt as fine as a princess. She did her hair as best she could, combing through the damp locks and pinning them back with the few celluloid pins Lightning Jack had given her.
When she stepped out of the chamber, Smokey yapped and pawed at her hem. She scooped up the little dog and brought him up on deck with her. “I imagine you don’t even recognize me,” she said with a chuckle. “I no longer smell like a burning city.”
She found Lightning Jack in the galley stirring a pot of something bubbling and insanely fragrant.
“Ah. Luncheon is served,” he said, ladling stew onto a tin plate.
Her eyes widened at the sight of fresh carrots, turnips and peas in the rich sauce. Her mouth watered when Jack sliced into a crusty golden brown loaf of bread.
“Oh, Mr. duBois, it’s wonderful.” She took a seat and gratefully sampled the stew.
“You seem much happier, mademoiselle.”
“I’m not,” she insisted. “Just more comfortable. And…surprised.” I need a proper bath and a change of clothing and an actual mattress to sleep on…. Her own words echoed back at her. “I had no idea Tom Silver gave a fig for my comfort.”
“It’s to keep you from whining,” Tom said, stepping into the galley. He sat down across from her and she did her best to ignore him, lending her full attention to the excellent chicken stew Jack had made.
But Tom Silver wasn’t the sort of man she could ignore. It wasn’t simply his large physical size but his presence that intruded into the very heart of the moment. And since he had grabbed her and kissed her, she had even more to think about. Like the shape of his lips and the disquieting feel of his arms around her. She set down her spoon. “I suppose you expect me to thank you.”
“I expect you to shut up and eat,” he said reasonably.
“Very well, then.” She started eating again. It made her vaguely uncomfortable to feel beholden to this man. The situation demanded that she be at odds with him every moment. He was, after all, her captor.
He leaned back on the bench, stretching out his buckskin-clad arms in both directions. He moved, she observed, like a man who was entirely comfortable in his body. Not like the gentlemen she had known, who were always so stiff and starched in their bearing.
Not like Philip.
Her appetite suddenly gone, she pushed the dish away and automatically looked around for a napkin. There was none, of course, but a stack of folded papers.
Her eyes widened. “You have news of Chicago?” Without asking permission, she grabbed the paper and spread out the wrinkled pages.
“FIRE! Destruction of Chicago!” screamed the headline. It was the Tribune, emblazoned with shouters, illustrated by lithographs of fleeing victims and views of the city. The whole front section was devoted to the fire. Nearly a hundred thousand people had been burned out, and more than a hundred bodies had been pulled from the rubble. Reports of vigilante hangings littered the page.
Deborah was surprised to feel a lurch of fear in her chest. Vivid images of the fire burst to life in her mind, and she felt a delayed jolt of terror. She didn’t remember being this fearful during the fire itself, but the news stories before her brought the impending danger back to life.
She moved on to the next paper and started reading an article by a Mr. Edgar of the Chicago Evening Post. He claimed the fire started in the slums—“‘if those miserable alleys shall be dignified by being denominated streets,”’ she read aloud. “‘That neighborhood had always been a terra incognita to respectable Chicagoans—”’ She stopped reading and looked up. “What an insufferable snob.”
“Have you ever been to that neighborhood?” Lightning Jack asked.
“Certainly not. I—That’s different,” she insisted, taking up another newspaper. Amazingly enough, The Evening-Journal Extra had appeared only days after the fire. “‘…caused by a cow kicking over a lamp in a stable in which a woman was milking,”’ she read, her mouth twitching slightly with amusement. “Is this plausible?”
“You’re the expert on the working classes,” Silver commented sarcastically. He picked up the most recent Times. “They’re all saying it. ‘On the morning of the fire Mrs. O’Leary was found by a reporter for the Times sitting on the front steps of her own house. At first she refused to speak one word about the fire, but only screamed that her cow was gone and she had nothing left in the world.”’ He chuckled. “I’m amazed she had front steps left, since her property was the first to burn.”
Deborah felt a flicker of concern. “You say her name is Mrs. O’Leary?”
He scanned the column. “That’s right. The Extra identifies her as Catherine O’Leary, wife of Patrick O’Leary, of 137 De Koven Street.”
It couldn’t be. But Deborah did not forget certain things. Like the fact that each Christmas, she ordered a generous basket to be delivered to Mr. and Mrs. O’Leary in De Koven Street. “Sweet heaven,” she whispered.
He lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me they were friends of yours.”
She disregarded his insulting skepticism. “Their daughter Kathleen is in my employ as a personal maid.” She nervously curled the edge of the newspaper. “The whole city will be against them.”
“I reckon so.” He folded his large arms on the table. “Folks like to lay blame.”
“The O’Learys are decent, hardworking people. Mrs. O’Leary goes out with her milk wagon to make deliveries before most people are awake. And Kathleen is much more to me than a maid. She is my friend.” She fixed Tom Silver with a determined stare. “I absolutely have to get back to Chicago.”
He laughed humorlessly. “Lady, you’re in no position to be giving orders.”
She tried to keep her anger in check. “The O’Learys could be dragged into public hearings or official inquiries. Possibly legal action. Kathleen will need me.”
“She’ll have to do without you.”
Deborah wanted to scream in frustration. There was power behind her desire to get to Kathleen, and it was far stronger than her desire to return to her father. Being needed was a strong force, something she had rarely felt in her life. She believed with all her heart that her appearance at any sort of public hearing on the matter of the fire would help the O’Learys. It was one of the few benefits of being the daughter of the wealthiest man in Chicago.
She remembered the first day she had seen Kathleen O’Leary. They had both been ten years old, and Kathleen had been pulling a cartload of cream and butter along the boardwalk in Canal Street. Deborah had been in her carriage, forbidden to go out into the roadway where, her nanny insisted, the riffraff gathered. While Deborah stared idly out the window, a gang of boys had descended upon Kathleen, upsetting her handcart, stealing the butter and drenching the little girl with cream. They left her sitting on the sidewalk, as forlorn a creature as Deborah had ever seen.
She had managed to cajole her driver and nanny into allowing the Irish girl to come home with her, and there she had given Kathleen a bath and a clean set of clothes. The stern British nanny had protested all the while, but for once, Deborah stood firm. It was so much easier to stand firm on behalf of someone other than herself.
Rather than ducking her head in humble gratitude, Kathleen O’Leary had accepted the kindness matter-of-factly. Rather than weeping over her lost butter and cream, she convinced the Sinclairs’ cook to take dairy deliveries from her mother.
Deborah’s father believed French maids were the best—the most lively, intelligent and de rigeur for a young lady of the highest class. But Deborah would have none of it. She wanted Kathleen. “If you wish for her to speak French,” she informed her father, “she can come to tutoring with me.”
A week later, while Deborah paced her room in nervousness, her father had sent someone to convince Mr. and Mrs. O’Leary to let Kathleen hire on as Deborah’s personal maid. Right from the start, a special friendship formed between the girls. With no mother to share the secrets of her heart, Deborah shared them with Kathleen. Having never known what it was like to have a bed all to herself, Kathleen learned a new way of life. And so it went, year after year, their girlhood intimacies tightening into the mature bonds of womanhood.
Ah, Kathleen. So feisty, so proud, so diabolically clever. These histrionic reports in the press would be devastating to her.
“Did you never have a true friend, Mr. Silver?” Deborah asked softly. “Did you never have a friend who meant all the world to you, someone you would do anything for?”
She heard him take in a sharp breath.
“Well?” she prompted, certain he had no understanding of the depth of her devotion and concern. He said nothing, just sat like a rock.
“Read this bit, here.” Jack stabbed a finger at the middle of a newspaper column, clearly trying to divert her attention.
She had no intention of being distracted, but the words snared her attention. “‘Chicago’s leading industrialist and mining baron, Arthur Sinclair, is engaged in a search for his only daughter, Miss Deborah Beaton Sinclair, who was set to leave Miss Boylan’s School in order to marry Mr. Philip Ascot IV. Mr. Sinclair is offering a handsome reward for information about the whereabouts of his daughter….”’
Deborah pressed her hands together, closed her eyes and offered up a brief prayer of thanks. The fact that her father had placed the notice meant he had lived through the fire. Oh Father, she thought. You survived. Thank God you survived.
“‘Miss Sinclair was seen in the alley behind the Sinclair mansion in Huron Avenue. In the small hours of the morning, Miss Sinclair was found near Lincoln Park by Mr. Ascot. She was being most egregiously beleaguered by a stranger who assaulted Mr. Ascot, who described the assailant as a “great brute, better than six and a half feet tall, with wild eyes, long untidy hair, no whiskers.” Mr. Ascot reported that the savage might be of Indian extraction….”’
“That’s my favorite part,” Silver cut in.
“Did it ever occur to you,” she asked, folding the paper, “that you are performing an illegal act?”
“I went to Chicago to commit murder.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “You saved me from myself, Princess.”
“Your bickering bores me,” Lightning Jack said with a long-suffering sigh. “I am going out to have a smoke.”
Both Deborah and Tom ignored him.
“You’re an outlaw. A wanted man. I can help you,” she offered, leaning across the table, “but only if you let me go.”
“I don’t need your help.”
“Once you’re caught, you will be thrown in prison.”
“I won’t be thrown in prison,” he stated.
“What makes you so sure?”
“That’s not something that happens to folks like me and Lightning Jack.”
“You presume to know a lot about kidnaping. Tell me, have you done this before?”
“Can’t say as I have,” he conceded. “Never had the call to.”
“But your feud with my father gives you call,” she said.
His face turned stony. “This is no feud. He can end this by coming for you.” He glanced down at the densely printed papers on the table. “If he comes.”
“Your heart is made of stone. You have no idea what love and friendship and family are.”
Tom stood up from the table, and his broad shoulders blotted out the daylight. The expression on his face was pure thunder, and for the first time since he had seized her on that terrible Sunday night, she looked directly into his eyes. They were a deep rich brown. Dark, with lashes that would have looked girlish on a less imposing, rugged man.
And in that moment, she saw in those brown eyes a pain so keen that it made her flinch and look away. She didn’t want to know the source of his hurt, didn’t want to think of Tom Silver as a man who could feel pain.


TWELVE

Lake Superior was so deep, its color did not even reflect the blue of the sky. When Deborah leaned over the side of the Suzette to look at it, the wide, flat water was some dark, impenetrable steely hue that made her uncomfortable. The vast and empty wilderness gave her the sensation that she had crossed through the rapids to another planet far removed from anything she had ever known.
She took to sitting out on deck, even though the wind from the north carried the icy promise of the coming winter. She wore the woolen clothes Tom Silver had provided, though she had not yet thanked him and didn’t intend to. She finished reading Gulliver’s Travels and delved into a preposterous and powerful adventure novel, something called Journey to the Center of the Earth by Jules Verne, which required her to sit on her hands to keep from biting her fingernails to the quick. Silver had a new copy of Ragged Dick by Horatio Alger, but after reading only a few pages, Deborah put it aside. She had no need to read a book about achieving the Great American Dream. She had only to consider her father, and she knew the entire story.
More and more, she knew the dream had its dark side as well as its light.
Silver and Lightning Jack believed her father’s mining company had caused a terrible tragedy. Whether they were right or wrong was debatable. But one thing Deborah knew for certain was that her father’s company was hugely successful, though she had only a vague notion of its day-today operation. Sinclair Mining maintained locations all over the northern Great Lakes. From time to time her father went on inspection tours, but she had never been invited. If she thought at all of the industry that had made her father one of the richest men in America, she thought of it in only the most abstract of terms—faceless workers tearing ore from the earth, taking it away to be smelted and then shipped all over the country.
They passed Copper Harbor on the tip of the Michigan peninsula. Deborah recalled hearing the place mentioned in her father’s business dealings, but that was all. She was vaguely ashamed of her ignorance.
With the best of intentions, her father had shielded her from knowing the nature of his business. In his view, women had no need to clutter their minds with vulgar matters of industry and commerce. She was not so naive as to believe her father was saintly in all his business transactions, but at his core, he was a decent man, and Tom Silver was obviously mistaken about his role in causing a disaster at one of his mines.
It was no use trying to convince him of her father’s innocence. Her hope now was that she would survive this ordeal long enough for her father to come for her and the authorities to deal with Tom Silver.
Dark-winged cormorants swooped overhead, diving for fish. Deborah put aside her book and watched for a while, feeling the chill wind pluck at her bonnet strings.
Something flickered on the horizon. Shading her eyes, she looked more closely and discerned a long, thin strip of deep gray-green. A sense of mystery shrouded the sight, yet Deborah instinctively knew it was land.
She got up and patted her thigh, inviting Smokey to follow her down to the stern deck. “Have you the spyglass?” she asked Lightning Jack.
He nodded and passed her the glass. “Do you see it already?”
“Yes. Don’t you?”
“Not yet, not with these old eyes,” he said, passing a hand through the white streak in his hair.
She stood up on a crate and put the glass to her eye. “It’s so indistinct.”
“It is Isle Royale,” Jack said, giving “isle” the French pronunciation of “eel.” A hush of reverence softened his voice. “She will reveal herself to us slowly, in her own time.”
She could tell from the way Jack spoke that the remote island was special to him. Often during the voyage, she’d had the urge to ask him—and even Tom Silver—about how they had come to settle on the wild island, and what it was they had found there. But she didn’t want to know these men any better than she already did. Instinctively she understood that she must keep distance between herself and her captors. The moment she started seeing them as human and individual, she was in danger of coming even deeper under their power.
“It is not just one island,” Jack explained as the dark shape dead ahead widened. “There are many small islands surrounding the main one. Many harbors.”
Bit by bit, the jagged shoreline of the island materialized through the pervasive mist. Flocks of ducks and herring gulls swarmed around the steamer. Smokey yapped wildly at the birds, running from deck to deck on the trawler. In the wheelhouse, Tom Silver kept his eye on the burgeoning sight of the huge island.
No longer needing the spyglass, Deborah put it aside. The island reminded her of a fortress, mist-shrouded and impenetrable, surrounded by a chevaux-de-frise of jagged rock outcroppings. Fir trees formed slender spires against the pale afternoon sky, and the breeze now carried on it the unmistakable fresh scent of pine. The birch trees gave off a blaze of gold from groves and clusters on the slopes and high ridges of the island. Bright orange lichen banded the rock above the waterline.
As the steamer moved into a deep, sheltered cove where the restless water pounded at the rocky edge, Deborah felt a clutch of alarm. This was a fortress, surrounded by sharp rock and icy water, and once she went ashore, she would be as much a prisoner as Rapunzel in her tower.
This place was so remote that perhaps no one would ever find her. How odd, she thought, her whole being filling up with fear and desolation. How terribly odd. The night of the fire, that very thought had occurred to her. She remembered thinking that a disaster of such proportions could divide families forever, separate husbands and wives, parents and children. Friends might lose track of friends, never to find each other again.
No. She didn’t believe she would be staying here long. First of all, she’d heard Silver and Lightning Jack talking about “ice-up,” an event that came in late November, forcing the islanders to take refuge on the mainland. Second of all, Tom Silver despised her. Not just because he blamed her father for a mining accident, but because he resented who and what she was. He called her “Princess” as if she considered herself some sort of royalty. He made no attempt to hide his scorn for the fact that she had been raised in the traditions and conventions of the very wealthy. He looked at her and saw something he had no use for—except as a hostage.
She had spent hours debating with herself whether or not to reveal the truth to Tom Silver. He believed he had kidnaped an innocent bride-to-be from the protection of her powerful father. In truth she was something else entirely.
She shut her eyes against the mystical, lovely scene of the long, deep bay, and her thoughts dissolved into blackened memories. With cold deliberation, she turned her mind to other matters. Now was not the time for thoughts of the past. She was arriving at her new prison. She had to concentrate on survival, perhaps escape. Tom Silver had seized her, snatched her from the flames at the most dreadful moment of her life, and he didn’t even seem to know that. Or care.
A man like Silver could never care about anyone, she decided resentfully. He was too gruff, too mean, too savage. He held nothing but greed in his heart, and he viewed Deborah as a means to feed his hunger for riches and revenge.
During the voyage, he had done nothing to make her change her mind. Even providing better food, clothes and a bath was an act not of kindness, but of control.
The two men tied up at a long, rickety wooden dock that projected out over a tumble of ridged rocks covered in lichen. A weather-beaten building that reeked of fish projected out over the water. Lightning Jack put the dog ashore, and Smokey raced along the dock to dry land, ecstatically marking territory everywhere he went. Deborah followed, showing considerably less exuberance. Her legs felt wobbly and weak on the unmoving planks. The pervasive mist muted all sound.
When she stepped off the dock and onto the island, a peculiar sense of anticipation gripped her. For the first time since the fire, she understood in the most concrete way that she had left her former life behind. A new exploration lay ahead. She knew little of expeditions and adventure, only that they were dangerous and inappropriate activities for a young woman.
She didn’t think Tom Silver would care whether or not he thrust her into danger and adventure. But perhaps here she would find someone who might help her. In fact, she got the feeling he would take great delight in subjecting her to unknown discomforts and terrors. If the voyage from Chicago gave any indication, that was exactly what he intended.
Hearing a tread behind her, she spoke without turning. “There’s no one here.”
“There is now,” Tom Silver replied.
Deborah watched Smokey scampering to and fro, sniffing out the lay of the land. Then he disappeared into the underbrush.
She turned to glare at her captor. “He’ll get lost. You’ll have to go after him.”
“Shut up. I’m not one of your servants.”
“You’re too offensive to be anyone’s servant.”
Laughing, he turned away to help Lightning Jack load a hand truck with supplies. When the hand truck was piled high, the men steered it along a path leading around a broad marsh and into a wooded area. Deborah followed, because she didn’t know what else to do.
She had the feeling she had tumbled down a hole to a place where nothing was as it seemed. She walked through an emerald kingdom of towering evergreens. Paper birch trees formed stands of white columns. Sugar maples, aflame with deep pink and amber leaves, painted the rise of the ridge ahead. Huge ferns unfurled beneath the trees. Secret scuttlings went on in the underbrush, and Smokey reappeared. The forest floor, damp and fecund with fallen needles and leaves, muffled their tread.
The pathway formed a long green tunnel, and at the end, a misty light glimmered. Deborah trudged toward that light. The path ended at a ridgetop, and from there she found herself looking down at a…She wasn’t certain what to call it. Too small to be called a town or even a village, the cluster of buildings stood around a rough roadway formed of split logs. It was a settlement of some sort.
She glanced over her shoulder at Tom Silver. “Now what?”
“We’re here,” he said. “We’re home.”
“You might be home.” To Deborah, it resembled a desolate, foreign land. She scanned the log houses and clapboard buildings, pleased to see that smoke curled from nearly every chimney or stovepipe. She intended to form alliances with these people. Engage their sympathy. She would find someone here to aid her escape.
Leaving the men to struggle with the overloaded cart, she hurried along. The cabins and cottages were, for the most part, small and neatly if crudely built. In addition to the dwellings, there was one long, low building and another with a tall, flat front. Yet a curious sense of impermanence pervaded the settlement, as if the inhabitants of the houses might pick up and move at any given moment.
Smokey reached the settlement first, and was immediately set upon by a large shepherd dog. Deborah cried out in alarm, but she needn’t have. The scruffy little mongrel held his own against the bigger dog, intimidating it into submission with a snap of his jaws. Within a few minutes, both dogs loped off together.
The barking shepherd had alerted some of the people of the settlement. Doors opened, curtains parted in windows and a herd of children tumbled out of one of the larger houses.
“It’s Lightning Jack!” a boy called. “Lightning Jack!”
They swarmed past Deborah, most of them barely acknowledging her. She discerned immediately that Lightning Jack was well-beloved here in the heart of nowhere. The children badgered him with questions, wanting to know what he had brought from the big city, how long he was staying and whose house would he eat at tonight.
Lightning Jack laughed with an ease and pleasure Deborah had not seen in him during the voyage. “Tenez, les enfants,” he said. “All in good time. First, I need some help with the load.”
By the time they reached the middle of the settlement, he had a group of enthusiastic helpers in tow. Smokey was already basking in the attention of the children. They gathered in front of the trading post, with its tall flat facade and a picket log fence in the front. A carefully lettered shingle blew in the breeze, identifying the building as the Windigo Trading Post. In small letters, it said “Thomas Silver, prop.”
Deborah eyed him in surprise. “This is your trading post?”
“Yeah.”
A dozen other questions crowded into her mind, but with all the activity going on, she knew she’d get no answers. The children who were so eager to welcome Jack were less forward with Tom Silver. They weren’t afraid of him, exactly, but they kept their distance. Perhaps it was his size, but more likely it was the solemn and distant look on his face, a look she did not understand and did not want to question.
She became aware that a number of other people had come out of their houses to see what the commotion was about. They were mostly women, though an old man with his hair plaited in long white braids raised his hand in greeting from a place across the way. The other man wore one sleeve pinned up where he was missing an arm. The women wore bib aprons over sturdy, fading dresses of calico or dimity. Deep-brimmed bonnets shadowed their faces, though thick braids fell down their backs. Bit by bit, Deborah sensed the collective attention shifting to her. Unspoken questions hung like the lake mist in the air. They wanted to know who she was, what she was doing here.
Lightning Jack, his nature growing sweeter by the minute, gestured at her with a Gallic flourish. “Please say hello to Mademoiselle Deborah S—” He broke off. “You must call her Miss Deborah. She has come to stay for a while.”
“Is she Mr. Silver’s bride?” asked a small, loud child.
Deborah felt her cheeks redden. “Certainly not,” she said, but no one heard her answer. The children all started peppering Jack and Silver with questions without waiting for answers.
“My mama said he better get him a woman soon,” another child commented.
“My mama said he’s already got too many,” another countered.
“Where?” his companion challenged him. “We never seen one.” He palmed his tow-colored hair out of his eyes and peered at Deborah. “Until now.”
“I most certainly am not—”
“He keeps ’em in the wilderness somewheres,” another boy suggested. “Or maybe at the Soo Locks.”
“Enough,” Deborah said, embarrassed and exasperated. “I am not Mr. Silver’s or anyone’s woman, for heaven’s sake.”
“Then what are you?” the blond boy asked.
“A visitor,” Tom Silver broke in. He touched his hand to Deborah’s waist and steered her along the plank road. “And with any luck, she won’t be staying long.”
She resented his implication that she was here by choice and shied away from him.
“Nels,” Tom said to the tow-headed boy, “take that carpet bag to my quarters.”
Deborah’s gaze went to the small, snug cabin in the yard behind the trading post. The door was closed and the windows shuttered. She stood frozen, feeling a scream build in her throat, and only by swallowing hard could she stop herself from letting it out. “I can’t stay there with you,” she said faintly.
“Why the hell not?”
“It’s not proper.”
An insolent laugh burst from him. “Why the hell would I worry about that?” He sobered. “Look, even if I trusted you not to do something stupid, you wouldn’t find a welcome with anyone else in town.”
She bridled, her pride stung. “I beg your pardon.”
“You’re a Sinclair, Princess. Just wait ’til folks find out.”


PART TWO
The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.
—Marcel Proust




THIRTEEN

Until this moment, Tom Silver had not been the sort of man who struck Deborah as having an actual home. The Tom Silver she knew was too wild, too angry, too implacable to possess mundane things like cookware and blankets and furniture, books and hearth plaques and kerosene lamps.
Yet when he led the way through the back of the trading post and across the yard, she found herself face to face with the place he called home. Violating all opinions she had formed of him, the place was not crude or makeshift. It had a porch with two rough-hewn chairs, a woodshed and a fieldstone chimney. It resembled the home of a decent, settled person, someone who cared about the way he lived.
Did Tom Silver care? She had not seen that in his behavior so far. Simply barging and bullying his way through each day seemed to be enough for him.
She stole a furtive glance over her shoulder at him, feeling the presence of his bulk as they crossed the yard. Perhaps she was wrong about him after all. It wouldn’t be the first time her judgment had been wrong about a man.
The surface of the porch was made of split puncheons worn smooth by the years. The front door was not locked. At Silver’s nod, she stepped inside while he went along the porch, opening the window shutters.
Plain muslin curtains made of flour sacks tacked over the windows filtered the sunlight. A musty, smoky smell of spent firewood and disuse hung in the air. Deborah set down the parcel she had been carrying and let her eyes adjust to the dimness. Black iron stove and a ladder leading to a loft. A long plank counter of scrubbed wood with a pump sink. Wooden settle in front of the fireplace. Table and chairs, enameled plates and bowls stacked on a shelf above the sink.
Two of everything.
“You’re to bed down in here,” Silver said, opening the door with his foot. “I’ll take the loft.”
She followed him into a tiny, low-ceilinged room with a washstand and a bedstead covered by a drab woolen blanket. He jerked a thumb to a small exterior door. “Privy’s out there, and you can get water from the kitchen.” He set down the wicker trunk he had been carrying, then turned and left the room.
Deborah stood unmoving, trying to collect her bearings. He meant for her to stay in this house—alone—with him. Day in and day out, until her father came for her. The idea of being alone with any man, particularly a savage giant of a man, should properly terrify her. Instead, it made her angry.
“What am I to do?” she asked loudly.
His footsteps in the next room stopped for a moment, then started again as he came to the doorway. “Do?”
“With my time. What do you expect me to do?”
“I don’t know.” It was too dim to see if he was laughing at her. “Whatever you…debutantes do.”
She sniffed. “I wish you wouldn’t keep calling me that. You have no idea what a debutante is.”
With one step he came close, looming over her, his form blotting out the daylight. With uncaring insolence he skimmed a big rough finger over the crest of her cheekbone. His rude stare swept her from head to foot. “I reckon I do now, Princess,” he said with soft menace in his voice.
Her heart hammered out of control, a painful reminder of her cowardice. When would the fear end? Never, if he kept treating her like the enemy. Pretending disdain and disgust, she tossed her head and stepped back. “Does it make you feel bigger, more manly, when you bully me?” she demanded. She wondered where this streak of aggression had come from. Despite her anger, it pleased her to know she was capable of showing a little backbone every once in a while. “Is that why you do it?” she persisted.
He laughed. “Nope. I do it because you’re a hell of a lot more interesting when you’re mad.” He left the room again, this time going to the kitchen door to bring in supplies.
Deborah felt herself dangling just inches from complete despair. She was in the oddest of places, among strangers, with no inkling how to get out of her dilemma. Going to the window, she swept aside the curtain, which was brittle with age and dust. A large brown spider scuttled across the sill. She gave a small shriek and jumped back.
Pressing her fist to her mouth, she staggered to the bed and sank down. She thought she might weep, but knew weeping would not help, so she buried her head in her hands. The ropes strung beneath the mattress creaked with her weight, and when she shifted, she felt a decided something pressing at her. With a frown, she knelt beside the bed and looked underneath.
There, she found a long, flat box with leather hinges nailed on one side. Extra blankets, she supposed. Since they had left the Soo Locks and crossed the waters of Lake Superior, the weather had grown steadily colder. The winter nights were probably brutal here.
She pulled out the box, bringing with it a roll of dust motes and cobwebs. Lifting the lid, she peered inside and found a collection of boy’s clothing—dungarees and knickers, checked shirts and a thick flannel nightshirt—a tin cigar box containing a dead butterfly, a buckskin bag filled with glass marbles and a slingshot and a copybook filled with penmanship practice.
Deborah felt a mixture of wonder and confusion. These were probably things from Tom Silver’s boyhood. It was hard to think of him as a boy who’d had a mother who loved him.
At that moment, he returned, bringing a cloth-wrapped parcel. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
She flinched at the bite of rage in his voice. “What is all this?”
In two strides he had crossed the room. With a flick of his wrist, he slammed the box shut. “That’s private.”
“So is my life,” she shot back, “but that didn’t stop you from abducting me.” Forcing herself to brave his temper, she opened the box again, filling the air with a cedary smell. “These are a child’s things,” she said. “A boy’s clothes and books and…keepsakes.” She held up a jar that contained a collection of fossils. “What a lot of pressure a delicate leaf exerts to imprint itself into the very flesh of the rock,” she said, studying the ancient patterns. “Who would have thought something so fragile could cut so deeply into a rock?”
“Never thought about it,” he muttered.
“Were these yours?”
“No,” he snapped.
“Then…do these belong to your child, Mr. Silver?” she asked. “Where has he gone?”
For the second time, Silver slammed the box shut, then shoved it under the bed with his foot. Striding toward the door, he said, “Your father killed him.”
 * * *
Tom figured he’d given the woman something to think about while he took care of business. Ernie Sivertsen, maimed and disfigured in the accident, had minded the post in Tom’s absence, but there were plenty of chores waiting for him. Business was always slow this time of year, toward the close of the season. Folks were packing up, getting ready to go to the mainland for the winter. Some of them moved house completely, taking everything that wasn’t nailed down, even their big iron stoves. Tom had to pack and store the things he’d be leaving behind, tally up accounts for the season and do an inventory.
Thanks to Arthur Sinclair, some would not be back. Their menfolk—husbands, brothers, fathers—had died, and the women and old folks left behind couldn’t carry on the fishing or logging.
He was stacking canning jars when Ilsa Ibbotsen stopped in, a sleeping baby cradled against her bosom. The minister’s wife, she was the closest thing the island children had to a teacher, and on foul weather days, she gathered them in her kitchen to read the Good Book and do sums.
“Welcome back, Tom,” she said. “Wasn’t the same without you.”
“Thanks, ma’am.” He liked Ilsa. She had the large-boned, Nordic good looks of a woman suited to north woods living, with a nature as generous as her physique. “What can I do for you?”
“I need some clove oil,” she said. “Baby’s teething. And can you send over some kerosene? The days are getting short.”
He nodded and found the oil on a small, high shelf of apothecary goods. “Has fishing been good for the pastor?” Tom asked, to fill the silence.
She nodded. The baby fussed a little, then settled again on her shoulder. Tom didn’t usually pay much mind to babies, but he found himself studying the child’s chubby hand, trustingly clutched into Ilsa’s shawl, and the pink lips pursed in sleep. “Hope this’ll fix what hurts,” he said, setting the clear bottle of oil on the counter.
She nodded her thanks, then hesitated before speaking again. “Folks are wondering about your visitor, Tom.”
“I guess they would be.” He and Lightning Jack had told no one they had gone to Chicago. The Suzette’s normal run was to the Soo Locks, no further. He took a deep breath. Ilsa and the others in the settlement weren’t going to like what they learned about Tom’s captive, not one bit. He’d have to explain himself sooner rather than later, and he might as well start with the pastor’s wife. Though she had lost a brother-in-law in the disaster, her sturdy Lutheran principles seemed to help her bear the grief.
“Lightning Jack and I went down to Chicago to settle the score with Arthur Sinclair,” Tom said.
“Is that so?” Ilsa dropped her voice to a shocked whisper. “Tom, you shouldn’t have done that.”
He didn’t look up, but concentrated on calibrating the oil in its container. “I didn’t. The whole city was on fire when we got there.”
“The mail boat brought news of the fires,” Ilsa said.
He finished pouring the oil and made himself look at her. But in his mind, he was seeing Arthur Sinclair in the foyer of his mansion, blank-faced as Tom took aim. Why had he hesitated? The man’s careless greed had taken seven lives, yet Tom had paused a mere second too long, and Sinclair had escaped.
“It was chaos in the city,” he explained. “He got away, but I figured out a way to make him pay for what he did.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the cabin. “The woman’s name is Deborah Sinclair,” he said. “She’s Arthur Sinclair’s daughter.”
“Oh, Tom—”
“Wait, hear me out. We sent word that Sinclair is to come fetch her here.” Tom took a dark satisfaction in envisioning the moment. Sinclair kept his hands clean by paying others to do his work for him. This once, he would be forced to see what he had caused.
“Supposing he does come. Rich man like that—he’ll bring armed guards, wouldn’t you think? Enough blood’s been spilled on this island.”
“We’ll settle with him then, gain restitution for the families of the victims.”
“You mean, pay us.” Ilsa’s pale face turned implacable and she pressed her lips together. “There’s no payment can make up for a loss like that.”
“I know, Ilsa. But the insurance hearing declared it an act of God so there’s to be no settlement. Folks have to eat, have to live day to day. That’s what the money’ll do.”
“Have you considered what the money won’t do?” she asked, a quiet challenge sharpening her voice.
Tom felt the brutal ache of Asa’s absence. “Of course I have.” Ever since abandoning the plan to murder Arthur Sinclair, he had been searching for another way to find justice. He wanted to see Sinclair face to face. He wanted him to see where people had died. That could only be accomplished by forcing him to come to Isle Royale.
“After the accident, my sister had to move off island to Duluth.” Ilsa’s voice trembled. “She’s a saloon girl there, Tom. She…sells her body at the Immigrant House and drinks herself senseless every night.”
The news drove an icy wind through him. “I’m sorry, Ilsa. Maybe the restitution will help. If she doesn’t have to work for a—” he wasn’t sure what to call it “—a wage, then she might settle down in a…quieter manner.”
Ilsa leaned back against a stack of feed grain. “Maybe,” she said softly. “Maybe. But folks aren’t going to like it. They aren’t going to like knowing his daughter’s here.”
“With luck, it’ll be a week or less. She’s his only child. He’ll come for her.”
With one arm cradling the sleeping infant, she reached around and signed the credit chit on the counter. “You know,” she said quietly, “it would be a fine tribute to the Lord if we were to get a proper church on the island. Our little parlor’s getting crowded.”
 * * *
“Are you sure this is the way he went?” Deborah asked, eyeing the steep serrated ridge of the hillside.
The boy named Nels nodded vigorously. “Cross my heart and hope to die. He comes here a lot.” He shaded his eyes against the late afternoon sun and pointed. “If you stay to the right, the going’s not too hard.”
“Thank you,” she said. “It’s lucky you happened by.” She had encountered the boy walking home from a nearby pond with a bait bucket and a creel of fish. Nels swore he knew where she’d find Tom Silver.
She never thought she would find herself in search of her abductor, yet here she was. After stunning her with the news that he had a boy who’d died, he’d left her to speculate all afternoon. Determined to find answers, she had gone to his trading post. Through the back door she had seen him talking with a woman holding a baby. She suspected they were discussing her, and she had lost her nerve.
Nels stared at her openly.
“What?” she asked. Surely a boy wouldn’t notice her unfashionable dress.
“They said you were the devil’s daughter.”
“Who said that?”
“Folks in town,” he replied vaguely. “So…are you?”
“Do you believe that?”
The tips of his ears turned red as he grinned. “You don’t look it.”
She smiled back to hide her distress. Her father was a hated man here. Everyone would assume she was cut from the same cloth. She had no idea how to face that hatred.
In the distance, a bell clanged, and Nels looked over his shoulder at the settlement. “I have to go,” he said. “I got chores to do before supper.”
“I’ll find Mr. Silver on my own,” she assured him, though she was not at all sure of herself.
The boy slipped away to a clapboard house at the end of the rutted street. Deborah took a deep, determined breath and started to climb. It was a struggle to hold her long dress out of the way. Stumps and brambles caught at her skirts. No wonder frontierswomen wore such sturdy clothes. The moss and lichen covering the jagged rocks made for slippery going. She grasped at underbrush and tree trunks, pulling until her legs and shoulders ached.
She couldn’t believe she was actually climbing a mountain on a wild island in the middle of nowhere. But since the night of the fire, everything that had befallen her was unbelievable, so this was no different.
A low bush came up by the roots and she tumbled backward. Bumping violently against a huge rock, she decided she would rather read about adventures than have them. At least you knew an adventure in a book was going to end well.
Except that there was something to be said for striking out like this, off into the unknown. True, she was scratched, sweating and terrified most of the time, but each time she took a step, each time she put one foot in front of the other, she felt a sense of accomplishment that was almost heady in its intensity.
When she cleared the top of the rocky ridge, she nearly shouted with her victory. But what she saw there struck her mute.
It was beautiful. Beyond beautiful. A sense of wonder broke over her. She found herself standing atop the very world, or so it seemed. From her vantage point, she could see the island’s untracked wilderness stretching out in a carpet of evergreen and changing leaves. Here and there, inland lakes glittered like mirrors. Superior, its surface on fire with the colors of sunset, embraced the island, invaded its coves and inlets. The broken shore surrounded a wilderness so enchanting that her heart caught at the sight of it.
A feeling of complete solitude invaded her. She had never felt this way before, because she had never known a place like this existed. It was a pervasive enchantment, seeping through her; the sight of the water and the trees, the sounds of the wind and the wild birds, all drugging her with their seductiveness.
The colors alone took her breath away. Sunset sky, blue lake, rock in every shade of black and gray, cloaked in rich orange lichen. This was a place of magic, she thought. An island so far removed from the rest of the world that she was half convinced the rest of the world did not exist.
For some reason, it cheered her to think that way.
“What are you doing here?” demanded a rough, angry voice.
She nearly stumbled and fell. “Don’t startle me like that.”
“Then don’t follow me around,” Tom Silver said.
“Then don’t tell me terrible things and walk away without explaining them,” she shot back.
He stood in a slant of sunlight from the west, glaring at her. Behind him lay a broad clearing, overgrown with bramble. He wore Levi’s, a plain broadcloth shirt and no hat. The wind toyed with his hair, and she could see the small wrapped lock with the eagle feather. Deborah had the same strange sensation looking at him as she’d had looking at the majestic island. Like the island, he was not threatening, but…imposing. And seductively wild.
“I want you to tell me about your child,” she said. Then, aching for him, she added, “Please.”
“Why?”
“Because I want to understand.”
He pivoted on a booted heel. “Follow me.”
As usual, he didn’t look to see if she followed or if she was keeping up. When she stumbled and cried out, he didn’t turn. She didn’t resent him, though. The fact that he had lost a child explained so much about his anger and his bullying.
Thorns and scrubby fir trees tore at her as she followed him to the center of the clearing. Before her lay a deep, rockbound pit. Blackened timbers littered the ground around it. A little beyond the scarred earth, a row of roses grew.
“Isle Royale copper,” Tom Silver said, staring into the hole. “It’s not ore, but pure metal. Folks’ve been after it since before time was counted. There hadn’t been a working mine here since before the war. Your father wanted to be the first to make some fast money.”
She caught her breath, beginning to understand what was coming next. “So he sent in his mining company.”
“He wouldn’t have been the first, and he’s not going to be the last, but he got greedy. He sent in his team last spring as the claim was being surveyed.”
“Then my father was not directly responsible.”
“So that’s how he lives with himself? By paying other men to do his work for him, make his mistakes for him? Take the blame for him?”
Her shoulders slumped. Silver was right. Her father was responsible no matter how far he was from the incident.
“The islanders welcomed a new enterprise—at first,” Tom Silver continued. “They’re poor folks, loggers and fishermen. When the mining company came here with your father’s grand plan, they found a ready audience. He made promises to desperate men. They’d get rich overnight. They’d never have to work again after finding the big vein.” He shook his head. “Most had the sense not to believe him, but fifteen men and boys had their heads turned by all his talk. The team left a no-account supervisor in charge and promised bonuses if operations got under way ahead of schedule. Prizes for the first metal. They didn’t care about safety or caution or taking the time to do things right. They just cared about mining that vein.”
A chill touched the base of her spine. Sinclair Mining had ceased operations in Lake Superior over the summer. She recalled reading a notice to that effect in the Tribune. Now she knew why. Yet her father had never spoken of any sort of disaster or tragedy. He had simply turned his attention to Sinclair Grain Futures or Sinclair Shipping or Sinclair Railways. He opened and closed enterprises like a fashionable woman trying on and discarding frocks.
It was no way to find the permanence he sought, she reflected. He craved the “old money” way of life, yet he wanted to use new money in order to buy it. She wished he could understand that it didn’t work that way. Families that had founded themselves in the style her father craved did so by building something lasting and true.
She had no idea when she might see her father again. She had no idea what she would say to him after this ordeal. She had no idea, she bleakly admitted to herself, how her father would react to seeing this dead place, where his enterprise had ripped a wound in the earth and ended seven lives.
She surveyed the roses, a few of them bravely blooming despite the late season, but most barren to bald rosehips. There were seven struggling rosebushes in all. These had been planted in honor of the victims; she knew that without asking.
“Tell me about the accident,” she said.
“Fifteen men came forward to work. They were lured by the promise of handsome wages, bonuses, perhaps a cut of the profits. But there were no profits. Seven died in the explosion. One of the dead was Asa. He was fourteen years old.”
Asa. A Biblical name, a name for kings. The sickness that had been pushing at the back of her throat grew more sour and urgent. She was barely able to swallow. “Mr. Silver,” she whispered, “I’m sorry about your son.”
“He was mine, and I was his, but he was my foster son.”
She felt herself being drawn to this man, learning to look past the hard shell of his exterior and into his heart. She had accused him of being heartless, but now she knew that wasn’t true. She had probably known it since the moment he had given up his chance to shoot her father in order to save her from the flames.
“How did he come to be your foster son?”
“I knew a man in the war named Kane.” Tom gazed off into the misty distance as he spoke. “He was an adjutant colonel from Michigan. Told me to visit him after the war, and I did. He had a little farm on Battle Creek, fresh graves in the side yard. He’d lost his wife and daughter to the influenza, and he was pretty sick himself. He and Asa didn’t have any living relatives. When it became clear Kane wasn’t going to make it, I promised him I’d look after his boy.”
A long silence spun out, punctuated by secretive flutterings in the bushes, and the occasional chittering of a bird. Deborah’s throat hurt with sorrow. Tom Silver’s face said everything. The depths of his eyes held all the things he would not tell her. He’d suffered a loss she couldn’t understand, yet she could feel it, a soft ache in her heart, where her mother was supposed to be.
Silver paced restlessly to the top of the ridge where the wind caught at his too-long hair and rippled through the sleeves of his shirt. “I can’t abide broken promises,” he said.
She didn’t have to ask him what he meant. She knew. He felt that he had failed his friend, failed to keep Asa safe.
“You said the boy was fourteen years old. A boy of fourteen is apt to get his head turned by the prospect of fast money,” she said, knowing there was no comfort in it. “I can’t imagine what you could have said to stop him. Some people are simply driven by the lure of possibility.” Her father almost never spoke of the past, but she knew he had been on his own from a very young age. He had once remarked to her that by the age of six he was selling apples and newspapers in the streets of New York City. “I’m just sorry he was lured to the mine by my father’s company.”
“Asa thought it sounded like one big adventure,” Tom said. His voice was eerily without inflection. “Sinclair addressed him personally, told him how he’d be the boy at the top of the shaft, working the air bellows so the miners below would have fresh air. It sounded like a picnic to a boy who had just spent the entire spring doing shore work.”
He picked up a loose rock and flung it so far she couldn’t see where it landed. “They never even took one ounce of copper,” he said. “Sinclair’s foreman didn’t bother reinforcing the shaft, so the minute they blasted, the thing blew like a bomb in a trench.” He turned back to face the blackened, narrow pit. “I was minding the post that day, but I heard it. We all heard the explosion and went running.” His shoulders were stiff as if readying for a blow that would never come. “They said Asa was the first to die because he was at the top of the shaft.” He hesitated. “I found part of his shirt in a tree.”
Scalding tears poured from Deborah’s eyes, running unchecked down her cheeks until, finally, her vision was too blurred and she wiped them away with her sleeve. “I don’t know what to say to you.” She’d never expected to feel sympathy for the man who had kidnaped her. She pressed her fists to her heart as if it were breaking. “You have been in hell, and I can’t help you.”
“I never asked for your help.”
“It’s not helping you to hold me captive, either,” she pointed out.
He ignored the suggestion. “Your father ceased doing business as Sinclair Mining. His solicitors and claims adjustors fixed things so that no one accepted liability for the accident. No restitution was paid. Those who died were buried in paupers’ graves, and if they left families behind, their wives and kids had to fend for themselves.”
“So that is why you wanted to kill my father.”
“It was never a question of wanting.” He subjected her to a lengthy, narrow-eyed scrutiny that made her want to hide. “Your ransom is going to force him into bankruptcy.”
The wind dried the tears on her cheeks. “You don’t understand my father,” she said, and it occurred to her that she didn’t understand him either. It was as if they were discussing a stranger. When she thought of her father, she pictured a handsome man with a lame leg, a parent who indulged her every whim, an ambitious social climber who wanted the world for her and would stop at nothing to get it. Now, new knowledge was transforming him into a stranger. Yes, she had always known he was an ambitious businessman, but had he truly lied and cheated just to be the first to get his mine started?
“Do you understand him?” Tom Silver demanded.
Deborah flinched. “Well enough to know you can’t force him into bankruptcy. He is too diversified. I can’t begin to tell you the enterprises he’s involved in. Besides, even if you took every last cent from him, he would find a way to rebuild his fortune. He is that sort of man. A survivor.” She said this without any pride. She could no longer take pride in her father’s accomplishments. “Still, he is wealthy enough to make a full restitution to every family involved in the mining disaster. Including yourself.”
“I lost Asa, not a lifetime of income. That loss can’t be repaid in silver and gold.”
She wondered if he knew he had already done the one thing sure to wound her father. By taking her, he had accomplished everything he had set out to do. She was her father’s hope for the future, for redemption, for respectability.
But only if she married Philip Ascot.
She shivered, and the evening wind skirled up from the lake, tearing pink and amber leaves from the sugar maples and rippling through the brambles.
“Best be getting back before dark,” Tom said.
She turned to descend the way she had come up. The dry dirt path, littered with pebbles, was slippery underfoot, and she had to catch herself on branches and rock projections as she made her way back to the settlement. The whole way down, she felt Tom Silver’s presence behind her. He never touched her, never spoke, and when they reached the bottom, it was full dark on Isle Royale.


FOURTEEN

Deborah Sinclair reminded Tom of a soldier in the aftermath of battle. He had been observing her furtively for days, and unlikely as it seemed, she exhibited a moody wariness that evoked memories of the war.
She was like a battle-weary, disheartened warrior. By the light of the fire in the grate that night, her face appeared drawn, her eyes overly bright and watchful. She put him in mind of—he couldn’t believe he was thinking this—of himself, when he had been so beaten down after the battle of Kenaha Falls that he almost could not make himself take the next breath. Why did Deborah’s eyes reflect the same shock and despair?
Of course, even the most stouthearted soldier would be stunned by the violence and devastation that had swept through Chicago that Sunday night. The holocaust had felt like the wrath of God, and Deborah, like everyone else, had witnessed horrors beyond imagining.
A burning log fell in the grate, sending a column of sparks up the chimney. Deborah didn’t flinch. Perhaps she blinked, but that was all. She had not gone into hysterics during the fire as he had seen so many do that night. In fact, she had kept a level head about her, even rescuing a dog and keeping it safe. Tom began to wonder if her nervousness stemmed from another matter.
Maybe, he conceded, getting up to put another log on the fire, he might be misreading her altogether. Perhaps it was normal for a young woman like Deborah Sinclair to act so damned jittery. He had never met an heiress before. It was peculiar being alone without Lightning Jack around to act as a buffer. He had loaded his trawler with barrels of salt fish and gone off on the Duluth run.
“What are you looking at?” she asked suddenly.
He hadn’t realized she’d noticed his pensive stare. “Just wondering if all your kind are as jumpy as you seem to be.”
“And what, pray, is ‘my kind’?”
“High-strung, overbred heiresses.”
“Is that what you think I am?”
“If the shoe fits.”
She didn’t say anything at first. Then she said, “So you think I’m jumpy. High-strung.”
“Yep.”
“And you have no idea why?”
“I was thinking it might be the fire, but you kept your head about you that night.”
She looked incredulous. “I’ve been kidnaped and dragged to the middle of nowhere. I have no idea what has become of my friends, my family, my home, my entire world. Do you wonder that I might seem a bit nervous?”
“I thought that was the explanation,” he conceded. “But I was wrong.”
“What do you mean?”
“Something else is bothering you. It’s just a feeling I have.”
She patted her lap, inviting the dog to jump up. “Your feelings are wrong, then. I’m sure my nerves will be just fine once you return me to…where I belong.”
He frowned at the slight hesitation in her voice. “And where do you reckon you belong? That fancy house on Huron Avenue? That finishing school on the lake?”
“How did you know about Miss Boylan’s?”
“I heard you telling Lightning Jack. So where do you belong, Princess?”
“Why do you ask? Are you planning on taking me there?”
“If your father knows what’s good for you, he’ll come soon and take you there himself.”
A strange, humorless laugh escaped her.
“What’s funny?” he asked.
“It’s just an odd coincidence. My father and I were discussing what is good for me the very night you…burst upon our lives so dramatically.”
He could tell from her inflection that she and her father had not been in agreement. “Did you and Sinclair have some petty spat about the proper fish knife to use or what to wear to the latest musicale?”
She went stiff and hard with indignation. “You can’t imagine that a person like me might actually have concerns of importance, can you?” she asked softly, her hand stroking the dog’s head.
“Woman, you can’t even answer a simple question.”
“And you can’t even have a civil conversation.” She put down the dog, shot up from the wooden settle and paced back and forth on the hearth rug. “Mr. Silver, there is nothing, absolutely nothing, that I can say to begin to comfort you for your loss. What happened in the mine pit was a tragedy no words could ever address. But I will promise you this. Treating me with cruelty will not assuage the hurt of losing Asa.”
“Cruelty?” Amazed, he spread his hands in innocence. “All I did was ask you a few questions. It’s not my fault you refuse to answer them.”
“I’m not refusing to answer them.”
“Then why don’t you answer?”
“Answer what?”
“My questions. I can’t believe this is difficult for you. Or did they forget to teach you simple question and answer techniques at Miss Boiler—”
“Miss Boylan’s, and I have no idea why it matters to you whether I answer your questions or not.”
“It doesn’t matter,” he barked. But in a small way, it did. In spite of who she was and why he had taken her, there were things he wanted to know about her. “But only a daft woman could fail to answer such a simple thing as where she belongs in the world. That’s all I asked.”
It was all he asked, but it wasn’t all he wanted to know. He wanted to know what she thought about when she gazed into the heart of the fire. He wanted to know what it felt like to run a hand through her silky blond hair. He wanted to know what her laughter sounded like. He wanted to know why she’d balked at going with Philip Ascot the night of the fire.
“I simply don’t see the point of this conversation,” she said.
“Conversation,” he shot back. “We’re not in Chicago anymore, Princess. There’s no theater, no restaurants, no ballroom on Isle Royale.”
“Then what on earth do you do for entertainment?”
“We talk. To each other.”
“I see. And this is supposed to entertain me?”
“It’s not a night at the opera, but—” He broke off and stared at her. She had turned white as a sheet. “Are you ill?” he asked.
She said nothing. Even from across the room he could see a sheen of sweat on her upper lip and forehead. She swayed a little. He went to her and took hold of her elbow to steady her, because she looked as if she was about to fall.
The instant he touched her, she jerked violently away. The hem of her skirt wafted dangerously close to the fire.
Tom took a step back, holding his hands palm out. He reminded himself that she was a weak and delicate lady. “Don’t get your bloomers in a twist. You suddenly looked peaked.”
She blinked with the disoriented look of an awakening dreamer. “I beg your pardon?” she asked vaguely.
Tom took another step back. He had never seen cabin fever strike a person so fast. Or maybe this was another symptom of her battle fatigue. “I thought you might be getting sick all of a sudden.”
“I’m…fine.” She edged over to the settle and sank down.
He went to the kitchen and took out a jug of cider, freshly pressed by the Kreidbergs up island at Rock Harbor. He poured some into a glass jar and brought it to her. “You’d better drink something.”
She hesitated, then reached for the glass and sipped at the cider. “It’s delicious. I meant to tell you that at supper. Mr. Silver?”
He was always disconcerted when she addressed him so formally. “Yeah?”
“What will my staying under the same roof as you do to my reputation among the settlers?”
He shook his head. She simply didn’t get it. Arthur Sinclair’s daughter was a pariah—that was what she should worry about. But he didn’t want to bring that up again, so he said, “Folks here are down-to-earth and practical. Someone needs a bed for the night, people don’t pay much mind where that bed is.”
She had picked at her meal, eating no more than she had on shipboard. Tom didn’t want to admit it to himself, but he was starting to worry about her. What if Sinclair came for his daughter only to find she was ill or worse—insane?
 * * *
Deborah stood watching out the window. The town was stirring to life in the morning. A child toddled out onto the stoop of the house across the way. A woman in a nightgown and kerchief grabbed him and took him inside. At the end of the street, a girl carried a milking pail into a house. The man with the long white hair walked along the roadway, his breath making frozen clouds in the morning air.
She had dressed this morning without a mirror, washing her face in the chilly water at the washstand and brushing her hair in the dark. She emerged from the room to find a lively fire in the grate and Tom Silver fixing breakfast. Today, after their first night in the house behind the shop, he looked…different. He had bathed for a very long time the night before. She’d lain in bed and listened to him filling the big zinc tub in the next room, trying not to picture him. But she had anyway, and in her mind’s eye that big body didn’t in any way resemble the smooth marble nude sculptures she had viewed in Florence last summer.
He looked alarmingly real, not a statue at all. His hair, though still savagely long, shone with bluish glints and the small braid with the eagle feather flashed in and out of the dark locks. He wore Levi’s trousers, boots and a clean broadcloth shirt. As he boiled the morning coffee, he seemed entirely at ease.
There was an intimate domesticity to the situation that discomfited her. She had never been terribly interested in the way other people started their day, had never given the matter much thought. It was unbearably strange, this settled state of affairs.
He glanced up. “Coffee’s almost ready.”
“Um, thank you.” She sat down at the table, and seeing no napkin, wasn’t sure what to do with her hands. So she simply folded them in her lap.
Tom poured himself a mug and sat down to eat a piece of cornbread. She chafed beneath his gaze. “Shall I help myself?”
“I reckon the breakfast isn’t going to walk over here on its own.”
“You needn’t be sarcastic.” She took down the other mug from a peg. “Forgive me if I’m unclear on the protocol of being a prisoner.”
He laughed briefly. “Very dramatic. Did you learn that by going to the theater?”
She sniffed and reached for the black enamel coffeepot. Tom spoke sharply, but her yelp of surprise and pain drowned him out. She leaped back, holding her burned hand. At the same moment, Tom jumped up. Grabbing her wrist, he pulled her over to the sink and pumped a cascade of water over her burned hand. The icy water soothed and then numbed her hand.
“Didn’t you know that was hot?” he asked, pumping the water with one hand and holding her with the other.
She didn’t answer. Surely he knew full well she had never poured coffee from a stove pot. More astonishing to her was the fact that he was holding her and she didn’t feel like screaming or fainting.
He lifted her hand from the stream of water and inspected it. An angry red welt cut across her palm. “You’ll probably get a blister,” he said. He grabbed a frayed cloth from a peg and carefully blotted at her hand.
“Wait here,” he said. “I’ve got some ointment for this.” He fetched a tin of something that smelled faintly of maple. “Hold out your hand.” She turned it palm up and he used his large, blunt finger to smooth on the ointment. Then he wound the cloth and loosely tied it.
“You must think me such a bungler,” she said. Her hand stung, but that wasn’t what hurt.
Instead of releasing her, he steered her toward the table and bench. “No,” he said. “Just never met a woman who didn’t know how to tie her own shoes or pour coffee.”
He set a full mug in front of her, then a small tin plate with a square of cornbread on it. She briefly considered another hunger strike, but she already knew that mutiny did not work with this man. He had no heart, no sympathy when it came to her.
With her uninjured hand she picked up the bread and took a bite. As she ate, she felt sheepishness creep like a rash over her. What a foolish thing to do, grabbing a pot from a hot stove with her bare hand. And Tom Silver, of all people, had been there to see her do it.
All her life she had been surrounded by men who had made her feel inadequate. Her father did not deem it necessary or proper for a woman to study and learn matters of business and commerce. Philip’s sophisticated knowledge of vintage wines and fine arts had been impressive, and he had made a point of correcting her ignorance in such matters—and many others. Now Tom Silver, taking her against her will to this strange new world, had dealt her another blow. She was a useless ornament. Not needed. Not wanted. Barely tolerated.
“It must amuse you to see me helpless,” she said at last.
“You’re a lot of things, lady, but you’re not funny,” he said.
“I wonder how you would fare in my world,” she challenged. “You would be as out of place there as I am here.”
“Which is why we’re here,” he said simply. “Believe me, if this was a permanent arrangement, I’d shoot myself. Or you.”
“Then end it now,” she said, leaning forward. “Take me back to Chicago. If it’s money you want from my father, I’ll see that you get it. I saw the scene of the tragedy. And if it happened as you say—”
“It did.”
“—then he was wrong, very wrong, and must be made to pay. I shall make my father listen to me. You needn’t break the law.”
He laughed. “You think that’s important to me?”
“I suppose nothing is important to you—nothing but revenge.”
“Give me a reason to feel otherwise,” he snapped.
His angry grief touched her in unexpected ways. She carefully unwrapped the cloth from her hand. The red welts were becoming more defined. “I’ve never experienced a loss like yours. I can’t begin to know how you feel.” She held his gaze. “What I do know is that nothing you’ve done so far is helping.”
He broke the stare and shoved back from the table. “And you think going begging to your father will help.”
“I wasn’t suggesting begging. I never beg.” She flushed scarlet, knowing it was a lie. She was lost then, locked in painful remembrances. It was the strangest sensation. She was aware of Tom Silver in the room with her, aware of the smell of coffee and the sound of the wind off the lake, yet she felt detached, unconnected to the rest of the world. She felt like a small boat unmoored, adrift in fog-shrouded waters.
She was going mad, she truly was.
“…hear what I said?” Tom Silver’s voice interrupted her dark thoughts.
“I’m sorry?”
“I’ll be in the shop.” He pushed away from the table.
“What shall I do?” she demanded, looking around wildly. “You haven’t answered my question. Why won’t you let me go to my father, convince him to make a settlement to these families?”
He stopped in the doorway. “You’re on an island in the north woods. No one’s going to take you to see your father.”
“Very well. Take me to the mainland and I’ll go by stagecoach or train.” She had never taken the train alone. Her father had his own salon car, lavishly made by George Pullman’s company, but when she traveled, she was never alone. “I shall see to it that justice is served. You have my word of honor.”
“Forgive me for being skeptical of a Sinclair’s word of honor.”
“He doesn’t realize what happened here,” she insisted. “He was obviously misled by his subordinates.”
“He knew what he was doing. He knew what was at risk. He just didn’t care.”
“No.” She refused to believe it. Her father was ambitious, yes. Of course. But not ruthless or heartless. “Hundreds of men work for my father. He does his best to employ men of skill and principle. Most are upstanding men of affairs, but perhaps this mining supervisor was unscrupulous. I shall simply tell my father exactly what you have told me. I’ll explain what happened. He will dismiss the man responsible and make restitution to the families.” She glared at him. “You would have executed him in cold blood with no regard for the law, without hearing his side of the story. Providence alone stopped you.”
“As I recall, a crazy woman sliding down the banister stopped me.”
She was still amazed at herself for actually having done something resourceful.
“The answer to your question is no,” he concluded. “You’ll stay here until he comes for you.”
“What if he doesn’t get your messages?” she demanded.
“He will,” said Tom Silver. “He needs you, remember?”
“To marry Philip Ascot,” she said, feeling a thump of panic in her chest.
“So his grandkids can join the Porcellian Club.”
She gaped at him. “How on earth would you know about that?” It was the most exclusive private club at Harvard, open only to indisputably old-money students.
“Even a troglodyte can read Judge Lowell’s memoirs,” he said. “I once won a copy in a card game. If your father’s not here by ice-up, you’ll have to go to Fraser. That’s where most islanders spend the winter.”
“What is ice-up?”
“Just what it sounds like. When the lake freezes over and you can’t navigate it, the island’s cut off for the winter. Some folks’ve been known to dogsled across the ice, but it’s dangerous. The islanders come back in March or April when the ice breakers can get through.”
“And when does this ice-up happen?”
“November, December.”
“And the island is evacuated.”
“Yep. Being left behind’s a death sentence, so folks generally leave by December.”
“That’s five weeks away.”
He dismantled the coffeepot in the sink. “I have work to do.”
“What of me?”
“Princess,” he said, “I don’t much care.”
She felt herself spiraling away as she sometimes did, down into that shadowy place where fearsome memories lived. Trying to avoid such thoughts, she went to the window and studied the rutted track that comprised the main street. “Do they all know who I am?” she asked, regarding two women who stood in a yard, talking as they pegged out laundry.
“Reckon so, by now,” he said.
“They’ll all hate me.”
He didn’t deny it. “Just don’t wander away anywhere. It’s easy to get lost on the island. Hard to be found.” He walked out of the house leaving a curious emptiness heavy in the air. She stared at the space where he had stood, and a shiver blew through her. Winter was coming on.
 * * *
On the same day, Arthur Sinclair received a social snub and a mysterious package. His social secretary, Mr. Milford Plunkett, sat with him in the study of the Lake View house, his impeccably clean, pale face drawn into lines of sympathy. “So it’s true, then,” Plunkett said with quiet resignation. “The brute Mr. Ascot encountered in Lincoln Park did indeed abduct her.”
Arthur felt an uncomfortable heat in his chest. He stared at the torn-open parcel containing a flaxen curl, and had a strange urge to touch it. But he didn’t. Instead, he picked up the lavaliere and laid it on the table. Many years ago, he had spent a month’s wages on the bauble, and not once had he regretted it. He remembered the way the pendant used to look on his wife when she would wear it to Sunday services. The facets of the blue topaz had seemed dim compared to the sparkle in her eyes. May used to laugh when Deborah, as a baby, would play with the jewel. “You’ll have this when you’re older, my precious,” May used to say, “but only if you are very, very good.”
May would have loved this room, he thought. It was painted her favorite color of blue, with a white marble fireplace, the flames dancing cheerily in the grate, chasing off the autumn chill. But back when May was alive, the only way she’d have seen a room like this would have been with a feather duster in her hand.
“The kidnapers could be bluffing,” Plunkett suggested, though not with much conviction.
Arthur held his silence. The man called Tom Silver wanted money, but he wanted something more. He wanted Arthur himself to go to Isle Royale. He could not imagine that, could not imagine seeing the hole ripped into the earth by men who had died doing his bidding. He would never sleep another night if he let himself dwell on his mistakes. He survived by painting away the past, much like a painter brushes over a bad stroke.
Though he knew it wasn’t reasonable, he aimed his anger at Deborah. Her childish refusal to marry Philip had precipitated all this. If she had gone where she was supposed to go that night, none of this would have happened. And Silver would have shot me dead, he reminded himself.
“Mr. Pinkerton has advised me not to negotiate with them,” he said at last.
“You should probably trust his experience in these matters, sir.” Plunkett cleared his throat. “About the supper you’re hosting tonight—”
Sinclair detected a rare hesitation in his secretary’s tone. “Yes?” He had been looking forward to the exclusive, elegant supper planned for that evening. It was a time to forget the horror of the fire, to look ahead to the future with the most important people in the city.
“Sir, perhaps you should postpone it. There have been several cancellations.” He indicated the letters and cards in his hand.
“Several?”
“Er, all, sir. Everyone has sent their regrets.”
For a few seconds, Arthur couldn’t breathe. Then he made himself say, “The Ascots as well?”
“Yes, sir.”
The city, even in ruins, was a gossip mill. The disaster had hardly slowed down the wagging tongues and scandalized whispers. People were drawing their own conclusions about the disappearance of Deborah Sinclair.
“You’re my social advisor,” he said to Plunkett. “I pay you handsomely to deal with things like this.”
“Begging your pardon, sir, but I’ve never encountered anything like this.”
“Then be blunt. Tell me what people are saying.”
“Sir, I really—”
“Just tell me, damn it.”
“They seem to dwell upon the fact that a savage abducted her. People’s imaginations run wild at this sort of thing. There’s speculation…”
“About what?”
“She’s unmarriageable.” For the first time, color flooded his smooth face. “Who would have her now? She might give birth to a savage infant.” He stared down at the cards in his hands. “I’m sorry, sir.”
Arthur Sinclair knew of only one way to handle the situation. It was a matter of business, nothing more. He took a sheet of paper and a lead pencil, wrote a brief message in his heavy scrawl and shoved it across the table. “There’s my reply.” He severed the air with a sharp gesture of his hand.
Milford Plunkett didn’t bother to conceal his relief as he hurried out. Arthur took the old lavaliere and put it in his pocket. Then he picked up the parcel with the lock of hair, tossed it into the fire and left the room.
 * * *
Deborah stayed in the house for as long as she could stand. She inspected the dwelling where Tom Silver lived, finding it spare and utilitarian. Other than a shelf filled with all sorts of books there was nothing but plain wooden furniture, bare plank floors and unadorned walls. The only colorful object was the braided oval hearth rug.
She wondered what Asa had been like, then wondered what Tom Silver had been like before the boy had been killed. Had he smiled and laughed? Had he relaxed in front of the fire, playing checkers with the boy, telling him stories? She could almost imagine him doing such a thing. Almost.
Going into the other room, she pulled the blanket up over the bed and stood back, considering. The coverlet didn’t look quite right. How did a maid do it? Deborah had seen a nicely made bed every day of her life yet she had never wondered how it was done. So she just smoothed out the drab blanket as best she could.
“What am I doing here?” she muttered under her breath. Feeling frustrated, she went outside. Smokey lay on the porch in a patch of weak sunlight. The dog thumped his tail in a cheerful greeting and she reached down to pet him. The fact that the only welcome she’d received came from a dog filled her with bleakness.
Yet at the same time, it occurred to her that she did not miss her old life. Her typical day started late, with a light breakfast served to her on bone china and sterling silver. Then came a French lesson, though her French was quite different from the colorful patois of Lightning Jack. She would organize her social engagements with the assistance of a social secretary who had a fine hand and an unerring nose for gossip. In the afternoon, she might have a dress fitting or perhaps one of those all-important engagements. A luncheon or tea, perhaps a philanthropic event. Without fail, there would be a supper engagement possibly followed by some sort of entertainment—the theater, dancing, the opera.
She shuddered, hearing echoes of Mozart’s Don Giovanni in her head, but like someone touching a hot stove, she drew back quickly, stung. Who was that girl who had drifted from hour to hour, day to day? She was like a boat directed by the wind and water. Her will was not her own. And yet she had been content. As a caged bird is content, she reflected. The canary sings despite its captivity. Does it even know it’s a prisoner?
She had gone from one sort of prison to another. From the gilded cage of a Chicago heiress to a rockbound island in the far north, she was as much a captive in one place as another. All that had changed was the identity of her jailer. And the worst of it was, she had no idea how to escape.
Loneliness finally drove her to seek company even though she suspected she would encounter hostility. She walked across the yard and out to the main road. There were a few people around, mostly women and children. The women who had been doing laundry were still there, pegging clothes on a cord stretched between two fenceposts. When they saw Deborah they fell immediately silent. The open hostility of their stares assaulted her, and she fought the urge to flee back into the house.
It was unlike her to be bold with strangers, but her recent adventures had been so unlike her own life that the rules of etiquette no longer applied.
“My name is Miss Deborah Beaton Sinclair,” she said formally, stepping close to the fence. She looked from the pale, fair-haired woman to the dark one. “I would guess that you already know that.”
“Then I would guess you already know why we’re not welcoming you with open arms,” said the dark-haired woman.
Deborah kept a pleasant look on her face, though she wanted to run and hide. All her life, everyone had always fawned on her. Open hostility was new and unwelcome. “I don’t want to be on this island any more than you want me here,” she said. “But since I’ve been forced to stay here, I feel compelled to address the tragedy blamed on my father.”
The woman’s gaze flicked to Deborah’s silver combs and snapped downward to her manicured hands. “So you’re the reason a man like Sinclair is so greedy. So he can keep buying pretty things for you and your mother.”
“I have no mother,” Deborah said. “She died when I was very small. And yes, my father indulges me by buying pretty things. He always has. But to suggest that I am the sole reason for the mining disaster is as wrong as Tom Silver was to kidnap me.”
They looked reluctantly interested. She realized that the fire and her capture made for an intriguing tale, and that for all its improbabilities, it was true. It had happened to her.
“I am so sorry for the families of the men who were killed. I have already vowed to Mr. Silver that my father will accept responsibility. I know it’s horribly inadequate but—” Seeing their flat stares, she changed tack.
“I am guilty,” she said starkly, “but not in the way you believe. I’m guilty of willful ignorance. I never gave a thought to my father’s business affairs. I didn’t think they concerned me. I was taught that it was unseemly for a woman to take an interest in business and so I shut my eyes and ears to his mining deals, to all his many other enterprises.” She folded her hands in front of her.
“We have a different way of living up here,” said the big blond woman. She spoke with a clear, simple dignity. “Families work together. You know what your sons, daughter, neighbors are doing.”
Deborah was unprepared for the intense yearning those words evoked. Families living and working together toward a common goal was an alien notion to her. In her world, families embraced ostentation and posturing for the sake of raising their status. None of that seemed to matter to these people.
“We have work to do.” The dark woman indicated the basket piled high with wet clothes. A subtle pride shaded her words. In that moment, Deborah knew for the first time in her life what it felt like to be excluded, set apart. The feeling sat like a rock in her stomach. She pressed herself against the fence, determined to stay. “I hope one day you’ll tell me your names and the names of your loved ones who died. And I hope, too, that you’ll believe me when I say I am determined to help. Now that I understand the nature of my father’s involvement, I must return to Chicago to tell him what occurred here and see that he does the right thing.”
“There’s no making this right,” the dark-haired woman said coldly. Both of them kept working, their hands deft and mechanical.
“I can’t argue with that.” Deborah swallowed past a lump in her throat. She looked from one woman to the other. Their faces might have been carved of granite. “I would really like to know your names,” she said softly, then turned to head…she didn’t know where. Down to the landing, perhaps, to look out at the vast and endless water.
“Ilsa Ibbotsen,” said a quiet voice behind her.
Deborah turned slowly to face the pale woman.
“My name is Ilsa,” she repeated, “and it was my brother-in-law who died in your father’s mine. He was buried, and we never recovered the body.”
“Thank you for telling me that. I do wish to God you still had him with you,” Deborah said.
“I am Celia Wilson,” the dark-haired woman said. She seemed more reluctant than Ilsa, her overture less genuine. But it was a start, Deborah thought.
“We could use some help.” Ilsa indicated the shallow wicker basket piled high with just-washed clothes.
“Of course.” Deborah stepped through the gate into the yard. On the beaten-earth surface, two children played with a hoop and a stick. Even she could do laundry, she reasoned. Emulating the others, she picked up an item—a nightshirt, or so it appeared—and shook it out. Celia held the pegs in her teeth. Deborah couldn’t quite bring herself to do that. She pegged the shirt to the line and immediately the garment dropped into the dirt.
Ilsa said nothing. She picked it up and gave the fabric a shake, inspecting it. “Not too soiled,” she said. “Use at least two pegs.”
Embarrassed, Deborah tried again. She worked more slowly than the others, but managed to do her share. She felt slightly chagrined, realizing that all her life she had taken this for granted. When she carelessly soiled a cuff and left it in a heap on the floor, it never occurred to her that someone had to come along behind her, pick it up and restore it to pristine condition. She had heard women refer to the drudgery of chores, and now she was experiencing it first hand. Except that, in the company of other women, it was certainly no less boring and toilsome than doing petit point in her father’s cavernous summer parlor. The mound of clothes quickly shrank to the last item—a large quilt. It was made of small hexagonal pieces that ranged from deep blue to pale cerulean, arranged so the light ones appeared to reflect the dark.
“This is simply beautiful,” Deborah said.
“My mother made it for me as a Christmas gift,” Celia said. “That pattern is called sky river.”
Deborah pictured a small woman with small hands, like Celia, working by lamplight. How many stitches had it taken to join these hundreds of bits of fabric together? “A true labor of love,” Deborah said, folding a corner over the line. “I envy you.”
“Me? What could a rich girl from Chicago find to envy in me? I bet your blankets come from London or…or Persia.”
“I’d rather sleep under a quilt made by my mother.” She pinned the corner, marveling at the tininess of the stitches. “I never knew her.”
“Ah, that’s hard indeed,” Ilsa said.
“Yes, it is,” Deborah replied. “In ways I am only beginning to understand.”
“Do you know how to quilt?” Ilsa asked.
“No, but I’d like to learn. I know petit point and a lot of fancy work.” Deborah gave a self-deprecating smile. “Hat making used to be a pastime of mine.”
“Quilting’s not that different.” She picked up the basket. “Come on in for a spell. I’ll show you.”
Celia flashed her a look but went into the house with them. Deborah was struck by the brightness of the big main room. The walls and floor had a light, scrubbed look, and a large plank table dominated the room. Rows of benches lined the periphery.
“We hold Sunday services here,” Ilsa explained, catching Deborah’s inquisitive look. “My husband is the pastor.” As she crossed the room, she touched the back of the large chair in the parlor—a man’s chair. Pride and affection softened her plain, pale face.
She pulled a wooden rack from the corner. “My quilting hoop.”
It resembled a large embroidery hoop. Stretched across it was a pieced-together quilt of faded bits of fabric. “I’m doing a vine,” she said. She bent and lifted the lid of a wicker hamper to reveal colorful bits of fabric. “I’ve collected far too much,” she said. “This is all extra.” She picked out a square of warn red flannel. “My son Nels’s fishing shirt. He swore he’d never catch another fish if I put this in the rag bag. But he simply got too big.” She sifted through more scraps, relating a story to go with many of them.
For the rest of the morning, Celia and Ilsa showed Deborah how a design was imagined, the components cut and pieced together to make the design. Deborah felt drawn to the craft. There was something slightly mystical about the idea of transforming old and useless scraps into a quilt to warm someone on a cold winter night.
“Would you like to take the scrap box and try something for yourself? You could start with something small, just for practice.”
“Thank you, yes,” Deborah said. “Lord knows I shall need something to occupy me while I’m here. Tom Silver has deemed me—let me see if I can remember his charming phrase—useless as tits on a fish.”
Celia ducked her head, but Ilsa laughed outright. “Sounds like our Tom.”
“Does it?”
“You’ve crossed two lakes in his company,” Celia pointed out. “Surely by now you know what he’s like.”
“As you can imagine, we are not on the best of terms.” She looked from Celia to Ilsa, falling easily into the rhythm of their conversation. In some ways they were not so different from Lucy and Phoebe back in Chicago. “Did he tell you how he kidnaped me?”
Suddenly they were rapt with attention. Deborah related the story of the fire, from the moment Tom Silver burst into her father’s house.
“You slid down a banister and hit him?” Celia gave a low whistle.
Deborah hadn’t thought she’d done anything extraordinary at the time, but she could see they were impressed. She described the mayhem of the collapse of the alley, being separated from her father, seeing Tom rescue a lost child and using the chance to elude him. She told them of the trapped dog and how she had nearly lost herself in the crowd, only to be recaptured at Lincoln Park. She did not speak of Philip, but still wondered if she should have gone with him. Tom Silver had taken the decision away from her.
“And so here I am,” she concluded, “with a strange man who has some crazy revenge scheme.” She shuddered.
“Has he always been…odd? Or is it just since the accident?”
Ilsa began sorting the scraps. “He has lived at Isle Royale since he was a boy. Grew up helping Lightning Jack duBois on his trawler. He was always a wild, restless boy, given to running off into the woods and getting into mischief. Years ago when they were mustering troops for the war, he ran off and signed up.”
“Lied about his age and joined a Michigan regiment,” Celia added.
It was hard to picture him as a soldier. She couldn’t imagine him marching in a drill, following orders. Although, all too easily, she could imagine him rushing into battle. He had that reckless, deadly look about him sometimes. She’d noticed it the moment he’d first burst upon her father in Chicago. Tom Silver had the look of a man who didn’t care about the risk to himself.
During the war years, it was considered a young man’s duty to fight for the Union. Most came back thin and sad and unnaturally quiet, but some never returned. Philip had not gone off to fight. In addition to being the sole son and heir to his family line, he suffered from nearsightedness and could not take to soldiering, or so he said. Deborah pulled her mind back to the matter at hand—Tom Silver.
“Tom was a courier,” Celia supplied. “Ran messages between regiments.”
“He’s not one to talk about what went on,” Ilsa said. “He came back after a few years with a little boy. Said it was his friend’s son, that the friend died after the war.”
“He never said a word, but Asa once showed me a box of medals and decorations Tom earned,” Celia continued. “One is the Congressional Medal of Honor. His citation was for conspicuous bravery and heroism.”
Deborah heard a warmth in the young woman’s voice that had not been there before. Could it be that Celia had set her cap for Tom Silver? It wasn’t so far-fetched, she supposed. Some women might favor a brutish man like him. He was certainly strong. She had seen him lift a dinghy one-handed out of the water. Protective, too. He definitely had that tendency.
“What sort of bravery and heroism?” she asked Celia.
“No one knows. He won’t talk about it.”
“Have you asked him?”
“Of course.” Her mouth softened, though she didn’t smile. “Doesn’t mean I got an answer.”
“Lightning Jack was told he braved an intense fire that mowed down his unit at Kenaha Falls,” Ilsa stated. “He climbed the breastworks so close to an enemy gun that the blast hurled him into a ditch, and somehow he managed to enter the gun pit. When the gun crew saw him, they all fled.”
“That,” said Deborah, recalling his aggressive presence, “does not surprise me.”
“Lightning says he used the last shot in his pistol to capture a Confederate flag bearer and guard.”
His past was a vast wilderness to Deborah, as hers was to him. Best they keep it that way. “You know this man well,” Deborah said, hope rising within her. “You could speak to him on my behalf. Convince him that what he is doing is a mistake.”
“Is it?” Ilsa asked.
“No good can come of keeping me here against my will. If he lets me go, I can persuade my father to help the mining families. I can convince him not to prosecute Mr. Silver for his reckless act.”
“Seems to me Tom’s not the reckless one.”
“But holding me prisoner won’t solve a thing. It’ll only create more trouble.” She shivered, imagining what her father would do. The revelations she’d had about him over the past few days had left her shaken. Almost reluctantly, she recalled an incident that had occurred when she was very small. Unbeknownst to her father, she used to hide in the kneehole of the massive desk in his study, creating a tiny dark cocoon just out of reach of his feet. He had not known she was there when a man had come to his office.
“Please, Mr. Sinclair,” the man had said, “I’ll have the money in a week—”
“You’re three months in arrears already,” her father had said in an angry voice. “I’ve no room in the lumber mill for a worker who doesn’t earn his keep.”
“It’s the wife,” the man had persisted. “She’s been sick since the baby came—”
“Get out before I have you thrown out.”
Even now, years later, she remembered the harshness in her father’s voice. It had made her stomach feel all hard and cold. After that day, she had stopped playing in his study.
“My father often hires the Pinkerton agents to look after matters of security,” she told the women. “Tom could be thrown into prison. Hanged from the nearest tree.”
“Really?” Celia asked.
“I’m afraid so.” To her surprise, Deborah didn’t want that to happen to Tom Silver. She simply wanted to go home. “I have to be given the opportunity to settle this,” she said. She ran her hand over the mounds of scraps. “I might be useless when it comes to practical matters, but I do know my father. I can make him listen to me.”
Ilsa and Celia exchanged a glance.
“Please.” Deborah sensed an advantage and she pressed at it. “Help me to convince Mr. Silver to send me back to Chicago.”
“That’s what you want, then,” Celia said. “To go back to Chicago.”
Deborah bit her lip. Her mind flashed on the sort of life she had there. “I don’t have anywhere else to go,” she said quietly. Philip, a New Yorker, wanted to move back east once they were wed. She hadn’t given the prospect much thought, but now she realized she had no interest in living in New York City.
She picked up a few faded floral fabric scraps and set them against the muslin. Birds, she thought suddenly, her mind forming an image of the waterbirds rising from the mist on the lake. If she ever learned to make a quilt, she would want it to depict birds in flight.
“How do we know you’re not just saying that?” Celia asked. “You’ll probably get back to your father and ignore all the promises you made. People like you don’t care about poor folks.”
“That’s not true,” Deborah objected. “I saw the mining pit. I see what the loss did to the families around here. For pity’s sake, I sleep in the bed of a boy who was killed. Do you honestly think I would ever forget? Or fail to keep my promise?”
Celia’s handsome, square face sharpened with suspicion. “We don’t know anything about you.”
“She grew up without a mother,” Ilsa pointed out. “She survived the burning of Chicago.”
Deborah sensed an ally in the pastor’s wife. “I will take up this matter with my father,” she said. “But I can’t do a thing unless I get back to Chicago.”
“Tom Silver is a man of his own mind,” Ilsa said. “I don’t know that there’s anything you can do or say to make him release you.”
“Couldn’t you talk to him? Convince him that releasing me is the right thing to do?”
“You don’t ‘release’ a person up here. It’s not as if you can simply swim away like an undersized fish.”
A terrible, closed-in feeling squeezed at her. “Surely there are boats coming and going.”
“Occasionally,” Celia admitted. “Mail boat’s due in today or tomorrow.”
“And where does it go from here?”
“Stops at the other settlements, then goes on down to Copper Harbor.”
She looked from one woman to the other. “Will you help me? Will you speak to Tom Silver on my behalf?”
“It won’t do any good,” Celia said. “No one tells Tom Silver what to do.”
Ilsa placed the scraps in a drawstring bag. “Take these with you. It’ll help to pass the time.”
“I’d best run along.” Celia went to the door. “I promised Mr. Sivertsen a game of checkers, poor old thing.” As she left, a large man with a ruddy, wind-burned face strode into the kitchen. “Where is my beautiful wife?” he bellowed, then snatched Ilsa into his arms and planted a loud kiss on her mouth.
“Peter,” Ilsa said, suppressing a giggle, “we have a guest.”
The pastor greeted Deborah with a reserved warmth, but clearly he had come to see his wife. “We filled the nets by ten o’clock,” he said. “I told the Wicks I would help them in the fish house, since they’re shorthanded.”
Deborah knew without asking that the shortage of workers had something to do with the mining accident. Pastor Ibbotsen helped himself to a big piece of pie and another kiss from his wife and then he was gone.
Deborah had the feeling a tornado had blown through. The air seemed to hum in his wake. A smile of quiet joy lingered on Ilsa’s mouth. “For a churchman,” she said, “he is a very informal man,” she said.
Deborah knew she meant the kiss. It appeared that Ilsa deeply loved her husband, that she enjoyed being married. Deborah could not imagine such a thing.
“Do you have a sweetheart back in Chicago?” Ilsa asked.
Caught off guard, Deborah nodded. “I was supposed to marry a man named Philip Ascot,” she said. “But I don’t think I shall now. Do you know, when he first asked for my hand in marriage, I thought it was because he loved me.”
“An understandable notion,” Ilsa said. “Some folks do, you know.”
“Do what?”
“Marry for love.”
Deborah had never seen it. All the marriages between her friends and acquaintances had the flavor of dynastic mergers. It was the way of the world. Two families merged by marriage and often—often enough for her to dream it could happen to her—the love happened afterward, forged by years of living together, raising a family. She was certain it was supposed to happen that way. If it didn’t, what was the point of anything?
But she knew there was a darker side to marriage, something women never spoke of. Or perhaps, she conceded, there was simply something wrong with her. She lacked some fundamental quality that would make her the sort of happy wife Ilsa appeared to be. Maybe it was because she had grown up without a mother. Maybe it was because her father was so hard to please. She was no longer certain what happiness was, or how to find it.
“I might never marry at all,” Deborah said. “I think I would like that.” A while later, a distant whistle sounded. She felt a clutch of hope in her chest. “The mail boat?”
Ilsa nodded. Deborah rushed outside and headed down to the landing. Finally, a way out of her dilemma.
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The first person Deborah encountered on her way to the landing was Tom Silver. In his jeans, broadcloth shirt and tall boots, with the breeze in his hair, he looked more like Paul Bunyan than ever. Her chest caught at the sight of him, and she had a strange, unexpected reaction—a warmth, a tightening inside her. When he saw her, he lifted one eyebrow inquiringly. She thought about what Celia and Ilsa had warned her about—that Tom Silver didn’t take orders from anyone.
She sniffed and stuck her nose in the air. She was not about to explain herself to him.
She would have carried on with her dignified progress if she hadn’t stepped in the puddle. Her right foot struck chilly water and sticky mud. With a cry of dismay, she brushed back her skirts and extracted her foot from the puddle.
Tom Silver kept walking as if nothing had happened. Her foot sloshed as she walked, and she wished in that moment that she knew an oath or two, for surely if ever there was a time for oaths, this was it.
“So much for mincing around with your nose in the air, eh, Princess?” Tom Silver asked at last.
She felt the now-familiar sting of interest in him. No. She could not have—could not abide—an interest in any man. “You needn’t gloat.”
He glanced at her bandaged hand. “I’m not gloating. So who told you about the mail packet?”
She saw no harm in revealing to him that she had made the acquaintance of Ilsa and Celia. And she took a certain satisfaction in the expression of surprise on his face. “You were certain they would blame me for the sins of my father,” she said.
“I don’t claim to know any woman’s mind,” he said carefully. There seemed to be something he was holding back from her, but she wasn’t certain what it was.
“Not everyone believes that revenge is the way to redemption,” she said.
He narrowed his eyes. “Who said I was looking for redemption?”
She gave a little laugh of disbelief. “Mr. Silver, if ever there was a man in need of redemption, then you are the one.”
“How’s that?”
She aimed her gaze at the roadway ahead. “Never mind. I’ve said too much. Your immortal soul is none of my affair.” She couldn’t believe she had said as much as she had. Perhaps this was part of being a captive. She was developing an unhealthy attachment to her captor. She was better off concentrating on figuring out a way to escape him.
The mail packet turned out to be a little tug, its steam engines seething as it angled for the dock. By the time she and Tom reached the landing, a bearded man with close-set, light eyes was setting crates out on the dock. Tom Silver greeted him. The man peered at Deborah, openly curious, his odd, flat gaze lingering a shade too long for comfort.
Tom didn’t address the unasked questions hanging in the air, but busied himself putting the three crates on a two-wheeled cart. “Can you stay a spell, Silas?” he asked.
“Not today. I’d best get around to Rock Harbor before the weather kicks up.”
Deborah had seen Rock Harbor on one of Lightning Jack’s charts. The settlement lay at the other end of the island, perhaps forty miles away.
“Wait,” she said. “Take me with you.”
The man rubbed his beard. “You want to go to Rock Harbor?”
“No. I want to go back to the mainland with you.” She didn’t dare look at Tom Silver, though she could feel the bruising intensity of his glare. “I can pay you.”
“Can you then, miss?” The pale man called Silas looked intrigued. He held a cheroot between his fingers, and the smoke and tobacco had stained his hand amber.
“Please.” Deborah clasped her hands together in supplication. “I don’t belong here. Tom Silver forced me to come here against my will. Anyone of honor and decency would help me. There is a reward out for my safe return, I’m sure of it.”
The light eyes drifted over her, lingering too long again. “That a fact?”
Something about the way he was staring chilled her to the bone. She felt a frisson of unease at the prospect of getting on the mail boat with him. The breath locked in her throat, but she swallowed hard, fighting past the fear. “All I want is to get back to the mainland so I can make my way to Chicago.”
“I suppose that could be arranged.” Within the pale hair of the beard, his lips were red and wet. “For a price.”
Deborah told herself to walk out on the dock. She told herself to defy Tom Silver and simply get in the boat with the skipper. But there was something about him that put her off. The twist of fear in her gut reminded her that some men were a danger to women like her. She felt hopelessly torn. Here was someone who could offer a way off the island, and she was too afraid to take the chance.
Frustrated, disgusted with her indecision, she admonished herself not to get weepy. “I…I believe I’ve changed my mind,” she said. Then she turned and marched up the road toward the trading post. By the time she reached the porch of Tom Silver’s house, she wanted to howl with disappointment. She didn’t know what to do, whom she could trust. She sank to the bottom step and looped her arms around her drawn-up knees.
When he arrived in the yard, parking the cart at the side entrance of the shop, she sent a dagger look at him.
“You made the right choice, staying here instead of going with him,” Tom said.
“How would you know what is the right choice for me?”
“He’s a good skipper,” Tom explained. “But he has a reputation for being a little rough when it comes to women.”
Rough. The term conjured images she didn’t want to see.
Tom Silver opened the supply doors at the rear of the post. “I thought you might like to know. A wire came from your father,” he said.
She sat up straight, as if he had poked her in the back. Silver picked up the handles of the cart and steered it around back. Unwilling to shout after him like a fishwife, she hurried to follow him. Thank God, she thought. Thank God, her father now knew where she was. Arthur Sinclair was a problem solver. Let him tackle a situation and he would resolve it. She had seen him do so in everything from settling disputes among the household help to mediating strikes at the Union Stockyards.
Surely he would find a way to rescue his only daughter from this vast wilderness.
“What does he say?” she asked, unable to stay quiet a moment longer. “When will he be here?”
“I reckon we’ll find out.”
“Where did the wire come from?” She tried not to grind her teeth in impatience.
He didn’t look at her but walked up the supply ramp. “Nearest telegraph office is in Copper Harbor.”
As she followed him into the shop, she was already working out in her head how soon she could be back home with her father. True, they had not parted on the best of terms. He had refused to hear her out in the matter of Philip Ascot, but she felt certain that, in time, he would understand that she could not have such a man as her husband regardless of his position and importance in society.
She glanced at Silver, who lifted the hinged counter and moved behind it. With great deliberation, he unfolded the amber-colored piece of paper and spread it out on the counter. He stared down at it, then looked up at Deborah.
He uttered a word she had never heard before, and his tone of voice suggested she did not ever want to learn its meaning. Then he strode out of the room. She could hear him at the back of the building, stacking crates with angry energy.
A chill coursed over her as she took a step toward the plank counter. The message from her father lay there, tantalizing with possibilities.
Her hand shook as she picked it up, turned it toward her.
She had to read the body of the message twice before its meaning registered.
The sound that escaped her was strange, unfamiliar, the cry of a cornered animal. She clutched the telegram in her fist and pressed her hand to her breastbone. She could feel her heart beating hard against her chest, could hear the rhythm of her breathing, but she felt like a stranger to herself. All her life she had been the daughter of Arthur Sinclair. Now, in the space of a moment, she was not. She was no one.
She recalled her fantasy of disappearing in the midst of the fire. Now her wish had come true. She didn’t have to obey her father because she had no father. She had been set adrift by the man who had been her protector. Like a piece of bad business, she had been put aside.
“Oh, Father,” she whispered. “Father, how could you?”
Tom Silver could not have heard her agonized whisper, but he stalked in from the back and inspected her with some concern. But he said nothing. He had said nothing since the oath that had come out of him a few moments ago.
There was only one thing she could do when she saw the expression on his face, and that was laugh. She had to, or else she would melt into a puddle of tears. So she threw back her head and laughed with all that she was, with everything that was in her. She laughed until the tears came, and kept laughing until they dried. Laughing until her chest nearly burst with hurt. Through it all, Tom Silver stood watching her with the sort of wary suspicion of someone observing an inmate in an insane asylum.
Finally, after a very long time, he crossed the room to her and held her by the upper arms. She forgot to fight him, forgot to recoil from his touch, forgot to be afraid when he put his face very close to hers.
“You’ll have to explain the joke, Princess,” he said. “Because I don’t get it.”
The hysteria of her laughter finally subsided. In its wake came a sense of hurt and abandonment so sharp that she flinched. “The joke is on you, Mr. Silver.” She stared at his hand on her arm. Why wasn’t she fighting him? Why didn’t he make her afraid anymore?
She shook back her hair. “You thought you had managed to kidnap the most valuable hostage in Chicago,” she said. “Yet it turns out I’m worthless.” She chuckled, the sound weak, for she had nearly spent herself laughing. “Completely, absolutely worthless.”
Saying the words aloud confirmed it. She realized that she would never, ever be forgiven for refusing to marry Philip Ascot. The planned alliance with the venerated Ascot family had meant everything to her father. She had never quite understood, until this moment, just how much store he had set by the upcoming nuptials.
Arthur Sinclair was a mystery to her—she had only just realized that. When had her father stopped seeing her as a daughter and begun to regard her as a chess piece in his game to capture a foothold in society? Perhaps he had never seen her as a daughter. She was only now realizing her place in the world he had made.
She had no place in his heart. Only in his plans.
While Tom Silver held on to her—she still had no idea why his touch didn’t create panic in her—she forced herself to unfold her hand and reread the telegram.
The words struck into her like hurled rocks. They sounded so like her father, so like Arthur Sinclair.
You took her, you keep her. An unmarriageable daughter is worth nothing to me.
She wondered what Tom Silver was thinking. His face betrayed nothing. At first. Then he let go of her abruptly. She stepped back, waiting. He said that word again, the one whose meaning she didn’t know.
Yet on some level, she did know.
“What the hell does he mean, ‘unmarriageable’?”
She had trouble breathing. “Why, exactly what you think it means. I cannot be married.”
His dark eyes narrowed. “Why not? Do you have any idea why he’d respond like this?”
Shame flashed through her, searing hot. “Yes.”
“You mind explaining?”
“Yes,” she said again. Her stomach churned. She clutched at herself, trying to stave off the sickness. She went outside for air, heading away from the settlement. She stopped at a small crystal stream that tumbled down from the rocky heights above the shoreline. Tom Silver came up behind her.
“I’m still waiting for an answer,” he said.
She knew what her father’s message meant. At her center, she managed to find an oasis of numbness and she spoke from that place.
“I—” She could not, would not, explain the secrets of her heart to this cruel stranger. She held her hands low, wringing them together in desperation.
“You sick or something?”
“No, I’m not sick, damn your eyes. I am ruined!” The words burst out of her and hung there, between them, echoing through the silence of the empty day. She wished she could take them back, swallow them, hide them. She had not meant to reveal so much of herself to this man. She walked away, taking a path down to the edge of the lake.
He stared for a long moment at her wringing hands, then at her face. “Ruined,” he said at length. “If you were a horse, I’d reckon it means you’d been ridden rough, bit-spoiled.” He scowled, then raised his eyebrows with dawning comprehension. “Ah, I see what he means. He thinks his perfect, sweet daughter has lost her virginity.”
She buried her face in her hands. It was a word she had never before heard uttered aloud, and in the majestic wilderness, it was a profanity. Whispering through her hands, she said, “I’m quite certain he thinks so.”
Tom Silver threw back his head and roared with laughter. His reaction caught her by surprise, and she lowered her hands to watch him. His voice rang across the flat water and bounced off the sides of the rock cove. Mirth transformed him from a brooding, angry woodsman into someone quite human. Human and attractive, with remarkably straight, strong teeth and lively character etched in the lines of his face. Except, she reminded herself, that he was laughing at her.
“You’re amused by this?” she asked coldly.
“You were too, a minute ago.” He was still chuckling. “Lady, I’m the one losing out here. I’ve got nothing. No justice, no ransom, nothing but your father’s assumption that I took your virginity. And here I never even got the pleasure of taking it.”
She gasped, her fist flying to her mouth. She hadn’t considered that. Yet now that she thought about it, her father’s assumption was perfectly logical. He believed she had been compromised by her captor. Of course he would. He had seen Tom Silver at his wild-eyed worst. A hun, or a Nordic chief, bent on raping and pillaging like the Viking hordes of legend.
“What?” he asked through his laughter. “You’re looking at me funny. What are you thinking about?”
“Viking hordes.”
“What?”
“Never mind.” She thought fast. “Now you have more reason than ever to let me go. I must tell my father that you weren’t—you never—” She broke off, turned away.
“Now, why would you defend my honor?” He looked genuinely amused.
She heard him take a step closer, could feel the aggressive heat of his nearness. “It wouldn’t matter if I did,” she conceded. “I am unfit to marry.”
“What, because he thinks I—” Silver broke off and chuckled. “Guess I’ve heard of men who prize an untried wife.”
“All men do,” she whispered. “It is a factual certainty.”
He laughed again, briefly. “That something they taught you at that fancy-ass ladies’ school?”
She put her hands down. “Believe me, if it were up to the ladies, it would not be the case.” She took a gulp of air. “I cannot believe we are having this conversation.”
“Then you should know,” he said, “it’s not the case.”
“But—”
“Maybe with that Ascot fellow,” Silver said with a grimace. “But I don’t know of a man with a lick of sense who would judge a woman by that standard.”
“I don’t know a man with a lick of sense, period,” she said, surprising herself with the insight. She stared pointedly at him.
“It’s a bluff.” He indicated the printed paper. “Sinclair’s a fool, but he’s bluffing.”
“No, he’s not,” Deborah said. “My father always says exactly what he means.” She stared out at the long blue horizon of the lake, the hard line where water and sky met looking so close and clear she thought she could touch it.
You took her, you keep her. Like a stray cat, she thought, and a wave rolled through her, gathering momentum. She knew she was about to burst, to break, and she could do nothing to stop it. Her father had been her anchor. Without him, what did she have to hold her? Why did she need anyone? She would have to make her own way in the world but did she want to? The only thing she knew for certain was that she did not belong in this wild, haunted place.
“There is no point in keeping me here further,” she said to Silver. “I am only an extra mouth to feed. And now you have no hope of recovering what you’ve spent to kidnap me. The only possible solution is for you to send me back to Chicago at once.”
“Doesn’t sound like you’d find much of a welcome there.”
She clung to an image of Kathleen, the sister of her heart. Kathleen and Lucy and even Phoebe would shield her, support her, perhaps one day restore her faith in herself. “I have other options besides my father,” she insisted. “That should not concern you.”
“Believe me, it doesn’t.”
She studied his face. He was looking at her with hard, assessing eyes, but the singular thing was, he seemed to see her. Not a commodity to be traded. Not a possession to be used and discarded. Not a brood mare to be bred. But simply herself. Which was more than she saw when she looked in a mirror.
“Please,” she said. “Let’s declare this entire thing over. I won’t hold you responsible for dragging me to this island and you won’t hold me responsible for the tragedy caused by my father’s mining company. We shall both put this behind us.”
“It’s not that simple. There’s not a boat on the way to Chicago every day of the week.”
“There’s the mail boat. I’ll take that to the mainland and then take a stage or a train.” She forced herself to hold his gaze even though she wanted to look away. “It’s over, Mr. Silver. Can’t you see that it’s over?”
Saying the words aloud broke her. The wave rolling through her grew too strong to resist. Shock gave way to the acute perception that her own father had rejected her. She felt her soul shrivel up, and nothing stood between calm and hysteria. At first, her sobs were silent, as voiceless as her pain, but when she drew in her breath, it came out on a moan of anguish so searing that Tom Silver actually flinched and glanced around as if he wanted to run from her.
But he didn’t. Instead, he put his hand on her shoulder in an awkward attempt to console her. “Don’t cry,” he said. “Don’t cry.”
Deborah fought for calm. She took the red bandana he offered her and crushed it against her burning eyes. Don’t cry. And at length, she drew composure from a well of strength she had never tapped before. “All right,” she said unsteadily. “All right. I shall not cry anymore.”
He made no attempt to hide his relief as he shook the telegram, then crumpled it into a ball. “You claim he’s not bluffing. That must mean he’s serious about this ‘unmarriageable’ horseshit.”
“What do you care? You just said you didn’t.” In spite of herself, she felt a welling of relief. Being unable to marry anyone was exactly what she wanted…wasn’t it?
“You think your Philip Ascot had something to do with this?” Silver stuffed the paper in his shirt pocket.
“I have no idea what Philip thinks. Please,” she said, feeling desperate. “You must let me go.”
“Back to Chicago,” he said flatly. “Back to your father.”
“Yes.”
“For God’s sake, why?” His earlier mirth took a dark turn. “Do you understand what he means by this?” He yanked out the telegram, thrust it into her hand. “Do you know what he’s saying?”
“Yes, but—”
“And you want to go back to this son of a bitch? You want to be his daughter again?”
“I can’t simply stop being his daughter just because you hauled me to this godforsaken island.”
“He thinks you can.”
She felt tears crowding her throat again, pushing behind her eyes, but with Tom Silver, tears didn’t mean a thing. “I need to see him, to explain—”
“You’ve probably been doing that all your life. Justifying yourself to a man not worth the effort.”
“You can’t stand the idea that I might forgive him.”
“He doesn’t deserve forgiveness.”
“From me, he does. You’ve hardly given me an attractive alternative,” she snapped. “Why would I want to stay here with a person who hates me, holds me in contempt, thinks I’m barely competent?” She glanced at her burned hand.
“I don’t hate you,” he said. “I don’t hold you in contempt.” He didn’t address the competency issue.
“Hah. You’ve given me no reason to want to stay.”
“You’re not supposed to want to, damn it. You’re a hostage.”
“Rendered worthless. And I’m asking you to release me.”
She longed for the genteel quiet of Miss Boylan’s staid halls and tasteful parlors. She longed for a life in which her biggest dilemma of the day had been whether to wear the blue serge or the cream silk to the afternoon musicale. Yet she wasn’t that person anymore. She knew now that she couldn’t find fulfillment in such things ever again. But she had to find…something. A new purpose, a new direction in life. Simply hiding away in the north woods wouldn’t accomplish that. “I want to know what became of my friends.”
“They could be dead,” he speculated. “Judging by what the papers said, half the city was left homeless.”
“How did you get to be so callous?”
“I’m just stating the obvious.”
“Then you understand that I am frantic to see them,” she replied. “It is the height of cruelty to hold me here, where I can do nothing but worry.”
“Worrying. That’s something.” And with those final words, he turned and left her standing by the lake.


SIXTEEN

Deborah resigned herself to waiting out the rest of the season on Isle Royale. It was only a few weeks, she told herself, trying to stave off desperation. Just a few weeks, and then she would evacuate the island with the rest of the people. Once on the mainland, she would find a way back to Chicago. She refused to speculate on what might happen after that.
Judging by Tom Silver’s contempt, it should not be too difficult to persuade him to send her on her way.
She would not let herself think too long or too hard about her father. She would not let herself believe she meant nothing to him. His judgment had been addled by the fire, that had to be the answer. Surely he valued her for more than her worth on the marriage market. He loved her…didn’t he?
She remembered the way he used to sit at her bedside when she was small, tending the lamp himself because she was afraid of the dark. When Nanny MacGregor had warned him against spoiling her, he’d laughed and said, “She’s only a child.” And Deborah would secretly smile and snuggle down under the covers and fall asleep with his scent of aged leather and ink in her nostrils.
To keep from going mad, she decided to move beyond the confines of the cabin and explore the unique community of fisherfolk and loggers. Ilsa Ibbotsen and Celia Wilson had accepted her. They taught her the craft of quilting, and she showed them how to make absurd, elaborate hats. The news that her father had abandoned her actually worked to Deborah’s advantage. Now she had people’s sympathy, for she had been forsaken by the man who was their common enemy.
Except Arthur Sinclair was not her enemy; he was her father.
Desperate to stop herself from thinking about his refusal to come for her, she observed the people of the settlement, wondering with increasing interest about their way of life. In a shake house across the way lived the Lindvig sisters, who corked nets by day and in the evenings sat by their stove, knitting big colorful sweaters. They spoke in Norwegian, but always managed a smile and a charmingly formal bob of the head when Deborah passed.
Mabel Smith and Jenny Nagel were two young mothers, both widowed by the explosion. As their children raced around the settlement, the mothers looked on with a quiet desperation that tore at Deborah’s heart. She adored children, though she had never actually known any personally—another lack she had barely noticed in her busy Chicago world. She had always assumed that children were none of her affair, even though she expected to become a mother one day. Among her set, youngsters occupied the private, shadowy realm of nursery and boarding school, appearing only when commanded by their parents, spit-shined and as well-behaved as trained spaniels. The small boy and girl standing in the clearing at the end of the roadway were most definitely not spit-shined.
Neither am I, thought Deborah, and she was perfectly comfortable being that way.
“Hello,” she said, smiling down at them. Ilsa had told her their names were Paul and Betsy Smith. “What are you doing?”
The girl held up a battered kite and pulled a long face. “We can’t make it fly.”
“Papa could make it fly,” Paul said.
“Papa’s gone,” his older sister pointed out. “He won’t be back.”
With those words, Deborah felt a tremendous flash of anger against her own father, but concealed it behind a smile. “Then we must make it fly on our own.” She held up the kite and eyed it critically. “I know just what this needs.”
“You do?”
“Of course. When I was your age, I used to fly my kite in a great green park far away from here.” She did not tell them how closely supervised those outings had been, how she had only been allowed to hold the string for a few minutes before Nanny MacGregor had hustled her home. “It needs a lot more string and a long, beautiful tail,” she declared, pleased with herself for remembering the mechanics of kite flying.
“A tail?” Paul lifted his eyebrows comically, and she laughed, knowing he was picturing the wrong thing.
“Come,” she said. “We’ll need to go to the trading post.”
It was a strange and wonderful feeling to be walking across a field of knee-deep meadow grass, two eager children in her wake. Inside the dim shop, she looked Tom Silver right in the eye and said, “We need some string for this kite.”
He didn’t smile, his expression didn’t even change, but she thought she saw a twinkle in his eye as he gave her the string and a horehound candy for each of the children. They fashioned a tail from quilting scraps and went to the field again. Deborah instructed Betsy to hold the kite up to the wind while she and Paul ran, paying out the string.
“Now,” Deborah called, and Betsy launched the kite. It dipped, then caught the breeze and started to climb. The children cheered, their faces lifted to the sky, and the blue heavens were reflected in their shining eyes.
Deborah left them tending their kite, her spirits lighter as she walked back to the settlement. No one, she reflected, should have a life without children. They seemed so resilient, so exuberant, as wild and natural as the terns flying over the lake. Deborah wondered if she had ever been like that, and realized with a twinge of regret that, other than sliding down the banister of the Huron Avenue mansion, she had not. An army of nannies, governesses and tutors had channeled whatever natural joy she possessed into dignified reserve. Sometimes she wondered what it would have been like if her mother had lived. Would they have flown a kite or picked flowers together? Would her mother have made a difference?
She looked up at the autumn sky over Isle Royale, and just for a moment, she managed to recapture the faint, ineffable feeling from her childhood that proved to her, beyond doubt, that she’d had a mother who’d loved her. The memory of that one vivid precious moment, that voice from her past, reminded her of something she had always known in the depths of her heart—if her mother lived, it would have made all the difference in the world.
Dear heaven, she wished her mother were alive. She needed someone with the experience to know the way of things, someone who loved her enough to be honest with her about the matters that occupied a young woman’s thoughts. Was a woman required to lie in tight-lipped submission while her husband pushed at her, poked, thrust and panted? Was a woman required to endure that, night after night, for all the nights of her marriage?
No wonder no one ever talked about it. No wonder youngsters were swiftly hushed when they asked questions about men and women and the ways of married people.
But what of the yearning that sometimes swept over her unexpectedly? There was something in her makeup, something weak and needy, that made her want to be cherished and held, not fawned over but loved. She couldn’t help herself. She wanted that. And she sometimes thought she would like to be someone’s mother. For no particular reason, she thought she might be good at it.
The old, old ache of loss had a new sharp edge, because now she felt she had lost her father, too. But wallowing in self-pity would not solve a thing. Glancing at the field, she saw the Smith children with their kite, and she couldn’t help smiling. She wanted to meet the people of this new, strange world rather than brood about her past.
Henry Wick, who had fished the waters of Isle Royale for three decades, was one of the few who had not been seduced by the glittering promises of mining. He was having a legendary season, owned his own boat and had no need to embark on a new enterprise. The tragedy had touched the Wick family, of course, but had not wounded them as deeply as it had the grieving parents, widows and orphans created by her father’s company. Wick’s wife and daughter kept busy cleaning and salting the catch. The two women seemed friendly enough, so Deborah decided to approach them. Her father had set her adrift, but in a way it was liberating. Perhaps she should learn a new occupation, learn how other people made their way in the world.
As she walked down the rough main road, she tied on a smock apron from the shop. The day was bright and cold, the colors in the maple grove high on the bluff so vivid that it almost hurt to look at them. The lake mirrored a deep blue late-autumn sky. Even in the short time she had been here, she could see the changes sweeping across the landscape. The leaves turned color, thinning as the wind whisked them away. The afternoon sky lowered, deepened, as the days grew shorter. The birds arrowed purposefully to their winter homes, wherever that might be. The lake itself had a peculiar character—shifting in the morning, flat and placid in the late afternoon, quiet in the evening as it lapped at the shores. With the coming winter, the general restlessness of nature was more pronounced. On the north shore of the island, ice-up had begun. The shallower waters would eventually form a thick bridge of ice across to the mainland.
The fish processing plant was a long building of weathered wooden planks, built directly on the landing. That way, she supposed, the fishermen didn’t have to go far when they unloaded their catch.
She reached the landing just as the Wicks’ skipjack was tying up at the dock. His wife, Anna, and daughter, Alice, were out readying the cart to bring in the catch.
“Hello, miss,” said Anna, noticing Deborah’s approach. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t stop. We’ve a catch to haul.” Henry must have had another good day on the lake. The fisherman and his brother had brought their boat in early, and their nets appeared to be bulging.
“I know,” Deborah said, eyeing the straining nets, the flopping, gasping bodies of the fish. “That’s why I’ve come.”
Alice turned, her thick strong arms forming wings as she set her hands on her hips. “What do you mean?”
“I want to help you with the work. I’d not expect any pay,” she added hastily. “I simply wish to do something useful around here.”
Henry gawked at her. “This ain’t no work for a lady,” he pointed out.
“Your wife does it every day,” said Deborah.
“Aye, but she’s no—” With belated diplomacy, he broke off before he got his ears boxed.
“I’d be grateful if you’d show me how to do that,” she said.
Anna and Alice motioned her over. “Here’s a barrow full of fish. You wheel it into the plant and dump it into the processing trough. When everything’s in, we’ll show you how to dress the fish for transport.”
Deborah was certain that “dressing the fish” didn’t mean what it sounded like. She gripped the handles of the barrow and took it inside. Already the work was harder than she had imagined. Who would have thought a barrow with one wheel would be so unstable? She wobbled and wove as she staggered along the dock. At one point she strayed almost fatally close to the edge, nearly dumping her load back into the lake. In the nick of time, she managed to angle away from the edge and made it inside the warehouse.
Then the wheel of the barrow caught on something, and before Deborah could stop it, the load twisted to one side and then sank inevitably to the floor. Silver trout squirmed across the knotty planks. “Eek,” she cried, jumping back in horror of the half-dead, flopping fish.
Anna stepped into the doorway and muttered something in Norwegian. She picked up a large, scoop-shaped shovel and scraped the fish into a pile. Then she handed the shovel to Deborah. “Accidents happen,” she said, not unkindly. “Here you go. Scoop them back into the barrow and get them over there.” She pointed at a long plank table.
Deborah gritted her teeth and took up the shovel. How hard could it be? she asked herself. How hard could it be to dress, weigh and pack the trout in boxes?
The fishermen and the women got down to work. Alice stood next to Deborah and the heap of long silvery trout. “So here is the way of it,” Alice said. She grasped a fish in one hand and a slender-bladed fillet knife in the other and slit the trout along the belly. Deborah forced herself to watch, study, to imagine against all odds that she herself could do this.
Alice showed her how to gut the fish, taking care to toss the trout heart to the corner of the table. “The little ones,” she said with a smile, “they like to fish for sculpins under the dock.”
A small girl with a shy smile and a missing tooth grabbed the slimy heart and ran outside to bait her hook.
Deborah swallowed hard. A cold, clammy sweat broke out on her forehead. Alice sent her a knowing grin. “That’s the way Mama looks when she’s expecting.” She rinsed the fish and tossed it lengthwise into a wooden crate on the scale. “Hundred pounds to the box,” she said. “Then we chop the ice and put it over the fish, nail the box shut. This’ll go to the fish companies in Duluth.”
Deborah perked up. “How does the catch get to Duluth?”
“Steamer out of Grace Harbor, usually. Grace is up island a ways.”
A week ago, Deborah would have been desperate to find the place called Grace Harbor, to beg transport to Duluth. But now she had no reason for haste. Now her father didn’t want her back.
Alice held out a knife, handle first. “Ready to try cleaning your first fish?”
Deborah gulped back her revulsion and took the fillet knife. “I might need some help,” she admitted.
“I’ll help you.”
Deborah eyed the pile of fish and gingerly picked one up by the tail, holding it delicately between thumb and forefinger. The thing was a lot heavier than it looked.
“Lay it on its side and take a good grip on it,” Alice advised. “Like so.” She grasped a fish and demonstrated.
Deborah forced herself to do the same, pressing her splayed hand on the fish. Its flesh felt cold and slick, and she could not tell whether it was still alive. Dead, she told herself firmly. The fish was dead, as dead as the truite au bleu she ordered at Sheppard’s Restaurant on Michigan Avenue.
To her horror, the fish moved beneath her hand. With a yelp, Deborah jumped back.
Alice calmly picked up a wooden mallet and whacked its head. “There,” she said. “It’ll hold still now.”
Deborah would not let herself look the trout in the eye as she followed Alice’s instructions. She laid the fish down on the plank and pressed her palm upon its side, then used the knife to make the incision.
Except that it wouldn’t cut into the fish. Alice’s blade had sliced smoothly and cleanly along the fish belly, but Deborah’s slid uselessly along, removing nothing but a couple of scales.
“You have to cut in,” Alice advised. “Cut deep. When you think it’s deep enough, you’re probably halfway there.”
Deborah felt runnels of sweat course down her neck. Here it was November, and she was sweating in a cold fish house. “Deeper,” she said under her breath, and tried again. And again. The third or fourth time, she managed to make a slit in the fish belly.
“Try not to be timid,” Alice said. “Try not to hesitate, there you are.”
As Alice spoke, Deborah’s knife made a deep, long cut, and she found what she sought: fish guts. She gave a little scream as the innards spilled. Without saying a word, Alice handed her the scraper.
I can do this, Deborah told herself between gritted teeth. I must do this. She wasn’t sure why, but it was something she needed to do.
“None of us knew a thing about working the fish house before the summer,” Alice said, seeming to read Deborah’s thoughts. “We left it all to the menfolk.”
“You had to learn to work here after the mine started up, didn’t you?” asked Deborah. It helped to talk as she worked, though she knew the conversation was headed to a place of discomfort.
Alice nodded, tossing a cleaned fish into the box. “The hired men took off. Mining company promised them better wages. Never did get it, on account of the explosion.” She worked in silence for a while. Deborah did better on her second fish, yet the guts made her nearly faint with revulsion.
“Made us all sick, too,” Alice said, giving her a sideways glance. “Worse than dressing a chicken, you know?”
Deborah didn’t know, so she said nothing.
“When the hired men left, there was nothing else for it but for us to pitch in. So here we are. Not the best shorework I can think of, but we’ll get along ’til the season ends.”
Deborah rinsed a fish and added it to the box. “You must be looking forward to winter.”
“Not really.”
“Why not?”
The big woman shrugged. “Here on the island, I know my place. Know where I fit in. Off island, I always feel a bit lost.”
“Then you know how I feel on the island.”
 * * *
Tom was sure the afternoon in the fish house would defeat Deborah entirely. He worked on building a new set of shelves for the trading post, but kept one eye out for his hostage. He expected her to come running back, horrified by doing actual work for the first time in her life.
An hour passed, then two, then three. And still he saw no sign of her. He found himself wandering, with elaborate casualness, out along the boardwalk, trying to catch a glimpse of her. Down at the dock, the scene at the fish house appeared as it did every single day the boats went out. Men washing down the docks, cleaning seines. Others moving the iced-down fish to the small warehouse for transport. A few children running here and there, lying belly-down on the dock as they gigged for suckers and specs.
After a while, curiosity got the better of him. He walked down to the fish house. Jens Eckel, a fisherman who planned to retire at season’s end, sat on a barrel smoking his pipe and asking the usual questions—How was the wind? How many fathoms deep were the fish?—as the women worked at the long plank tables.
For a moment, Tom didn’t recognize Deborah. She wore a big oilskin apron and tall rubber boots, a kerchief over her hair. Her arms were red to the elbows with fish guts and her face was paper white.
Against his will, Tom felt a flash of emotion for her. Pity, he told himself. That was it. Pity, maybe tinged with reluctant admiration. He had dragged her from a millionaire’s mansion to an Isle Royale fish house. A lesser woman would have curled up into a ball and given way to despair. Instead she seemed determined to prove that Arthur Sinclair’s daughter could meet any challenge. Sinclair didn’t deserve her.
“Hey, Tom, how is it with you?” asked Jens in his subtle Nordic accent.
Deborah turned sharply from the plank table. She said nothing but went back to work as if she hadn’t seen him.
“Thought I’d buy a fish for the table tonight,” he said. “Looks as though you can spare one.”
“That’s a fact,” Jens agreed, taking Tom’s coin. “Help yourself.”
He deliberately selected the fish Deborah had just cleaned. “Hope you didn’t make friends with this one.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because it’d give new meaning to having a friend for supper.”
“I will never let a bite of fish pass my mouth,” she vowed.
“Everyone says that at first. You’ll get over it.”
“I won’t. I swear I won’t.” She turned away and pulled another trout off the pile.
Chuckling, Tom went back up the hill to the post.
 * * *
There was an expression Deborah had heard often enough in her life, but never had she pondered its meaning. Bone-weary. Laborers often claimed the affliction. The occasional traveler, delayed on a long train trip, might make use of it. Anyone who worked long and hard was qualified to make the declaration. “Sure and I’m bone-weary entirely,” Kathleen O’Leary used to say. “Thought I’d never see the end of the ironing.”
Now, at this late stage in her life, Deborah finally understood. Bone-weary meant you had worked so hard that the hurt and fatigue of all the hours of labor had worked into the very center of your shoulders, neck, back, legs and feet—into your deepest marrow. It meant a dull ringing in your head, because your head was weary too. There was no pain, not particularly, although she had cut and scratched herself repeatedly throughout the day. This went beyond pain. This went into the realm of numb shock, not so very different from the way she had felt in the aftermath of the great fire.
Somewhere along the way she had come to think of the laboring classes as mental dullards who were capable only of menial work. Now she knew how foolish she had been. Menial work had its own challenges and she was woefully unprepared for them.
Yet at her very center, she felt quietly triumphant as she trudged up the hill from the fish house. No one had thought she could do it. No one had believed Arthur Sinclair’s pampered daughter capable of doing anything but sitting around fanning herself, making a fancy hat for a lady to wear to Sunday meeting. She had proved them wrong, all of them.
And so, her boots slick with fish refuse, her curls springing wildly from the edges of her kerchief and a defiant look on her face, she stepped into the house behind the shop. Smokey greeted her with whimpers of ecstasy.
“I’ll thank you to leave those boots outside,” Tom Silver said without even looking up from his ledger books. “They stink.”
Deborah said nothing, but turned to the door.
“Be sure you hang them from the line,” he called. “Otherwise the critters might get to them.”
She ground her teeth together as she pulled off the work boots. They weren’t so horrible, really, for Jens had thrown a bucket of water on them before she’d left the fish house. As she strung the boots up on the line, she scowled through the screen mesh door at Tom Silver. She had not expected an open-armed welcome tonight, but a little civility might not come amiss.
While he worked at his bookkeeping, he wore delicate gold wire-rimmed spectacles. Fascinating.
She went back inside to find him still absorbed in his work. She kept sneaking glances at him, drawn to his unexpectedly scholarly look. Her father’s assumption that Silver had compromised her was absurd. He had never liked her; he thought she was a blond runt, and now she wasn’t even worth a ransom to him.
In a soft, distracted voice he asked, “When’s supper?”
“Pardon me?” she asked, certain she had heard him wrong.
“When’s supper?” he repeated.
She was too incredulous to be angry. With excessive calm and patience, she said, “I’m afraid I don’t understand. You seem to think I’m going to fix supper tonight.”
“You claim you can fit in on this island, live and work like other folks.”
She spread her arms. “I believe my labors today prove my capability.”
He pushed back his sleeves. His forearms looked aggressively muscular as he rested them on the writing table. “I don’t deny you worked damned hard at that fish house today,” he conceded. “But what makes you think your work ends when the last crate is iced down?”
“Because we finished, that’s why.”
“Do you really think Alice and Anna are home sipping sherry and eating bonbons right now? This might be a game to you, but it’s not to them.”
“Ah,” she said. “I understand now. My friend Lucy tried to warn me about men like you. I should have listened.”
“Men like me.”
“Those who believe they are superior by virtue of their se—gender. Who would make slaves of women and force them to do their bidding.”
“Lady, I don’t need to force you to do anything. You do a good enough job of that on your own.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“You drive yourself like a fool. No one said you had to prove a thing to me or to the people of this island. And believe me, no one’s going to forget or forgive who your father is just because you turn out to be a good woman.”
She stared at him, then sniffed disdainfully to cover her confusion. “I simply wanted to do something more in this godforsaken place besides sit on the porch and pray for deliverance.” She pondered his words for a moment. “So you think I turned out to be a good woman.”
“Did I say that?”
“It sounded as though you did.”
He shrugged, turned up his lamp and went on with his work. The contrast of the thin gold rims of the spectacles against his rough-hewn face struck her with a secret warmth she didn’t quite understand. Glaring at him resentfully, she felt unbearably smelly and crusty. She longed to peel off her clothes, to dive into the icy cold lake and never come up for breath. Perhaps deep beneath the surface of the water lay another world, a secret world where people behaved in a caring way, where—
“You’re swaying on your feet, Princess,” Tom Silver pointed out helpfully.
Her eyes snapped open. “I’m fine,” she retorted. “I must change into a clean frock.”
“I can hardly wait.”
She narrowed her eyes at him but said no more. Then she went into her bedroom—and nearly bumped into the tall-sided zinc tub by the small stove. Wisps of steam rose from the tub and she shut her eyes for a moment, inhaling the moist, clean aroma of hot water. A little cry broke from her as she peeled off her soiled clothes and settled into the tub. It was a tiny one, no more than a hip bath like the one on the Suzette, but the steaming water felt heavenly as she sank into it, took up a cake of soap and began scrubbing, humming a little. She washed herself clean of the vestiges of guts and scales and other unmentionables. Only when she was half finished with the bath did she pause to think about the fact that a hot bath was waiting for her at the end of a hard day.
Tom Silver had drawn her a bath. Again. Drat. That meant she would have to thank him. Again.
She finished washing, and after a while the stench was gone even from her hair. She wrapped herself in towels and an old blanket she’d found in the box at the end of the bed, then used the bath water to wash out her clothing. She wrung out the garments and strung them up to dry. Her bone weariness had become something else entirely. It was now a fatigue so all-pervasive and deep that it pounded through every part of her, moving like warm syrup through her veins.
When’s supper?
Indeed, she thought, her stomach growling with hunger. The nerve of him, demanding supper from a woman who was half-dead of overwork. She’d show him where supper was.
 * * *
Tom tried not to notice how quiet it had grown in the next room. At first he had contented himself with listening to the slosh and swish of water as she bathed in the tub he had readied for her. More than any thanks she might—or might not—tender, her indulgence in the bath and the sound of her humming told him she appreciated his efforts. Lord knew, having a hot bath waiting was more than most women at the fish houses of Isle Royale came home to.
But long moments after the sloshing and humming had ended, it had grown unnaturally quiet. “You didn’t go and drown on me, did you?” he asked, calling out across the room.
No response.
“Princess?”
Silence.
“Miss Sinclair?” He took off his spectacles and got up. “Deborah?” It was the first time he had used her name. It tasted of the forbidden, of something he must not say. So he said it again. “Deborah?”
When the silence drew out, he went to the door of her room and tapped. He hesitated a beat, then pushed the door open. In the dim twilight, shadows hung throughout the room, and at first he couldn’t find her. Then he realized the untidy mound that lay upon the bed was her—wrapped in linen towels, sound asleep.
The sight of her shook him. She was always on her guard, always keeping her distance, and he preferred it that way. But fast asleep, with her damp hair swirling across the pillow and her hand turned palm up and defenseless beside her face, she no longer resembled the snippy, annoying heiress he had dragged kicking and screaming into his life.
Simple murder would have been so much easier.
But here she was, living in his house, sleeping in Asa’s bed, and he had no idea what to make of her. She seemed to belong to another species, and according to his reading of Charles Darwin, it would be against her very nature to survive in this remote wilderness. Yet she was determined to make the best of it. Maybe she was bored or needed to forget what her bastard of a father had done to her. As soon as the novelty of the island wore off, though, she’d be more than ready to go back to Arthur Sinclair. If the old son of a bitch knew what was good for him, he’d welcome her back, no questions asked.
A log fell in the woodstove, and through the mica doors, a fountain of sparks flared up. The light grew for a moment, long enough for him to see that she had laundered her clothes in the bathwater and hung them up to dry. She sighed in her sleep and drew up her knees.
Tom told himself not to look, but of course he did. Beneath the heap of bedding, she was naked. Her movement caused the covers to slip down, baring a pale rounded shoulder. Her skin looked softer than silk, softer than a cloud, maybe. A small, dainty foot poked out of the other end, and though he had never before given much thought to a woman’s foot, the sight of Deborah’s made him wonder why he had gone through life ignoring that particular appendage. Her foot was a beautiful thing, with a pretty arch, a smooth heel and toenails that bore—he leaned closer to make sure he wasn’t seeing things—a coat of pink enamel paint. Fancy that. A woman who painted her toenails.
He grinned cynically. Not Deborah. She probably hired someone else to do it.
Yet the cynicism he employed to hold her at bay was failing him as he watched her sleep. It was the damnedest thing. She was the daughter of Arthur Sinclair. She had been raised like a hothouse rose—beautiful, fragile, untouchable, ultimately good for nothing but show, with a gloss that would fade like dropping petals. Yet he was drawn to her. He’d been feeling it for a while now, but he kept telling himself it was nothing, just his normal male desires kicking in. If the need became too great he could always take a boat over to Thunder Bay where a friendly widow woman didn’t mind company for a night or two.
Now he had to admit, though only to himself, that for some strange reason, the widow woman wouldn’t do. Nor would the saloon girls of Fraser, who had always been mighty friendly in the winter time. No, his current desires all centered on this one annoying, useless excuse for a female—Deborah Sinclair.
She kept surprising him. Every time he expected her to give up, to turn into a sniveling mass of womanly whining, she squared her shoulders and did something like volunteer to work at the fish house or to mind Jenny Nagel’s baby.
It had been easier to dislike her before she had made up her mind to be an asset to the community. And it was a lot easier before he had seen her naked, fast asleep, exhausted by a day of hard labor which she had endured without complaining.
Tom’s thoughts weighed heavy as he emptied the bathwater and went to fix himself some supper. This was bad. He couldn’t start wanting her in that way. In any way.


SEVENTEEN

The strangest thing happened. Deborah actually started to make herself useful to the small, busy community. She was more amazed than anyone that she had learned to clean and ice down a box of trout, to rock a baby to sleep or knead bread dough. She excelled at filling out bills of lading and interpreting invoices for the fishermen or the logging foreman.
She had been raised to believe she would never do a day of work in all her life. That had not struck her as odd, not in the least. It was simply the way things were. No one, not her father, her tutors, her dancing master, her social secretary, nor the faculty at Miss Boylan’s, had ever told her any differently. But being on Isle Royale challenged everything she had thought about her former life. Here, a woman worked, as hard or harder than a man. She thought for herself, made her own decisions and ultimately found value and fulfillment in what she was doing.
Deborah found solace in work and discovered within herself a hunger to deepen the bonds with these isolated island people. From Mabel Smith she learned to knit and crochet, and in exchange created fashionable bonnets for Mabel and her daughter, Betsy. Anna showed her innumerable ways to prepare fish, smoking it over a fire or roasting it on a birch plank. The village children taught her games that made her silly with laughter.
She was growing accustomed to the rhythm of the community. She awakened each day to the cock crow that brought out the men in the still dark dawn. She adapted to the smell of wood smoke and baking bread as fires were stoked and breakfast made. She learned to listen for the sound of small children playing. Some of the men whistled as they went down to the boats to start their day on the water. Some of the women sang as they busied themselves with shore work, mending gill nets and oiling cork bobbers. Into this mix, Deborah became an unlikely component.
Island children took her greenstoning and hiking during the day, and on the night Lightning Jack returned from the mainland, there was a sangerfest around a bonfire. He sat like a king before his subjects, smoking a pipe and dispensing gossip with great relish. He spoke of a near-drowning in Rock Harbor and a pack of marauding bears spotted at one of the inland lakes.
Deborah watched him from her seat on a log, her hands draped around her drawn-up knees. The children’s faces glowed with the colors of the fire, and their eyes shone like stars. How magical it must be to grow up here, she thought, natural and free, hardworking, surrounded by people who cared about each other, watched out for one another.
Before the singing started, the children begged for another story, and Lightning Jack waved his hand in mock weariness. “I have no more talking in me tonight,” he swore. “None at all.”
“How about the tale of Charlie and Angelique Mott, eh?” Jens suggested remorselessly.
“Charlie Mott,” the children yelled, though clearly they had heard it before, for even Deborah was familiar with it. “Charlie Mott!”
Thirty years before, the young Mott couple was sent to look after a copper mine over the winter. Their employer failed to send the supplies he’d promised, and Charlie and Angelique found themselves abandoned to the brutal cold and isolation of winter. Charlie starved to death, shrinking away to skin and bones even though Angelique tried to sustain him with bark tea and shoe leather. Unable to bury him in the frozen ground, his grieving wife couldn’t bear to throw him out into the snow for the carrion birds to get at. So she left him in their cabin where she could see him from time to time, and took her little campfire to a new hut she had built. Huddled alone over the fire, she slowly starved, all the while battling the terrible temptation to make a soup of her husband.
Come spring, the miners found her half out of her mind, but alive. The story left even the noisiest child silent with horror and awe, until Lightning Jack clapped his hands and roared “boo!” to startle them out of their spellbound state. Relieved laughter rang across the water.
To break the tension of the dark tale, the singing began. Deborah taught them “Camptown Races,” and the islanders led a round of “Skoal, Skoal, Skoal.”
From the corner of her eye, Deborah saw Pastor Ibbotsen come up behind Ilsa and steal a kiss. Ilsa laughed and cupped his cheek in her hand, a gesture of honest, uncomplicated affection. Love was so easy for some people, Deborah reflected. She wanted to talk about it, but there was no one to tell.
Though she lived in indecently close quarters with Tom Silver, he was as distant from her as the stars. He was living proof that some hurts could never be forgotten. The way he had lost Asa had made a wound of anger too deep to heal. His condemning gaze stalked her through each day, darkening each time someone acknowledged her, thanked her, laughed with her. His disapproval made her more determined than ever to prove that she was not the spoiled, overprivileged article he thought she was, that she was a person of substance deep in her core.
She excused herself from the gathering, walking to the edge of the marsh at the end of the road. The evening air held a sharp chill. The winter season was coming on strong and cold, etching the edges of the marsh with frost.
 * * *
One evening, when the wind off the lake lashed at the windows and roared through the trees on the ridges above the settlement, Deborah decided to fix supper to show Tom Silver that she was no longer a woman who didn’t even know enough not to touch a hot coffeepot. Donning an old carpenter’s apron, she stoked the stove to what she thought to be a proper cooking temperature. Then she put two potatoes in a pot of water to boil and heated the frying pan for the fish.
That wasn’t so difficult, she thought, watching the potatoes simmer. She stepped back and tapped her foot, wondering what to do next. Ah. She must lay the table. At home this was done by a servant, perhaps more than one, who decked the formal table with Limoges china, Irish crystal goblets and Florentine flatware. Tom Silver had nothing of the sort, of course, but she made do with the speckled enamel plates and pewter forks and spoons. She hurried outside and plucked some dried Queen Anne’s lace from the hedge by the garden fence and stuck the wispy sprigs in a jar on the table. He had never been much for napkins, so she improvised with a pair of faded clean cloths with ragged edges. Perhaps later tonight she would hem them.
She shook her head at her own foolishness. It wasn’t as if these things mattered. In a short while, she would leave Isle Royale, never to return.
Making certain a thick towel was at hand for the hot pan, she laid a cleaned trout in the skillet. The browned fat sizzled and spat at her, and she jumped back with a yelp.
The pan on the stove caught fire at the precise instant that Tom Silver came into the house. He looked tired, his face and hands chapped by the wind, but he moved swiftly toward the blaze. Deborah was quicker, dumping some of the hot water from the potatoes onto the fire even as Tom shouted, “Don’t do that!”
In a split second, she understood why. Some alchemy between water and burning fat made the flames flare even higher, licking black tongues of soot onto the ceiling.
Swearing, Tom grabbed the frying pan and rushed outside with it. She heard more cursing, then silence. He returned, holding the pan with the charred fish in it.
“I take it supper’s ready,” he said.
She poked her nose in the air. “Truite flambé,” she said. “It’s a new recipe.”
She could tell he was trying to scowl, but as he set the pan on the side of the stove, his mouth was tight, the corners upturned as he fought a smile. She acted equally disdainful as she dipped out the boiled potatoes and put them on the plates. He boned the trout and peeled away the blackened skin. The cooked fish within was surprisingly edible.
They ate in silence, yet it was oddly companionable. He didn’t thank her, but he ate every bite of fish and potatoes, and she found herself strangely gratified by that.
“What’re you staring at?” he asked, noticing her gaze.
“I was just thinking.”
“About what?”
“Feeding someone. I’ve never done it before.”
“So I guessed.”
“It wasn’t such a horrible chore. There is something very elemental about it, about…nourishing another person.” Embarrassed by her own words, she blushed and looked away.
He leaned back with great ease into a long-bodied position, ankles crossed, arms folded over his chest. “You can nourish me anytime you want, Princess.”
She drew away, growing even hotter and redder with her blush. “I must clean the dishes,” she said, hastily getting up from the table. She felt his stare boring into her as she poured hot water from the kettle into the dry sink and began scrubbing the dishes.
“Is there anything that doesn’t make you nervous as a cat?” he asked.
“I am not nervous.”
“Right.”
She continued working in silence. She heard him walk over to the hearth, give the embers a stir and add a log.
“Winter evacuation’ll start in two days,” he said. “Some of the harbors are already iced in.”
It took a moment for the words to sink in. Winter evacuation. The residents of Isle Royale would leave the island to freeze up. They would all return in the spring to light fires in their little houses, bringing the village to life again. But not Deborah. She would go back to civilization at last, back to—
She didn’t finish the thought. Didn’t know how, didn’t want to. Since the moment Tom Silver had kidnaped her, she had thought of nothing but escape, nothing but going back to her former life. Now she was worried. She didn’t know if she even had a life there. Chicago had burned. Her father’s house had burned. The conflagration might have traveled as far as Miss Boylan’s, or Avalon in Lake View. Besides that, her father had declared her to be without value to him.
She could only assume Philip did not want her either. That thought, at least, provided her with some comfort.
“You hear what I said?” Tom’s voice broke in on her thoughts. “Folks’ll be leaving the island for the winter pretty soon.”
“I heard you.”
“You don’t seem too interested in the news.”
“I’ve known this was coming. It snowed yesterday. Everyone’s been busy packing for days.” She finished washing the dishes and used a towel to dry them, piece by piece.
“I reckon Lightning Jack will want to weigh anchor as soon as the weather quiets.”
“Is that how the evacuation is done? On Jack’s boat?” she asked.
“Yeah. His steamer, a couple of the skipjacks and a schooner. When the weather lets up, the fleet will head for Fraser or Duluth.”
Finally she turned to face him. “And then what?” she asked. “What happens on the mainland?”
“Most families have winter quarters with relatives and friends. The bachelors might take rooms in town, hire on at the shipyards or at Decker’s brewery for day labor.”
She pressed her lips together. He was going to make her ask, she realized. “I mean, what do you intend for me to do? I certainly don’t see how you can hold me hostage on the mainland, for heaven’s sake.”
He pushed back his shirtsleeves, leaning his bulky, muscular forearms on the table. “I can hold you any way I damn well please.”
She ground her teeth in fury. “Your scheme failed because my father doesn’t want me back. Meanwhile, I have done my utmost to cooperate with you. I understand the depth of your loss. My heart breaks with it. I’ve offered to exact restitution from my father. I’ve promised not to press charges against you, and to convince my father not to, either. I’ve worked until blisters formed on my hands.” She turned them palms-out to show him. “What more do you expect of me?”
A quick lightness flickered in his eyes, but the look was so fleeting she thought she had imagined it. “Just be ready to sail when the weather calms,” he said.
“I deserve to know what’s in store for me.”
“You’ll know when we get there,” he shot back.
“You are a poor excuse for a kidnaper, then,” she retorted. Aggravated, she made short work of the after-supper washing up, scrubbing the table with extra vigor and putting up the pans and dishes with a satisfying clatter. He sat impassively, watching her, and she pretended not to notice. When she finished, she took out the mulberry hat she had been working on, holding it out at arm’s length and regarding it with a critical eye.
“Do you think the brim is too wide?” she asked, somehow having spent her irritation in the washing-up.
“Will anyone care?” he asked with a shrug.
She sniffed. The oaf would never understand. “If I am going on a voyage, I should have a new hat.”


EIGHTEEN

The day of the evacuation dawned bright, clear and cold, the water as flat and glossy as a polished mirror. An invisible sense of urgency sharpened the air, for ice-up was coming on faster than anyone had predicted. Snow dusted the ground. Already the island wore a brittle lace collar of white frost, the lake frozen at the edges and around the pilings of the docks. The cliffs were hung with ice that sparkled like crystal in the sunlight. Beyond the sharp blue sky, an ominous low brow of clouds weighted the atmosphere in the west. Jens Eckel swore he tasted a blizzard in the air, and the skippers decided to head for the rough encampment at Fraser rather than risk the longer voyage to Duluth.
Deborah took out the smooth velvet bonnet she had recently finished and put it on, tying an artful bow to one side of her chin. The brim was too deep, shadowing her face and hair, but it was too late to change it now. She pulled on her only pair of gloves and took Smokey out into the yard. Tom was coming out of the shop as she wrestled with the impossibly tiny glove buttons while the dog leaped impatiently around her feet.
“We sail in an hour,” he said. His breath made frozen puffs in the air. “Don’t wander far from the landing.”
“I won’t even get out of this yard if I don’t get these gloves buttoned.”
He hesitated for half a second, then said, “Hold out your hand.”
It would be foolish, childish to refuse him. Swallowing past a surge of nervousness, she offered her hand. His big, blunt fingers fumbled with the dainty mother-of-pearl buttons.
“No idea why you have to button on a pair of gloves, anyway,” he grumbled. “It’s not like they’ll fall off if you don’t do up all these buttons.”
“It’s a matter of fashion,” she said. “You wouldn’t understand.”
“Wouldn’t want to,” he replied, finishing with the first glove and grabbing her other hand.
When he was near, when he touched her, her heart sped up.
“Your hand’s shaking,” he said. “Hold still.”
“It’s not shaking.”
“Is so.” He took her elbow and held out her hand. “Look.”
She scowled. “It’s the cold,” she said, ducking her head. The bill of her bonnet caught him on the chin.
“Jesus, woman, you’re a menace,” he said with laughter in his voice. “I reckon that purple hat’s a matter of fashion, too.”
“It’s mulberry, not purple, and it’s a bonnet. And yes, it happens to be very fashionable.” She snatched her hand away. “I’ll get Ilsa to finish buttoning me. She’ll do it without any impudent remarks.”
“Good for Ilsa.”
She clapped her hands to get Smokey’s attention and they walked outside the gate. The dog scampered along the frozen roadway with his nose to the ground.
“Hey, Princess,” Tom Silver called from the yard.
“Yes?” She conveyed with her tone that she didn’t want to be delayed any longer.
“Don’t be late boarding the Suzette. You miss the evacuation, you spend the winter on the island. You don’t want to wind up like Charlie Mott’s wife.”
She shuddered. “Better than ending up like Charlie Mott.”
As she walked along the main roadway of the nameless little settlement, Deborah felt an unexpected twist of emotion. She would never see this place again. Would never hear the wind in the tall trees or see the sun rise over the vast lake or listen to the hiss and howl of the waves beating against the rocky shore. She wouldn’t find the likes of Jens Eckel again, nor do anything so odd and disgusting as cleaning fish for a living. She wouldn’t see the island children chasing a kite, nor collect agates in the streams with them, nor cradle Jenny’s baby in her arms and have a cup of tea with the young mother.
Never again.
Watching the flurry of activity down at the landing, she wondered what Jens was feeling now. He, too, was leaving Isle Royale forever, only his departure was far more bittersweet than her own. Two nights earlier, at the town supper, he had stood up and announced that he was retiring. After fifty years of fishing the waters around the island, he was going to stay in his snug little bungalow on the mainland, where he could sit by the fire smoking his pipe. He’d finally have a chance to read all those books he had been saving up for years.
He had fought tears as he made his announcement, because he loved this island. Others had cried, too, for Jens Eckel was a fixture here, the quiet strong center around which the entire community seemed to revolve. Yesterday he had gone for a walk with Deborah, and had shown her a rapid, sunlit creek with a bed of the most marvelous agate she had ever seen. Now she wished she had taken some of the brilliant tumbled stones as a memento.
When she went down to the landing, she realized Tom Silver had not been exaggerating the fact that space was at a premium. The boats were laden to the gunwales with goods to be transported to the mainland for the winter. It was hard to imagine people so poor they had to travel with their iron stoves rather than buy two, but that seemed to be the case. The knowledge only firmed her decision to secure restitution for them.
No matter what her father thought of her, she would stand up to him. It took an adventure like Isle Royale to teach her to stand up to him. She had been a leaf in the wind of his ambition, fluttering helplessly. Now she understood that she had a will of her own, if only she dared to obey her own heart rather than try to please him.
A brisk wind blew in from the east, and she walked along the dock, Smokey trotting at her side. She said good morning to the Wicks and the Nagels, and held Jenny’s baby one last time. With the child in her arms, she turned to face the small settlement, hugged into the side of the towering rock ridges, where these people built their homes and raised their families and made a life for themselves. There was a simplicity in their ways that appealed to her, yet at the same time she understood that there was nothing so challenging as building a life in a close-knit community, with its infinitely impassioned relationships, rivalries and cooperation. The richness in their lives came, not from things they bought with money, but from the splendor around them and the fruits of their own hard work.
She handed back the baby, then walked down the length of the Suzette, encountering a grinning Lightning Jack duBois at the stern.
“Eh, ma’m’selle,” he said, inclining his head. “I almost didn’t recognize you.”
She smiled, unaccountably gratified. “Am I that different?”
“Oh, yeah.” He lashed a hogshead to the side. “You’re not whining.”
In spite of the insult, she laughed. “Was I that bad?”
“No,” Lightning Jack said.
“Yes,” Tom Silver said at the same time, coming through a hatch to take on more firewood to stoke the boilers. “But we kept you because of your yellow hair.”
“Very funny,” she muttered, shading her eyes to admire the ice-hung cliffs one last time. A few anemic strands of sunlight managed to filter through the clouds, touching the ice with fire. Dazzled by the sight, she stood and absorbed the magnificence of the island, a place like no other she would ever see again.
Smokey leaped into the boat, scrabbling around the deck with excitement. Lightning Jack grabbed another keg from the dock. When he dragged it down into the hull, the lid came off, rolling across the deck. Deborah jumped back instinctively with a little cry of alarm.
A stream of Gallic oaths spewed from Lightning Jack as the entire contents of the barrel spread across the deck. The mongrel retreated with a whimper into the pilothouse. A terrible stench filled the air.
“Oh, dear,” Deborah said, wondering how on earth she could help. “Is that…?”
“Fish liver oil,” Tom Silver spat in disgust, hoisting himself up through the hatch.
“C’est dégueulasse.” Lightning Jack watched the fetid liquid pooling around his moccasins. “Who is the jackass responsible for sealing that barrel?”
When Deborah took a step toward the boat, Tom waved her off. “We’ll clean it up on our own. No sense in all of us getting covered in this stuff.” He pointed at the Koenig, docked at the other side of the harbor. “You’ll have to sail to the mainland with the Wicks and the Ibbotsens.”
The prospect of traveling without Tom Silver should have held enormous appeal for her. She reminded herself that her goal should always be to escape him. He was her captor, she was his hostage. Yet to think of the situation in those terms seemed absurd to her now. “All right,” she said.
Tom nodded distractedly and waved her off. He was already swabbing the reeking deck with an old, gray mop. Deborah went to the Koenig to tell them of the change in arrangements. While the men laughed about the spilled oil, Ilsa beamed at her. “Last day on the island, eh?” she asked.
“So it appears. For me and Jens both.”
“We been trying to get rid of the old coot for years,” Henry Wick said, speaking over his shoulder as he worked. “Should have left him here to freeze to death.”
Jens chuckled. “Then you’d have no one left to tease, Henry. There’s ways to keep from freezing, you know,” he said to Deborah.
“Another one of his whoppers,” Henry warned.
“I heard tell of two men stuck in a blizzard. They were half-froze when they managed to kill a moose. They gutted the body and sheltered inside the carcass.”
“See? A whopper.” Henry cranked in a shore anchor.
“Maybe it was a caribou.”
“Maybe it never happened.”
“Way I heard it,” Ilsa said, joining the silliness, “is the two men got naked under a moose hide and stayed warm skin to skin.”
Jens and Henry made gagging sounds and spat over the side. “I’d rather die, eh?” Jens said.
Deborah blushed, but she was laughing.
“You’re such a lady,” Ilsa said admiringly, eyeing her bonnet. “I wish I could be so fashionable.”
Deborah was amazed that simple, contented Ilsa could wish to be anything like her. Ilsa had a husband and son who adored her and needed nothing else. But one thing a woman always possessed, Deborah reflected, was a bit of vanity. On impulse, she said, “I have something for you.”
When she reached to untie the bonnet, Ilsa stood in the boat. “Ah no. I can’t let you—”
“You must. I’ll be insulted if you don’t.” Deborah heard the firmness in her own voice. Now, where had that come from? She sounded like a different person. Sure of herself. Bossy, even. She took off the mulberry velvet bonnet and made Ilsa take off her plain gray wool one. “We’ll trade. I’ll be warm, and you’ll be fashionable.”
“That would be a first for me.”
The truth was, the deep purplish fabric and black trim were enormously becoming on Ilsa, a perfect foil for her blond hair and Nordic coloring. She preened for old Jens, who sat quietly astern, his pipe clamped between his teeth, his weather-beaten hand nervously toying with his bear claw necklace.
“You’re too damned pretty for me, Ilsa,” he said, but he seemed distracted as he spoke. His blue eyes had the soft, washed-out look of decades of wind and weather, and his way of life was etched in every line of his face. He was a fisherman of the island. Now that he was moving to the mainland, what would he be?
It was a bold move, embarking on a new life, but a necessary step, thought Deborah, both for Jens and for herself. Yet her heart went out to him, because he looked so lost, so desperate, already lonely as he contemplated the winter maples in the high hills, stripped bare by the icy wind, the blanket of new snow across the land and the gleaming surface of the lake spreading out before him.
“What will you do on the mainland with all your time?” she asked, hoping to distract him.
His hands worked over his necklace as if it were a seine. “Same’s I’ve always done every winter of my life. Sit by the fire, smoke my pipe, read some. Maybe have a game of cribbage with another old fisherman, and we can tell each other lies about our glory days.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“Yeah. It’ll be like winter, but a winter with no end.”
“But—”
Jens stood up in agitation. At the same moment, the bear claw necklace fell from his grasp and hit the water with a soft ping. Deborah gasped as it sank out of sight.
“Oh, Jens,” she said. “Your necklace.”
He looked bleak. “Not mine anymore. It belongs to the lake.” His voice sounded thin and fearful. “Eventually, the lake takes back its own.”
She didn’t like seeing this hopeless attitude in a man she admired.
Henry Wick heaved a long-suffering sigh. “God forbid that you should leave without a keepsake, Jens,” he said, then took out a fingerling net and leaned over the side. The water was thick and slushy with ice. “Another night like the last one,” he said over his shoulder, “and the harbor’ll be frozen up solid.” After several minutes of fishing around, he managed to snag the necklace and handed it, dripping and cold, to the old man.
Jens grinned from ear to ear. “You earned a bottle of schnapps,” he declared.
“What about you, Deborah?” asked Alice Wick. “What keepsake will you take back with you?”
“I hadn’t really thought about one.” Deborah was surprised at herself. She had always been a sentimental sort. Always one to want a memento. Unconsciously her hand went to her throat, and she wished Tom Silver had not sent her mother’s lavaliere to her father.
A keepsake. Perhaps she should take something of the island with her. Otherwise, years from now, it might be as if this adventure had not happened at all. Some memories she wanted to keep. Isle Royale, surprisingly, was one of them.
She knew what she wanted. She had seen it just the other day, walking with Jens. “You’re right,” she said to Alice. “I should bring something back with me. I’ll only be a few minutes.”
“We’re about to cast off,” Henry Wick objected, one rubber-booted foot on the dock, the other on the boat.
“I’ll go on the Suzette,” she said, resigning herself to a rough voyage on a deck slippery with fish oil. Even so, she admitted to herself that she wanted to make the crossing with Tom and Lightning Jack. “It’s fine. My dog is probably insane without me, anyway.”
“See you on the mainland, then,” said Henry.
She picked up her skirts, straightened Ilsa’s scratchy gray wool bonnet on her head and climbed up on the dock. Then, running, she headed for the streambed she had found the other day.
As she ran, she felt unaccountably wild and free. Ah, she would miss this place in all its splendor and isolation. Perhaps one day she would return, not as a hostage but as a visitor. Yes, that’s what she would do. Secure the financial reparation from her father, even if she had to battle him in the courts to do it and deliver the money in person come spring.
What a perfect idea, she thought, disappearing into the woods and cutting through the tall, clacking reeds for a shortcut to the rapids. She heard the rush of the stream before she parted the reeds and saw it. A skin of ice coated the rocks at the edge of the water. In the middle of the shallows lay a gleaming treasure of agates.
Deborah unfastened the buttons of one glove and peeled it off. Then, holding back her skirts, she bent to gather the small, smooth stones. The water was terrifically cold, the rocks coated with ice, and her fingers went numb by the time she had fished out the tenth stone. She knew she should work faster, but she might never again get this chance. The trail of gemlike stones led halfway across the stream. Holding out her arms for balance, she attempted to step from rock to rock in order to get to the middle.
She fell, of course. Her skinny-soled shoes, the ones Tom Silver so delighted in making fun of, slipped on an icy rock and she went down hard in the middle of the stream. The shock of the cold water drove everything—breath, thought, feeling—out of her and she couldn’t even cry out. She was that cold.
It took all of her energy to drag herself out of the stream and slog her way to shore. She sat in a frozen daze, her mind moving sluggishly. Had she hit her head on something? What a clumsy oaf she was. She knew she would endure extra scorn from Tom and Lightning Jack during the voyage.
Just then a boat whistle pierced the air. Deborah looked down to see that the hem of her skirt was already frozen. Her teeth chattered out of control as she put the stones into her pocket and struggled to put her glove on over her stiff, nerveless fingers. She started back through the woods toward the landing, knowing she’d better hurry. She had wasted enough time already.


NINETEEN

“This damned boat reeks,” Tom grumbled as they hauled out past Rock Harbor. He had to raise his voice above the insane yapping of Deborah’s dog.
“Wasn’t my idea to take on those kegs of fish oil,” Lightning Jack said defensively. “You were the one. Parbleu, I’ll be swabbing my deck with it for the next three seasons.”
“I’ll work on it.” Tom swirled an ancient mop in the oil.
“You might not have to worry about working in the future,” Lightning Jack pointed out. “If la jolie demoiselle gets her father to come through like she promised, we’ll all be rich as kings.”
“Sinclair wouldn’t ransom her. Hell, the old bastard didn’t even send a boat for her. What makes you think she’ll get a copper cent out of him?”
“He will come to see reason. Even now, he has probably realized none of this is his daughter’s fault.”
“He’s had plenty of time to realize that I’m to blame, and I’ll be the first to claim it.” The whole matter left a bad taste in Tom’s mouth. He had taken Deborah without a single thought of what it would do to her, how it would affect her future. “So where the hell is he?”
Lightning Jack kept his eyes on the deep gray horizon. “He needs time. Some men, you know, have a head like a rock. It takes them a long time to see what is right before their eyes.” He cleared his throat. “You can tell me, mon gars. You have been sleeping with her, haven’t you?”
For a moment, Tom couldn’t speak. “Why the hell would you say a thing like that, you old bugger?”
“I see the way you look at her when she doesn’t know you’re looking. I see the way she looks at you.”
“You’re dead wrong,” Tom said, his heart knocking in alarm at the very idea.
A troubled skepticism shadowed the older man’s face. “But those other symptoms of hers…”
“What other symptoms?”
“She gets tired, you know. And sick. I just assumed…she was enceinte.”
Deborah? Tom thought incredulously. Pregnant? The very mention of the word would make her swoon with embarrassment. “You’re way off, Lightning. She has a delicate constitution, is all. She’s not cut out for what we put her through.”
“Then maybe that fiancé she mentioned,” Lightning Jack ventured. “Perhaps he—”
“Not Deborah.” Tom scowled into the icy, harsh wind, discomfited by Lightning Jack’s wild assumption. It was preposterous to imagine himself with a woman like that. And yet he did imagine it—far too often. He’d best put it out of his mind and concentrate on bringing this to an end. The trouble was, he didn’t know how to end it. Neither did Deborah, he suspected.
She was simply fragile, just didn’t know the way of the world. What did she think she was going back to, anyway? What did a man like Sinclair do to a ruined daughter returned? He hoped Lightning Jack was right, that Sinclair would get over his anger. The son of a bitch didn’t deserve her, but she loved him. And he was her father. Tom recalled a time or two he’d been mad enough at Asa to tan his hide, like when the boy had sailed a leaky little skiff all the way up to Rock Harbor and stayed gone for two days, or the time he had drunk half a pint of corn whiskey and puked all over the floor. Tom had always been furious…and he had always forgiven the boy. It was what a father did.
Until that last quarrel. Tom had forbidden Asa to work at the mine. Asa’s beautiful, sullen face had darkened to an angry red and he’d stormed out, determined to choose his own path. He had been offered a position as bellows boy at double the pay he earned fishing. He and Tom had parted in anger that day, and there had been no chance for forgiveness.
Arthur Sinclair had damned well better learn to forgive his daughter.
Preoccupied, Tom watched the foolish mongrel racing up and down the decks from stem to stern, facing the fast-disappearing island and barking his head off. He and Smokey barely tolerated each other, but coexisted under an unspoken truce due to Deborah’s presence. The dog was never far from her side. That was probably why he was so upset, stuck aboard the Suzette while Deborah sailed on the Koenig. Taking care not to slip on the oily decks, he picked up Lightning Jack’s spyglass and climbed to the high bridge of the boat. The Koenig, the Queen and the Little Winyah were well ahead of them, puffed-out sails bearing them along more briskly than the engine of the trawler. The wind was almost too brisk, blowing just shy of a gale.
A winter gale, he thought uncomfortably, facing the brooding steel-gray sky to the west. The clouds had rolled in, bringing the dense, weighty look of heavy snow. By nightfall, Isle Royale could well be blanketed, the harbors impassable. Ice crackled as the bow broke through the thin sheets. Within a few days, ice-up would be complete, and the island would slumber, undisturbed, until spring.
He put the glass to his eye and recognized Deborah by the funny purple hat she had insisted on finishing the night before. Aboard the Koenig, she sat astern in the shelter of a canvas tarp, but a moment later she went below, disappearing from view.
Tom swung back to scan the shoreline of the island. How desolate it looked from this distance, the crust of ice a white, jagged necklace around its rugged periphery. It had been his home since time out of mind, but in winter it looked as forbidding as an enemy fortress.
Just for a moment, he thought he detected a flicker of movement at the edge of the settlement. Then the boat hit a roller. He lurched back and nearly lost his footing. When he looked again toward the island, he saw only emptiness. Bare rock, bare trees, bare earth.
Bye, Asa.
He knew it wasn’t logical, but he felt disloyal leaving like this. For the past six years he and Asa had left the winter island together. Now Asa was left behind in a cold grave where Tom could never reach him again. Never touch him, never ruffle his hair, never hear the sound of his laughter.
Tom gritted his teeth. He tried to make himself think of anything besides the boy and the fact that Asa would never again see the springtime. He forced himself to scan the lake through the spyglass as if there were something for him to see.
Having Deborah around had kept him from brooding about Asa as much as he had before going to Chicago. She was no substitute for the boy he loved, the boy who gave shape and meaning to his life, but her presence had given Tom something to think about besides the powerful hurt of knowing Asa was gone.
Watching her discover the island for the first time had been like seeing Isle Royale all over again, through the eyes of a child. Her sense of breath-held wonder at the grandeur of the wilderness reminded him of something he hadn’t thought about since before losing Asa. The world was a beautiful place. Life was worth living. Ironic that it took a spoiled debutante, the daughter of his enemy, to remind him of that.
The fact that nothing in Tom’s scheme for revenge had gone as planned didn’t seem to bother him so much these days. Truth be told, the need to kill Arthur Sinclair had cooled considerably even as the city burned. Deborah had reminded Tom of something he had shut his mind to in his crazed grief and thirst for revenge: Arthur Sinclair was somebody’s father.
Apparently Sinclair had been planning to send her like a sacrificial lamb into the keeping of the prominent Ascot family, and she was reluctant to go. Tom could only imagine the way events would unfold once they reached the mainland. He figured he would take Deborah overland to Duluth, the terminus of the St. Paul and Pacific Railroad. She could take the train to Chicago—assuming all the depots in the city had not burned—and that would be the end of it.
It didn’t matter the way things turned out, Tom told himself. After she left for Chicago, he would have no reason to see her again. Ever.
Another swell hit, and a fine, needlelike spray of half-frozen lake water smacked him in the face. The air had grown so cold that by the time the wind swept the mist off the wave tops, the spray froze in midair.
It was a good wind, though it froze his bones to the marrow and brought with it the promise of a terrific blizzard. If it held steady, they’d make the mainland well before nightfall.
 * * *
Panic didn’t set in right away.
Deborah was too naive to understand, the moment she reached the landing, the implications of missing the boat. When she’d finished gathering her agates, she had been filled with dismay at her wet feet and cold, drenched backside. The people on the mainland would think she looked a fright. Her mind was occupied with this thought as she picked her way gingerly down to the landing by the Wicks’ fish house.
Odd, she thought. All the boats had gone.
Even seeing this, she didn’t quite panic. Perhaps some of the fleet had departed while others had only…disappeared for a while. The Suzette had probably steamed around to Checker Point to take advantage of the big spray there in order to cleanse her decks of the spoiled fish oil. That was probably the case, and the others had not wanted to wait.
When she thought about the absurdity of that idea, her mind took another tack, turning to the inevitable thought she had been avoiding. They had somehow managed to leave her by mistake. It was an outrageous idea. Never in her life had she been overlooked by mistake or even on purpose for that matter. Yet somehow, in the frenzy of loading and leaving and people rushing from boat to boat, she had been forgotten. She was prepared to shoulder her share of the blame for that, switching between boats. It had been foolish of her to run off in search of a souvenir of her days on the island. But it was easier to look back than to plan ahead. It was an honest mistake, and if truth be told, entirely her fault.
Yet still she did not panic. It was only a matter of time before the oversight was detected. Then a boat would come back for her.
“Yes, that is exactly what will happen,” she said aloud. “Someone will come back to fetch me.”
There was no one to hear her. What a singularly odd notion. Deborah could not think of another time in her life when she had been completely and utterly alone. From the day of her birth, she had been surrounded by nurses, servants, maids and every manner of person imaginable. Yet here she was, alone on an island in the heart of a wilderness so vast and isolated that it boggled the mind.
“Well,” she said. “Well, there is no point in staying here freezing to death.” She picked up her stiff skirts and walked away from the landing. She went halfway up the hill toward town, then turned to have one last look at the horizon to the west. A northerly wind had stirred violent swells in the lake. There was no sign of a ship.
But something did catch her eye. Far in the west, the sky darkened like a wall of smoke. Until this moment, she had never actually seen a winter storm forming. The drama and violence of it amazed her; wind and darkness and snow came down from the atmosphere as if hurled from the hand of God himself. She walked backward up the hill, moving slowly, mesmerized by the sight. Blackness stalked the surface of the water, forming a vast, angular shadow on the lake. Then the whitecaps kicked up. It was a magical sight—seeing cold water boil. The thick, broken-edged ice that surrounded the island cracked with the motion, but did not break up. The majesty of the coming maelstrom took her breath away—until she understood that she would have to endure it alone.
That was when she finally panicked. A small sound came from her throat. It wasn’t a sob or a cry for help, but a strange, succinct expression of fear. Deborah knew she was not a brave person. She had never been brave, had never been required to show courage.
Now she was. And she was so miserably unprepared for the necessity of bravery that she could walk no further. She sat down on the path, hugged her knees up to her chest and shivered, gritting her teeth to stop them from chattering. Her breath came in quick gasps, making a sound like a rare breed of bird. The shivering convulsed through her in waves.
Think, she told herself. Then she said it aloud. “Think, Deborah. You’re all alone on this island and a storm is coming. What must you do in order to survive?”
She hadn’t the first idea. But she determined that sitting out in the cold, on the frozen ground, with the wind plucking at her bonnet strings, would not serve her needs. She got up and trudged the rest of the way to the settlement. The abandoned village was a frighteningly empty ghost town, all the inhabitants fled before some unnamed menace.
Deborah knew the name of the menace now. She dared to look back at the lake just once, hoping against hope that she had exaggerated the storm in her mind. It was worse, closer and more violent than it had been just a few moments ago.
She hunched her shoulders up against the wind and hurried for shelter.
 * * *
“Parbleu, but that was ugly.” At Commercial Landing in Fraser, Lightning Jack tied up and counted coins from a pouch. “Storm was too close for comfort. We should have left last week.”
Tom nodded distractedly. He respected the power of the weather on the lake, but for some reason he had never feared being out in it. “Did you see where the Koenig is docked?”
Lightning Jack sent him a knowing glance. “Eager to see your little guest, eh?”
“I just want to make sure she doesn’t get in trouble or try something stupid.”
“Ah, but those are her specialties.”
“I know. I’d best find her.” With a pathetic whimper, Smokey leaped out of the boat and trotted at his heels. The critter had been miserable without Deborah on the crossing.
Lightning Jack tied the coin pouch to his belt. “I am going to find a woman and get roaring drunk.”
“Women love that.”
They paid the harbormaster and Tom inquired about the Koenig. It was full dark, and the dog started in on his annoying and ceaseless barking. What was wrong with the fool critter? Its voice was hoarse, almost weak. The gale force winds blowing off the lake nearly drowned its pathetic howling.
Bending into the storm, Jens Eckel lifted a lantern and motioned them to the dock. “How was your voyage?” He scowled at the dog. “Can’t you shut that thing up?”
“Nope.”
“I say we use the little yapper for bait.”
“Deborah’s the only one he minds.”
Jens craned his neck, peering through the lashing snow flurries. “Where is the girl? Did she weather the storm well aboard the Suzette?”
At first Tom felt only mild confusion. “She’s not with me. We just made port.”
“Oh.” Jens raised his voice over the rising wind. “I must have misunderstood. I thought she said she would make the crossing with you.”
“We told her to go on the Koenig,” Lightning Jack said, scratching his head.
“Yeah.” Jens chuckled. “Too bad about the oil spill.” His mirth faded and the scowl returned. “But she said she would sail with you.”
Maybe the old man was confused. “I saw her,” Tom pointed out. “She was sitting under Koenig’s spray hood—” He broke off as Ilsa appeared on the dock, a worried expression on her face…and a fancy bonnet on her head. “That’s Deborah’s hat,” Tom said. He prayed the lantern light distorted the color of the hat, but there was no denying it. Ilsa’s bonnet was purple. He felt a slow, cold crawl of apprehension starting up his spine. “Isn’t it?”
“She gave it to me as a gift.” Ilsa touched the brim. “Only this morning. She is a nice woman, Tom Silver. One of these days you will learn that for yourself.”
Lightning Jack managed to hush the dog by giving it a bit of dried fish to gnaw on. “Let us sort this out, eh? Deborah did not sail aboard the Suzette. And you’re saying she wasn’t on the Koenig.”
“She wanted to fetch something—she didn’t say what.” Jens scratched his head. “Told us to go ahead, that she would sail with you.”
All three men swore at once. Ilsa flinched and grabbed the pastor’s hand. “We must figure out where Deborah is.”
“I’m afraid everyone thought she was with someone else,” Pastor Ibbotsen pointed out.
“She is back on the island,” Jens said mournfully. “Where else could she be?”
Ilsa touched the brim of her hat. “What will we do? We can’t leave her out there.”
The mongrel dog finished scarfing down the fish and paced up and down the dock, its restless movements unnerving.
“We must check the other boats,” Henry said.
“She won’t know the first thing to do in order to survive. She doesn’t even know how to get to the lumber camp. She’ll die,” Ilsa said.
Tom said nothing. He walked away from the squabbling group of islanders at the waterfront. There were lights aglow in the town. The howl of the wind mingled with the faint jangle of piano music drifting from the boardinghouse. Ordinarily this was a night a man might savor, when the season’s work was over and it was time to hunker down for the winter. Ordinarily Tom would join Lightning Jack on the quest for strong drink and a willing woman, and they’d stay warm by the fire, replete and content long into the night.
The storm wind slashed sideways across the lake. Waves exploded on the dock and along the water’s edge, bearding the rocky shoreline with ice. The snow came on fast and thick. By morning, it would be thigh deep.
Tom couldn’t think about that. He already knew what he had to do.


PART THREE
When is man strong until he feels alone?
—Robert Browning




TWENTY

“You’re not stupid,” Deborah said. “Just inexperienced.”
Several hours after realizing she had been stranded on the island, the snow had begun coming down in earnest and she was already getting used to talking to herself. “That might mean I’ve lost my mind,” she said, balancing a stack of firewood in her arms as she staggered toward the house. “But then again, does it matter? If I’m all alone, then the standard for sanity is up to me entirely.”
She laughed at herself, but the howling wind snatched at her laughter and stole it away. She ducked her head and pushed her way into the cabin. The shriek of the wind pursued her, even inside. She dropped the logs and one of them hit her foot, bruising deeply. She yelped in pain, hopping on one foot and clutching the other. The hem of her skirt caught in the door. She was forced to open it and free herself, and that let in more wind.
She had never felt a cold quite as piercing as the cold of the blizzard that blasted across the lake that day. She had never seen the snow come down quite so fast. Perhaps that had been what Charlie Mott’s wife had seen, that terrible veil of white, promising icy suffocation.
Pushing the door shut behind her, Deborah dragged the firewood piece by piece over to the stove. Only this morning—was it just this morning?—Tom had thrown the last live embers into the yard to burn out. He had swept the stale ashes from the stove and climbed onto the roof to scour the pipe with a large wire brush. He hadn’t expected to use the stove again until springtime.
Vigorously Deborah rubbed her hands together. She opened the door of the stove and sank down on her knees in front of it. Now. How did one make a fire? She must have seen it done thousands of times. She wished she had been paying attention.
“All right, Miss Deborah, you spoiled young article,” she said, emulating Kathleen O’Leary’s brogue and borrowing one of her favorite expressions, “let’s see if this dog will hunt.”
Deborah opened the tin of matches, and they scattered all over the floor. As she gritted her teeth and leaned forward to pick them up, she felt a wave of longing for Kathleen and for Lucy, and even for Phoebe.
Life at Miss Boylan’s had been a long chain of meaningless delights. She and her friends had been willing participants in social engagements and contrived, self-important meetings of philanthropical societies, wardrobe fittings and shopping expeditions. Leisurely, chatty conversations that went nowhere. Pointless lectures and entertainments. It was no wonder, she thought, scooping up the last of the spilled matches, young women pursued the empty pleasures of society so avidly.
The alternative was painful. She knew that now. It was difficult to examine one’s own life and one’s place in the world, difficult to realize one’s worth was calculated in terms of dollars and cents, difficult to have to make one’s own way in the world. She wondered, if she had simply resigned herself to marrying Philip, how long she would have gone on in an easy, numb state of false contentment, never knowing there might be another path for her.
With her breath making cold puffs in the air, she set aside the matches and laid the fire. She wished she had paid closer attention when Tom Silver had performed this task. She had a vague notion of tinder and kindling but not what to do with them.
A fire was a simple matter, she decided. You laid the wood in the hearth, and you set it on fire.
“Fine,” she said. “I can do that.”
She pushed a log into the round-bellied stove and, for good measure, put one on top of it. Then she struck a match, taking several tries before it caught. She turned her face away from the sulfurous flare and smell and touched the match to one of the logs. But the match burned down to a black curl of nothingness. Deborah dropped it just as she felt the sting of heat on her fingers. She lit another match with the same result, and then another.
“Drat,” she said, sitting back on her knees. “What am I doing wrong?”
She persisted, lighting match after match until she had only a few left in the tin. The matches were too feeble and didn’t stay lit long enough for the logs to take. The burned sticks lay in a useless heap in the stove, and the whistling wind rattled mercilessly at the windows. Deborah felt humiliatingly close to tears. This should be child’s play, yet she could not seem to start a fire.
That was the patent absurdity of her existence, she reflected bleakly. She could perform complicated Latin declensions. She could play the pianoforte, memorize lengthy epic poems and recite the peerage of England, but she was unable to build a fire to keep herself from freezing to death.
“Oh, Lucy, you were right,” she said, her teeth starting to chatter. “Women are slaves kept in the darkness of ignorance.”
Darkness. Over the past few weeks the sun had been setting earlier and earlier in the day, but with the blizzard raging outside, she couldn’t even begin to guess at the time. She found a lamp and a bottle of lamp oil. Tom Silver had been thorough in closing up the house for the winter, but he had left a few bare necessities for use when he returned in the spring.
Dear God, it was months until spring. She would not let herself dwell on that, would not let herself dwell on the fact that she had no fire and no food. She used one of the remaining matches to light the lamp. Just the sight of the glow within the glass warmed her. She stared at the flame, mesmerized, thinking what an exhausting day it had been. She was hungry and cold and thirsty, but above all, she was tired. She could just crawl under the covers, fully dressed, and sleep forever. Hibernate like a winter creature, and when she awakened, it would be spring. The notion tantalized her. It would be so incredibly easy just to slip off to bed.
“No,” she said through gritted teeth. “If you sleep now, you’ll never wake up. Get that fire started.”
The lamp oil sloshed a little as she brought her light back to the stove, and the flame spat and flared momentarily. At first she thought nothing of it, but then she carefully set the lamp down and fetched the rectangular can of oil.
If this fuel could keep the lamp wick burning, then it logically followed that it could keep the logs burning in the grate. She tipped the can and sprinkled the logs. This time when she touched a match to the wood, the fire took with a loud whoosh that made her stagger backward, away from the leaping tongues of flame. Those flames shrank with disappointing quickness. Deborah fed a few smaller sticks to the fire and breathed a sigh of relief when they caught and burned steadily.
Making fires was a dangerous business, Deborah thought, touching her eyebrows to see if she had singed them. Yet she felt such a thrill of triumph upon seeing the big logs burn that she laughed aloud…and nearly choked on the smoke.
For some reason, the smoke wasn’t going up the pipe, but was pouring into the cabin. Deborah knew she would choke to death within minutes if she didn’t do something. The flue, she remembered suddenly. Open the flue, close the flue. She had heard servants mention this. What on earth was a flue? It might be the iron lever protruding from the side of the stovepipe, she decided. She lifted it and waited.
The billows of smoke changed direction as if the big stove suddenly decided to inhale. Success. The pipe started to work immediately, drawing the smoke and the flames upward.
Deborah sat on the bare floor, her knees pulled up to her chin and stared at the rising flames. “I am warm,” she said to the flickering fire. “Finally, I am warm. Who would have thought getting warm was such an ordeal?”
She was tempted to simply make a nest of her cloak, lie down and sleep in front of the stove. But she was fast learning that survival was a matter of planning, not indulging the momentary urge. First she needed to lay in enough fuel for the night and find something—anything—to eat, or she’d be too weak to get up in the morning.
She forced herself to go outside for more wood. The lash of the wind and cold took her breath away. The storm was made of thin steel blades, all of them slashing at her with a cold so intense it hurt her very bones. As quickly as she could, she brought a stack of logs from the wood bin at the side of the house. She had no idea if the logs would last the night, but it looked like enough. The howling wind chased her inside, and she imagined that it was a great monster, pursuing her, bellowing at her door, shrieking through the chinks in the walls and roaring up through the floorboards.
Enough of being fanciful, she told herself sternly. She had work to do.
She stacked the wood in the bin beside the stove. Surprisingly, after all that activity, she felt slightly flushed and more hungry than ever. The pantry offered virtually nothing. Tom Silver had either taken the excess supplies to the mainland or sealed them away in barrels in the cellar under the trading post. Leaving food out, he had explained, only invited marauding bears or the occasional squatter or trapper.
She found a small jar of salt and a tin of cornmeal. Supper consisted of three spoons of cornmeal cooked in melted snow. The bland and thick-textured meal stuck in her throat, but she forced herself to swallow. Tomorrow she would get into the trading post and find something a little more appetizing.
With something akin to relief, she set about making a bed for the night. Since there was no need for privacy, she dragged the mattress over near the stove and piled it with rough wool blankets. Her damp skirt, stockings and shoes steamed when she hung them on the back of a chair to dry. How remarkable to think only a day had passed since she had fallen into the stream.
Deborah Beaton Sinclair used to have one, sometimes two skilled maids to help her with her nightly toilette. They used to remove her clothes with reverence, exclaiming over the perfection of the French fashions. They would put her in a gown of white cotton lawn so finely woven that it felt like soft water against her skin. They brushed out her hair until it glowed, gave her a cup of chamomile tea sweetened with honey and asked if she had any other needs before she retired for the night.
She laughed when she thought of the Deborah who had so thoughtlessly accepted such treatment as her due. That shallow, uncomplicated girl existed no more. Now her “needs” had narrowed to the need to fill her belly and keep from freezing to death. And astoundingly, there was only one person present who was capable of fulfilling that requirement. Even more astoundingly, she had managed to do it and not die.
As she made a crude pallet and snuggled under the mound of covers in front of the fire, it struck her again how truly alone she was. Truly alone, for the first time in her life.
She stared at the louvered iron door of the stove, watched the flames dancing and prayed she would awaken in time to add fuel to the fire. And then, as the roar of the blizzard outside crescendoed, she squeezed her eyes shut and felt herself hurtling into restless sleep.
She dreamed of a bear, a great brown one like the one Nels had shown her at Gull Lake. The huge creature had tiny black eyes and a red, hungry mouth. Rearing up on two legs, it came at her and opened its mouth to roar. But instead of an animal bellow, a horrible tenor voice came out, singing Mozart.
The beast drew close, and she could feel the rank heat of its body, red pulsations surrounding her, thawing her, forcing her to feel again, licking at her.
Gunshot.
Deborah sat straight up, her heart pounding wildly, her body drenched in sweat.
Disoriented, the sound of the exploding gun ringing in her head, she clutched the blankets to her chest and cowered on the bed. Only it wasn’t a bed, but the pallet she had made for herself. And it wasn’t a gunshot, but a log popping in the fire.
Slowly, inexorably, reality broke over her. She was in the middle of nowhere. She was frozen in some eerie realm separate from the rest of the world, a floating icebound kingdom where nothing and no one could come near her. Sitting in front of the only fire she had ever made, Deborah pulled her knees up to her chest and stared into the blue heart of the flames. It was a dream. And now she was awake, and it was over.
Over.
She gave a short, sharp laugh that was filled with irony. She must be the only woman in the world who would awaken to the white nothingness of a blizzard and feel relief rather than alarm. Odd. She didn’t even remember falling asleep. She must have been more tired than she’d thought.
Just as a precaution, she took down the old buckshot gun from its pegs in the loft. Her hands shook a little as she loaded in the shot, remembering the shooting lessons at her father’s lakeside estate. Leaning the gun in a corner, she pushed a heavy trunk against the door and stared out the window. The nightmare gradually dissolved in a blaze of winter white, and she forced her attention to the matters at hand. First, the fire. Her intuition about it had improved, for she now knew how to lay the smaller sticks loosely on the coals, under the logs. She fiddled with the bellows until she figured out how to use them. She generated puffs of air to fan the flames, and saw with inordinate pride that the technique worked quickly and well. Once she had a nice blaze going, she heated water in the only pot she could find. She suspected that the well would freeze, and then she would have to melt snow for water. Yesterday the notion would have panicked her. Today she felt rather matter-of-fact about it.
But first she should eat. The cornmeal did not tempt her and the thought of trying to make it into a pasty mush turned her stomach. She decided to go to the trading post and raid the stores. Tom and Lightning Jack had left very little behind, but surely she would find something edible.
When she opened the door, the wind practically snatched it out of her hand and smacked it against the side of the house. The cold bit at her with teeth of steel. She hauled the door shut again and pressed herself against it, breathing hard as if she had escaped the talons of a monster.
“All right, Deborah,” she said to herself. It was strange to hear her voice for the first time this morning. “For once in your life, think things through. Be prepared.”
She went about the room, shaking out the clothing she had hung to dry by the fire. For some reason, the nightmare still clung in her mind, hanging about like cobwebs in the corners of her thoughts.
As her mind wandered, she dressed in every article of clothing she could find, including an old soft flannel shirt she found hanging on a peg behind the door. When she put the shirt on, something unexpected happened. She was hit by a wave of scent that she recognized. The smell of the lake winds and the north woods and…Tom Silver.
She gasped, her heart knocking in her chest, and clawed at the garment, intent on getting it off. But as images of Tom penetrated her panic, she slowed down. She saw him in all his guises—the wild man bursting into her father’s house, the big protector saving a little girl from the flames, the mariner, the businessman, the trader. The man grieving for a boy he had loved as his own son. She had seen many facets of Tom Silver, but never once had she seen a man to be feared. And it was so odd that she had never feared him, for hadn’t he come blazing into her life for the purpose of shooting her father?
Yet even then, some subtle instinct had whispered in her ear that this man was not a killer.
Slowly, letting out her breath, she buttoned the shirt down the front. She put on her gray wool hat, pulled on her gloves…and was struck by the memory of Tom’s big, blunt fingers struggling with her glove buttons. He was everywhere, haunting every corner of this house, haunting every corner of her heart and mind. She couldn’t seem to escape thoughts of him, though she wished she could. She needn’t worry about him now, at any rate. He had gone to the mainland without her. She was all alone.
The coarse woolen blanket made a serviceable outer cloak. She was only going across the yard to the trading post, but the trouble was, when she looked out the window, she could not even see the end of the porch. The snow was coming down that thick.
Lowering her head into the wind, she went outside. The storm swept her footprints away as soon as she lifted her foot, and within a few moments, she realized she could not see the house. Blind with cold and panic, she groped her way back, praying she had not lost her bearings. When her shin bumped the stoop, she nearly wept with relief.
But instead of weeping, she fought her way back inside and paced up and down, trying to think of a way to go out without getting lost. She found a ball of twine and tied one end to the door handle. By keeping hold of the twine, she wouldn’t get lost even if the snow blinded her.
She took a deep breath, like a diver about to plunge in, and opened the door again. The icy wind sliced into her like razor blades, cutting her breath. The slinging snow threatened to drive her back inside. It was tempting to retreat, to simply curl into a ball by the fire and pray the storm would pass before she starved, but something extraordinary happened to Deborah Beaton Sinclair in those frozen moments. She became determined to survive.
She pulled in a deep, painful breath of the arctic air and then fought the storm, lowering her head and leaning into the howling wind. By the time she had gone ten steps, she could no longer feel her feet. Ten more steps and her fingers, chin and nose seemed to be gone. Frustrated, frightened sobs gusted from her and the cold seared her lungs.
Her shin bumped against something and she realized she had reached the steps to the back of the trading post. Stumbling with haste, she found the door.
It was locked with an iron hasp.
“No,” she screamed, pounding her fists against the stout wooden planks. “For the love of heaven, no!”
Hysteria would serve nothing, she told herself.
The ax. Get the ax. Back across the yard to the woodshed adjacent to the house, paying out the twine as she went. She found the long-handled ax suspended on the wall and took it down. It felt heavier than it looked. She had no idea how to use it, but was learning to turn terror into grim determination. Wading through the snow—it was waist deep now—she nearly lost her way, but found the door again and hit it with the ax.
The blow reverberated down her arms, but otherwise had no effect on the weathered wood of the door. With the next blow, the blade stuck into the wood, though not deeply enough to do any damage.
Deborah gritted her teeth and struck again. This time the blade sank into the wood, but when she wrenched it out, only a splinter of wood came with it.
“I’ll die if I stay out here much longer,” she said through her chattering teeth. The thought made her more angry than frightened. She pulled back and swung with all her might—at the lock, not the door itself. The frozen, brittle iron broke away, and the lock hung askew.
Tears of relief flooded Deborah’s eyes. She pushed her way into the dim, ice-cold shop and scavenged all the food she could find, filling a burlap sack with jars of maple syrup and applesauce, bottled berries, tinned meats, coffee beans. Then she slung the sack over her shoulder and started toward the cabin.
The day had gone white. Pure, stinging white. She couldn’t see a blessed thing. If she took one wrong step, she could get lost and freeze to death just a few feet from the house. She gave a tentative tug on the twine in her apron pocket. The end still seemed to be tied to the doorknob. She staggered across the yard, hand over hand, stumbling and awkward with the sack of supplies on her back.
At long last she made it back to the warm cabin and nearly wept with relief. No time for tears, she admonished herself and peeled off the outer layers of clothing. Her face, hands and feet prickled and burned as they thawed, but she welcomed the sensation as proof that she had survived the ordeal. She built up the fire, then broke open a jar of applesauce and wolfed it all down right out of the jar, with a shocking lack of table manners. When she finished, she stared into the fire until she felt herself relax, her eyelids grow heavy and her breathing finally catch up with itself. Sleep beckoned, and she began sinking into a well-deserved nap.
Survival—it was an exhausting business.


TWENTY-ONE

The horse gave out at sunset the second day, keeling over like a felled oak. Tom leaped out of the saddle as the big-boned shire gelding collapsed, narrowly escaping being pinned beneath the huge carcass.
A steady stream of obscenities erupted from him as he fought to extract the saddlebags from the saddle. Fifteen hundred pounds of dead horse made for a considerable struggle, and Tom had to retrieve his belongings by cutting a perfectly good saddle to pieces.
While he worked, Deborah’s dog huddled against his chest, pressed between his layered woolen shirts. Tom hadn’t wanted to bring the critter along, but a mile from the settlement, he’d heard a muffled yapping sound and turned to see the dog leaping through the snow after him. The fool thing had followed him. He’d sworn, scooped the thing up and thrust it inside his coat.
He cursed again as he looked down at the shire. The liveryman at the lakeshore settlement had declared the big workhorse a “sound” animal and had sworn he’d make it to Thunder Bay even in the midst of the storm. Thunder Bay was the closest spot on the mainland to Isle Royale. Assuming the lake had frozen hard enough, Tom could cross the ice to the island, a distance of just ten miles. It was the fastest way he knew to get there.
But he hadn’t counted on losing the hired horse.
Hell, he hadn’t counted on anything that had happened since the great Chicago fire, now that he thought about it. Each event seemed to lean on others, and when one situation changed, everything else did too.
His first impulse, after realizing he had to return to Isle Royale for Deborah, had been to go by boat. By that evening, the first blizzard of the year walloped the lake, and it was impossible even to launch, much less navigate. Even so, Lightning Jack practically had to tie Tom up to keep him from going out on the lake after her. “Tiens, you will do the girl no good if you die,” the old voyageur had railed at him. Lightning Jack and the others had begged him to wait for the storm to pass before he set out to find her. He had waited for as long as he could stand—perhaps a whole hour before worry gnawed a huge hole in his patience. Lightning Jack had forced him to wait for first light and provision himself properly.
Jack had even tried to come along, but Tom had argued him out of it. There was no sense in both of them going. In the end, he had gone off without saying a word, because he was sick of hearing about the dangers of traveling through a storm along the lakeshore, with the jagged tops of the Sawtooth Mountains hemming him in from the west.
Tom had scoured the area for a team of dogs, but there was none to be had. He’d settled for the draft horse and left at dawn. The horse had been balky and slow through the day and had coughed the night through in the shelter Tom made inside a snow-draped cedar tree the first night. Now the damned thing was dead and stiffening fast in the arctic weather.
After struggling for about an hour, Tom managed to collect the most necessary items—a thick blanket, matches, dried fish, a knife and a pistol. He tied everything together and fashioned a knapsack out of the blanket, fitting it on his back the best he could.
He had to get to Deborah.
Since the first, gut-squeezing moment when he had realized she’d been left behind, that one thought had pounded in his head, his chest, and telegraphed itself along every limb. She’d been left behind in a blizzard. He could not—would not—rest until he went back for her.
He had never experienced a feeling quite like the worry that had been gnawing at him since that sick moment of realization. He had worried about Asa, that was true. But he’d always known where the boy was and how he would fare, up until that last day.
That day, the sound of the rumbling explosion had frozen Tom’s heart. Blasting was a part of mining. He understood that. But somehow when the roar of the dynamite reached him that day, he knew.
He had raced up to the mine with his heart in his throat, but along with the rage and the panic had been ice-cold knowledge. The certainty had not comforted him, but at least he knew.
In Deborah’s case, the wondering made him crazy. The wondering and the self-disgust. He was not a stupid or incautious man. He had his moments of lunacy, such as believing he could shoot Arthur Sinclair in cold blood, such as taking a helpless debutante hostage, but in general he was a calm and considered man. He was not one to leave the island for the winter without checking, double-checking and triple-checking everything down to the last detail.
And yet where Deborah was concerned, he had done the unthinkable. He had let himself be persuaded she was safe aboard the Koenig without checking for himself. He had trusted his assumptions rather than test them.
Now his stupidity might have cost Deborah Sinclair her life.
And he was entirely to blame. A hostage taker had to obey the unwritten code. You didn’t let a hostage die while in your custody.
By the time he set off on foot, the cold was aiming straight for his bones and the wind slashed horizontally across the horizon. Yet never once did it occur to him to hesitate, turn back, give up. How could he, when Deborah had been left behind? She would starve. She would freeze to death.
The island was not entirely uninhabited, he reminded himself, shoving down a rise of panic. A logging company had left a skeleton crew on the south end to guard its claim over the winter. A fisherman or two in Rock Harbor might have decided to winter over. But that was miles from Deborah. She wouldn’t know how to seek help. The island was too big, too wild, to find another settlement even in the best of conditions. In a blizzard, an overland trek was impossible. And, truth be told, they might not be the sort of men to give her protection without exacting a payment Tom refused to contemplate.
The wind dragged at him, ripped at his clothes. He was grateful for his fur coat, mittens and leggings, even grateful for the small, ill-tempered dog huddled against him. Lightning Jack had been insistent on the matter of the coat in particular. He had given Tom a full-length hooded coat made from the hide of an entire grizzly bear. Tom hoped the garments would keep him from freezing to death before he reached Deborah.
He had no idea how much farther it was to the bay, but he recognized the curve of the natural harbor and knew Isle Royale lay just across the lake. He stood at the shore, his numb feet sunk deep in new snow. The lake had iced up, to be sure, but how deep was the freeze, and did it reach all the way to the island?
The wind made rivers of snow flow across the ice. Snakelike, they slithered over the frozen surface, beckoning, mocking him. He knew that once he went out on the ice, he would be at the mercy of the lake. He took out a flask and fortified himself with a swig of schnapps, then started walking.
Time passed. There was no sun and no dark, just the vast and endless white of the winter storm. He squinted his eyes, hoping to avoid the snow blindness. The bone-aching cold made him slow and stupid. It was all he could do to consult his compass and set his feet on a course across the ice. For some reason it helped to keep Deborah Sinclair’s face in his mind’s eye.
He found that strange, since he didn’t even like the woman. Yet not even he could deny that she was as beautiful as the winter moon, pale and perfect and distant. An ice princess. Her image glowed like a beacon, summoning him ever closer, one step and then another. He played a game in his mind, trying to remember every facet of Deborah Sinclair, beginning with the human missile sliding down the banister and crashing into him. He had seen her furious, frightened, stubborn, proud and vulnerable. He had watched her struggle to fit in with the people of the island, trying to learn their ways even if it meant dealing with fish guts and backbreaking physical labor. She had pursued the work as some sort of atonement, he supposed, because the islanders had proved him right about Arthur Sinclair.
Her disillusionment with her own father had been unexpected. As far as Tom knew, the rich usually stuck together and denied that any of their own could possibly do wrong. Yet Deborah had listened. She had believed. She had cared.
As he struggled through the driving wind, Tom thought of all the ways he knew her…and in the end concluded that he did not know her at all. She was as much a mystery to him now as she had been that first night. He knew she hid things deep inside her, and he wanted to know what those things were. Thoughts, fears, secrets—he wanted them all. He had no idea what to do with them, yet that didn’t stop him from wanting to know her. He felt like a fool for not realizing this sooner. She was a woman he wanted to know. He had started out her captor, but in a way, she had captured him. And he had been too stupid to see it happening.
As he battled the storm, his thoughts were the thoughts of a madman. The slow violence of freezing to death made it hard to reason. Did madmen pray? he wondered. Maybe he wasn’t so mad after all, because he found himself praying desperately for deliverance. Just get me to the island. Just get me to the island and to Deborah.
He refused to give up until he found her.
Almost there. But the force of the storm slapped down his intentions. He had been walking on the ice for hours. Surely he would see Isle Royale any moment now. He paused to squint through the needles of snow at his compass, to make certain he was on course for the island. The dog stirred and whimpered inside his coat. It really was hard to concentrate. Something was nagging at him. A feeling, a strange noise, perhaps.
Deep within the shriek of the wind he detected a new sound, a low, gradual click and rumble.
His gut knew what it was before his mind caught on, and he started to run. He ran for his life, seeing nothing but white, and hearing nothing but the sound he had learned to dread—the unmistakable snap of cracking ice.
The section of ice came away, the fissure crawling along like a black snake. He was at the mercy of the storm. Wind and lake currents bore him away from the mainland, and he could only hope he’d be pushed toward more solid ice, or miraculously, to the rock bound north shore of Isle Royale. The chances, he conceded with a sick feeling in his gut, were damned slim. Only time would tell.
Tom hunkered down, tucking his face into the hood of his coat, trying to hide from the wind. He had lost his bearings, and everything seemed to float in a sea of white toward a dreamlike place. Maybe he’d get through this, he thought. Or maybe the storm had set him adrift in the endless vast lake, never to be seen again.
 * * *
Deborah stared dully at the shallow notches she had dug in the wall by the stove. Four days had passed since she had been left all alone on the island. She wasn’t sure why she felt it necessary to make a record of her days in the cabin, to mark them off, but some compulsion for order and history urged her to do so. The storm had abated, leaving great heaps and drifts of snow blanketing the wilderness. The strange empty beauty of the snow-covered land took her breath away even as it frightened her. The snow blotted out everything—the roadways and the shape of the land, the rocks and cliffs, even some of the smaller buildings like the Wicks’ weir house and Ilsa’s gardening shed.
How tempting it was to picture herself as a small part of the landscape, cloaked by a perfect covering of pure white. In her more eccentric moments she was tempted to walk out and let the snowfall take her, cover all her flaws and scars. But she always talked herself out of it, because she knew that the rough, jagged landscape inside her could never be fully hidden. It was something that had happened to her, something she had to learn to live with.
But it was hard. So hard.
She was weakening. She could feel it in her chest, in her bones. The constant work of keeping the fire burning sapped her strength. A steady, bland diet of cornmeal cakes with syrup proved to be inadequate. Most of all, the complete nothingness of her isolation beat her down.
She didn’t know what to do with herself. If she wasn’t careful, her thoughts wandered to the deep, dark places inside herself, places she did not want to go for fear of what she would discover there. And if she somehow found herself in that dark place, she felt she would never find her way back into the light.
“I need an occupation,” she said aloud to the empty room. “I’ll go mad if I don’t find one.”
She searched the cabin, but found no paper, nothing to write with and reading failed to hold her attention for long. Tom Silver had been annoyingly thorough in clearing out the place for the winter.
It was a terrible blow to realize that she knew of no way to entertain herself. She had no inner resources for passing the time. All her life, entertainment and pastime had been provided for her, just like the tea that magically appeared each afternoon on a silver tray. She didn’t have to do anything but show up.
How pale and empty her life had been, she reflected. How shameful that she had not noticed. She’d existed as someone half-alive, letting the other half slumber in bland ignorance. Here in the terrible winter woods, she was coming to know herself in a way that used to be obscured by the dizzying social whirl of Chicago.
Her gaze fell upon the rickety box of quilting scraps under the bedstead. She remembered the images of birds in flight she had thought of during her first quilting lesson.
For the first time in days, she felt a hint of warmth; a pressure, a little surge, a thing so rarely felt that it took her some moments to recognize it. It was a clutch of inspiration. She realized the magnificent quilts made by Ilsa and the others came from years of practice. If she could create something half so fine, she would be satisfied. A project, then. There was a certain comfort in having a project.
As she laid out scissors and muslin, Deborah was amazed to hear herself humming. At last, a project to give shape and color to her days. No longer a prisoner of the white silence of winter, she had actually found something to do.
She began by strewing the colorful scraps across the muslin sheet. Most of the fabric came from torn child-sized shirts and nightgowns she knew had once belonged to Asa. How much nicer, she thought, to turn the scraps into a quilt than consigning them to rags. She had almost no memory of her mother. She couldn’t stand for that to happen to Tom. Perhaps this would help him remember the things he’d shared with the boy she’d never known.
Working by both instinct and the remembered instructions from Ilsa and Celia, she grouped the colors in patches. She stood on a stool above the work area, peering down at it with the concentration of a master painter. Unlike the dry, mechanical lessons she’d endured in her art classes, taught by starving artists who were bored and resentful of their overprivileged, uninspired pupils, this excited her. All on its own, an idea began to emerge, and suddenly she could see the finished quilt as if it actually existed. She pictured the goldeneyes and mergansers soaring over the lake or swimming along the shore. Creating the design was a new and curiously exhilarating experience.
She had no idea if it was good or bad. She only knew that it pleased her to snip the soft bits of cloth into shapes and to lay them out in a pattern. The deep blues and greens reminded her of woods and water, with faded denim for the color of the sky. Recalling the way Ilsa and Celia had worked, she separated the quilt into large sections. First came the cutting and piecing, then the application of the colored pieces to the muslin, making certain the pattern had logic and balance.
She fell to her task with a smile on her face, and the flash of the needle took on a rhythm all its own. She savored every moment of the sewing, wondering if it was the novelty of making her own quilt that appealed to her, or if she actually loved the work itself. It didn’t matter, she decided. She had found an occupation, and she would pursue it for as long as it took. Somehow, it made the idea of facing a long winter alone much more bearable.
The labor of her hands calmed her mind. It was quite remarkable, she realized, how the work of quilting seemed to quiet her thoughts. Even the posture of sitting with the blanket spread over her lap promoted warmth and serenity. The worries of the past slid away. By the time she sought her bed next to the fire, she felt calm and sleepy rather than nervous or jumpy. She knew she was growing weak from the poor diet and winter conditions, but even so, she was learning to rely on herself, to know what to expect from herself.
 * * *
That night she dreamed about the bear again.
The nightmare came on tiptoe as it always did, whispering threats that spread like poisoned wine through her body. The rearing bear advanced on her, and she stumbled back, her feet pounding, pounding on the floor of the red-draped opera salon as she gritted her teeth and tried to run from him….
The pounding dragged her out of the dream.
She came awake with a start, sitting up straight and breathing hard.
“A dream,” she said between panted breaths. “It was only a dream.”
The glow from the banked coals in the stove cast a faint orange light across the planked floor, but everything else lay shrouded in darkness. Outside, the wind howled at the windows with the voice of a mezzo soprano. But within the black shriek of the storm, she heard a thumping sound.
Perhaps the door to the woodshed had flown loose, she reasoned. Perhaps a shutter or awning was banging against a building. But even as she rationalized her fear, she began to move, stumbling through the darkness. Groping along the wall, she found the buckshot gun where she had left it after the first nightmare.
The mysterious thud sounded closer than ever. She envisioned a man-eating bear trying to paw its way into the cabin. Her hands shook as she checked the chamber and cocked the gun. At least a bear made a big target, she thought, trying to still the trembling of her hands.
Shooting was one of those genteel pastimes her father approved of. It was considered the sport of the rich to destroy clay pigeons. At her father’s lakeside home she and her friends had laughed their way through shooting matches. She never dreamed she would have to shoot to save her life.
Now she was glad for those lazy afternoons, glad Phoebe’s brother had taken it upon himself to teach her to shoot along with his giggling younger sisters. She was even glad Phoebe Palmer had such a competitive nature, for she had goaded Deborah to practice.
She seated the gun against her shoulder.
The cabin door flew open. Wind and snow blew in with the force of slung blades. And with them came the bear.
The giant intruder stood at full height, filling the doorway, bigger and hairier than the one in her nightmare. She jerked the trigger with her finger, and the gun exploded.
The creature gave a strange moan of pain, then keeled over.


TWENTY-TWO

Pain from the recoil of the shotgun reared up Deborah’s arm and slammed into her shoulder. She dropped the gun with a thunk. The acrid burn of gunpowder filled the room as wind and snow poured in through the open door.
And on the floor lay the man she had just killed.
In that last instant, as her terrified finger had tightened on the trigger, she had seen that the intruder was no hungry marauding bear, but a man covered in bearskins for warmth. Yet the realization had come too late. Had she swung the barrel away in time? Had the old, unreliable gun misfired? No, for once her aim had been true and the weapon had worked.
Bright flames from the logs flickered over her victim. Merciful heavens, had she committed murder?
She sank to her knees beside the hulking, fur-clad form. Even now, fear buzzed through her. She’d rendered him helpless, but she was still afraid. He lay facedown, immobile, silent. In the dimness she could not see the gunshot wound. Gingerly she touched his shoulder.
“Are you…?” She didn’t know what she wanted to ask. She pushed a little harder, but the man didn’t move. “Dear God, are you dead?” she whispered, pressing frantically at his shoulder.
The body rolled to one side. She pulled off the fur hood and firelight from the stove illuminated an unshaven, very familiar face.
“Oh my God,” she said, her voice rising in a sob. “I’ve shot Tom Silver!” Her teeth chattered uncontrollably. Please don’t be dead. Please God please please please….
The disjointed prayer shrieked in her mind as she opened the stove to light the room. At the same moment, Smokey scampered inside, his paws caked with snow and ice. He leaped around in a frenzy, but Deborah spared no time for him.
The slicing north wind intruded through the open door, chilling the tears on her face. Pushing the door shut, she turned her attention to Tom. Then, from a place she didn’t know she had inside her, Deborah found an eerie, focused calm. He was frozen, shot, maybe dead. Getting hysterical would not help him.
She took his face between her hands, wincing when she felt the hard chill on his skin. She supposed she had always known he had a wonderful face, stamped with strength and character, but she had never let herself see that until this moment. Now she might be too late. The coolness of his skin struck her like a blow. “I’m not losing you,” she said between gritted teeth. “I won’t let you go.”
She bent over him and put her ear very close to his nose and mouth, but couldn’t tell if he was breathing or not. Knowing she had to find out where he was wounded, she pulled at the leather buckles of the thick bearskin coat and parted it. He wore layers of clothing—a knitted shirt and two flannel chemises under his buckskins—and she had to pull these aside to see if she could detect a pulse in his neck. The smell of snow and pine emanated from him as she worked, and she wondered how he had come to be here.
At last she revealed his neck and put her hand there.
It never occurred to her that she should not be touching him. All she knew was that he was helpless, he needed her.
Perhaps it was only wishful thinking, but his throat felt warm compared to his face. She rested her fingers lightly at the side of his neck, closed her eyes and willed him to let her feel the pulse of blood there.
Nothing.
Maybe her hand was shaking too badly. Maybe she wasn’t touching him in the right place.
“There must be a pulse,” she whispered fiercely. “There must be. There has to be.”
Try as she might to avoid morbid thoughts, she could not help remembering the sad tale of Charlie Mott and his wife, and how after he died the poor woman was stuck with a frozen corpse the entire winter.
Deborah pushed back her sleeves and tried again. Unable to keep her hands from trembling, she could not find a pulse. She could not detect the faintest breath, could not find any evidence whatsoever that he was alive.
But he had to be. He had come from Lord-knew-where, obviously enduring incredible hardships in order to come back to her. He had sounded like a small army tramping across the porch. A man like that didn’t simply die of a gunshot wound.
The dog shivered by the fire. She added a log to it and lit a lamp, setting it close by so she could see him better. She had to get his clothes off in order to find out where she had wounded him. The bearskin coat was impossible; she could not get his arms out of the sleeves, so she concentrated on removing his mittens and boots, then unbuttoning the various shirts, chemises and trousers. She didn’t balk at the task. When a man’s life hung in the balance, one could not afford to be bashful.
Small flickers of hope kept cropping up. With each passing moment, each bit of him that she revealed, she began to suspect that there was no bullet wound.
She pulled aside the clothing as best she could, revealing his chest. It was stunningly broad. Hairy. Amazingly unlike anything she had ever imagined. She placed her hand there, unexpectedly moved by the act of touching him, wondering if it was his heartbeat she felt, or her own.
Live, she thought. Please live. You must live.
No response. The burning logs popped and spat resin, and outside, the wind raged. But in the cabin, the stillness had the pall of death.
A sense of helpless loss crept through Deborah. He was her abductor, her captor, and yet if she could have exchanged her own life for his at this moment, she would have. Her devastation was so intense that she surged to her feet, too filled with terror and grief to think straight.
Then she saw the buckshot.
A pellet was embedded in the wall of the cabin, easily three feet from the doorway. Others lay scattered on the floor.
“I only fired once,” she said, hope burning in her chest. “I only fired once, and I missed. Thank God I missed.”
But it was buckshot, not a single bullet. She had shot him with a deadly spray of lead pellets. She dropped to her knees beside him and renewed her efforts to warm him, to wake him. All the time, she spoke to him, babbling but afraid to stop. “You’re not dead. You’ve just caught a chill. You’ll be all right as soon as you’re warm….”
It took every ounce of strength she possessed, and then some, to push and pull and drag him over to the pallet where she made her bed by the fire. By the time she wrestled him so that he lay half on and half off the heap of blankets, she was sweating.
She dared to touch his face, her hand steady now.
Warmer. He felt warmer to the touch.
“Dear heaven,” she said, “it’s working. You’re going to get warm, and you’re going to be fine.” His hands and feet were still icy cold, so she built up the fire as high as she dared. Once the flames were roaring, she went to work. His clothes, especially the outer ones, were damp. She had to get him out of them.
Rolling him one way and then the other, she managed to extract him from the thick fur coat. To her horror, the movement exposed a deep, bleeding wound in his head. Fresh blood smeared the inside of the hood.
“I didn’t mean to shoot you,” she whispered over and over again. She used a long scrap of muslin from the quilting basket for a bandage, winding it around his head. Later she would clean the wound, stitch it closed if need be. But at the moment, she had to follow her instincts. Get him warm first. Laboriously she peeled away his buckskins and shirts down to the last flannel chemise. She removed this as well, for it was damp and clammy.
His denim trousers began to steam with the thawing. She set herself to removing them, thinking that trousers were an enormous bother. She had to inch the fabric down one leg, then the other, alternating between the two in a process that was excruciatingly slow. Beneath the Kentucky jeans, he wore long woolen leggings, also damp and chilled. She gritted her teeth and willed herself not to think of anything but warming him up so he wouldn’t die on her.
She managed to wrestle the jeans off him, and then the woolens. Beneath that she discovered flannel trews cut thigh length.
“You’re keeping those on,” she said through her teeth. She covered him with every blanket she had and propped his head on a pillow. Then she checked the water in the kettle to make certain there was plenty to make him tea if he awakened.
But the way he was lying there, so still and pale, she feared he would never wake up. He had frozen to death right at her door. Somehow he’d had the strength to come back through a storm for her, but now the storm was winning the battle.
“No,” she said defiantly. “You will survive this, do you hear me, Tom Silver?”
He didn’t, of course. He was cold to the bone, and the woodstove’s warmth wasn’t enough. The mound of blankets wasn’t enough.
She sat beside him on the floor, absently stroking the dog. She suspected Tom Silver had carried him inside his coat, keeping him warm. The stove filled the room with heat, yet she shivered.
Because she knew what she must do next.
She had to warm him with her body heat. Like the two men under the moose hide in the campfire story. The men who had warmed each other with their body heat. Skin to skin contact.
Everything inside her recoiled, quailed at the idea. She battled her way to logic. This was a matter of life and death. This had nothing to do with the way a man and a woman touched, she told herself. This was a survival procedure.
She didn’t dare think any more. She just acted. Peeling off her clothes, she lifted the covers and slid beneath them, hesitantly at first but then with growing conviction. The man was freezing. Next to her, he felt like a giant icicle. She had to impart the warmth of her body to him. If she didn’t, he would die.
Inside her, a furnace raged, and she wondered how on earth he could possibly be cold. Setting her jaw with determination, she wrapped her arms around him. He was so big, she couldn’t find a way to hold him in her embrace. She put out one trembling hand, resting it on his shoulder, then felt a jolt and drew back her hand as if she had touched a hot stove. It hurt to breathe. Blinding bolts of apprehension attacked her. A man’s body, pressed to hers. The smells and textures of him surrounding her, filling her.
She reared back in horror, and for a dizzying moment lost herself, going away for a while to a far place. Then, very slowly, the world came into focus, to winter stillness and firelight and the wounded man lying half-dead on the floor.
Touch him, she told herself. Touch him.
She tried again, reaching out with her hand, and as she did, she felt such a seething frustration that she nearly wept with it. She must force herself to put aside the fear. She must use her body warmth to warm Tom Silver.
This time her hand stayed where she put it—on his chest. He needed for her to be closer still. She could sense that. Spasms of fear jerked through her, and she shut her eyes, thinking of things that were benign and far away from this place and this moment. The trill of a lark outside her window. A conversation with her friends on a sun-drenched verandah. A carriage ride in Lincoln Park.
Touch him. The longer she delayed, the more she put Tom Silver at risk. The cynical part of her wondered why he had come. To save her life or to reclaim his hostage?
Or had he come back because he was afraid for her, all alone on a frozen island in winter?
The thought pushed down her terror. Drawing a deep breath, she laid her head on his shoulder, then moved it to cover his chest. She could hear the sound of his heart beating, the shallow breaths rising and falling. She pressed her foot to his long, hard leg, then her thigh to his thigh, her belly to his belly.
Her breast to his chest.
The fear reared up but she forced it back. She wrapped her arm around his middle and pressed her legs against his. It helped to avoid thinking. Instead she let images drift through her head. The sun on the lake. Joking Norwegian voices from the fish house. Tom Silver walking with a hundred-pound sack of flour on each shoulder. Quilt patterns. Tunes from Lightning Jack’s harmonica.
These were the musings of a woman who was, quite possibly, losing her mind, but she clung to random notions because they held the fear at bay. It was there, lurking, waiting for her to give it a chance to leap up again, but she wouldn’t let it. Instead she concentrated on those inane thoughts that had nothing to do with anything except that they kept her from screaming.
And in the middle of thinking about nothing and laying her hands and arms and legs on Tom Silver, putting her cheek against his chest, something strange happened. Or more precisely, nothing happened. He didn’t move, didn’t reach out for her, didn’t close his big hand around her wrist, didn’t attack her. Didn’t hurt or frighten her.
“Of course not, you goose,” she said under her breath. “He’s unconscious.”
A man could be so agreeable when he was unconscious.
The dog settled right in the covers with him. She gave herself wholly to the job of warming him, moving slowly with instinct as her guide, rubbing his cold limbs and touching his face. The stones she had warmed earlier cooled, and she put them under the stove to warm again, and then she stayed close to Tom Silver and even said a broken little prayer for this big, strange, wounded man who had come across the ice for her.


TWENTY-THREE

The fire was all around him, lethal tongues of flame devouring hands and feet, a torture beyond endurance. When he tried to cry out, his throat locked up. He saw only the red haze of the deadly fire and heard only the dull roar of its inevitable progress. The inferno that had destroyed a city was upon him, and he was stuck, unable to move, to breathe or even to make a sound.
“Oh good,” said a voice through the thunder of the fire. “You’re awake.”
Shrill reality cleaved into the dream. Tom Silver’s eyes flew open. For a few seconds, he saw nothing but blinding white. Then an image took shape. Blond and anxious, with eyes the color of the lake in summer. Miss Deborah Sinclair.
“Hey, Princess,” he said. His voice sounded appallingly weak. The rasp of a rusty hinge, no more.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
He blinked, squinted at a light too bright to endure. The blinding white resolved into an image of the cabin window, snow outside, white against a white sky. “I’m alive,” he said. His words slurred together as if he were drunk. He didn’t recall drinking anything.
His feet and hands were on fire, and he was shivering violently. He lifted his hands and stared at them. The tips were blistered, an angry purple in color.
“I think your hands and feet are frostbitten,” Deborah said. “I have never actually seen a case of frostbite, but I believe that’s what has happened. Does it hurt very much?”
Like holding a branding iron to his own flesh. But he didn’t see the point of telling her that. He concentrated on trying to remember, for the ordeal on the ice had muddled his memory. He hadn’t expected to survive. After the horse had collapsed, he’d had no choice but to press on through the driving storm, crossing the ice that had not yet frozen in the deepest parts of the water.
“How on earth did you manage to come back to me?” she asked.
After the ice floe had broken away, he’d lost track of the hours. But it could not have been long or he would have frozen to death. Instead, providence or pure blind luck had favored him.
When the detached ice had nudged up against the whiter, thicker ice of the shore, he had been hovering at the edge of unconsciousness. He didn’t know whether he’d reached the island or the mainland. Not until he’d gone ashore and picked out, through the drifts and roaring wind, the distinctive jagged peak of Sugar Mountain, had he been certain he’d reached Isle Royale. Even then, he could not be sure of success. The island was big. Long and wild, filled with inhospitable rock ridges and impenetrable forests.
He barely remembered his staggering trek up the ridge, consuming the last of his hard tack and dried fish while forcing himself to walk. All he recalled was the cold, and the wind shrieking through the trees, and the notion that he was the only thing alive for miles.
“I came on foot…over the ice,” he said, too weary and in too much pain to explain further. How could he describe the agony of walking on feet that had frozen miles ago? Or the dizzying relief that had spiraled through him when he had sniffed the air like a wild animal and caught a whiff of wood smoke? Or the rise of hope that had lifted him out of his stupor when the cold winter moon had given him a glimpse of smoke twisting from a chimney?
He groaned and moved his feet, unsure whether or not they were still attached because at some point, he had lost all feeling there. Sensation was coming back with a vengeance. His feet and hands screamed in fiery protest, and he fought the searing pain, cursing between his gritted teeth. His vision swam as if he were under water, looking up.
Then she came back into focus. Deborah. The ice princess. Her image had floated in his mind, drawing him along one step at a time, like the grail. She had been his beacon, his quest as he struggled to survive. Perhaps she had even kept him alive. But she looked…different. Gone was the haughtiness, the disdain, the polished snobbery. Now she looked simply weary and worried.
“Do you think you’re going to be all right?” she asked.
He blinked, tried to swallow. “I guess I will.”
The dog trotted forward and licked him.
He grimaced, but couldn’t suppress a smile, even though it caused his lip to crack. “So the rat survived.”
“It was sweet of you to bring him.”
Sweet. No one had ever called him sweet before. No one had ever dared. “I didn’t. The fool thing followed me.”
She held out a cup. “Tea with honey. I can’t believe you came back.”
Neither could he. If she had merely been his hostage, would he have crossed the ice to find her?
He reached for the speckled enamel cup, but his blistered hands were clumsy, bumping against the mug. She pulled it away before the hot tea could spill. “Here,” she said. “Let me help.”
Though he despised the weak feeling, he submitted as she set aside the cup and propped a pillow behind him. Then she held the cup in her hands and put it to his lips. He sucked down the heavily sweetened, lukewarm liquid. By the time he finished drinking, he felt noticeably better. Stronger.
He propped himself up on his elbows and looked around. Morning. His cabin at the settlement.
“Where are my clothes?” he asked.
The color rose in her cheeks. “I hung them by the fire to dry.”
He squinted at her, trying to picture her undressing him. The image wouldn’t form, yet despite the battered state of his body, he had a deeply primal reaction. “Wish I’d been awake for that.”
“I was afraid you’d die in those wet, frozen clothes.”
“Reckon I was afraid of the same thing.”
“I thought I’d—” She broke off and swiftly glanced away.
He followed her gaze to the shotgun lying on the floor. He would never leave a gun lying out like that. Gradually memory returned in small fragments. He remembered seeing the twist of smoke from the chimney. A faint glow—moonlight flickering on an iced pane of glass. The dog scampering across the snow. He had felt such hope in those moments. I’ve found you at last. He remembered thinking that.
Then he’d flung open the door to an explosive bang.
“You shot me,” he said, sitting up straight. The wooziness caught at him, but he held himself steely and still until it passed.
She clutched her hands together in her lap. “I didn’t mean to.”
“You pointed the gun at me. Pulled the trigger. Should I read some other meaning into that?”
“What I mean is, I thought you were an intruder, a bear, actually.”
“A bear?”
“It was dark. You were wearing a bear skin.”
“Shit.”
She flinched. “I missed,” she said, lifting her chin defensively. “Well, mostly,” she added, ducking her head guiltily.
Time to get up, he decided. See for himself what damage had been done. He shoved aside the blankets, ignoring her gasp of outrage. When he stood, his feet felt as heavy and unresponsive as bags of sand. His head seemed to float from his body, and images melted into a smear of color. He felt himself sway and stagger, and he grabbed for the first thing he could—Deborah.
She wobbled beneath him, fragile as a spindly stick of furniture. She made a weird little squeaking sound.
“Quit whining,” he said. “Give me a second.” The world slowly swam back into focus. A stinging pain thudded in his head. Reaching up, he felt a crude bandage on his forehead. The fabric felt as if it were caked with drying blood. He inspected his fingers. Sure enough, blood. He let go of Deborah. “How’d this happen?”
“I missed. I swear, I missed. See?” She hurried over to the door, pointing out fresh gouges in the wooden frame. “A stray shot must have caught you.”
“Shit,” he said again.
“You shouldn’t swear.”
“Fine. What should I do, Princess? Pray?”
She stared at his bare chest while a flaming blush lit her cheeks. “You should get dressed. And then you should eat something. And then you should sleep some more.”
Grumbling under his breath, he yanked on his dry, stiff trousers, stuffed his feet into socks, then put on his boots and went outside to relieve himself. When he returned, she was setting out bowls on the table.
“There’s warm water in the basin,” she said without looking up.
He washed at the creaky old washstand, then sat down at the table, suddenly ravenous. She served him some sort of pasty corn porridge drenched in maple syrup. The dish would have turned the stomach of the stoutest of lumberjacks, yet to Tom it was pure ambrosia, and he ate every bit without saying a word.
When he finished, he had his first good look around the place. Her things were everywhere. Female things. Not very many of them, for most had been transported to the mainland, but Deborah Sinclair was the sort of woman who managed to strew bits and pieces of herself in her wake. Like a boat dragging a herring net and drawing a flock of gulls, she left things behind—a stocking, a hair comb, a bit of ribbon or lace, a bottle of some enticing and mysterious fragrant liquid.
Wood was stacked haphazardly by the stove. Foodstuffs from the shop littered the counter—a sack of meal, a jar of syrup, tins of potted meat, smoked fish.
She followed his gaze along the plank sideboard. “I broke into the store,” she said with a sheepish shrug of her shoulders. “I used an ax.” She waited, watching him like a rabbit poised to flee.
“I’m not going to yell at you,” he said. In fact, he was somewhat amazed. Not so very long ago she couldn’t even button her own shoes. She had survived a blizzard alone out here. Some men wouldn’t have been able to manage that.
“So what happened?” he asked into the frozen silence. “How’d you manage to get left behind?”
“How did you manage to leave me behind?”
“You were supposed to be aboard the Koenig.”
“I had to go back for something.” Agitated, she stood up from the table and started cleaning up.
“Back for something. What’d you forget?”
“It was silly, really,” she said without looking at him. “I wanted to collect a bag of agates from the stream. A memento of Isle Royale. I thought I’d never see this place again.” With quick, nervous movements she began putting things up on the pantry shelf.
What an odd bird she was. She had been forced to come here against her will, yet she wanted a memento of her time here. Had she developed a certain fondness for the place?
“You should have told me. We would have waited.”
“Truly, I thought I’d be only a moment, and I didn’t want to keep people waiting. I had a mishap. The night of the fire, I went back for a jewel that once belonged to my mother. That was the moment you broke into my father’s house.” She shook her head in self-disgust. “You would think I’d learn to leave things behind rather than risk keeping them.” As she spoke, she dropped a jar of hazelnut oil, and it shattered on the floor, splattering its contents every which way. “My whole life is a mishap,” she muttered, stooping to pick up the pieces. The dog came to sniff, and she shooed it away from the broken glass.
“That’s a damn fool thing to say.” He pushed back from the table and hunkered down to help. “What the hell do you mean by that?”
“I don’t know. I—I don’t need any help.” Their hands brushed and she snatched hers away. “Truly,” she said.
Irritated by her skittishness, Tom scooped up the dog.
“Poor Smokey,” she said. “The sooner we get out of this fix, the better for all of us.”
“Listen, Princess, there’s no getting out of this fix.”
“Whatever do you mean by that?”
“I mean we’re iced up for the winter. Snowed in. Stranded. We’re not going anywhere until the first thaw.”
She turned pale. “And that would be…?”
“April, I reckon. Maybe March if the thaw comes early.”
Her color changed from chalk to green. “But that…that’s more than three months from now.”
“I can count.”
Her mouth worked soundlessly for a moment; then she got up and staggered outside. He heard a retching sound, followed by a long silence, then the dirgelike rhythm of her footsteps as she trudged back inside.


TWENTY-FOUR

Over the next week, Deborah tried to come to terms with the fact that she and Tom Silver were snowed in for the winter. In the forbidden adventure novels she used to read on the sly at Miss Boylan’s, being snowed in meant thrills and excitement, the crystal wonder of a world gone white. The reality was quite different. Being snowed in meant a biting arctic wind hissing through chinks in the walls, endless dark nights of a silence so deep that it pierced her heart, blinding white snow covering everything and dreaded, painfully cold trips to the woodshed or privy.
She regarded the winter as a long and torturous trail that lay before her. Most days, she could not even imagine reaching the end of it.
One afternoon, she stood staring out the window at the dull gray view of the marshlands leading down to the lake. A thick blanket of white covered everything, obliterating the hummocks of spiky grass, the upended dinghies and fishing gear, the midden pile out beyond the settlement. She propped her elbows on the windowsill, studying the pattern of frost etched around the edges of the glass. Two tiny chickadees landed on the windowsill to peck at the cornbread crumbs she had placed there. They seemed aware of her presence, wary of her, yet they came each day and stayed as long as they dared.
Tom Silver entered the cabin in a swirl of snow and blustering wind, his arms laden with the day’s supply of firewood. Even now that she was accustomed to the sight of him in his full-length coat, he still looked like a bear. No wonder she had shot him.
He was still recovering from his ordeal on the ice. The head wound from the gunshot seemed to be healing well, and he had insisted on removing the bandage to expose the three-inch gash that streaked back from his hairline. His hands and feet had blistered and peeled. Anxiously they watched for signs of gangrene, but none appeared.
The signs of his recovery made her want to sing, but she held her tongue.
By the second day, he had been well enough to remark, teasingly, that she had helped herself to the bed in the loft.
“I wasn’t expecting company,” she’d said.
“Neither was Goldilocks.”
His grin had made her blush. She hadn’t known what else to do. With Tom Silver lying wounded by the stove, she’d simply taken the loft bed for herself. Then a thought had struck her. “With the whole town empty, perhaps we should take separate quarters.”
“Why?” he’d demanded. “Think we’ll offend the snow geese and the marmots?” He had laughed and called her absurd, declaring, “You don’t cling to propriety when your life’s on the line. Keep the bed. I’ll take the loft.”
And so he had, climbing uncomplaining to the loft while she had dragged the mattress back onto the bedstead in the adjacent room. As they had since arriving on the island, they lived at close quarters, yet they seemed miles apart.
She almost smiled now, filled with admiration for his recovery and possibly—just possibly—a sense of accomplishment for her part in it.
“Morning,” he said.
“Good morning.” She turned her gaze back out the window. “You know, I think I’ve figured out why animals hibernate in winter.”
“Yeah?”
“So they don’t have to face this every single day.”
He gave a short, dry laugh and began stacking the wood by the stove with a series of hollow-sounding thunks.
“Although,” Deborah mused aloud, gazing out at the bleak, quiet white day, “the snow does have one virtue. It covers up all the flaws and imperfections and ugliness of the landscape.”
“Never really thought about it.”
That didn’t surprise her. He was such a…literal man.
She turned to see him adding a log to the fire. The bellows wheezed and cinders pinged inside the chimney as he fanned the flames. As captives under the same roof, they had found, if not true friendship, then at least a calm accord. They set up housekeeping, developed a routine, learned the rhythms of each other’s lives. With no one else around, the atmosphere felt different, and they were coming to know one another in different ways.
He rose early, seeming to have some sixth sense about when the gray thread of first light would appear on the eastern horizon. In the mornings, she would hear the creak of the loft ladder as he lowered himself to the ground floor, followed by splashing sounds at the washstand. Then she would hear the clack of the coffee grinder, and before long, the aroma of brewing coffee would reach her. Always a man of few words, Tom Silver was particularly quiet until he had consumed at least one mug of coffee.
“What’re you staring at?” He wiped his brow with the back of one gloved hand.
“You,” she blurted out.
“Why?”
“I’ve never really observed a man’s daily routines at such close range before.” Realizing what she’d just said, she blushed deeply. “I mean, of course my father and…well, I never really watched the way a man goes through his day.”
“Believe me, I’ve had better days than this.” He closed the stove doors and adjusted the vents. “If every day was like this, I’d go hang myself.”
“Well,” she said, flustered by his pessimism. “Well, I certainly don’t understand you at all. You seem like the sort who would not be in the least troubled by the idea of spending all winter in a cabin.”
“Only if I can choose the company.”
“Ha,” she said triumphantly. “You did choose me. Back in Chicago, you chose to drag me here.”
“That was before I knew what you were like. Damn it, you were reckless as hell, leaving the landing to collect stones, of all things—”
“I’m reckless?” She let out an incredulous laugh. “You’re the one who is reckless. You kidnaped me.”
“If you’d done what you were told, you’d be on your way home,” he stated.
Home. Such a simple word to create such confusion in her. She looked at Tom Silver for a long time, then finally said, “The one thing that can make this situation worse is our being at each other’s throats. If we can’t be friends, we could at least try to be civil.”
“We could try to be friends.” He mumbled the words so quietly she thought she might have imagined them.
But she hadn’t, and an unfamiliar warmth bloomed in her chest. It occurred to Deborah that she had never even had a male friend before. Her relationship with Philip, even before the opera, had not been so much a friendship as an alliance. An association brokered and sanctioned by her father—yet another male she knew only on the surface. It made her melancholy to realize that she didn’t understand her father at all.
She knew more of this big, rough man of the north woods than she did her own father. She knew he could split a day’s worth of wood in mere minutes, and that he whistled through his teeth as he worked. She knew he liked his coffee strong and black, and could eat three bowls of porridge without complaining that he was tired of it. She knew he could read a book swiftly and with deep absorption, and that he was, in his own crude way, a rather thoughtful man. Without being asked, he always made certain there was a kettle of hot water ready when she arose in the morning. When it was her turn to bathe, he managed to stay away a good hour or two, doing Lord knew what. On the nights that he bathed, he waited until she went to bed before dragging out the tub. Lying in the chill dark with the covers pulled up to her chin, she could hear him sloshing and scrubbing, and no matter how hard she tried not to, she kept picturing his large, muscled, hairy body. She had tried not to look when she’d taken off his clothes to warm him, but it had been impossible not to see the way his physique was sculptured by hard work. Impossible not to remember as she lay very still, listening to the scrape of the tub as he dragged it to the door to empty the water.
With each passing day, she grew more used to his presence, the sound of his tread on the porch, the rustle of pages as he read a book in the evening, the way the lamplight glinted off his spectacles, the appreciation on his face when her cornbread turned out delicious. Something was happening between them, something she didn’t quite trust. But like the chickadees that came to peck at the windowsill, she couldn’t resist the danger.


TWENTY-FIVE

Simple survival filled their days, but in the evenings, there was little to do but sit by the stove and read a book or sew. Deborah became more and more interested in her quilt, in the intricate tesselations of the patterns emerging as she pieced the bits of fabric. Tom had decided to go fishing through the ice, and he sat at the table making lures. Hooks, bits of wire and tiny feathers lay on a chamois cloth on the table before him, along with scissors and pliers that looked too small for his big, blunt hands. As he worked, he talked of the book he had recently finished reading—Origin of Species by Charles Darwin.
“Did you know my pastor called that book ‘balderdash’ and banned the congregation from reading it?” asked Deborah.
Tom was enormously amused by this. “He thinks by forbidding people to read, he can make the ideas go away?”
“I suppose he does.” She had not thought of Dr. Moody or her life in Chicago in many weeks. The night of the fire, she was supposed to have attended his lecture with Philip. She frowned, wondering how things would have turned out if she had gone with her friends that night.
“You think a man’s got any business telling folks what to read?” Tom persisted. “How to think?”
“I never really thought about it at all. My father always said action was more important than philosophy.” She caught the look on his face. “It disturbs you,” she observed, “to think of my father as a man, not a monster.”
His hand tightened into a fist. “How else can I think of him, knowing the suffering he caused?”
“But you’ve bested him, don’t you see?” She sat down on the bench at the hearth and picked up her needle and hoop again. For all that her father was a mystery to her, she did understand certain things about him—very clearly. “I don’t think you realize how important it was for me to marry Philip Ascot. That would have given my father the one thing his millions could never buy—respectability and acceptance into the highest social circles in the country. The Ascots are acknowledged even by English royalty. My marrying into that family would have been my father’s crowning achievement. He would have seen all his dreams realized. You stole his dream from him. Can’t you be satisfied with that?”
The mention of Philip’s name etched a look of contempt on Tom’s face. “One punch, maybe two as I recall, and I didn’t even break the skin of my knuckles. If you were my betrothed, I would have worked a hell of a lot harder to save you the night of the fire.”
His words created a moment of headiness, which she quickly quelled. “I should have saved myself and escaped you both,” she said. She stopped, catching herself. She had no business discussing private matters with Tom Silver.
He fell silent and she thought he would leave the subject alone. But after a while, he said, “What about you, Princess? What’s your dream? Do women like you live for social conquests as well?”
“I won’t lie to you. Women like me live and die for status.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“My position in society and the way I appear to the people who matter are supposed to be the most important things in the world to me.” Her needle flashed in and out of the fabric.
“Yeah? Are they?”
“They were—until the fire. What’s left, after everything burns away, is all that matters. It was something of a shock to realize that I was living like a figure on a stage, going through the motions and reciting things that were deemed proper. It was never really me.”
He scowled. She wondered if he did that to hide his surprise at her frankness. “So who was it?” he asked.
She ducked her head to hide a tiny smile. He was the most literal person she had ever met. “What I mean is, I did not act true to myself. I always carried out someone else’s expectations. My father’s. Those ingrained in me at finishing school. Those of Philip Ascot and his family. I never thought for myself. I let others dictate who I was and how I acted.”
“And now?” He took a pair of needle nose pliers and clamped a tiny hook, holding it in place while he threaded fishing line through the eye.
“Now I’m in the middle of nowhere. My father doesn’t want me back because I’m no longer of value to him.” The words burned her throat. The pain of her father’s rejection was as deep and sharp now as it had been the day the telegraph had come through. In a small, hidden place inside her, she had cherished the fantasy that he would have second thoughts, that at any moment she might look up and see the Triumph nosing into the harbor. But it had never happened. She had to swallow several times in order to find her voice again. “I’m of no value to you, either, which means you went to a great deal of trouble all for nothing.”
He took off his eyeglasses and studied her for a long, slow-moving moment. “I wouldn’t say it was all for nothing.”
Something about the way he stared at her made her blush. She went on babbling and sewing. “Everything I was taught simply doesn’t apply to my current circumstances. So perhaps that means I am a tabula rasa. That is the Latin for—”
“Clean slate,” he said, laughing at her surprise. He put his spectacles back on. “Another bit of troglodyte erudition.”
“You will never let me live that down, will you?” She was slightly ashamed of herself for assuming he was ignorant just because he’d had no formal education. The days stuck in the cabin had been a strong lesson in looking beneath the surface. She’d discovered a man who loved reading and learning as much as he loved the mystical beauty of the island. During the long northern winters, Tom had gained as broad and thorough an education as any college man. But with a deeper center, put there by living close to nature as God made it, she suspected.
“Never is a long time,” he said.
“So is forever.”
“And what do you want to do with your forever, Miss Tabula Rasa? Will you rewrite history, become someone new?”
“I think I would like that.” She ran her hands over the quilt in her lap. Given a choice, who would she become? “I was always Arthur Sinclair’s daughter, and then Philip Ascot’s fiancée. But never actually my own person.”
“Maybe you’d best figure out who she is.”
“I am,” she said softly, the pattern of the quilt slipping beneath her fingers. “I am figuring that out.”
 * * *
It was an hour past dawn, and Tom had already caught a whitefish through a hole he had chopped in the ice. His fingers and toes still bothered him, lingering effects of the frostbite. He stood warming himself by the fire, waiting for Deborah, who had gone outside to the privy. When she came back in and took a seat at the table, she looked paler than ever, as if she were fading into the winter whiteness. He guessed, from the way she dabbed at her lips with a corner of her apron, that she’d taken ill. He wanted to say something, but felt awkward asking after her health. She probably wouldn’t tell him if she was ill anyway.
But this was not the first time she’d been sick after breakfast. He couldn’t stop thinking about his disturbing conversation with Lightning Jack the day of the evacuation. Lightning was rarely wrong about people, and he had noticed her habit of going green around the gills.
A pointed icicle touched the base of Tom’s spine. Pregnant. Not Deborah. How could that be? She was so sheltered, so innocent. Ignorant, even. And skittish as hell. She could barely tolerate even a casual touch. She couldn’t possibly be…
But she had been engaged to be married and it clearly wasn’t a love match. When Sinclair’s wire had accused her of being unmarriageable, she had readily called herself “ruined.” Could this be what she’d meant?
Those symptoms were so telling. He wracked his brain, trying to recall if he’d noticed her tending to her monthly laundry. For the life of him, he could not remember.
Damn it. If Deborah Sinclair was pregnant, the prospect of spending the winter with her on the island would be a nightmare. He rubbed his hands together, pretending to be totally preoccupied with the fire. In reality, he didn’t even see the fire. Deborah? he kept asking himself. Pregnant?
“I need to ask you something,” he blurted out, swinging around to face her.
She glanced up, her brow puckering at his gruff tone. Already he felt stupid for bringing up such an absurd matter. He regarded her gentle doe eyes, the mouth he had dared to kiss just once, in pretense. There had been no experience in her kiss. Just shock, anger, fear. And a softness and sweetness he had never forgotten.
“Yes?” she prompted.
There was nothing to do but simply come right out with it. “Are you in the family way?” he demanded bluntly.
Deborah gasped, clutching the edge of the table with white-knuckled hands. Then she stood up from the table. She looked as if she had swallowed a live toad. Her eyes opened wide and her jaw dropped, and the sickness that had claimed her earlier seemed as if it might erupt again. Then her color changed once more, to a vivid purplish red, as if she were choking on that toad.
“What?” There was no voice behind the agonized query. It was an empty rasp shaped by her too-pretty, disbelieving mouth.
“It’s no idle question, so don’t go all prim and proper on me. I have to know. Are you pregnant?”
Her hands dropped to her middle and trembled against her apron. She moved toward the door as if she might flee like a wild thing. “P…preg…?” Again, no voice behind the word, just a horrified breath.
“I know it’s probably against your religion to say the word aloud, but we’re stuck here, so I need to know what I’m dealing with. Are you?”
Like a blind person, she groped her way to the door and clutched at the handle. She stood as still as a statue of ice.
Say no. Tom willed her to set his mind at ease on the matter. But she stayed mute, her face blank and battle-shocked.
“Well?” he prodded. “It’s a simple question.”
Say no. He waited, holding his breath.
“I…I don’t know,” she said at last.
Grim amazement gripped him. He clenched his jaw to keep from swearing. She hated it when he swore. Then he forced himself to speak softly, gently. He realized the implication—the accusation—of what he was about to say but he said it anyway. “So it’s a possibility.”
She exploded. He had never seen anything like it. One moment she was a stone icon, standing by the door like a trading post Indian, the next she was a sobbing mass of misery. She wept with the force of a hurricane. Great, gusting sobs shook her entire frame and bent her like a wind-torn tree.
Tom Silver had raced across fields in the heat of battle. He had fled from angry mother bears, battled storms on the lake, survived a deadly blizzard, walked across miles of unstable ice. But as he confronted Deborah Sinclair, it occurred to him that he had discovered the most dangerous and frightening thing in the world—a weeping woman.
He stood watching her, feeling completely helpless. He had no idea what to do, so he crossed the room to her and awkwardly patted her on the shoulder. She lurched away in alarm, nearly stumbling to the floor. He drew back and cast about for something to say. The feeling of helplessness engulfed him until he was awash in it. She cried as if her heart would break, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.
“Stop,” he said, too quietly. Her tears drowned out his command, so he raised his voice. “Stop. Please, for the love of Christ, quit bawling.”
The harsh command seemed to penetrate her misery. She sucked in a deep breath and said, “I can’t.”
“You just did,” he pointed out.
That made her weep again, but not as explosively as before. Not with that terrible violence she had shown earlier. Now she simply hung her head and stared at the floor as her body convulsed with gusty sobs.
He found a towel and held it out to her. “Mop your face,” he said.
She took the towel and wept into it. But after a while, she blotted at her cheeks and nose, and the sobs subsided to soft hiccups, small echoes in the aftermath of a storm.
Tom wished he were somewhere far away. Instead, he got a chair and held it for her until she inched forward, then gingerly sat down. He took the other chair and turned it around, straddling the back and crossing his arms over the top.
“Stop staring at me as if I were some sort of sideshow freak,” she said.
“I’m not,” he said.
“But you’re staring.”
“Not at a freak, at someone who is going to explain a few things.”
Her chin trembled.
“Without bawling her face off,” he added. When he spoke kindly and tenderly, she wept. For some reason, she seemed stronger when he was harsh with her.
She sucked in a broken breath of air. “How did you know?”
He heard such shame and anguish in her voice, he was almost sorry he’d asked. But having opened that door, he now had to hear the rest. “You haven’t been well, especially in the morning. Happens to most women when they get in the family way.”
“It does?”
He figured it wasn’t one of the things they’d taught her at finishing school. “Lightning Jack noticed, too, and he thought you and I were—that we’d—” He broke off, wondering how it had suddenly turned so hot and stuffy in the cabin. “I told him we hadn’t,” he added quickly. “But then I got to thinking, you were about to be married, so maybe you’d been…like married folks.” He tried to state things as delicately as possible, but it wasn’t working. She looked more horrified than ever.
“Why must I speak of…this?” she asked weakly.
“Because it’s eating at you like a poison, damn it.”
“I have no idea how to explain—”
He laughed rudely, determined to goad her into an explanation. “Talking is the one thing you do better than anyone else I’ve ever met. So talk. No harm ever came of talking.”
That raised her dander a little, and he didn’t regret angering her. Anything was better than her shattering grief. “This is private,” she said. “You must never—”
“Not a problem,” he assured her. “Trust me on this. Be plain about it. Just start talking.”


TWENTY-SIX

Didn’t he realize she could not speak? Didn’t he know there weren’t any words to tell him what she had hidden from him all these weeks? She felt as though Tom Silver was pushing her through a long dark tunnel, and everything in her resisted going to that murky place. Until now, she had not allowed herself to dwell on it. Each time the memories had assaulted her, she had fled from them. But that had not made the shame and the pain go away.
The dam had been broken open by one simple question. Are you in the family way?
She couldn’t hide from the past because it was a part of her. She had to go back. Back to that night, to that moment, to the incident that had changed the entire landscape of her life. She knew she must speak of it, and soon, but she waved her hand to beg for time to gather her thoughts. Tom Silver simply waited, undemanding, yet clearly unwilling to back down.
She shut her eyes and forced herself to relive the night before the fire. Philip had taken her to the opera, though she had not seen much of the production. She had certainly heard the music, but she’d heard it from the flower-decked salon behind the private Sinclair box. She would never forget watching Don Giovanni sweep Zerlina away to seduce her, but Zerlina had screamed and was rescued.
Deborah had not screamed.
Perhaps she should have called for help, yet all her life she had been taught to be quiet, polite. Submissive. Even when terror and panic ripped through her. This was Philip, after all. The man she had promised to marry. She had no call to fear him.
He took her hand and, ignoring her hissed protests, brought her to the lavish salon behind the box. Among the well-born of Chicago, decorating one’s salon was a competitive art form, and Arthur Sinclair had made certain no one would outdo him. He had hired a French designer to create a miniature evocation of the Hall of Mirrors in Versailles.
Gaslight burned low in brass and crystal wall sconces. Gilt-edged mirrors lined the walls, and Deborah could see the endlessly repeating reflections of herself and Philip. They resembled any embracing couple, except that she wasn’t embracing him, but trying to push him away.
He claimed he wanted to show her exactly what her duties as a wife would be. He wanted to give her a taste of the secret delights of marriage.
Leave me alone. She had said it playfully at first. Truth be told, she’d been a little intrigued. Like all brides-to-be, she had been wondering about the wedding night. But she hadn’t thought he was serious about sampling the pleasures prematurely. She had been certain he would pull back, laugh with her and return to watching the opera on stage.
Ah, my darling. You will never be alone, not ever. He had whispered the words in her ear, and she supposed he meant to sound grandly romantic. But his promise disturbed her, as did the insistent press of his hands on her. She looked into Philip’s face, his handsome face, the one in the daguerreotype that had stared at her from a gilt frame upon her dressing table. She felt his touch, closing around her wrist, heard his voice rasping harshly in her ear and smelled his scent of bay rum and macassar oil, filling her with sickness, making her gag.
He had mocked her apprehension, and then he’d grown impatient with her. High-handed. Insistent. If he had been crude, she could have protested, stood up for her dignity and honor. But he had simply been himself, a man entitled by virtue of his social standing to help himself to whatever he wanted. The sort of man she had been taught all her life to honor and admire.
That’s enough, Philip. Please. That had been a mistake. She should not have said please. She had begged, begged him to stop. Instead he had pressed hard on her shoulders and forced her to her knees.
“You plead so prettily, my darling girl,” he had said in a very soft, deadly whisper. “I like it when you beg.” He pressed harder, there in that dark velvet-shrouded private room. He laughed and kissed her, then thrust her into a corner. “You like this, don’t you?” he’d persisted. “I’ll bet you’re going to want to move up the wedding date.” The edge of the gilt chaise, padded by tufted brocade in a fleur-de-lis pattern, cut painfully into her back. She felt something—his hand—up her skirts.
Shock froze her. She could not move, blink, breathe.
This is what you were made for. He accompanied the words with a brusque, harsh tug on her undergarments, tearing them away and putting himself there. This is the whole duty of a woman.
As if it were only yesterday, she could hear the leading man’s clear voice filling her mind. Don Giovanni had been a fitting accompaniment to her deflowering, although why the event was called—in awed whispers at Miss Boylan’s—deflowering was beyond her.
This is what a wife does. This is the whole duty of a woman.
He had chuckled, low and intimately, and she was ashamed to think that there had been a time when she found his laughter attractive, had found his mild features endearing, his personality engaging. Only at that moment, with Mozart’s opera trumpeting in her ears and Philip’s breath hot upon her face, did Deborah realize that she had been party to a huge lie, the lie that kept a woman ignorant of the true cost of becoming a married lady.
It’s not amusing anymore, Philip. Stop. I want you to stop.
That night, she had discovered the lie, but it had been too late for her. The man she had pledged her future to had wooed her into a smug sense of complacence. She had been all too pleased with his courtship, all too happy with her father’s wholehearted promotion of the match. Many of her friends had been promised to men who were old, had nasty grown children or bore obscure European titles. Not so Deborah. She had landed an Ascot, from one of New York City’s first families. While other American heiresses had been sent kicking and screaming across the Atlantic to live in gloomy castles with impoverished noblemen, Deborah had eagerly embraced a future with a young, handsome, vital man who laughed often, flattered with sincerity and pursued pleasure with charming abandon.
The trouble was, his idea of pleasure had somehow changed.
The reaching hands groped relentlessly, tirelessly. Covering her horrified mouth with his, he pressed and pushed. Even when she managed to twist her head away and free her mouth from his kiss, his slender, elegant body, which she had so often admired on the dancefloor, pushed deeper into her.
And she was struck mute. Not out of shock, although she felt shocked, and not out of outrage, although a deep anger flashed through her. No, what held her as silent as a tongueless slave was politeness, a sense that calling out for help would bring more shame on her than enduring whatever Philip had in store for her.
That, perhaps, was most shameful of all. She was too polite to stop him. Life had trained her to be quiet and compliant. She’d had no idea that this was what she was in training for. This was the big secret, the big lie.
His voice whispered into her ear. You like this you want this you’ve waited for this.
She had no idea what to say to him, what to do.
And so she did nothing. Maybe that was why she was so ashamed. She had allowed herself to trust—to esteem—a man who would do this.
Shrouded by the sounds of a haunting Mozart duet, with the smell of carnations and Philip’s brandy breath thick in the air, she could not move, could not speak. And when she finally did struggle and scream, she discovered that it was only in her head. On the outside, she lay on the settee, doing exactly what Philip forced her to do, and all the while, the opera trumpeted in her ears.
The welling of the music, the soaring voices, cleaved through her like a knife. She felt disembodied, for she knew she was gone, finished, murdered, and the strangest thing was, she could still see and feel and hear everything. In the draped privacy of the salon, she had discovered that there was something wrong with her, that unlike normal women, she could not perform those duties without going half mad with terror.
Only when Philip was finished with her had she broken down, curling herself into a ball on the brocade chaise and sobbing uncontrollably. Her weeping had infuriated him, but when he had taken her back to Miss Boylan’s that night, he had seemed quite proud of himself.
“I saved you the discomfort of the wedding night, dear heart,” he had boasted. “Hereafter, you will find only enjoyment in being my wife.”
She had sat across from him in the phaeton, as unfeeling and unmoving as a pillar of salt. He had taken her utterly by surprise, rendering her completely unable to act. Had she always been that useless when disaster struck?
Philip, of course, had exhibited his own brand of…she wasn’t sure what it was. Arrogance, maybe. But perhaps he would beg her forgiveness and lift her hand to his lips, and all would be right with the world again. Surely that would happen.
But he showed no remorse, and Deborah had never been able to make sense of what had just happened to her. There was no sense in an act of violation. But there was shame and humiliation and flashes of impotent rage. She didn’t know if those feelings would ever go away.
She used to adore opera, used to love everything about it. Now the very thought of listening to one single note of an aria or chorus made her squirm with fear. All because of Philip. He had made her afraid to touch any man, even an unconscious man, dying of cold. Philip had damaged her in ways she was only beginning to understand.
The realization made her skin crawl. Sweat trickled down between her breasts. No.
She forced herself to regain control. It was over. She had come, albeit against her will, to a place where Philip Ascot would never pursue her, even if he wanted to.
But dear God, how on earth would she explain all this to Tom Silver?
Pregnant. Sweet Heaven, what if she was?
Her mind swimming with poisoned memories, she faced Tom Silver. His presence gave an unexpected boost to her confidence. He sat there like a rock, not in judgment, though he looked supremely uncomfortable in the role of counselor or confessor. Instinctively she knew it was safe to tell him the truth. He had told her to just start talking. She wished it were that easy.
So, she took a deep breath and began.


TWENTY-SEVEN

Tom waited patiently. He didn’t allow himself to move, for he sensed she would bolt like a hare if he pushed her any more.
And then, very slowly, moving like a wounded soldier, Deborah turned her head and stared out the window. The words came reluctantly, from the hidden places inside her. “The night before the fire,” she said, “I attended the opera with my fi—with Philip Ascot. We watched from Father’s private box at the opera house.” Her fingers knit together with nervousness.
Tom didn’t know much about opera—some stage act with a lot of singing and hollering. Fancy costumes and fake sword fights, the sort of thing city folks liked to pay money to watch and dress up to attend. He could easily picture Deborah Sinclair, done up like a fairy-tale princess, escorted by a swell in a fancy suit.
As these thoughts went through his mind, he stayed silent, waiting. She would get the confession out in her own time, in her own way. Instinct, and the storm of sobs that had preceded the conversation, convinced him not to push her.
“It was a Mozart opera, Don Giovanni, the story of an immoral man who uses his charm and handsomeness to seduce women.”
She was skirting the issue, setting the scene for what she probably considered an unspeakable act. He wanted to interrupt, to reassure her that it was a wholly natural thing for a man and a woman to be eager for the delights that would seal their commitment to one another. But he held silent, trying to fill in the gaps in what she was saying.
“Our wedding had been all planned out, down to the last detail,” she said, not looking at him as she spoke. She stared out the window, but he knew she wasn’t seeing the raw, white field of snow. “I suppose that was why I…we…” She bit her lip and stopped.
He waited some more, wondering how it had played out. Had she looked at her pretty man and been overwhelmed by carnal desire? Had he plied her with champagne and compliments?
Tom gritted his teeth, hating the fact that he could never be that sort of man for her. Hell, she was probably ashamed that she could want any man in a passionate way. Or maybe what she wanted and what she’d experienced had turned out to be two different things.
“During the course of the opera…Zerlina rushed off stage to escape Don Giovanni. That was when Philip asked me to…retire to the salon with him. Each private box, you see, has an adjacent private salon where the men go to smoke or the women to socialize. That night it was just Philip and me. His sister was supposed to accompany us as chaperon, but she fell sick at the last moment. Now I realize he probably asked her to beg off so that we could be alone. He was amorous that night. I…I have no idea why.”
Tom held in a snort of disbelief. Why? To begin with, she had a face and body that made a man want to rediscover original sin. Yet she was also favored by a fragile melancholy in her big eyes that made a fellow want to take her in his arms. Or maybe it was the shiny waterfall of pale blond hair that made her look like a Christmas angel. Or the quiet, gentle quality of her presence he found more compelling than the lively, lusty women of the outposts and towns he passed through in his travels. Or the combination of disdain and vulnerability that made him wonder what lay in her heart. Or—Tom stopped himself. He was developing a bad habit of thinking about Deborah Sinclair in ways that he shouldn’t.
“He’s male,” he said, choosing the simplest answer to her quandary. “Even the weak ones tend to get…amorous, especially with a woman like you.”
She paled, and he had the sense that he’d said the wrong thing, and he had no idea why.
“So I reckon,” he said, trying to help her out, “you were feeling amorous, too.”
Her white throat worked as she swallowed. “I believe, looking back, that Philip thought so. And like you, he was wrong.”
Tom felt the subtle sting of her censure. He didn’t like the idea that he had anything in common with this Ascot character. He didn’t like the idea that, for all he had been in the company of this woman for weeks, she was still a puzzle to him. Deborah was like the mysterious ice floes that blew across the lake in the teeth of the wind. She had a bright white surface he could see and touch, but he had no idea what lay beneath.
“So he was feeling amorous, and you weren’t,” he prompted quietly. Now the picture sharpened at the edges and began to make sense. When that was the case, as it often was between lovers, the man generally got his way. At least, in Tom’s experience, he did. A man knew of any number of ways to persuade a reluctant woman that he would bring her joy if she would simply let go and obey the urges of her body. He wasn’t proud of using insincere speeches and clever caresses to get his way, but he, like most men, was not above such methods.
“That is correct,” she said, and he felt her slipping away from him, back into the shadowy remembrances of the night that had so clearly become a dark obsession with her. “He, um, held me and kissed me. Through the drapes of the salon I heard the soprano’s voice soar, and there was a long high note so piercing I thought it might be me, screaming.” She took her gaze from the window and looked down at her white-knuckled hands. “But I wasn’t screaming, of course. That would be too absurd. Rude, even. I have never been a rude person, and that night was no exception. So I simply…lay there. While he…Philip…shoved and pressed and made me—” She broke off, her face burning with color. “There is probably a word for this, but I don’t know what it is.”
Suddenly Tom’s understanding of the situation changed. With a lurch of his gut, he realized that Ascot hadn’t merely seduced his bride-to-be. He had forced himself on her. Tom had heard of cowards who resorted to force but he had never heard it described by the victim, particularly a victim who seemed to have no idea she had been violated. Tom pictured Deborah in a fancy dress, on a cushioned chaise with the opera music wailing through the building. Ascot grabbing her, maybe cupping his hand over her breast and tasting those soft, silent lips, his hand pushing up under those frilly skirts. Tom clenched his jaw to keep from swearing in helpless anger.
He could tell it was beyond her to give voice to precisely what the son of a bitch had done. His mind filled in the parts she would not speak of. This woman was painfully naive, sheltered. She had been raised without a mother, by an army of caretakers bowing and scraping to her every whim, but never giving her the one thing she needed—a sense of herself. A knowledge of what she would and would not tolerate.
Ascot probably understood that. And like most men, he probably used it to his advantage. She was young, beautiful and unimaginably wealthy, and she was about to become his bride. He saw no wrong in helping himself to something he regarded as his due. Tom had known men like Ascot in the Union army. West Pointers who thought they owned the world. They made him sick.
“You say he shoved you,” Tom said. “Pressed you. Was it in a…rough way?” He had no idea how to do this. All he knew was that he had to pull the truth out of her. He had to draw the words from her like extracting venom from a snake bite.
She cleared her throat. “He was…fast,” she managed to say. “I really didn’t have time to think. My mind went blank, and I simply didn’t know what to say. And so I did nothing, said nothing, and finally…it was over.”
Tom let her words hang unanswered. In some strange way he understood that she had described to him an abomination, but she had done it with such delicacy and control that it simply underscored the horror.
A dark fury welled up in him. He didn’t question why it was his task to delve into her secrets. He was responsible for getting her into this fix, but not for what Philip Ascot had done. Concern for her had awakened in him, and he couldn’t steel himself against her now. Suddenly all her strange behavior over the weeks began to make sense. She acted like a battle-scarred soldier because she was one. She had not been wounded on the field but by a man she trusted.
“One thing I’ve asked myself ever since that night is why, afterward, I simply sat through the rest of the opera with him. I did that, you know. I simply…tried to put my hair to rights and then took my seat beside him for the last act.”
The image of her, primly seated in the gilt opera box beside the man who had raped her, ripped across Tom’s mind. Maybe that was the worst of all, that after Ascot had forced himself on her, she had gone on as if nothing had happened. They didn’t teach a girl such things in finishing school, he reckoned. Didn’t teach her what to do when a man she trusts violates her.
“My memories are a bit confused after that,” she admitted. “I went home and went to bed, and the next day I slept a great deal, and stayed in my bed. There was an important function to go to. An evangelical reading. My friends at Miss Boylan’s had been anticipating it for weeks. Philip was to meet me there. But when the time came to get ready, I realized I could not go. That was when I drove into the city to see my father.”
“You were going to tell him what happened.”
She looked appalled. “No. How could I…” She cleared her throat. “I told him only that I had changed my mind and wasn’t going to marry Philip. My father didn’t take me seriously, of course. This marriage meant the world to him, and the fact that I was absolutely terrified of Philip didn’t matter.” For the first time, she looked Tom in the eye. The stark misery on her face made him want to turn away, but he wouldn’t let himself. He had brought her to this moment with his questions and his prying, and he owed it to her to stay with her.
“So there is the answer to your question,” she concluded. “Yes. It is possible that I am with child because I was too polite to stop Philip from—to stop him.”
A leaden foreboding haunted him. “Ever since…that night,” he began hesitantly, venturing into unknown territory, “there’s been no—ah, you haven’t had your monthly…” At a loss, he let his voice trail off. He had no idea how to talk to a woman about such things, especially a woman like Deborah.
Her cheeks reddened. “I have never been reliable in that respect, so until you asked your question, I didn’t think a thing of it.” She stood and turned away. “Excuse me. I feel tired all of a sudden.” She went into the bedroom and lay down, facing the wall.
The knowledge of what she had suffered smoldered inside Tom. He felt a dark, violent clamor of outrage and fury, and it had no outlet. Surging to his feet, he went outside, not even bothering with coat and gloves. He lit into the firewood, splitting log after log with the long-handled ax, but the rage wouldn’t go away. Here was a woman who had trusted a man, who did not realize immediately what was happening and who failed to speak up for herself because society would condemn her for it.
The fact that Philip Ascot had raped her explained so much. Her long, tense silences. Her nervous response to being touched. Her lack of self-confidence stemmed from being forced to service a man like a two-bit whore.
It was one thing to understand, and another matter entirely to help her. Trying to force the fury to abate, he ceased his chopping and stared down at his big, sore, peeling hands. His breath came in loud, white puffs. The damage done to her was not the sort of wound that would mend with liniment and bandages. It was a wound to the self, to the soul, and he had no business poking around in Deborah Sinclair’s soul.
Yet he wanted to. He wanted her to stop hurting. She didn’t deserve what had happened to her.
He wondered if he would have taken her prisoner in Chicago if he’d known what she had endured. If he would have forced that kiss on her aboard the boat. Probably, he conceded. His anger and hatred for Sinclair had left no room for compassion. Now, though, she was more than simply a bargaining chip to him. She had become a person with hopes and dreams and fears, just like anyone else. Except in the case of Deborah Sinclair, he cared what happened to her. He cared far more than he should.
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Deborah pressed both hands to her middle and tried to imagine that a baby grew there, under her heart. No matter how hard she tried, she could not picture it, nor feel it, nor imagine it. Just as well, she told herself. Perhaps if she didn’t dwell on the matter, it would not be true.
But true or not, she was certain of one thing—the night at the opera was real. After so many weeks of hiding from the truth, she had been forced to face it. She was surprised at how deep the hurt had gone. She knew with unerring instinct that Tom Silver would never look at her the same way again.
The day after her unforgivable breakdown and confession, she recalled the conversation with shame and a touch of horror. How could she have spoken aloud of what occurred between her and Philip Ascot? It was the most private of matters, that intimate act, and she had no business confessing the secrets of her soul to a stranger.
But Tom Silver was no stranger, she conceded as she drew a brush through her hair. Tom was…Tom. Her captor. Her protector. The only living soul she would see until spring.
She could not think of him as a stranger because she was coming to know him in a way that she had never known another.
Still, did that give her the right to speak to him of the most private of moments between a man and a woman? Right or wrong, she had confessed. The words had flowed from her in a torrent, in a cataract. Once she’d started speaking, she hadn’t been able to stop. And amazingly, she felt better for it.
What must he think of her? He knew her secret now. He knew she could never be like other women, knew she could never enjoy the act of intimacy between a man and a woman.
She finished brushing her hair and didn’t bother braiding it. She impatiently tied it with a scrap from her quilting basket, making a tail at the nape of her neck.
Finally, she knew she could put off seeing him no longer. Brushing her hands over her skirt, she longed for a new dress as armor. A heavily corseted ballgown to protect her from his scorn.
She found him sitting at the table, tying a fishing fly. Smokey yapped a greeting. She had a sudden memory of her father, who pursued fly fishing with a vengeance. Each summer he would take the steamer yacht up to Three Rivers to go fishing with the Palmers and Higginsons. As a tiny child, Deborah had amused them all when she had stood watching the fishing from the riverbank and upon seeing the small object at the end of her father’s line had clapped her hands and shrieked, “You’ve caught one! You’ve caught a fly!”
That was the last time he’d allowed her to accompany him. He didn’t even particularly enjoy the sport, but practiced it with the grim relentlessness with which he conducted his business affairs. He went fly fishing because the people he yearned to befriend went fly fishing. She understood this now.
Deborah was not certain when she had first noticed this about her father. He did not enjoy life so much as pursue it. House parties, gala events, art shows, pleasure tours. He attended such things because it was expected, not because he wanted to.
The happiest she had ever seen him was when he’d taken her out on the lake in a little cat boat one summer. They’d flown along in a warm wind and had not encountered a soul he wanted to impress. She still remembered the spray on his face and the happiness in his eyes, reflecting the fluffy white clouds of summer. Sometimes when she closed her eyes, she could still hear his laughter on the wind. But as she grew older he did things less and less for the pleasure, concentrating instead on what was expected. That was exactly what she had been brought up for, she realized, and she had conformed unquestioningly. Now for some reason, she wanted to know the point of all the posturing.
She mentioned none of this to Tom Silver. She feared the fury she saw in his eyes at the very whisper of her father’s name.
“There’s coffee,” he said without looking up.
She couldn’t tell if it was contempt or the usual gruffness she heard in his voice. With slow, deliberate movements she helped herself to the coffee. The silence drew out unbearably, until she flushed with shame and forced herself to voice the matter that had been troubling her. “If it turns out that I am…” She searched her mind for some delicate way of putting it. “That I am in the family way, what will you do?”
He didn’t stop working, but wound a delicate thread around a wispy feather, his brow knit with concentration. “I reckon I lay awake all night thinking about that.”
The admission that she had caused him to lose sleep had a curious effect on Deborah. She didn’t think she had ever caused anyone to lose sleep before.
“And?” She closed her eyes and waited. As she did, she tried again to imagine what it would be like to be with child. She had no idea, none whatsoever. She had never even seen a visibly pregnant woman before. From what she could glean from the servants’ backstairs whispers, unmarried women who found themselves expecting were dismissed before their condition was apparent.
This is what you were made for. Philip’s voice came out of the shadows of memory. This is the whole duty of a woman.
She shuddered and opened her eyes. “I’m not sure there is anything one does, particularly.”
He looked as uncomfortable as she felt. “If you need help with…your condition, I suppose I could try to get up to the camp at Rock Harbor, see if there’s a woman who would come.”
She shuddered, assailed by a vision of a shadowy midwife from the north woods. “I don’t want you to leave me,” she said before she could stop herself. “We should wait and see if…if it’s true.”
He took in a sharp breath, then grimaced as the barb of a hook stuck his finger. “Then we can’t do anything but wait for spring to come.” He extracted the hook and wrapped a bandana around his finger.
She forced herself to drink a cup of cider, although she had no appetite for anything. As the moments passed, a strange feeling overtook her. She could sense the old Deborah flowing away to nothingness, spilled out of herself by something new and different.
Her life had changed so much; she was a stranger to herself. She could scarcely believe she was the same person as the carefree girl who had spent summers at the lake, attending dances and musicales, going into the city for the theater or opera, laughing with her friends late at night and planning a grand tour of Europe so that Phoebe could meet the duke or earl she swore she was destined to marry.
Deborah’s spiral had been nothing short of dramatic. She had begun the month of October at the pinnacle of Chicago’s social whirl, scheduled to marry a prince of society and give her father entree into the innermost circle of the elite. Now she was stranded for the winter, possibly with child.
“You all right?” Tom asked.
She studied the floor, pushing the toe of her shoe at a knot in one of the planks. “I was just wondering how my father would react to all this.”
“You reckon a child from Philip Ascot would have made the old bastard happy?” Tom Silver asked.
She hesitated. “I’m not certain my father is the sort to concern himself with happiness. He is a man of goals and accomplishments. When he reaches a goal, he is satisfied. I believe that’s what is important to him.” She refilled her cider cup. “So you, too, should be satisfied, because you have thwarted his most cherished goal. He has only one daughter, and circumstances have rendered me entirely ruined and unmarriageable.”
“You don’t seem to regret that too much.”
“I don’t.” A lightness rose in her chest. “I feel…liberated, in a strange way. I don’t have to marry Philip. I don’t have to move to New York and attend stuffy society events. I can become a pioneer in the west, or a missionary in exotic lands.”
“Is that what you want?”
“I’m not sure. But until the fire…and…what happened after, I had no choice. Heaven knows, I was not suited to be a wife.” She spoke in a breezy fashion, hiding the devastation and disappointment she felt inside. It was not so easy to give up on a dream or to accept her own limitations. True, she had experienced a stifled feeling each time she considered a future as the Mrs. Philip Ascot of Tarleton House, New York. The thought of using her father’s millions to rebuild Philip’s fortune had filled her with distaste. Yet at the core of it all, she had wanted to be married. She had wanted a husband to hold her close, to cherish her and share her deepest thoughts, to raise a family and finally to grow old and mellow side by side.
What a stupid, ignorant dream that had been. She should have known better. From what she could see of marriages within her circle, the husband and wife went their own separate ways. But of course, like any naive girl, she used to feel certain that she would be different. Hers would be a love match.
“What’s that supposed to mean, you’re not suited to be a wife?” Tom asked.
She ground her teeth in frustration. “I told you things last night that I should have kept to myself. Am I to believe you weren’t listening?”
“I heard every word you said.”
“Then you must have heard me say that my…experience with my fiancé, a man I have known and trusted for years, made me aware of a fundamental flaw in my character.”
“Wait a minute. In your character?”
“The very act that makes a man and woman married is repugnant to me. The only explanation I can think of for my failure is that I had no mother to—”
“Goddamn it, you don’t get it, do you?”
She jumped at his sharp tone. He had abandoned all pretense of working and his full, fierce attention was fixed on her.
“I beg your pardon?” she said faintly.
“The night you told me about—”
“Please, I don’t wish to discuss it anymore.”
“We’re going to discuss it until you understand, damn it.”
“What is there to understand? Perhaps I should count myself lucky to have discovered my inadequacy before Philip was trapped into marriage with me.”
“I don’t believe you.” He pressed the palms of his hands to the table and stood up. “You’re blaming yourself because the son of a bitch raped you.”
Rape.
She knew the word. It was a curt, ugly little word spoken in whispers, even by her Sunday school master when they had studied the Bible stories of Amnon and Tamar, Shechem and Dinah. She had read history and the classics—Visigoths and barbarians committed rape, along with pillaging and burning. In each case, the rape had been an act of hatred or violence that had left the victim either dead or hopelessly maimed. In Ovid’s classical tales, women committed suicide as a result of being raped. The attackers were always deranged strangers lurking in the shadows. And of course, in the forbidden novels she and her friends had read at boarding school, the women who were raped were those of the lowest moral character anyway.
“No,” she said slowly. “You don’t understand. Philip was my fiancé. There was no r—” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. “He didn’t do what you say he did.”
“He didn’t force you, push you down, interfere with you?”
“Yes, but—”
“Did he lift your skirts, tear at your underclothes, put himself inside you—against your will?” Tom Silver’s words struck her with the bluntness of physical blows.
A painful pulse beat at her temples. “I will not speak of it again.”
“Then just answer me this, Deborah.”
That caught her attention. He almost never called her Deborah. “Yes?”
“Did you tell him to stop?”
“In a whisper,” she admitted. “But—”
“The fact is, he forced you to do something you didn’t want to do. It was an act of violence. It was rape, goddamn it, and you keep on blaming yourself.”
“Philip has never been violent with me. He never struck me in anger, or hurt me—”
“Not even that night?” Tom persisted. “Can you swear you weren’t hurt that night? Just because he left no bruises doesn’t mean he didn’t hurt you.”
Philip had left no mark on her. If he had, she could have called his behavior an act of violence that had wounded her. So in a way, what he did that night was worse. He had left his mark upon her soul, upon the most invisible part of her, the part that could hurt and bleed and no one but she would ever know.
She wanted to run and hide, but Tom Silver held her riveted to the spot with his intense gaze and unrelenting questions. She fired back a question of her own. “Why are you asking me these things? Why is it so important to you?”
“Because I see you hating yourself for something that bastard did to you.”
“All he did was show me a woman’s duty to her husband. It’s not his fault I felt—” She clamped her mouth shut and went to the door, wishing there was a place she could escape to.
“You felt what? Betrayed? Violated? Hell, woman, of course you did. He attacked you and acted without your consent. You hated the experience because he raped you, not because of some failing on your part.” Tom stood up and paced the room like a restless wild animal. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice your reaction to being touched?” he asked. “You can’t stand it. The son of a bitch taught you to be afraid of a man’s touch.”
“So my fiancé is a brutal, violent man who would do me injury.”
“Yes.”
“And this is supposed to make me feel better?”
“The way I see it, you couldn’t be feeling any worse.”
She pressed her hands to her mortified face. “You don’t understand,” she said.
“Then explain to me. I’m listening.”
She took a long, shaky breath. “If he is a rapist, then that means I am too stupid to know whom to trust. And if he is not, then that means I would be inadequate as a wife. Either way, I lose.”


TWENTY-NINE

Tom threw himself into work. There were a hundred things to be done in order to provision the cabin for the winter, and it was up to him to make sure nothing was overlooked. Besides, work gave him something to do. Chopping wood, clearing a path to the storeroom, making a snowmelt for fresh water, setting snares for rabbits and catching fish through the ice were demanding tasks, but they demanded things of him that he knew how to give.
Deborah Sinclair was a different problem altogether. He couldn’t just fix her like a leak in the roof. He didn’t know how.
A fortnight after he had shocked and infuriated her by informing her that her intended was a rapist, they behaved like wary strangers trapped under the same roof. She clearly regretted having told him what had happened to her. Although forced to take their meals together and to face the fact that they weren’t going to see another living soul until spring, they managed to go for long periods of time without speaking or even looking one another in the eye.
It was better that way, he told himself. When they spoke, he said what was on his mind, and he always managed to offend her.
Which was an odd thing, because in spite of who she was, he did not much care to give offense to a woman like Deborah Sinclair. What an idiot he had been, trying to convince her that her fancy man was not the debonair gent she thought she was getting. And he could be wrong. He hadn’t been there. He knew only what Deborah had told him. It was none of his business.
But his gut told him exactly what had happened. He didn’t know whether she had come to believe his explanation or not. He kept telling himself he shouldn’t care, but they had gone beyond that. An injustice had been done and she was the victim. He wished he knew how to make her see that. He had felt this same sick, boiling rage when the mining accident occurred. If he wasn’t careful, he knew the fury would make him crazy—crazy enough to do what he had almost done in Chicago.
He knew now that venting his rage wouldn’t help. Only one thing would, and that was to make Deborah understand what had happened so she wouldn’t be haunted by it. He wished he knew how to explain to her that the act of sex, when done with mutual caring, was a fine thing indeed, not something hurtful, not something to be feared. It infuriated him that she believed the rape was her fault, that there was some defect in her.
She had taken it dead wrong, of course. She generally took everything he said wrong. He just didn’t know how to talk to a female like her.
He muttered under his breath as he shoveled the snow away from the storeroom door of the shop. It had snowed for the past four days, stopping only in the middle of the night last night, when a high cold moon had suddenly burst through the clouds and lay in milky blue splendor over the ripples and hummocks of snow.
At night, the sight had been beautiful beyond words. By day, it meant work to do, and Tom was damned grateful for the diversion. It took him a good two hours to dig out the sloping cellar doors. The hinges had frozen, and creaked when he opened the door. Clear winter sunlight streamed over a few barrels of wild rice, flour, sugar, coffee beans and milk powder. There wasn’t much, since he hadn’t planned on needing winter provisions, but he hoped it would be enough. He took his time prying open the barrels and laying in stores. Then he resealed the kegs with care to guard against vermin and shut the doors behind him.
In the house, Deborah sat in her usual spot by the stove, working on her quilt while the dog slept on the hearth rug at her feet. Light from the window slanted over her. The quilt had grown to cover her lap and drape to the floor, and when she looked up at him, his breath caught for a second.
Damn. Somewhere, hidden in his heart, was a picture just like this. It was something he had wanted ever since losing his family when he was so young he almost couldn’t remember them. It was a sharp yearning that swept over him at odd moments—like now.
“Brought some supplies from the cellar,” he said, gruffness covering up what he was feeling. He set the cloth sacks down on the table. “Rice and such.”
Her needle flashed in and out of the quilt. “That’s good. Do you want your supper now?”
“No. I’d best check my snares while there’s still light.”
“All right.” She glanced out the window. “It’s pretty as can be outside when the weather’s calm.”
“That it is.” Plain words. An unremarkable conversation. Yet, like the current under the ice, other meanings flowed beneath their words.
She sighed. “I wish—” She cut herself off and sighed again.
“What?”
“It’s silly.”
“Tell me anyway.”
“Sometimes I wish I could take a walk,” she confessed. “When the sun is out, and everything is so beautiful, I get the urge to go out into that white world.” A wry smile tugged at her mouth. “But my hands and feet get cold when I step out to fetch firewood. I wouldn’t last two minutes in the snow.”
She didn’t seem to desire an answer, so he added a log to the stove. Then he went to the door, turning up the collar of his big coat.
“Tom?” she asked softly, tentatively, from her chair.
He turned back, too quickly. “Yeah?”
Her gaze held his for a moment that drew out until it turned awkward. Her teeth worried her lower lip. “Nothing,” she said, her cheeks turning pink as she looked down at her quilting. “I forgot what I was going to say.”
“I’ll be back before dark,” he said, and left the house. His heart was beating hard, and he knew the reason why. For the first time ever, she had called him by his given name. She had called him Tom.
 * * *
On Christmas day, Deborah spent two hours bent over a washboard, scrubbing clothes and bedding. Gritting her teeth, she wished she did not know what day it was, because the notion that she was spending Christmas as a washerwoman was simply too pathetic to be borne. But like a fool, she had kept track of the days she spent on Isle Royale, and this morning when she had awakened to an empty cabin, she had known it was Christmas.
Tom Silver was, as usual, nowhere in sight. She told herself she should be grateful that he was so strong and that he worked so hard to keep the place warm and comfortable, to keep food on the table for her. But every once in a while, she just wanted his company. Not a rabbit for the stewpot or a log for the fire, but a pleasant conversation.
She knew she should not be so curious about him, but she couldn’t help herself. She would look at him and wonder so much. She wanted him to talk about Asa, and about the war, and what it had been like growing up here. But she never quite knew how to ask.
She scrubbed extra hard at her bloomers and petticoats, letting the tepid water run down her arms. The lye soap stung her hands, which bore small scratches from all the housekeeping and needlework she had been doing. But the small wounds were preferable to the alternative—boredom and idleness. She had discovered an agreeable calm in the soothing rhythm of sewing, stitch by stitch, and an unexpected satisfaction in the feeling of finishing a section of the quilt. At the rate she was working, the quilt would not be completed for ages, but it didn’t matter. If she just kept stitching, eventually the job would be done.
Washing did not impart that quality of serene gratification, she noted sourly, but it had to be done. Particularly today, she noted with a small lift of nerves in her stomach.
She finished her clothes and bed linens, hanging them across the room to dry. Against her will, she remembered other Christmases. Stringing cranberries and popcorn had been the most daunting tasks she had faced. Servants always festooned her father’s mansion with swags of pine boughs and holly wreaths. Bayberry candles glowed everywhere, and a great noble fir, hung with tinsel and glass stars, presided over the formal drawing room.
The season had consisted of one glittering party after another, and excitement mounted higher and higher as the holiday drew near. She loved the secrets, loved the sense of anticipation, the caroling and merrymaking. Her father’s extravagance knew no bounds when it came to Christmas. Over the years he had given her a pony, a rare white canary in a gilded cage, a hand-painted troika imported from Russia, a diamond tiara, silver combs for her hair and other presents too numerous to recall. She had reciprocated with a walking cane studded with gemstones, a silver-riveted saddle from Morocco, dozens of silk cravats and a fine gold watch.
She looked back across the years and recognized a disturbing emptiness in the gestures. Receiving gifts from her father was not nearly as important as gaining his complete, undivided attention. For him, her enjoyment of the gifts was secondary to showing them off. Arthur Sinclair had a personal secretary whose sole job it was to make certain his name was put before the people who mattered. Thanks to Milford Plunkett’s breathless letters to the newspapers in Chicago and New York, all the world knew what Arthur Sinclair had given his daughter for Christmas.
The year she turned ten, something—excitement, anticipation—had awakened her very late one Christmas eve. Tiptoeing through the house, she had spied her father in the winter parlor. He sat alone, a crystal snifter of brandy in one hand and a small oval framed photograph in the other. There was no light in the room except the glow of the fire. Deborah didn’t make a sound. She recognized the photograph. It was usually kept on a highboy in her father’s private dressing room, for his eyes only. He never knew how often she sneaked into that room to peer secretly at the picture of her mother, wearing the lavaliere and serenely smiling out from eternity. Deborah used to stare at it for hours, trying to will life into the unmoving, flat image, trying to recapture the scent of her mother, the sound of her voice, the essence of her smile.
Until this moment, Deborah had no idea her father had the same awful yearning. She wanted to go to him, to say something, but she couldn’t. Because she could see her father was crying.
She had never seen him cry before, and she knew then that there was no gift she could give to fill the empty places inside him. Perhaps that was the night she had decided to obey her father in all things, to please him in any way she could.
Restless, Deborah willed her thoughts back to the present as she climbed to the loft. So long as she was doing the washing, she might as well do it all. She felt a forbidden tremor of intimacy as she handled his bedding and clothes. Then she chided herself for a goose, rolled up her sleeves and got to work.
She finished the wash and emptied the basin out the back. A thick slide of ice had formed on the spot where she threw bath and wash water and the sight of it reinforced her feeling of confinement.
Shivering from cold, she went over and over in her mind what Tom had said about her ordeal with Philip. A rape. Could it be? In Tom’s well-worn Bible, she read and reread Deuteronomy, pouring over the accounts of rape she recalled from Bible study class. Slowly her mind came to accept the idea that Philip had indeed violated her, that it was more than possible. Amnon, who had raped his sister, was the son of King David. Horrible things happened in the best of families. But knowing that her betrothed had assaulted her was scant comfort.
Compelled by a burst of angry energy, Deborah worked the morning away. For the midday supper, she fixed a stew with tinned tomatoes, wild rice and a fish Tom had caught through the ice. Her skill at cooking improved every day, though the resources were limited. She surprised herself—and probably Tom as well—with her creations.
In the early afternoon, while she was busy folding clean clothes and making up the beds, Tom came in from the cold, bringing the scent of snow and pine with him. From her room, she could hear him stomping the snow off his boots. The dog scrabbled inside and headed for his bowl.
“Something smells good,” Tom called out.
“Your dinner. It’ll be ready in a few minutes.” She tucked the corner of the blanket under the mattress and smoothed her hand over the surface. It was hard to believe there had been a time when she’d had no idea how to make a bed.
Bemused by the thought, she stepped into the main room and felt her jaw drop. In the middle of the room was a very small pine tree. Candles set in jar lids adorned the branches, the little flames casting a magical glow over the room.
“Merry Christmas,” he said gruffly.
She was speechless for a moment. Then she felt a smile that started inside and spread like sunshine to her lips. “I didn’t think you’d remember.”
“I figured you wanted to forget, but wouldn’t be able to.”
How was it that this man knew her so well? She had a strange sense about him. He might be wild and unconventional, but he would not hurt her. He was a stranger, but he knew the secrets of her heart better than anyone she had ever met. He was a rough man of the woods, but his strength was something she could rely on. It was an odd thought to be having about a man who had held a gun pointed at her father’s head.
“It’s quite a surprise,” she said self-consciously. “I’ll get your dinner.”
“Thanks,” he said, hanging his coat on a peg.
She ladled up two plates of fish stew. “You must be hungry, being out in the cold all morning.”
They had warm cider with their meal, eating in silence as had become their custom. If they spoke for any length of time, it so often degenerated into an argument. She wanted to tell him about Christmas in Chicago and ask him what the holiday had been like with Asa. But she was afraid of prying. It was his first Christmas without Asa, and she didn’t want to cause him pain.
After they finished, Deborah took the dishes to the basin. When she turned back to the table, she saw a good-sized bundle at her place, wrapped in hopsacking secured with an awkward bow of baling rope.
She frowned, immediately suspicious. “What’s this?”
“A Christmas present.”
She stared at him. He looked as if he wanted the floor to swallow him.
“For me?” she asked stupidly.
“Reckon so. Go on, open it.”
Her hands trembled as she tugged at the rope. “I didn’t get you anything.”
The corner of his mouth lifted in a half smile. She had grown accustomed to the unexpected boyishness of that rare smile, so incongruous in his rugged face. “I don’t need any presents, Princess.”
She removed the rope and hopsacking, and let out a soft, involuntary gasp. “Oh, my. These are beautiful.” She felt a thrill of pleasure as she held up the most perfect white fur mittens and fur-lined boots she had ever seen. She plunged her hand into one of the mittens and shut her eyes, savoring the silky heat. The rabbit fur was softer and warmer than down, sewn in a double thickness with painstakingly small stitches.
She opened her eyes. “Where did these come from?”
“I made them,” he said simply. “Do they fit all right?”
She unlaced her shoe and slipped her foot into the boot. It felt heavenly, soft and snug around her foot and ankle, the leather sole creating a sensation as shockingly pleasant as walking barefoot through warm sand. She put on the other boot and then the mittens. “They are perfect, Tom.” She swallowed past a sudden swell of tears in her throat. “Simply perfect.” How foolish, she thought, to get so sentimental about these simple gifts. She had received diamonds and pearls without flinching, and here she was getting all teary-eyed about a pair of rabbit boots. If she wore something like this in Chicago, she would be laughed out of town. But Chicago was very far away. And no one was laughing now.
“Good.” He bent and took her foot between his hands, pressing it to his thigh.
Instinctively she stiffened.
“Easy, there. I’m just going to lace them up for you.” With slow, deliberate movements he laced the boots moccasin style with long leather cords.
A heated fascination took hold of Deborah. It wasn’t something she could control—or deny. The way he touched her made her wonder about touching him.
Oblivious to her thoughts, he held out her cloak and put on his own. “I want to show you something.”
She hesitated before going outside. She had often wished to take a walk, but had always believed she’d freeze before she took ten steps. Now, with Tom, it seemed possible. Anything seemed possible.
Another surprise awaited her there. “Oh,” she whispered, her breath misting the cold air. “You made a path.”
He had cleared a long, narrow walkway from the bottom of the porch leading to the woods and the marsh and the lakeshore. Smokey raced outside, leading the way. Tom held out his big, mittened hand as she came down the stairs, and without thinking about it, she put her hand in his. Through his thick mittens and hers, she felt a pleasurable current of reaction. As soon as his fingers tightened around hers, she realized what she had done, and self-consciously took her hand away.
But she was smiling as they headed toward the woods. She could walk with ease along the path, her boots and mittens keeping her deliciously warm. She tilted her head to the cold sunshine and let her eyes be dazzled by the blue of the sky.
The woods resembled a crystal palace. Frozen branches formed an archway over the path he had cleared, and when Deborah stepped beneath the arch, she imagined a touch of magic. Though it was only late afternoon, the sun rode low in the sky, spreading pinkish fronds over the path. The carpet of snow glinted like diamonds. Icicles dripping from the trees refracted sunlight into rainbow hues that spilled across the pure white ground. The occasional chitter of a pine siskin or the clack of the birch branches in the wind only served to magnify the muffled hush of the winter world.
Caught up in a state of quiet wonder, Deborah walked along the newly cleared path with her face raised to the forest ceiling. A feeling of tranquil reverence filled her with awe. “I used to go to church on Christmas to see and be seen,” she said, whispering for no reason she could name. “But this feels grander than any cathedral made by man.”
“Can’t say as I’ve ever been inside a cathedral.”
“You are in one,” she said, turning in a slow circle with her face lifted to the lacy canopy of the forest. “On a day like this I can believe a savior was born. I mean it,” she said, trying not to laugh at the expression on his face. Her voice sounded loud in the hollow stillness. “Thank you,” she said. “For all of this.”
“You’re welcome.”
“But I feel guilty. I didn’t get anything for you.”
“Sure you did. A good meal, and it appears you did the washing.”
Remembering the reason for the big wash, she bit her lip, feeling hideously awkward. “Perhaps there is a gift for you,” she said. “Well, not that exactly. But something you might…want to know.”
“Yeah?”
She couldn’t bring herself to look at him. Her cheeks burned with a wildfire of mortification as she stared at her soft leather boots, the white lining so thick and abundant it showed at the tops. “This morning I…discovered that I cannot possibly be with child.”
He stood silent for so long that she forced herself to look up at him. He wore a grin from ear to ear.
“I take it that’s welcome news to you,” she said.
“Oh, yeah.” He threw back his head and laughed. “You’re a pain in the ass, Princess, but the idea of you being pregnant was even worse.”
She bristled, ready to feel insulted, but somehow couldn’t summon any anger. Even his careless, blunt use of the word “pregnant” didn’t offend her. He had made Christmas special despite their hardships, and she had made him happy by settling a very large worry. For a few moments they simply stood grinning idiotically at each other. “So it appears,” she said, “that I made my big confession for naught.”
He sobered. “Not so. A bad thing happened to you. Telling someone can’t undo what happened, but you’re not carrying the burden alone.”
His words struck her like a revelation. She felt a lightness of heart that had not been there in weeks. The deep wounds caused by Philip had created a frightening dark place inside her. Tom seemed determined to drag her back into the light. “Why are you doing this?” she asked.
“Doing what?”
“Making Christmas into a holiday for me. Helping me to sort out what happened with Philip. Why?”
He looked uncomfortable as he picked up a handful of snow and packed it into a ball. “Because forcing you to come here was a big mistake. I wanted revenge against your father, and I should have stuck with that. I never should have dragged you into it.”
“So you’re acting out of guilt.”
“Appears that way.”
“I see.” She started walking again, moving slowly along the path so she didn’t miss a thing. The shadows lay deeper here, colder. She caught him regarding her oddly. “You must not feel guilty on my account.” And as she said it, she realized what she wanted. She wanted his kindness because he liked her, cared about her, not because he regretted the rash act that had saddled him with her for months. The distinction shouldn’t matter but it did.
“What a complicated arrangement this has become,” she commented. “Things were so much easier when I was just a simple hostage.”
He tossed the snowball at the marsh, startling a flutter of crows. “Woman, you were never simple.”
She went to the edge of the marsh and surveyed the scene. A gloss of thick ice covered the surface, and the wind had swept it nearly clean of snow. At the fringes, reeds poked up through the ice and ripples of blown snow, and tiny black birds flitted in and out of the brittle wheat-colored plants.
“Have you ever ice skated?” she asked.
“Yeah. There wasn’t much else for kids to do in the winter. You?”
“Of course. There are skating parties in Lincoln Park every winter.”
“Can’t say as I’ve ever made a party of it.” He glanced at the deepening sky. “We’d best get back.”
They walked at an unhurried pace, surrounded by silence. The only sound came from the dry squeak of the packed snow beneath their feet. When they reached the house, Deborah was amazed to look down and see that she was holding Tom’s hand. She didn’t even remember taking it.
Discomfited, she let go. “Thank you again.”
“Merry Christmas, Princess.” He took her by the shoulders and brushed his lips over her brow. Warm breath. Soft lips. Not at all like that kiss on the boat. And then it was over. He stepped back, a grin tugging at his mouth. “Don’t look at me like I’m the big bad wolf. It was just a kiss.”
“But…but…”
“Here, I’ll show you again.” He rested his hands lightly on her arms and bent down, this time kissing her mouth. Warm breath. Soft lips. She shut her eyes and felt an unusual, pleasurable heat inside her, and she leaned forward to deepen the contact. No thinking, she told herself. Just feeling. The stubble of his cheeks. His cool lips, quickly warming themselves against hers. The firm, sure grip of his hands on her shoulders. And then there was a jolt of remembrance, and she reared back.
“Don’t,” she said, her voice low and rasping with panic. “Don’t do that.”
He regarded her calmly, but with implacable resolve. “I’m not him,” he said. “I’m not the bastard who attacked you. You’re not going to tar me with that brush.”
“I know that, but…I just don’t like it,” she said, her voice quavering over the words. She walked briskly toward the house. “I don’t like being held, kissed—”
“You don’t just like it, honey,” he said. “You need it. Maybe I’m not the one you need, or maybe I am, but you need to learn the pleasure of being close. You can’t be afraid of all men just because one attacked you.”
“Why? Why must I learn to like being…close?”
“Because…just because,” he said impatiently. “Without that, what’s the point of anything?”
She tried to disregard her yearning to trust what he said. She couldn’t let herself believe him. She had believed Philip, and he had wounded her in the worst possible way. How could she ever trust in her own judgment again?
“I don’t know what to say to you.” She moved past him and went into the house, savoring the warmth of the stove and the sight of the little tree looking so cheery on the hearth. “I never know what to say.”
He laughed, stamping the snow from his boots. “You’re doing a damned good job in spite of yourself, because you talk plenty.”
“That’s not what I mean. You speak of things so casually and with such candor. It’s disconcerting.” She stroked the incredibly soft fur of her new mittens. “The thing I fear most is that I cannot judge things for myself. I was going to marry Philip. I was about to step blindly into the arms of a man who abused me, if your assessment is correct. Do you blame me for being cautious?”
“Look,” he said, “it’s not your judgment that’s faulty. Remember the mail boat skipper? You were right to balk at going with him. He’s no good. And you were all set to marry Ascot because everybody around you convinced you that it was the proper thing to do. All your life you’ve been told what to think and say. You never had to think for yourself.”
“What do you know of my life?” she asked, both hurt and startled by his perception.
“I have eyes. I bet if you’d let yourself make up your own mind, you never would have agreed to marry him in the first place. Now you can think what you want,” he said, holding a flame to the candles to relight the tree. “Say what you want. You might surprise yourself.”
And whether she wanted to or not, Deborah thought about his kiss. She thought about the solidity and the softness and the taste of him. She thought about those first delicious, magical moments when she had forgotten to be afraid.
She took that notion to bed with her and held it close within the warmth of her body. Before drifting off, she caught herself smiling in wonder and picturing Tom Silver, lighting the candles on the tree, his big, rough face softened by the tiny flames. In the middle of the bleakest, coldest winter she could imagine, he had given her Christmas.


THIRTY

Though the routine of their days settled into a predictable rhythm, Tom sensed an undercurrent that had not been there before. By taking her in his arms and kissing her, he had crossed an invisible barrier, and now there was no going back.
The fact was, he wanted to go forward. He wanted to touch her more, kiss her again. He wanted to make love to her, to feel her naked against him, to whisper the thoughts that slumbered in his heart. But that wasn’t all. The worst thing was that making love to her wouldn’t be enough. He wanted to be with her always. Wanted to see the years change her face and the color of her hair. He wanted the contentment he felt when he walked into the cabin and found her reading a book or sewing by the fire.
He was crazy in love with her. And it wasn’t the kind of thing that was going to go away.
At first he thought he could ignore it, maybe hide the insanity behind the things that he did—shooting a pheasant for the supper table, getting up extra early to put hot water in the basin, keeping the path clear so she could take a walk each day, fixing a lamp to the wall behind her chair so that she could see better to sew or read. But the need to be closer to her ate at him, and he kept getting tantalizing signals from her that maybe she wanted the same thing. Sometimes he’d catch her watching him, and she’d smile briefly before looking away. It wasn’t much, but it made him suffer with a lust more powerful than he’d ever felt before.
He knew he and Deborah could never have the lifelong love his heart craved, but that didn’t mean they had to ignore each other until the thaw.
Coming in on a clear midmorning in January, he carried his latest project, which he set on the table with a cake of paraffin wax.
“What are you doing?” Deborah asked, picking up the wax. “What is all this?”
“Ice skates.” He took the wax and started polishing one carved wooden blade. The skates were crude but sturdy, and once waxed, they would glide smoothly across the ice. Deborah watched in keen interest as he waxed them, then measured out a leather strap for each one.
“Ready?” he said.
She didn’t have to be told twice. She hurried to put on her cloak and boots and mittens, and tied a muffler snugly under her chin. Tom grinned at her eagerness. She didn’t complain much about the tedium of the short winter days and long nights, but her eagerness meant she was probably bored much of the time. She had a spring in her step as she went out the door. He banked the fire and followed her outside, the skates dangling from his shoulders.
“What a perfect day,” she said, flinging out her arms to embrace the air. She hurried down to the marsh pond. The wind had swept most of the snow away, and the surface was as clear as glass. Tom had made it slicker by tossing several buckets of water across it earlier in the day.
“Sit here,” he said, indicating the hump of a boulder at the edge of the pond. “I’ll put the skates on you.”
She obeyed without hesitation, which was new to Tom. Though not nearly as skittish as she had been, she still maintained a pronounced distance. Today she seemed easier with him. With each passing day, she relaxed a little more. He hoped he wasn’t just imagining it.
He knelt in front of her, the packed snow freezing his knees, and took her booted foot in his lap. He worked matter-of-factly, sensing that if he made a big deal over the fact that he was touching her foot, she’d get nervous on him. Her bones felt tiny and delicate, and her face looked as fresh as a child’s. Yet when he wrapped a tie around her ankle, she lowered her eyelids to half-mast for a moment, and she looked nothing at all like a child. Discomfited, he strapped on her skates, put on his own and held out his hand. “Ready?”
She stood, wobbling slightly and grabbing his hand. “Ready.”
“Are you sure you know how to skate?”
“Of course.”
They took a few clumsy steps to the pond. He had lain a plank across the thin, crusty ice at the edge, and he’d used a twig broom to sweep away all the snow. They walked across the plank, then stepped out, still holding hands. Tom started slowly, pushing with one foot and then the other, making sure she kept up. He needn’t have worried. All those snooty skating parties in Chicago had taught her a thing or two. She glided along with the fluid grace of a swan, her cloak and the ends of her muffler sailing out behind her, her free arm swinging easily at her side.
“We’re skating,” she exclaimed with merriment in her eyes. “It’s glorious!”
Hand in hand, they circled the pond, startling a snowshoe hare from the reeds. Redpolls and a lone goldfinch flitted nervously in the trees. Though the sky was bruised by the low, brooding gray of winter, the day had a stark beauty. When he was with her like this, Tom thought, it was almost enough.
Almost.
 * * *
Deborah had never enjoyed a day of skating more. Unlike the mannered, well-groomed pairs that circled the pond in the city park, she and Tom skated with the exuberance of children.
“Want to go faster?” he asked after they had explored the shape of the pond, finding where the bumps were and the smoothest places for gliding.
“Let’s race,” she said, dropping his hand. “That is, if you don’t mind being humiliated by a woman.”
“Sometimes I think that’s why women were put on this earth.” The lust that addled his brain each time he was with her made him mutter, “Partly why.”
She pointed to the end of the pond. “Last one to that stump fixes supper tonight.” Even as she spoke, she brushed back her skirts and glided forward, claiming the lead. She spread her arms and laughed aloud, listening to the silver echo of her own voice rushing through the empty winter wilderness. She felt alive as never before. Cold air seared her lungs until they tingled and her long gliding steps carried her forward.
Inevitably, Tom caught up with her, then passed her with powerful strides. As he swept by, Deborah grabbed hold of his thick coat and pulled herself forward, surging ahead with a shout of delight. Tom roared out a protest and tried to break free.
They both lost their footing at the same time and came down near the edge of the pond. In a tangle of flailing arms and legs, they skidded to a halt in a snowbank amid the crackly reeds and bare thornbushes. Deborah found herself entwined in Tom’s arms as he lay flat on his back. On the shore, the dog launched into a fit of mad barking.
Breathless, she asked, “Did you hurt yourself?”
“I’m fine,” he grumbled, “no thanks to you.” But he wasn’t fine. When he lifted one hand, she saw that a three-inch thorn had pierced clean through his mitten, the sharp point protruding on the other side.
Deborah gaped at it. “Please tell me that didn’t go through your hand.”
With his teeth, he removed the mitten from his good hand. Then he grasped the thorn and yanked it out. “Not anymore.” He took off the other mitten, briefly inspected the puncture wound and put his hand in the snow.
“You’re so brave,” she said. “Doesn’t anything scare you?”
He shook the snow from his hand and put his mitten back on, giving her that crooked smile she couldn’t help but like. “You, Princess,” he said simply. “You scare me.”
Suddenly it occurred to her that she was lying practically on top of him. Their faces were so close, she could feel the warmth of his breath and smell the scent of pine and snow that clung to him. She found herself unable to move or look away. His eyes were a deep, moist brown, fringed by lashes of a startling length. And his mouth was such a delicious shape, she couldn’t help remembering his Christmas kiss and how it had filled her with such unexpected pleasure.
“Do it,” he said softly, holding her spellbound with a look.
“Do what?” she whispered, feeling an inner warmth that made a mockery of the weather.
“Kiss me,” he said. “That’s what you were thinking about.”
“Yes, but—I mean, no.” Her face felt unbearably hot.
“Kiss me, Deborah, and tell me you didn’t like it.”
“I can’t.” But she wished she could. Oh, how she wished it.
“Liar,” he said, his voice low and husky. “I won’t lie to you. I think about kissing you all the time. I want to. Bad.”
His words made her tremble—with fear or excitement, she wasn’t sure which. The urge to run seized hold of her, but just as quickly, it subsided, replaced by a keen fascination with him.
“Are you afraid?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Don’t be.”
She had no idea how to put aside her fear. Yet the temptation was so compelling that she couldn’t resist. She bent her head closer, a whisper away, a breath away, and then she touched her lips to his. The soft shock of contact reverberated through her. She pressed closer, wanting suddenly to know the deep intimacy of a kiss that did not make her afraid. She closed her eyes as her lips parted, and his tongue flickered almost playfully into her mouth. The sensation aroused a desperate heat inside her, and she made a quiet, involuntary sound of pleading and pleasure. Surrounded by the profound silence of the woods, they kissed long and deeply, and by the time she finally pulled back, she felt light-headed and amazed by her desire for him. Was this what a woman was supposed to feel for a man? This fierce pull of longing?
He stared into her eyes for a long time, and she tried to read the expression on his face. What she saw there was tenderness, a sentiment that should have seemed incongruous in a man so big and rough. And yet it didn’t.
She spoke before she knew what she was going to say. “I want to do more than kiss you.”
“I know,” he said simply.
“How do you know?”
He chuckled. “Not everything has to be explained in words.”
She grew very still for a moment, feeling a firm decision push up through her consciousness. It was a desire that had never once occurred to the Deborah of old, but now it came to her as naturally as the next breath. “Then…could we?”
The tenderness in his face disappeared, sharpened to implacable denial. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”
“Yes, I do.”
He fell silent. His long body was so warm and vital beneath hers. The yearning inside her flared to a fire as she awaited his answer. She imagined his hands on her body, his mouth on her mouth, and the fire burned higher, hotter.
“Please,” she heard herself whisper. “You’re the one who said I can’t keep being afraid.”
He surprised her by grinning a little incredulously. “All right,” he said.
 * * *
Nervousness and excitement held Deborah in their grip as they got up and took off their skates. She found herself chattering inanely about nonsensical things: the fact that a muskrat broke the ice in order to feed on water plants, that the heavy brooding clouds held the promise of more snow and that it would fall dark soon, and that if the snow passed over, they might see the northern lights.
Tom bore her nervous monologue with measured patience. He held her hand during the walk home through the woods, and when they reached the cabin, he stoked the fire until it was warm and cozy inside. Deborah removed her wraps and hung them on pegs to dry. Her hands moved slowly over the fabric as she thought about what she was about to do. She wondered if the fear would come later, or if it was truly gone.
Tom put aside the bellows and stood up. “Have you changed your mind?”
“No.” The answer, like the conviction, came swiftly.
He gently added another log to the fire. The room went dim, and then with a hiss the flames flared in an embrace around the wood. “I’ll make it all right,” he said. “With me, you won’t hate it.”
A clutch of nervousness took hold, and for a moment she couldn’t speak. When she finally found her voice, what she said surprised her. “Truly?”
He smiled, and she realized with a start how much she had come to depend on that smile. “Oh, honey,” he said softly. “It’s one of the things I’m good at.” He held out his large, rough hand, palm up. “Come here.”
She hesitated, then put her hand into his and had no urge at all to snatch it back. Perhaps living in such close quarters with him for so long made her feel easier around him. Or perhaps it was the calm confidence of his stare as he brought her to the settle by the fire. He sat her down, knelt at her feet and took her heel in the palm of his hand. While he unbound her boots for her and slipped them off, his gaze never left hers.
“Here’s why you don’t have to be afraid,” he explained. “I won’t make you do anything. If you want me to stop, just say so, and I will. Word of honor.” He set aside her boots, took her hand and brought her to the bed. The low bedstead looked inviting in the falling dark of early evening. She stood uncertainly in the doorway.
“I don’t know what to do,” she said, and nearly cringed when her voice broke.
“Oh, love.” He unbuttoned her dress slowly. “I do.”
“Why are you undressing me? Philip certainly didn’t do that.”
“What I’m doing is nothing like what he did. Nothing at all. It’s different in every possible way,” Tom said. “I want to make love to all of you.”
She stood spellbound as his big fingers made surprisingly quick work of her buttons. He peeled the gown to her waist and over her hips, then untied the drawstring of her warm wool petticoats. She found the sensation of his gentle touch unbearably provocative, and she shivered.
“Cold?” he asked.
She stepped out of the pool of petticoats and skirts. “No.”
“Still scared?”
“Maybe,” she admitted. “A little.” At the darkness that shadowed his face, she added, “But I still want this.”
And oh, she did, more than ever as he brought her to sit on the bed and went down on one knee before her, drawing her stockings down and discarding them. He took one foot in his hand, his thumb caressing the delicate arch. His manner of touching her went against all that was proper and right. This was the black sin railed about in Sunday sermons, the forbidden secret that led straight to perdition, and she wanted to go there, wanted it with all her heart.
Then, shockingly, he kissed the arch of her foot, his tongue darting out to trace the tender instep. She didn’t bother to stifle a gasp.
“So tiny,” he said, picking up the other foot and kissing that one, too. “You are so impossibly tiny, my love.” He looked up at her. “Will you take off your bloomers and shift?”
“Is that necessary?”
“No.”
She thought for a moment while he caressed her feet. “Very well. I will.” She stood and pulled the drawstring of her bloomers, then skimmed them down. Last came the shift, thin and nearly translucent from weeks of wear.
“Lie down,” he said. “Lie back and wait for me.”
She settled into the bed, feeling so unlike herself that this might be happening to someone else, someone wicked and sophisticated and dizzy in love. A heated lassitude enveloped her in a dreamlike state.
Tom undressed quickly, and she couldn’t help watching, awestruck by his size and musculature. When he removed his trousers, she tried to force herself to look away, but she didn’t. Instead, an involuntary whisper escaped her. “Dear sweet heaven.”
He grinned and came down smoothly to take her in his arms. “I’ve been called worse,” he said. Then he grew serious, taking her hand and gliding it down the length of his torso. “I won’t hurt you,” he said. “You can touch me any way you like. You can stop me whenever you want.”
She did like touching him, Deborah discovered. She liked the feel of smooth flesh over hard muscle, the extraordinary differences in his body and hers. He kissed her in a new, slow manner, his tongue pushing in and out of her mouth in a way that made her hips rise involuntarily. His hand played over her breasts and then went lower, creating a terrible, beautiful ache. His kisses trailed down her throat and lower still, making her mindless and helpless, yet at the same time filling her with a powerful and dark knowledge that she was not the cold, unresponsive creature she thought she was, but someone who could catch fire and burn with the pleasure of it.
And the beauty of it was that her touch was as powerful as his. She discovered this by cupping her hand against his chest and then shocking herself by stroking downward, deliberate and bold. He groaned aloud, parting her legs with his knee.
“Ah, Deborah,” he said in a broken whisper, “You are ready, aren’t you?”
“For what?”
“For…” He kissed her again in that surprising new way, and at the same time he held himself above her, braced up on his arms so they were joined only by their kiss. Then, ever so slowly, he lowered himself.
And panic seared her from head to toe.
“Stop,” she said in a thin, thready voice. She felt trapped, terrified.
“Now?” His big arms trembled as he held himself back.
“I can’t do this,” she whispered.
His jaw hardened with taxed patience. He dipped his head to lightly kiss her. “I’m not him, remember? I won’t hurt you. I promise.” He touched her gently and whispered, “You’re beautiful, and every choice is up to you. Including the choice to trust me. And you should, you know.”
“Should what?”
He feathered kisses along her hairline. “Trust me. I never got frostbite on account of a woman. Because you’re not just any woman.” Despite their intimate position, he smiled. “You’re the princess.”
His sincerity, his humanity, touched her even as his humor charmed her. She noticed then that his brow glistened with sweat and his shoulders rippled with strain. Deep in his eyes, she saw a profound devotion. “Tom,” she said, her confidence returning. She reached for him with both hands, curving them up over the knotted muscles in his shoulders and lifting her head to kiss him. She opened her legs to accommodate him while her arms twined around his neck. She felt him touch her, and then there was a subtle insistent pressure and he was inside her.
Remarkably, there was no pain, only a rush of anticipation and soon, a sting of pleasure that made her gasp. That was when she knew beyond doubt that Tom was different. He became part of her in a way that made her forget this was not the first time. Tom’s gentleness and slow erotic pace made her feel safe and cherished, and she welcomed the rocking motion that fused their souls. The deep caress of his body against hers was like a match to a flint, igniting swiftly, inevitably.
Something strange and wonderful happened to Deborah in those moments. She felt herself rising to a peak where she hovered, a bird flying above the earth on wings of light, her breath held back in anticipation. Then suddenly she was swept into a maelstrom of sensation that made her cry out and cling to him. He quickened his motions, and she moved with him, close to him. He gave himself up with a single low-throated sound, and then settled softly over her, kissing her and saying her name between kisses.
Long moments passed. He moved to one side of her and drew the covers over them. Cradled against the bulky warmth of him, she tried to speak but couldn’t. Instead, she burst into tears.
Tom swore softly. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”
“No.” She wiped her face with a corner of the sheet.
“Then what’s the matter?”
“I should have come to you clean and new. Not…sullied by what Philip did.”
He swore again. “He didn’t sully you. No one can. You are clean and new. That’s why—” He broke off and swore again. “Get that damn fool idea out of your head.” He pressed a kiss to her temple. “You should rest. I’ll find something for supper.”
“I don’t want to rest and I don’t want to eat. I want to talk.”
He sighed. “So talk.”
“I can’t help but wonder if you would have made love to me if I was a virgin.”
“What?”
“Maybe you figured I was already compromised, so you might as well—”
“Oh for chrissake—”
“Is it true?”
“No.”
Early on, she had discovered one vital fact about Tom Silver. He told the truth. From the moment she’d met him, he had never lied to her, even when it would have been easier for him. So she had no choice but to believe him. “Thank you,” she said.
She wondered if he knew what she was thanking him for. She wondered if he understood what he had given her. He had shown her that she was not a failure in the art of loving someone with her whole being. He had taught her not to be afraid. Yet she could not say such things to him, and so she remained silent while he rose from the bed, pausing to kiss her tenderly and then getting dressed to build up the fire and fix supper.
This, she thought, listening to the quiet, comfortable sounds of Tom moving about the cabin while a warm veil of contentment spread over her, this was the essence of life. She didn’t need parties or social engagements or fine things. She needed the incredible feelings aroused in her today. She needed that forever.
But the trouble was, they had no forever. Spring would inevitably come.
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Tom spent the next several weeks trying not to think. Thinking was a dangerous thing, because it took him places he didn’t want to go. He and Deborah lived in a fairy-tale realm of their own making, drifting through days comprised of small, domestic pursuits and nights of long, uninterrupted lovemaking. He showed her the melting colors of the aurora borealis and then made love to her. Each time, he was moved by the beauty of the experience. All her barriers of fear and confusion had faded away, and now she embraced him with a delight that filled him with love and tenderness so deep he ached inside.
When the sap ran in the maple trees, they tapped the liquid and boiled it over a fire outdoors. He dribbled some of the hot syrup onto the snow where it hardened instantly into candy. They took long walks in the woods, and when he stopped to kiss her cold mouth, she tasted sweeter than the candy. They went skating, and in the evenings he read aloud to her while she sewed on her quilt.
On the day that would have been Asa’s fifteenth birthday, the sun showed its face and they dug a trail up to the old mine site to plant a marker he had carved for Asa. Amid a tangle of wild dead roses forming a hump in the snow, Deborah held the ornately carved marker while Tom nailed it to a tree. He stood for long, agonizing moments remembering, grieving. Her arms came around him from behind. Feeling her warm and vital presence, Tom felt alive again. He still missed Asa so much that he hurt in his bones, but sharing the moment with Deborah helped, somehow.
In March, she finished the quilt and spread it like a handmade blessing over the bed they now shared. He was touched by the way she had used bits and pieces of Asa’s clothes in the design. It depicted birds in flight, their patchwork wings spread as they headed for a spray of stars.
When he lay beneath that quilt, he knew for certain that Deborah had done something he thought was impossible. She made him love again.
It was a hard thing, loving a woman and not being able to tell her. So he loved her in the wordless ways that had always suited him better anyway, and he would keep on doing so.
They were like the animals in winter that lived in the warm underground darkness, far from the bright, busy world. Nothing could disturb their peace and contentment, but inevitably, the spring would come. With the melting snow, they would have to face the world again, and the world would divide them. They were two different species, from two different worlds. Like a tropical orchid that could not survive outside its protected warm home, Deborah was too exotic and delicate to live in the frozen north.
They didn’t speak of the future, nor did they speak of their tacit agreement not to discuss it. They both knew there was a risk of pregnancy but they never spoke of that, either. Made reckless with a fever of passion, Tom refused to think of it. His love for her was a quiet thing expressed in looks and gestures and in the deep long night when they made love and fell asleep together under the quilt she had made. He forced himself to be content with the arrangement because he didn’t know what else to do. With each day it was harder and harder not to think.
His trouble, he knew, was that he had always gone seeking things beyond his reach, and it had always ended badly, proving to him that he should learn to be content with what he had. As an underage, oversized youth he had joined the Union Army only to learn that war was an ugliness that destroyed the soul. As a young man, he had taken in Asa, believing he could give the boy a safe home. He knew if he tried to keep Deborah as his own, his woman, his wife, no good would come of it, and he’d be a damned fool to think it would.
 * * *
One morning Deborah was awakened by a new sound—the constant drip of water. She ignored it for a while, reluctant to leave the warm nest of their bed. With a smile on her lips, she indulged in the lazy contentment of holding her sleeping lover close. Each day was a wonder to her, and it was all because of what they had discovered together.
As he did each day, Tom somehow sensed her wakefulness and stirred gently against her. They didn’t speak; theirs was a conspiracy of silence that added to the intensity of all Deborah felt. Each morning he knew without asking that she wanted him to make love to her.
On this particular day he matter-of-factly lifted her gown and slid it over her head, then skimmed his hands over her breasts, awakening in her an exquisite sensitivity that would stay with her all day. She had learned to be bold when it came to touching him and to take delight in his pleasure. She stroked him and felt his urgency, and when his big hands grasped her waist and positioned her atop him, she gasped. And then slowly, sweetly smiled as she took charge of the rhythm. His hands slid up and over her torso, moving lower, taking advantage of the freedom to roam and caress her. She shut her eyes, threw back her head and let the magic happen.
When she opened her eyes, she looked through a gap in the curtains and saw a veil of water dripping from the eaves. There was something odd about the sight. She bent and kissed Tom, then pulled back and drew on her shift. The planks of the floor chilled the soles of her feet as she went to the window. She heard Tom getting up behind her, knowing he would start the day by building up the fire and filling the basin with warm water for her to wash.
A curious apprehension seized her as she parted the curtains to look out at the day. Rather than the customary overcast skies and light snow flurries, she saw a mist rising off the lake, and snow and ice from the roof melted and dripped down. A flicker of movement caught her eye and she said, “Tom, look. Is that a warbler?”
“First sign of spring,” he said, then bent to pull on his boots.
She dressed quickly and joined him outside. First sign of spring.
Traditionally those were hopeful words, but not now. There had been a time when she couldn’t wait for spring to come. Now she dreaded it. But the sight before her was unmistakable. The ice was thawing. The air was dense with a certain heaviness and the temperature was noticeably warmer. Disturbed by the roving dog, a flurry of birds rose in agitation from the birch woods at the edge of the settlement. The snow felt wet and slushy beneath their feet as they walked along the roadway past the abandoned houses.
When they came into view of the harbor, she saw that the ice on the lake bore many more cracks than usual, like pieces in a great puzzle.
Later that morning, she asked him, “What happens when the thaw comes?”
“There’s an ice cutter that will move into the harbor and break up the ice. After that, the fishing fleet returns. And things…start up again.”
Her heart understood what he would not say aloud. Some things started up. Others ended.
 * * *
Arthur Sinclair had never had any trouble holding his head up with pride, but as he walked into the newly refurbished Founders Club on a Wednesday afternoon, his heart was heavy. Who would have thought he would miss her so much, even after so much time had passed?
It was, he conceded wearily, because he had forgotten that he loved his daughter. He loved her as he had loved May—simply for the mere fact of her existence. Somehow, in his ambitious climb to success, he had lost sight of that. The very idea shamed him, and it had been a long time since he had felt shame.
After passing a lonely, empty Christmas, he had finally concluded that he’d made a horrible mistake in refusing to bring Deborah home. He’d sent the Pinkerton agent, Price Foster, up to find her in January, but the news was not good. An old voyageur in Northern Minnesota had revealed that she had stayed on Isle Royale over the winter. Foster had made inquiries about the man called Tom Silver, discovering that he was a decorated war veteran and a man known and respected in the region. Arthur could only pray that he hadn’t harmed Deborah.
In February, with the rebuilding of the city in full swing, Arthur had been struck low with his heart ailment. After enforced bedrest, he had regained his strength. And, without even trying, he’d reclaimed his place in Chicago society. He wasn’t quite sure how or why it had happened, but the invitations had begun to arrive again. The funny thing was, he didn’t care anymore. He knew then that he would pay any price to get his daughter back.
Now it was March, and the most surprising invitation of all had brought him into the city for a meeting. He accepted a glass of whiskey and a cigar from a waiter, sat back in a leather wing chair and waited.
Philip Ascot arrived like the prodigal son, hand outstretched, a faintly sheepish grin on his face. “I can’t thank you enough for coming, Arthur,” he said.
Arthur knew then why the doors to society had opened for him once again. Philip must have arranged it. He wanted to be angry with Ascot for dismissing Deborah, but it was no less than Arthur himself had done. “You have something to discuss with me?”
Ascot ordered a drink with no more than a discreet nod; he was known in this club. “Your daughter,” he said. “I won’t mince words with you, sir. I cannot stop thinking about her.”
Arthur pondered the rumors he’d heard over the holiday. “Seems to me you stopped long enough to get yourself engaged to Miss Bartell.” Another heiress. Not as well-fixed as Deborah had been, but who was?
“A mistake.” Philip sipped his bourbon, shaking his head in self-disgust. “She broke it off abruptly. Women just don’t know their place anymore,” he concluded. He lowered his voice. “I’ve been such a damned fool, Arthur. It’s always been Deborah for me.”
“Deborah, or her fortune?” Arthur asked bluntly.
Ascot winced. “You wound me, sir. If you choose not to give us your blessing, that won’t change my mind. I don’t care if she’s been sullied, dragged through the muck. I wouldn’t care if you disinherited her. I want her back.”
A fine speech, Arthur thought, but despite his cynicism, his heart felt lighter. Philip Ascot knew damned well that Deborah would now come with an even bigger dowry.
“Then we are in accordance,” he said. “I want her back, too.”
 * * *
In early April, lying in the delicious cocoon of Tom’s arms, Deborah heard a noise. Without opening her eyes, she tried to guess what it was. Smokey gave a warning growl in his throat.
The spring thaw was coming on so fast that something new happened every day. Only yesterday, a beaver dam she’d been watching over the winter had been swept away by a flooding creek. She and Tom had watched the lodge being broken up and she’d felt absurdly sad for the homeless creatures.
Feeling Tom stir, she snuggled in closer, wrapping her arms tight around him. He was always trying to get up at the crack of dawn. She was always trying to find ways to keep him in the warmth of their bed. It wasn’t difficult. A few sleepy kisses, a suggestive caress, and he was more than willing to linger with her. They drifted off to sleep again, and she forgot to tell him about the noise she’d heard. A row of icicles falling from the eaves, perhaps.
But the second time she heard the noise, she knew it wasn’t icicles.
She sat straight up in bed, pulling on her nightgown. The dog gave a sharp bark. Tom grabbed his jeans, yanked them on and went for the door.
But it was too late. Four men crowded into the cabin and three gun barrels pointed at Tom’s chest. He backed into the room, shielding Deborah with his body.
For a moment no one moved, spoke, breathed.
After a shocked silence, Deborah swallowed a horrible dryness in her throat and scrambled to her knees on the bed. “Father!”
He had changed. In his long dark cloak, he looked smaller than she remembered, his usually florid face a shade paler. The thought swiftly came to her that he had not been well.
She kept moving, pushing herself in front of Tom. He grabbed her arms and shoved her out of the way, and immediately two of the gunmen moved in, aiming the muzzles of their long-barreled pistols at his chest and neck.
“No!” Deborah screamed, planting herself in front of Tom again. She didn’t care that she was in a state of indecency, that her father and three strangers were seeing her barefoot, her hair loose and wild. “You wouldn’t dare,” she said. “You wouldn’t dare start shooting.”
“Take a good look, Princess,” Tom said. “They can do whatever they want.” He tried to pull away from her, reaching up to disengage her arms from his neck. “Let go. It’s me they’re after.”
“Never.” She held fast to him. “I won’t let them gun you down.” Even as the words came out of her, she looked at her father and saw the fury in his eyes. She knew, with an ugly shock of certainty, that her father was not above such things. Unarmed, Tom had no defense and her father would show no mercy.
“I figured I’d find you cowering behind a woman,” her father said, addressing Tom with acid contempt.
Deborah refused to let herself be hurt by her father’s failure to greet her. “Call off your…whoever these men are.”
“What the hell are you doing here, Sinclair?” Tom demanded. She saw his tension in the tautness of the muscles that banded his chest, and in the rapid, shallow breaths he took.
“I came to collect what’s mine.”
“Why didn’t you come before?” Deborah snapped, and her tone made her father look at her in a way he never had before. With something akin to respect.
“I don’t negotiate with outlaws,” he said.
“Not even on behalf of me?” She spoke softly, unable to keep the anguish from her voice. A menacing growl rolled from the dog’s throat.
Her father stared at her as if regarding a stranger. “I can only imagine what you have suffered at the hands of this madman. Come home with me.” His gaze dropped. “I was too rash, angry and confused by all that happened the night of the fire. Forgive me, Deborah. Forgive me and come home.”
A flicker of yearning, fanned by the old obedience trained into her, came to life inside her. He sounded so sincere. She let herself hope she and her father could forgive one another. But she’d had no self, not until she had come to Isle Royale and discovered what truly mattered. Until then, she had been a hollow shell—one of her father’s creation.
“Call them off, Father,” she repeated. “I will not budge until you do.”
She heard his breath catch at the steady command in her voice. He hesitated, then thumped the tip of his cane on the floor. The men lowered their weapons, but kept them cocked. In the coming light of early morning, she saw that they wore braid-edged hats and long coats with sharp red piping along the seams, and each had a small collar stud depicting a single open eye. Allan Pinkerton’s men. Hired detectives. Hired guns. How much had her father paid them to come here?
“How did you find me?” she asked. “How could you have known we were snowed in here?”
“I made inquiries.”
The Pinkertons had done their work thoroughly. She wondered if they had harassed and threatened Lightning Jack or the island families wintering on the mainland.
“I’m not well,” her father said. “I need you with me. Come home, Deborah.”
She studied the deep haggard lines in his cheeks, the shadows of sleeplessness under his eyes. This was her father, she told herself. Her father. He was a man whose humanity was deeply buried, but it was there. It was something that could be saved.
“Let’s go,” her father said, aiming his cane toward the front door.
“Tom comes with me, and that’s final.”
“Don’t worry about a thing,” he said, a hint of his old indulgent smile softening his face. “I have your things aboard the Triumph.”
“Do as he says,” Tom whispered, bending to push his feet into boots. “Then…we’ll see.”
They were barely given time to don coats and boots. Her father wore a cloak and beaver hat. In the sweeping garment he resembled the condadori in Don Giovanni, sent to tell the hero to redeem himself while he still could. The Pinkertons were as silent and impersonal as foreign servants, yet never once did they relax their vigilance over Tom. Deborah clung to his hand as they stepped outside.
A great steamship lay to in the harbor. In a channel between broken ice floes, two launches had made it in to the dock. “Stay close to me,” Deborah said to Tom. Inside, she grew as cold as a stone. I have your things…. But her father had said nothing about arrangements for Tom.
She didn’t want to believe her father capable of the thing she feared, but the thought stopped her in her tracks. “I want you to see your mine,” she said suddenly, turning to her father. “The one that was supposed to make this settlement so prosperous.” Who was that, speaking with such acid authority? She caught his look of surprise. She had made the suggestion in order to stall for time, but also because the man responsible for seven deaths should be made to look upon his handiwork.
 * * *
Prodding Tom in front of them, the men walked in almost military formation. Their footsteps made moist slapping sounds in the wet earth. Tom wasn’t sure what Deborah had intended, insisting on bringing her father here, but he stayed on his guard. His instincts made him want to turn and fight, but he wouldn’t risk it, not in front of Deborah. He didn’t want her to see him shot.
The snow had melted considerably since they had put up Asa’s marker on his birthday. The seven graves lay barren and forlorn in the winter chill. Moisture wept from the trees that fringed the clearing. The dog trotted restlessly back and forth, clearly confused by the intruders.
The inverted cavity of the mine formed a snow-filled wound in the frozen earth. Arthur Sinclair walked toward the broken hole in the ground, his feet crunching over the half-frozen terrain, his cane stabbing holes through the crusted snow. The old man walked slowly to the edge of the pit, motioning for his bodyguards to stay back. He stood there for a long time, looking more human than Tom had ever imagined him. Leaning on his cane, he went down on one knee to read the Bible verse Tom had carved on the new marker. For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.
When he arose, he gave one curt nod that told Tom there would be no good outcome to this.
“I won’t say I’m sorry because that won’t help,” Sinclair said quietly. “But we’ll pay whatever claims are made.”
Tom looked into the face of the man who had destroyed so many lives, and he felt…nothing. The killing rage was gone. This man had also brought Deborah into the world. He was glad he hadn’t killed him that night in Chicago. Sinclair was not worth the price of his soul.
“You can’t buy your way out of this,” Tom said. “You’ll rot in hell. It doesn’t matter who puts you there.”
Sinclair didn’t flinch, but his knuckles whitened around the head of the cane. “You ruined my daughter, you bastard. You’re scum—”
“Father, stop.” Deborah’s voice cut like a knife. Though she was disheveled, she looked magnificent, as blond and strong as a Valkyrie. “Enough of this. Tom Silver saved me from ruin. I can’t begin to tell you the ways. He has given me more honor and respect than any drawing room gentleman.” She put out her hands, palms up. “I love him, Father.”
Tom’s jaw nearly dropped. He supposed he had known it, but this was the first time he’d heard the words. Yet even as his heart soared, he understood that her stark, honest declaration wouldn’t change a thing.
Sinclair rounded on him. “You took advantage of a naive young woman, and for what? You’re a man with no prospects, nothing to offer her.” He lowered his voice to a hiss only Tom could hear. “You can make this hard, or you can make this easy. Let her cherish whatever memories you’ve made here, but don’t break her heart. Let her go, damn it.”
Two things became clear to Tom in that moment. Sinclair, in his cold-blooded fashion, cared for his daughter. And in that same cold-blooded fashion, he meant to march Tom out into the woods and shoot him like a dog.
He said nothing, but walked away from the pit. He heard Sinclair’s uneven footsteps behind him. “Take my daughter aboard the Triumph,” Sinclair called to the detectives.
Wide-eyed, her beautiful face nipped by the morning chill, Deborah moved toward Tom. “I’m not leaving him,” she said. “He’s coming with me.”
The tallest detective, who wore a silk patch over one eye, stepped in front of her.
“Don’t be difficult,” Sinclair said, taking her arm. “If you go along peacefully, we’ll leave him be. If you continue to defy me, it’ll go ill for him.”
“Go on,” Tom said, infusing his voice with brusque command. “Winter’s over. You can’t stay here.”
She stared at him as if he had slapped her. “Oh, yes I can.”
“Your father’s right,” he forced himself to say, when what he really wanted to say was that he loved her. “You don’t belong here. You never have.” He took in the island with a sweep of his arm. “What happened here…is over.”
She raised her face, wet with tears, eyes wild with panic, and stared at him in disbelief. He wanted to comfort her fears, to tell her not to be afraid, not to grieve for him. He knew of only one way to do that. And that was to lie. For if he told her the truth, she would hurt for all the rest of her days, and he didn’t want that.
He looked her square in the eye, hoping she would never guess at the ache of love that clutched at his heart. “Save your tears for someone else, Princess. You were just a means of revenge for me.”
Her mouth froze in a shocked O. Her face drained of color.
He took one last look at her. She had the face of an angel. Hard to believe he had awakened this morning with her warm and loving in his arms. And with that thought, he forced himself to turn away.
 * * *
Deborah wondered why two of the Pinkertons lingered on the island while she and her father got into one of the launches at the dock. Ever loyal, Smokey leaped into her lap. The third detective picked up the oars and rowed powerfully out to the steamer. She felt sick and dizzy from the events of the morning. In the back of her mind she had known that changes would come with the spring thaw, but she had never believed those changes would be forced on her by her father.
Once she was aboard the steamer, a steward and a maid scurried to settle her into her stateroom, but she lingered on the midships deck, grasping the cold iron rail. You were just a means of revenge for me. Tom, who had never, ever lied to her, had spoken the words with rock-hard conviction. They pounded at her, mocked her, and for a moment she hated him.
She hated him because she knew he lied. He loved her. Oh, he’d never said so, not in so many words, but in every thoughtful gesture and handmade gift. Every fleeting smile across a cozy, firelit room. Every caress of his hands and mouth, his body. He loved her, yet he was making her go away from him.
She heard her father approach and stared at him with dull eyes. “I will never forgive you for this,” she said.
“My dear, it’s for the best. You’ll see. Now, go inside where it’s warm, and—”
A loud crack split the air. The dog yelped in alarm.
“What was that?” Deborah asked.
Her father made the mistake of looking over his shoulder at the settlement. And then she knew.
In the split second afterward, her soul flashed white and burned to ashes.
“He was a menace, a madman,” her father said, speaking quickly, almost nervously. “If we’d left him be, we would have no peace. We’d always be wondering if he would come hunting us again.”
At first she could not react. Her hands seemed to freeze around the guard rail, to atrophy there like the hands of a corpse. The two remaining detectives strode quickly down to the dock, got in the launch and rowed for the steamer. A high, thin sound came from Deborah, a sound of insane rage that crescendoed into mindless screams. With no thought but getting to Tom, she threw her leg over the rail.
Instantly, strong hands grappled with her, hauling her back. She fought and scratched, kicking out, but someone grabbed her from behind. A hand holding a cloth closed over her mouth. She turned her head wildly, but the pungent, sweet vapors of chloroform assailed her, drawing a flood of tears from her eyes. The lake became a shimmering gray and white nothingness, and she thought it was odd to be drowning, for she hadn’t even jumped in the water.


PART FOUR
The longest journey is the journey inward.
—Dag Hammarskjold


THIRTY-TWO

Deborah awakened in her opulent stateroom aboard her father’s yacht. Heavy red draperies festooned the alcove berth, held back by thick gold tasseled cords. For a few moments she floated, unmoored and groggy. As a girl, she had whiled away many delightful hours aboard the steamer, on long lazy cruises over the lake while her father entertained guests.
Then she remembered. That life didn’t belong to her anymore. Moving too fast, she sat up and had to hold the wall to keep from falling. Cobwebs of the surgical chloroform hung in her mind, sticky and sluggish. She fought her way free of them. Tom, she thought. Tom.
Only this morning she had thought she could see her future unfurling like a dream before her. Then her father had arrived, trapping her like a fly in a spider’s web. She had been forced to trade her freedom for Tom’s life. Like a fool, she had trusted her father to honor the terms of their agreement.
Instead, his hired assassins had shot the man she loved.
Had Tom died instantly? Or had he bled slowly and violently into the snow until the bitter cold took him?
Sick horror welled up in her, but she forced herself to go to the door. She pulled down on the lever. Locked. Of course it was locked. She was a prisoner again, bound away to the gilt cage of her father’s world. Smokey trotted beside her, but she was too numb to pay him any mind.
She went to the narrow clerestory window, holding the edge and standing on tiptoe to see outside. The grim, striated lines of the island’s ridges were still in close view, telling her she hadn’t been unconscious for long. She could hear the stokers feeding fuel to the boilers. Soon she would be on her way.
“No,” she whispered, and the hiss of the boilers drowned out her voice. Even if they took her away she would find a way to come back. But to what? Tom was gone. Gone.
She dropped to her knees before the basin and wretched. The veil of confusion lifted, letting in the truth. The horror and grief. The memories of hatred and violence that had occurred on Isle Royale.
She wanted to remember this as the place where she had been happy. Not a place of nightmares. Her father had taken that from her, too.
Yet she wanted the pain, she craved it. She wanted to remember, to feel. For that was what she had learned here. Life was not a matter of marrying the right person or residing at the right address or attending the right functions. It was knowing the beauty of nature, the warmth of a true friendship, the pain and joy of love. That was what she had found here. And that was what she had lost.
Pulling herself to her feet, she returned to the window to watch the jagged shore of Isle Royale and remember every moment with Tom. His long thoughtful silences and the sound of his laughter. His habit of listening to her as if her words were the most important ever spoken. The unexpected slow, gentle caress of his hands as he made love to her. The way he had whispered endearments in French patois into her ear as they lay together each night. The way he had sometimes seemed on the verge of telling her something, then changing his mind.
Her breath came in short, hurtful gasps, fogging the window. How would she go on without him?
Courage. She was brave now, far braver than the quailing, cringing creature dragged aboard the Suzette. The night of the fire seemed ages ago. She had learned so much from Tom Silver. He’d lost Asa but he had forced himself to go on, honoring the boy’s memory by living. By not just surviving but learning to embrace life again, to love again. Regardless of his parting words, she knew he had loved her in a way no one ever had before.
She could do no less for Tom. She must do honor to the gifts he had given her. She must go on. She must find justice, not only for Tom but for all the islanders scarred by her father’s careless quest for more wealth. She knew she would have to work quietly and carefully, but one day she would see her father and his cold-blooded hired guns punished.
But not now, while tears scalded her cheeks. For now it was all she could do to keep from going mad with grief. As she stood at the window, hearing the thump and grind of the steamer preparing to get under way, she heard a noise outside the door. She didn’t move.
She heard a metallic click as a key turned in the lock. Smokey growled and scampered to her side. The door opened and shut. Finally she pushed away from the window.
Shock slammed into her like a physical blow as she stared at the man who stepped into the room. She felt as if she had plunged into icy water and was drowning.
Philip Ascot spread his arms with negligent grace. “Surprise, my darling,” he said.
Echoes of remembered terror rang through her. This was the man who had raped her. He had reduced her to a timid creature filled with self-doubt. If not for Tom, she would still be that creature.
Had she ever thought Philip handsome, with his beautifully cut hair and even white teeth, his perfectly tailored clothes and manicured hands? She could not remember because she was no longer the superficial young woman who believed marrying well was her purpose in life.
“What are you doing here?” she asked in a voice that revealed nothing.
“I came to help your father fetch you home,” he said reasonably. “If not for me, he wouldn’t have come at all.” Philip cut an elegant form as he quietly shut the door. “You see, my dear, your father had declared you a lost cause. He believed I would forsake you after your adventures with that savage from the north woods.”
The telegram. The declaration that she was of no value. Her father must have underestimated Philip’s need for her fortune.
“Yes,” Philip went on, “he was going to leave you to rot with those savages. But I convinced him that I am a man of my word. I promised to wed you and I intend to make good on that promise. Just because you had the misfortune to fall into that barbarian’s filthy hands is no reason for me to abandon my vow of honor.”
“How selfless of you,” she said. “Tell me, did you force Father to double or triple my dowry in order to keep your promise?”
He laughed with delight. “It’s not as if anyone else of consequence would have you now. All Chicago knows the savage ruined you. But I am a man of great common sense—”
“And what was it, common sense or cowardice that made you stay hidden instead of coming ashore?” Even as she asked the question, Deborah knew the answer. Philip Ascot was a coward in every sense of the word.
“Since we quarreled when we were last together, I feared you might think I was still angry with you, so I thought it best to stay out of sight,” he said in all sincerity. “I explained to your father—”
“We did not quarrel,” she said. Anger nearly drove out her grief. She leveled her gaze at him and refused to look away. “You attacked me, Philip. You raped me.”
He threw back his head and laughed. “Is that what you believe? My darling, I gave you what every bride-to-be yearns for—a taste of the pleasures of the marriage bed. It’s not my fault you were too immature to appreciate it.” His gaze flicked over her, taking in her plain dress and unkempt hair. “Maybe Tom Silver did me a favor, turning you into his whore. Maybe now you’ll appreciate a man of refinement.”
“I would take more pride in being his lover than your wife.”
A look flashed in Philip’s eyes that she had seen many times over the years. But until now she had not recognized it for what it was. Rage. It had lived in him for a very long time.
He took a step toward her. The dog growled again.
Deborah felt a flicker of apprehension. Philip had shown himself to be a cold and violent man. But here? On her father’s boat? She realized she couldn’t depend on her father to help her. He was blinded by his desire for social acceptance.
“Get out,” she said in a strong, loud voice. “I don’t ever wish to see you again.”
He kept walking toward her. She caught a glimpse of the pearl-handled pistol he had been carrying the night of the fire. Oh, how she wished she had snatched it up that night and kept it. But she had been too timid back then. Too indecisive.
“Go away, Philip,” she said, taking a step back. But that was a mistake. The beautiful draped bed loomed behind her, an opulent cage of red velvet and gold braid.
“Don’t be absurd, darling.” He reached for her, grasped her by the shoulders, put his face very close to hers. “This is what you were made for,” came the familiar whisper. “This is but a sample of the pleasures that await you once we’re wed.”
It was happening again, just as it had at the opera. His hands, grabbing, pushing. His mouth speaking vile lies. His body pressing her back. She was too shocked to respond.
“Lie down now,” he said, pushing hard. The small mongrel latched onto the cuff of his pants, but Philip just kicked the dog aside. He tore her gown, splitting the seam at the shoulder. “Spread your legs for me. Play the whore for me like you did for that savage.”
The memory of Tom stirred her spirit to life. “No!” she yelled in her loudest voice, a voice she had never heard before. Even as she screamed a protest, she brought her foot up swiftly and hard. Her knee connected with his groin, the most vulnerable part of a man.
Philip’s lungs emptied. He doubled over, clutching himself. She seized the advantage to bring her other knee up, smashing it into his face. Hot blood spurted from both nostrils.
Deborah experienced a flash of amazement. What a weak, powerless creature he was, and always had been. It was she who had changed, finally able to see him as he was.
As he choked out a name she had never been called before, she grabbed the lapel of his coat, reached in and took his gun. It felt small and heavy in her hand. The panicked dog scampered under the bed. She had no idea if the gun was loaded, but when she pointed it at Philip and saw the expression on his bloodstained face, she knew.
With the snub nose of the gun leveled at her assailant, she knew the truth of what Tom had discovered, facing down her father. There was no redemption in killing a man.
She kept her gaze fixed on his, aimed the pistol toward the bank of pillows on the bed and fired once to summon help. The gun convulsed like a hot, live thing in her hand. Philip jumped, then recovered and grabbed her wrist. He wrenched the gun from her as acrid smoke filled the air.
“You’ve lost your mind,” he snapped, pale from her attack but fast gaining strength. “How dare you assault me—”
Suddenly the cabin door banged open. Arthur Sinclair swept the scene with a look of pure confusion. “What’s going on here?” he demanded, coughing from the light layers of gunsmoke. “Philip? What’s all this blood?”
“That,” Deborah said stonily, “is my reply to his proposal.” With icy dignity, she pulled together the pieces of her nightgown.
She felt her father’s gaze fall on her bare shoulder and saw the moment his confusion turned to realization. “Dear God, I should have listened to you, Deborah,” he said. “This was what you were trying to tell me that night. You son of a bitch,” he said, wheeling around to face Philip. “My daughter was right about you after all—”
Philip’s expression didn’t change as he extended his arm and pulled the trigger twice.
Deborah’s father kept his eyes on her as his hands came up to cover his chest. The blood that leaked between his fingers was the color of ink. He sank down, never once taking his gaze from her face.
She didn’t feel herself move or hear herself scream. She suddenly found herself on the floor in a spreading pool of blood. With her father’s head in her lap, she heard shouts and the thud of running feet on deck.
Her father’s hand groped clumsily at his chest. She thought it was from pain, but in a moment she saw that he had extracted something from his pocket. It was her mother’s lavaliere, stained with his own blood. His eyes were open, his mouth working. She bent to hear his whisper.
“…mistake. He loves you. He loves you.”
Even now, she thought, her heart sinking. Even now, as he lay dying, her father believed in Philip Ascot, not her.
“Please, Father, save your strength. Help is coming.”
“Too late for me. You were right. You were right all along. I didn’t do…what you think…” He pushed the lavaliere at her, and she closed her hand around the legacy from her mother. In a strange, terrible moment she remembered the day from her childhood when she had seen the happiness in his eyes, reflecting the fluffy white clouds of a summer sky. That was her father, not the bitter, dying creature in her arms.
“I didn’t…” He tried again and coughed, spraying blood. “You…were right.”
At last his words made sense. Her eyes flooded with tears. “About Tom,” she whispered, understanding.
Arthur’s chest jerked, and then he fell still. The flow of pooling blood slowed; perhaps it stopped.
Deborah didn’t have time to absorb the moment of exquisite grief. She felt the caress of the gun barrel at her temple, brushing her hair out of the way with deceptive gentleness. The gunmetal still held the heat of the shots that had killed her father.
“Fancy that,” said Philip in a whisper, “you’re his sole heir. Your dowry is even bigger than I’d hoped, my darling.”
Tom was gone. Her father was gone. The vicious suddenness of her losses made her careless. With a strength she didn’t know she possessed, Deborah shot to her feet. But Philip was prepared this time. He pressed the gun to her neck.
“You learned the ways of a savage,” he said through gritted teeth. “Shall I be rough with you, then? Shall I treat you like a savage’s whore?” His free hand twisted into her hair, yanking her head back so that her throat went taut. He shoved her toward the bed. She reached for the gun but he held it away from her. She felt the edge of the bed against the backs of her legs.
The last time she had been with Philip, she had been too polite to object to his bullying. No more, she thought. No more.
“Murderer,” she yelled, hurling her fists at his chest, kicking out, heedless of the gun. She knew he wouldn’t dare kill her, for he needed her money.
He grunted in pain as she struck him.
Then a huge shadow darkened the doorway and an unearthly bellow, like the roar of a wounded bear, filled the stateroom.
Disbelief froze her for a split second. “Tom!” Deborah strained toward him.
Philip shoved her back at the same moment he started shooting. Earsplitting reports and yellow-gray smoke filled the air. She could see nothing as she picked herself up. Each second was an eternity of confusion. At last two hollow, frantic clicks signaled that Philip had run out of bullets.
“Your aim’s no better than your timing,” said a deep voice. Out of the smoke stepped Tom Silver, arms extended to gather Deborah against his chest. She felt his strong, vital warmth surrounding her. A moment later, the Pinkerton men rushed into the stateroom.
“Seize him,” Philip said in a shrill, frantic voice. “I tried to save Mr. Sinclair but the devil shot him! Then he attacked me!”
She faced the detective with the eyepatch. “Philip Ascot killed my father,” she said. “You know. You know.”
“The savage is making her say that,” Philip insisted, edging toward the door. He seemed to have forgotten that he still held the gun in his hand. “He made a whore of her, drove her mad over the winter—”
The man with the eyepatch gave the slightest of nods. His companions backed Philip up against the wall, and one of them plucked the pistol from his hand like a toy from a child.
“Take him away,” Tom said. “Get him out of her sight.”
Coughing on the smoke, Deborah clung to Tom. Cautious, painful joy welled up in her. “I thought they’d shot you,” she whispered. “I thought you were dead.”
“That’s what they meant for you to think. They fired into the air.” He stared down at the bloodied floor. “Your father wanted it that way, wanted you to think there was no hope for us. But he didn’t want my blood on his hands. Even he didn’t want that.”
They stood together amid the devastation of the stateroom. Bullet holes pocked the walls and shattered the lamp chimneys which lay in pieces on the floor. In the struggle the bed drapes had been ripped down, the heavy silk coverlet torn from the bed. The frightened mongrel shivered amid the ruins. And her father lay dead, the blood from his wounds already thick and cool.
She sank down beside him, touched his graying hair with trembling fingers. Then she pulled the drapes up over his ruined body and ran her hands over him, knowing that in the end, his love had been stronger than his hate.
“He knew. At the very end, he knew—about us and about Philip. But it was too late.” She picked up her father’s hand, wincing at the stiffness of the fingers, and pressed it to her mouth. Arthur Sinclair had been an intense, complicated man. He had done many hateful things in his life, but he had loved her in the only way he knew.
Gently she put down the lifeless hand and stood.
“Are you hurt?” asked Tom.
She shook her head. “I’m…all right now.” Her voice broke, and she couldn’t speak anymore.
He cradled her head against his chest. “I know, honey,” he said. “I know.”
She let his embrace swallow her as she grieved, while brief warm memories of the past flowed through her. She remembered her father as he would have wanted her to remember him—as a loving man whose only flaw was that he had tried to give her the world, even though that wasn’t what she’d needed. In the end, he had given her the one simple thing she would cherish forever—her mother’s lavaliere, and all the precious memories it evoked. In those long, quiet moments, she was seared by a powerful sense of sorrow, cleansing in its purity.
Tom regarded her with a long, searching look. “Come,” he said. “Let me take you from here.”
They stepped outside together, escaping the taint of gunsmoke and blood in the stateroom. The pine-scented lake wind swept over them, cold and clean, blowing steadily toward the west.



EPILOGUE

Chicago
8 October 1872
It was the coldest October anyone could remember. The lake made its own weather, bringing chill fog in great hovering sheets borne on water-cooled winds. Livestock grew thick winter coats and huddled in the windbreaks, standing close together for warmth. The unseasonable chill made women fire up their ovens early on baking day. It made small children rosy-cheeked and rowdy from the freshets blowing off the water. Laboring men paused in their work, turned up their collars and remarked to each other that they’d surely need to lay in extra wood chips and scraps from the new lumber and planing mills.
It was hard to believe, folks said, that of Chicago’s three hundred thousand residents, only one hundred eighty-seven lives had been lost in the Great Fire. Many more found themselves homeless, but a home could be rebuilt.
With feverish energy and bootstrap determination, Chicago had risen from the smoldering rubble. No mere pile of brick and lumber, the city managed to retain its character despite the devastation. The lake, fringed by busy harbors bristling with masts and smokestacks, lay open to navigation. The vital arteries of the railways came back to life. Relief money and supplies poured in from a sympathetic nation, and within days of the fire, reconstruction had begun. The city meant to make the Queen of the Prairie more regal than ever.
From her sixth-storey suite in the brand-new Hotel St. George, Deborah could see the skyline of the emerging city. She sat up in bed, her back against a bank of lace-edged pillows, and studied the remarkable skeletal ribbing of the Walker building, destined to become the tallest in the city. She admired the sight, but felt no affinity for the place. She missed the towering firs and cedars of the north woods.
A soft tapping came at the door. Smokey, who had been lazing by the fire, scrambled up and gave a yap of warning.
“Come in,” Deborah said. Her face lit up as Lucy, Kathleen and Phoebe came in, their arms laden with pink-and-white parcels.
“Look at you,” Lucy said, beaming. “You’re absolutely blooming with health.”
“Of course I am.” Deborah smoothed her hand over the quilt. It looked incongruously homely in the opulent bedroom, but she insisted on taking it everywhere she went. “I haven’t been sick, but—” She lifted the tiny, precious bundle in her arms so they could see.
Phoebe burst into tears. “That is so beautiful! That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
“It’s not a thing, you goose,” Lucy scolded laughingly. “It’s a baby.”
“Her name is Hannah,” Deborah said.
Kathleen held out her arms. “May I?”
“Of course.” Deborah’s friends gathered close to admire the baby. What a blessed wonder her life had turned out to be. Though she hadn’t known it, she had been three months gone with child by the time she had reached the mainland the previous spring.
Like fairy godmothers, her friends bestowed their gifts on the new baby. An angora receiving blanket from Phoebe, a silver beaded crucifix from Kathleen, and from Lucy, a book of La Fontaine’s fables with hand-colored illustrations.
“Something for her body, something for her soul and something for her mind,” Deborah said. “Thank you.”
“Well,” Lucy asked, looking around the room. “Where is he?”
Her friends hadn’t met Tom yet, though they’d had a reunion with Deborah a week before the baby’s birth. They had hung on every word of her remarkable story, from the moment she had been taken hostage in the thick of the fire to the wrenching, terrible scene aboard the Triumph. She had taken grim satisfaction in relating that Philip Ascot, for all his social standing and family connections, had been hanged as a murderer three weeks after he’d shot her father. Her friends wanted to meet this Tom Silver, who had swept her away to the heart of the wilderness and transformed their friend into a wife, a mother, a woman who knew exactly who she was. With Tom and Hannah, she had found a fulfillment that had eluded her all her life.
Deborah smiled as her husband came striding into the room from the study next door.
“My God,” Phoebe whispered, her awed gaze traveling slowly upward. “He is Paul Bunyan.”
“Tom Silver,” he said easily, taking each woman’s hand and kissing it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.”
Deborah watched him with a surge of pride. Though he wore a tailor-made suit of what he termed his “city clothes,” he would always retain an air of wildness from the north woods. As if sensing his uncompromising, earthy maleness, Lucy, Phoebe and Kathleen blushed while congratulating him on his daughter—and his marriage.
It was an arrangement no one could have predicted for the wealthiest heiress of Chicago. Deborah and her new husband were determined to live life as it pleased them. They would spend the warm summer months on Isle Royale among the people she had come to know so well. When Hannah was older, she would run wild and free with the island children. And in the winter months, the family would return to Chicago to see old friends and tend to the affairs left behind by Arthur Sinclair. Deborah had sold her interest in most of his industries, concentrating instead on funding charitable foundations dedicated to housing the poor displaced by the fire. A special secure trust fund provided for the miners and their families on the far north island of Isle Royale, where a new church was being built.
After a half hour of visiting, Deborah couldn’t stifle a yawn. New motherhood was an exhausting, exhilarating business. Taking his cue, Tom bade the three young ladies goodbye and took Hannah from Kathleen. The baby looked impossibly small in his big, rough hands, yet they were the most gentle hands Deborah had ever known.
“Come here, my love,” she said, reaching for him. She felt his lips warm upon her hair, and she settled easily against him, curving her arm around the sleeping baby.
* * * * *


AFTERWORD

Dear Reader,
If everything were taken from you in one night, how would you begin again? If you lost all you hold dear, what is the one thing you would fight to keep? These are the questions faced by the people of Chicago on the night of October 8, 1871, and by the fictional characters in my novels, The Hostage, The Mistress and The Firebrand.
Why does the Great Chicago Fire live on in memory? Other disasters have been more devastating, but they’ve been forgotten while the Great Fire endures. By destroying the heart of a city, it took away lives, property, even identities. Condemned men were set free that night. Unhappy wives left their husbands. Children were separated from their families. People reinvented themselves.
When fire sweeps everything away, the stage is set for one of the most enduring fantasies in the human imagination—Who would you become if you could start all over again?
I hope you enjoyed the story of Tom Silver and his hostage, Deborah Sinclair. Please watch for The Mistress, featuring Kathleen O’Leary in a very unexpected situation.
 
Susan Wiggs
P.O. Box 4469
Rolling Bay WA 98061-0469
USA
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To my third-grade teacher, Mrs. Marge Green,
 who taught me cursive writing
 and told me the story of Mrs. O’Leary’s cow.







One dark night,—
when people were in bed, Old Mrs. Leary lit a lantern in her shed; The cow kicked it over, winked its eye and said” There’ll be a hot time in the old town tonight.”

Anon., 
quoted in the Chicago Evening Post
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PROLOGUE



Chicago
 October 8, 1871

She looked older than her years from a lifetime of toil. The routine struggles of making her way in the world wore on her like the fading dye of her dimity dress. Up at dawn for the milking, feeding the hungry mouths that depended on her for every breath they took, keeping house, seeing to the livestock and navigating the unseen reefs and rocky shoals of everyday living had stolen her youth.

On a hot October night following a hot October day, Catherine O’Leary put the children down early. She washed up after supper, plunging her chapped and chafed hands into the tepid water. A high prairie wind roared through the shantytown that comprised her small world, across the river from the quiet, stately mansions of the grain barons and merchant princes. Her children had learned to sleep despite the boisterous, frequent celebrations of the McLaughlins next door. The neighbors were welcoming a cousin newly arrived from Ireland, and the thin, lively whine of fiddle music flooded through the open windows, causing the walls to vibrate. As she washed, Catherine tapped her sore, bare foot to match the rhythm of hobnail boots on plank floors emanating from the adjacent cottage.

Shadows deepened across the beaten-earth yard leading to the cow barn that housed the source of the family’s livelihood. Her husband was out back now, feeding and watering the animals. The dry, blowing heat caused brown leaves to erupt in restless swirls through the air. The wind picked up, sounding like the chug of a locomotive coming on fast.

Catherine dried her hands on her apron as Patrick returned from the barn, his shoulders bowed with exhaustion. She saw a flicker in the sky, a star winking its eye perhaps, but her attention was all for her husband. This week he had worked hard, laying in supplies for the winter—three tons of timothy hay, another two tons of coal, wood shavings for kindling from Bateham’s Planing Mill. Baking in the arid heat, the shavings curled and rustled when the aggressive wind stirred them. In this heat it was hard to imagine that winter was only weeks away.

She gave Patrick his supper of potatoes and pickled cabbage, wishing he’d had time to eat with her and the children. But families like the O’Learys did not have that luxury. Imagine, sitting down like the Quality, with enough room for everyone around the same table.

She took off her apron and kerchief. Pumping fresh water into the sink, she bathed her face and neck, and finally her sore foot; a cow had stepped on it that morning and she had been limping around all day. She drew the curtains and peeled her bodice to the waist, giving herself a more thorough washing. She braided her thick red hair, then went to check on the children. Scattered like puppies in the restless heat, the little ones lay uncovered on rough sheets she had sprinkled with water to keep them cool. There was another daughter, Kathleen, firstborn and first to leave the reluctant arms of her parents to work as a lady’s maid at Chicago’s finest school for young ladies. Perhaps in the turreted stone building by the lake, Kathleen suffered less from the heat than they did here in the West Division.

Ah, Kathleen, there was a fine young article, Catherine thought fondly. By hook or by crook, she’d make good. The Lord in his wisdom had given her the brains and the looks to do it. She wouldn’t turn out like her mother, overworked, tired, old before her time.

The sounds of revelry next door swelled, then quieted, mingling with the howl of the wind. Through the coarse weave of the sackcloth curtains, Catherine noticed a flash of light in the window.

“Let us to bed, Mother,” her husband said softly. Patrick kissed her and put out the lamp. Settling her weary head on the pillow, she listened to the rustling and breathing of her children. Then she nestled into the strong soft cradle of her husband’s arms, sighed and thought that maybe this was what all the toil was for. This one sweet moment of inexpressible bliss.

A knock at the door drew Catherine O’Leary back from the comfortable edge of sleep. The McLaughlins’ fiddle wailed on and the bodhran thumped out an ancient tribal rhythm. Two of the children awakened and started whispering. Frowning, she propped herself up on one elbow and prodded Patrick. “Are you awake, then?” she asked.

“Aye, just. I’ll see who it is.”

She lay still, hearing the low murmur of masculine voices followed by the sound of the door swishing shut. Her sore foot throbbed heatedly under the thin sheet.

“It was Daniel Sullivan with Father Campbell, come to call,” Patrick said, returning. “I told them we were already abed, and not in a state for entertaining company.”

“God preserve us for turning away a priest,” Catherine said, “but ‘tisn’t he who has to do the milking at dawn.” Feeling guilty for criticizing a priest, she drew aside a corner of the curtain to see the two men leaving.

Daniel often took an evening walk to escape the stifling heat of his cottage, even smaller and more cramped than the O’Leary place. He had one wooden leg, and as he walked along the pine plank sidewalk, his gait had the curious cadence of a heartbeat. He kept his head down, for his wooden leg tended to wedge itself into the cracks between the boards if he wasn’t careful.

She was about to settle back down for the night when she noticed a sweeping gust of wind lifting the priest’s long black cassock, revealing skinny white legs and drawers of a startling green hue. “Now there’s a sight you don’t see every day,” she muttered.

Outside the wooden cottage, high in the hot night sky, a spark from someone’s stove chimney looped and whirled, pushed along by the wind gusting in from the broad and empty Illinois prairie. The spark entered the O’Learys’ barn, where the milk cows and a horse stood tethered with their heads lowered, and a calf slept on a bed of straw.

The glowing ember dropped onto the hay, and the wind fanned it until it bloomed, then burned in a hot, steady circle of orange. The flames spread like spilled kerosene, rushing down and over the bales of hay and lighting the crisp, dry wood shavings. Within moments, a river of fire flowed across the barn floor.

It was full dark the next time Catherine awakened, once again by a knock at the door. More visitors? No, this knocking had the rapid tattoo of alarm. Patrick hurried to answer. Catherine drew aside the tattered curtain divider to look in on the children. Over their sweet, slumbering faces, an eerie glow of light glimmered.

“Sweet Jesus,” she whispered, racing to the window and tearing back the curtain.

A column of flame roared up the side of the barn. Firelight streamed across the yard between house and shed.

Catherine O’Leary opened the cottage door to an inferno. Her husband ran toward her, his face stark in the flame-lit night.

He said what she already knew, voicing the fear that made her heart sink like a stone in her chest: “See to the children. The barn’s afire.”









THE CONTACT


What is the chief end of man?
—to get rich.

In what way?
—dishonestly if we can; honestly if we must.

 Mark Twain, 1871









ONE



Under a French gown of emerald silk, Kathleen O’Leary wore homespun bloomers that had seen better days. She told herself not to worry about what lay beneath her sumptuous costume. It was what the world saw on the surface that mattered, particularly tonight.

Next Friday, she would go down on her knees and admit the ruse to Father Campbell in the confessional, but Friday was far away. At the present moment, she meant to enjoy herself entirely, for it was a night of deceptions and she was at its heart.

The mechanical gilt elevator speeding them up to the third-floor salon of the Hotel Royale was only partially responsible for the swift rush of anticipation that tingled along her nerves. She clasped hands with her two companions, Phoebe Palmer and Lucy Hathaway, and gave them a squeeze. “Think we’ll get away with it?” she whispered.


Lucy sent her a dark-eyed wink. “With looks like that, you could get away with robbing the Board of Trade.”

Kathleen would have pinched herself if she hadn’t been holding on so tightly to her friends’ hands. She couldn’t believe she was actually committing such an audacious act. Going to a social affair to which she wasn’t invited. In a dress from Paris that didn’t belong to her. Wearing jewels worth a king’s ransom. To meet people who, if they knew who she really was, would not consider her fit to black their boots.

The bellman pushed up the brake lever and cranked open the door. With only a swift glance, Kathleen recognized him as an Irishman. He had the sturdy features and mild, deferential demeanor of a recent immigrant. Phoebe swept past him, not even seeing the small man.

“Mayor Mason will not be seeking another term,” Phoebe was saying in a breathless voice that seemed fashioned solely for gossip. “Mrs. Wendover is having a flaming love affair with a student at Rush Medical College.” She enumerated the tidbits on her fingers, intent on bringing Kathleen up to date with the guests she was about to meet. “And Mr. Dylan Kennedy is just back from the Continent.”

“Remind me again. Who is Dylan Kennedy?” Lucy asked in a bored voice. She had never been one to be overly impressed by the upper classes—probably because she came from one of the oldest families of the city, and she understood their foibles and flaws.

“Don’t you know?” Phoebe patted a brown curl into place. “He’s only the richest, most handsome man in Chicago. It’s said he came back to look for a wife.” She led the way down the carpeted hall. “He might even begin courting someone in earnest this very night. Isn’t that deliciously romantic?”

“It’s not deliciously anything,” Lucy Hathaway said with a skeptical sniff. “If he needs to pick something, he should go to the cattle auction over at the Union Stockyards.”

Kathleen said nothing, but privately she agreed with Phoebe for once. Dylan Francis Kennedy was delicious. She had glimpsed him a week earlier at a garden party at the Sinclair mansion, where her mistress, Miss Deborah Sinclair, lived when not away at finishing school. Kathleen had stolen a few moments from tending to her duties to look out across the long, groomed garden, and there, by an ornate gazebo, had stood the most wonderful-looking man she had ever seen. In perfectly tailored trousers that hugged his narrow hips, and a charcoal-black frock coat that accentuated the breadth of his shoulders, he had resembled a prince in a romantic story. Of course, it was a glimpse from afar. Up close, he probably wasn’t nearly as…delicious.

She spied a door painted with the words Ladies’ Powder Room and gave Lucy’s hand a tug. “Could we, please?” she said. “I think I need a moment to compose myself.” She spoke very carefully, disguising the soft brogue of her everyday speech.

Phoebe tapped an ivory-ribbed fan smartly on the palm of her gloved hand. “Chickening out?”

“In a pig’s eye,” Kathleen said, a shade of the dreaded brogue slipping out. She was always provoked and challenged by Phoebe Palmer, who belonged to one of Chicago’s leading families. Phoebe, in turn, thought Kathleen far too cheeky and familiar with her betters and did her best to put the maid in her place.


That, in fact, was part of the challenge tonight. Lucy swore Kathleen could pass for a member of the upper crust. Phoebe didn’t believe anyone would be fooled by the daughter of Irish immigrants. Lucy asserted that it would be an interesting social experiment. They had even made a wager on the outcome. Tomorrow night, Crosby’s Opera House was scheduled to open, and the cream of Chicago society would be in attendance. If Kathleen managed to get herself invited, Phoebe would donate one hundred dollars to Lucy’s dearest cause—suffrage for women.

“You can gild that lily all you like,” Phoebe had said to Lucy as they were getting ready for the evening. “But anyone with half a brain will know she’s just a common weed.”

“Half a brain,” Lucy had laughed and whispered in Kathleen’s ear, which burned with a blush. “That leaves out most of the people at the soiree.”

They stepped into the powder room decked with gilt-framed mirrors and softly lit by the whitish glow of gaslight sconces. The three young ladies stood together in front of the tall center mirror—Lucy, with her black hair and merry eyes, Phoebe, haughty and sure of herself, and Kathleen, regarding her reflection anxiously, wondering if the vivid red of her hair and the scattering of freckles over her cheeks and nose would be a dead giveaway. Her long bright ringlets spilled from a set of sterling combs, and the flush of nervousness in her cheeks was not unbecoming. Perhaps she could pull this off after all.

“Lord, but I wish Miss Deborah had come,” she said, leaning forward and turning her head to one side to examine her diamond-and-emerald drop earrings. The costly baubles swayed with an unfamiliar tug. Other than girlish games of dress-up, which she had played with Deborah when she’d first gone to work as a maid at the age of twelve, Kathleen had never worn jewelry in her life. The eldest of five, she had never even received the traditional cross at her First Communion. Her parents simply hadn’t had the money.

“Deborah wasn’t well,” Phoebe reminded her. “Besides, if she had come, then you wouldn’t have had her fabulous gown to wear, or her Tiffany jewels, and you’d be sitting at the school all alone tonight.”

“Cinderella sifting through the ashes,” Kathleen said tartly. “You’d have loved that.”

“Not really,” Phoebe said, and just for a moment her haughty mask fell away. “I do wish you well, Kathleen. Please know that.”

Kathleen was startled by the moment of candor. Perhaps, she thought, there were some things about the upper classes she would never understand. But that had not stopped her from wanting desperately to be one of them. And tonight was the perfect opportunity.

The well-tended young ladies of Miss Emma Wade Boylan’s School received scores of invitations to social events in Chicago. Miss Boylan had a reputation for finishing a young woman with charm and panache, and charging her patrons dearly for the privilege. In return, Miss Boylan transformed raw, wealthy girls into perfect wives and hostesses. A bride from Boylan’s was known to be the ideal ornament to a successful man.

The gathering tonight was special, and well attended by members of the elite group informally known as the Old Settlers. As it was a Sunday, there would be no dancing ball, so it was dubbed an evangelical evening, featuring a famous preacher, the Reverend Mr. Dwight L. Moody.

Proper Catholics were supposed to turn a deaf ear to evangelists, but Kathleen had always been challenged by the notion of being proper. Besides, the lecture was nothing more than an excuse for people to get together and gossip and flirt on a Sunday night. Everyone—except perhaps the Reverend himself—knew that. It was all part of the elaborate mating ritual of the upper class, and it fascinated Kathleen. Many a night she had stayed back at the school, paging through Godey’s Lady’s Book, studying the color fashion plates and wondering what it would be like to join the rare, privileged company of the elite.

Tonight, fate or simple happenstance held out the opportunity. Miss Deborah had taken ill and had gone home to her father. As a lark, Phoebe and Lucy had decided to try what Lucy termed a “social experiment.”

Lucy swore that people were easily led and swayed by appearances, and there was no real distinction between the classes. A poor girl dressed as a princess would be as warmly received as royalty. Phoebe, on the other hand, believed that class was something a person was born with, like straight teeth or brown hair, and that people of distinction could spot an imposter every time.

Kathleen was their willing subject for the experiment. She had always been intrigued by rich people, having lived outside their charmed circle, looking in, for most of her life. At last she would join their midst, if only for a few hours.

“Are you hoping for a private moment with Mr. Kennedy?” Lucy asked Phoebe teasingly.

“He will surely be the handsomest man in attendance tonight,” Phoebe said. “But you’re welcome to him. I have a different ambition.”

“What is wrong with him?” Kathleen asked, remembering the godlike creature she had watched in the gazebo. She knew that if Phoebe had wanted Dylan Kennedy for herself, she would have had him by now. “What aren’t you telling us?”

“The fault is not with Mr. Kennedy, but with our dearest Phoebe,” Lucy said, her voice both chiding and affectionate. “She has set a standard no mortal man can possibly meet.”

“What is it that you want?” Kathleen asked.

“A duke,” Phoebe whispered, nearly swooning with the admission.

Kathleen burst out laughing. “And where do you suppose you’ll be finding one of those? Beneath a toad-stool?” She feigned a mincing walk and stuck her nose in the air. “You may call me ‘your highness’ and be sure you scrape the floor when you bow.”

Lucy swallowed an outburst of laughter. “Isn’t a royal title against the law?”

“In this country,” Phoebe said with an offended sniff. “And it’s ‘Your Grace.’”

“You mean you would leave the States in your quest for a title?”

Phoebe stared at her as if she had gone daft. “I would leave the planet in order to marry a title.”

“But why?” Kathleen demanded.

“I wouldn’t expect you to understand. Honestly, you’ve never known your place, Kathleen O’Leary. Deborah spoiled you from the start.”

“That’s because Deborah is smart enough to see that divisions of class are artificial,” Lucy said. “As I intend to prove to you tonight.”

“Let’s not quarrel.” No matter how hard-pressed, Kathleen always found it easier to tolerate Phoebe’s snobbishness than to try to reason with her.

She checked inside her beaded silken reticule. As ornate as the crown jewels, the evening bag was anchored by a tasseled cord to her waist, the crystal beads catching the light each time she moved. As a lady’s maid, she knew the contents of a proper reticule: calling cards, a tiny vial of smelling salts in case she felt faint, a lace-edged handkerchief, a comb and hairpin, a coin or two.

Because she was Irish, she could not deny a superstitious streak in herself. Before leaving the school tonight, she had snatched up a talisman to carry her through the evening. It was a mass card from St. Brendan’s Church, printed in honor of her grandmother, Bridget Cavanaugh. The sturdy old woman had died three months earlier, and Kathleen ached with missing her. It seemed appropriate and oddly comforting to slip the holy card into her reticule, as if Gran were a little cardboard saint carried in her pocket. She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “I am as ready as a sinner on Fat Tuesday.”

She and her friends slowly approached the salon, their footfalls silent on the carpet patterned with swirling ferns. Kathleen savored every moment, every sensation, knowing that memories of this night would sustain her through all the long years to come. She tried to memorize the plush feel of the thick carpet beneath her feet, which were clad in silk slippers made to match the Worth gown. She felt the rich, heavy weight of the emerald-and-diamond collar around her neck, and the tug of the matching earrings. She listened to the polite, cultured burble of conversation in the grand salon. To her, the mingling voices sounded like a chorus of angels. Everything even smelled rich, she reflected fancifully. French perfume, Havana cigars, fine brandy, Macassar hair oil.

They reached the arched doorway flanked by tall potted plants. The breeze through an open window let in a hot gust of air, causing the ferns to nod as if in obeisance. The uncertain luster of the moon polished the spires and dome of the courthouse in the next block. Far to the west, the sky flickered and glowed with heat lightning. It was a night made for magic. Of that, Kathleen felt certain.

She paused between Phoebe and Lucy. Under her breath, she said the word prism and left her mouth pursed. Miss Boylan taught that prism was the most becoming word a young lady could utter, for it caused the mouth to shape itself into a perfect bow, so attractive in company.

The trouble was, Phoebe and Lucy, rigorously trained by Miss Boylan, also said prism, and the three of them made the mistake of looking at one another.

Lucy burst out laughing first and Phoebe stayed sober the longest, but eventually they all erupted into gales of mirth. Trapped and exposed beneath the archway, they were unable to hide from the disapproval of long-nosed society matrons and haughty gentlemen peering at them through gold-rimmed lorgnettes. “Oh, that went well,” Phoebe said, hiccuping away the last of her laughter.

“A most discreet entrée,” Lucy agreed. She linked arms with Kathleen. “We must proceed as if nothing has happened.”

“Welcome, ladies, welcome!” A jovial man in a beautifully tailored claw-hammer coat came forward, acting the host. “And your happiness is most welcome indeed.” He made a gallant bow from the waist. “I was afraid the evening was going to get stodgy on me, but you’ve rescued us from that.”

“Thank you ever so kindly, Mr. Pullman,” Phoebe replied with an effortless curtsy. “We’re honored to be included in tonight’s affair.”

“Everyone’s welcome.” He spread his arms to show off an impressively heavy watch chain anchored to a solid gold fob. “Do come in, come in.”

“Mr. Pullman,” Lucy said, “I’d like you to meet my friend Kate O’Leary from Baltimore.” She winked and dropped her voice to a whisper. “You know, the Learys of Baltimore. They have just recently arrived in town for an extended visit.”

George Pullman, famed entrepreneur whose palatial rail cars were described as “wonders of the age,” fixed a keen, assessing eye on Kathleen.

Her mouth went dry. Her bones stiffened to cold stone and her cheeks were touched with the fire of humiliation. What a fool she was, to think she could pull this off. She was about to be found out and publicly unveiled by one of the most famous men in Chicago. She wanted to turn and run, but she could not seem to move her feet. She did the only thing she could think of. Summoning her best smile, she sank into an oft-practiced curtsy.

“How do you do, Mr. Pullman,” she said with soft, precise diction. Not a trace of the Irish brogue that rolled unabashed through the cottage where she’d grown up. Not a flat, coarse vowel to be heard. Not a single waver of movement in the curtsy.

“Of the Baltimore Learys,” he said at last, clearly fooled by Lucy’s ruse. “My dear, you quite take my breath away.” He seemed sincere. Then, remembering himself, he added, “You all do. My compliments to Miss Boylan.” He moved on to greet someone else.

Kathleen didn’t realize she had been holding her breath until she nearly burst, letting out a sigh of relief.

“I told you we’d fool everyone,” Lucy said, gritting her teeth in a smile.

“Humph.” Phoebe moved into the midst of the gathering like a ship under full sail. “George Pullman’s money is as new as the Sinclair fortune. It takes generations of refinement to hone one’s taste.”

Phoebe Palmer never missed a chance to remind anyone who would listen that “old” money was far superior to “new.” She considered it gauche for a family to get rich all in one lifetime rather than accumulating wealth over generations. Such things mattered to people like the Palmers.

Phoebe spent a moment scanning the crowd, her nose lifted high in the air. A hound on the scent, she sought out the most prestigious guests in the salon: Mr. Randolph Higgins, Mr. Robert Todd Lincoln, Miss Consuelo Ybarra, Mrs. Arabella Field. Then she focused on her quarry—Kim, Lord de Vere, son of the duke of Kilbride. A circle of fawning, fascinated Americans surrounded the carelessly, almost effeminately, toothsome young lord. Phoebe sought out Mr. Pullman to request a formal introduction.

Kathleen and Lucy exchanged a glance and had to struggle against another attack of the giggles. “Her great dream is to be a penny princess,” Lucy explained. “British peers with bankrupt dukedoms and such often come to the States looking for a rich girl to marry. Then they use the girl’s fortune to rebuild their estates.”

“And she allows this?” Kathleen could see no benefit in the deal for a young woman.

“See for yourself.”

Phoebe had turned herself into a simpering, self-ingratiating creature, begging for scraps at the skinny, chinless lord’s side.

“What is wrong with a nice red-blooded American millionaire?” Kathleen asked.

“The fact that he’s male,” Lucy said with a grin, always quick to air her views. In favor of universal suffrage, birth control, free love and equal rights for women, she made no secret of her radical ideas. Try as she might, Miss Boylan had not been able to lecture such notions out of Lucy Hathaway’s head.

“One day you’ll meet a man who will make you beg forgiveness for saying that,” Kathleen warned her.

“One day hell will ice over, too,” Lucy said. “But I don’t expect either event to occur in my lifetime. However, I was hoping to meet an interesting man tonight.” Her scrutiny fixed itself on Mr. Randolph Higgins. A newcomer to Chicago, he was tall, broad and almost inhumanly attractive. “I’ve been thinking of taking a lover. Just to see what the fuss is all about.”

Kathleen sucked in a shocked breath. “Really, Miss—”

Lucy clutched at Kathleen’s arm. “Heavenly days,” she said.


A chill of nervousness curled in Kathleen’s gut. “What?”

“It’s Philip Ascot.”

“What the devil’s he doing here?” Instinctively Kathleen hunched her shoulders, wishing she could hide. Philip Ascot IV was the fiancé of her mistress, Deborah Sinclair. Since Deborah was unwell tonight, Kathleen certainly hadn’t expected him to attend. She peered at the young man suspiciously. Not a single blond hair nor a thread of clothing was out of place. He smiled politely while greeting Reverend Moody, a white-mustached, bombastic man, the only one present who believed his purpose this night was to save souls.

“I’ll be found out for certain,” Kathleen said, deflating in her beautiful dress.

“Will you?” Lucy lifted one dark eyebrow. “Are you sure he’d recognize you?”

“I’ve worked for his fiancée for years,” she said. “He has seen me a hundred times or more.”

“Then we’ll simply have to brazen it out,” said Lucy. “Come on. Just act as if you own the place.”

Somehow, Kathleen found the poise to cross the room with a smooth, proprietary grace. Judging by the polite greetings drifting toward her and Lucy, she began to realize that she was carrying off the ruse. Mimicry had always been a gift of hers, helping her to absorb the same lessons in elocution, dancing, French and flower arranging her mistress had suffered through.

The difference was, Kathleen didn’t consider the lessons a punishment. She loved every moment of them. She loved knowing which fork to use, which foot to put forward in a curtsy, learning how to say pas de quoi and shaping her mouth around the word prism before entering a room. It all seemed so lovely and refined to Kathleen. She couldn’t fathom why Deborah detested her lessons so much. But then, her mistress had always been a quiet, circumspect young woman, overshadowed by her domineering father and, increasingly, by her high-society fiancé.

“Philip Ascot, as I live and breathe,” Lucy said, approaching the fair-haired man and holding out her hand.

“Miss Lucy,” he said, gallantly lifting her hand to his mouth. “You look fetching, as always.”

“This is my dear friend Kate from Baltimore.” Lucy took back her hand and presented Kathleen, pushing lightly but insistently at the small of her back.

Though she kept a social smile on her face, Kathleen felt sick. This was it. The moment of truth. Philip had only to take one look at her and he would recognize his fiancée’s maid. He would expose her right down to her homespun bloomers and the calluses on her gloved hands. Too late, Kathleen remembered that he had given Deborah the diamond-and-emerald earrings last Christmas.

Sweet Jesus and the bald apostles. She was in for it now.

Philip made a formal bow and took her hand. Through her peau de soie glove, she felt the brief touch of his lips. Then he lifted his gaze to hers. “Enchanted, Miss Kate. What a pleasure indeed to meet you.” He stared at her intently, a dashing smile on his face. But to Kathleen’s shock, there was not a flicker of recognition in that stare. Only…an interest that was just a shade shy of polite. As quickly as she could, she freed herself from his touch.

“We are quite surprised to see you here, since Deborah is ill,” Lucy commented. She had always been a plain-speaking sort; she got away with it because she was descended from a famous, blue-blooded family and was worth a fortune.

“Ill, you say?” He lifted an eyebrow. “This is the first I’ve heard of it.” He shrugged, dismissing the mention of the woman he was soon to marry. “Another fit of melancholia, I presume. I’ll look in on her tomorrow, perhaps.” With a broad, cold grin he turned his attention to Kathleen. “So how long are you with us?”

Kathleen wondered why she had never recognized the vaguely predatory air that lurked just beneath the surface of this man’s polished exterior. Perhaps, she realized with mild amazement, it was because she had never been the object of his interest before. When she was merely a maid, he paid her no more attention than a piece of furniture.

“Only a short while, Mr. Ascot,” she said evasively. “Now you must excuse us.” Without waiting for a reply, she took Lucy’s arm and steered her away. As they moved toward the refreshment table, her cheeks felt as if they were on fire.

“You’re trembling,” said Lucy. “Are you all right?”

“I’ve just had a rather rude awakening. I’ve been in the company of that man dozens of times, because of Miss Deborah. But he’s never even seen me before. He didn’t recognize these earrings, even though he picked them out. Not that I would want his attention, but it’s a wee bit disconcerting to know I attracted all the notice of a potted palm.”

“He’s an insufferable snob,” Lucy said, curling her lip. “I have never been fond of him.”

Neither had Kathleen, but she felt strange and hollow inside to know her existence was so insignificant to people like Philip Ascot. And he wasn’t the only one. Earlier, Phoebe had ignored the elevator operator. Lucy had accepted a glass of lemonade from the tray of a passing waiter with the same lack of regard. Lucy, who hadn’t a mean bone in her body, blandly smiled her thanks, but didn’t actually see the neatly dressed waiter, didn’t wonder what his name was, where he came from, whether his shiny shoes pinched his feet, or if he had a sweetheart or a wife.

To the upper crust, people like the waiter—even personal maids like Kathleen O’Leary—were ignored. Not out of malice, but out of sheer obliviousness.

Imagine going through life being invisible. As if she didn’t exist at all. The very thought chilled and horrified her. It was more than vanity that made Kathleen want to be noticed. It was a keen sense of survival. If she was invisible, how could her life possibly matter? She wished she could march through her days with the conviction of Lucy, or the self-importance of Phoebe, or even the quiet gentility of Deborah.

Instead, she found herself at an unhappy crossroads. Because of her education, stolen from the tutors and governesses hired for her mistress, Kathleen no longer fit in with the working classes. Yet due to the circumstances of her birth, she didn’t fit in with the privileged set, either.

Tonight, she decided, casting away the chilly shadows of doubt, tonight she would be a true lady, no one would be the wiser and Lucy would win her bet with Phoebe. Bolstered by that conviction, she resolved to set aside her doubts once and for all, and enjoy the evening.

She gave herself over to the experience, laughing and flirting with surprising ease and enjoyment. She met Mr. Cyrus McCormick, whose reaper works had made an even bigger fortune than Pullman’s Palace Cars. She exchanged pleasantries with Mrs. Asgarth, pretended to follow a lengthy gossip session delivered by Mrs. Cornelia Wendover and traded a promising smile with Andrew Ames, a slender, timid gentleman who owned a seat on the Chicago Board of Trade.

Even though it was the Sabbath, and the purpose of the evening involved the salvation of the soul, no one seemed to remember that. Helping herself to a flute of champagne, she took a drink, thrilled by the bubbly texture and tart flavor of it. Relaxing more by the moment, she began to feel truly accepted in the rare company of Old Settlers, estate tycoons, captains of industry and transportation moguls. She loved their power, their confidence, their unabashed flaunting of the fine things they owned. She admired the women in their Parisian gowns and Russian jewels. She envied the patina of culture that lingered on those who had spent time traveling abroad.

What a contrast this made with the society of her old neighborhood. In the West Division, there would be Mass on Sunday night, and afterward, perhaps a ceili with a fiddle band, plenty of cheap drink and dancing until everyone ran with sweat. As a small girl, she used to love a good ceili, but as she was drawn more and more into the orbit of the very rich, she had come to see the wild, Celtic celebrations as somewhat…barbaric.

Conscience-stricken by the disloyal thought, she plunged her hand into her reticule and secretly drew out her grandmother’s mass card. The painting of Saint Bridget, her face bright with a martyr’s glow, glared up at her accusingly. And what manner of colleen are ye, then, ashamed of yer own flesh and blood? Gran’s voice seemed as close as a whisper in her ear. With a start, Kathleen dropped the card on the carpeted floor.

Before she could retrieve it, the heel of a large foot, clad in a shining leather shoe with a gleaming white spat, came down on a corner of the card, pinning it in place.

Sweet Mary, she would burn in hell for certain, letting some tycoon trample her poor Gran.

The owner of the foot didn’t seem to know he was snuffing out a saint.

Kathleen wondered if she could slip the card out from under the foot without attracting his notice. Feigning a casual pose, she put out a dainty toe and attempted to drag the card toward her. No luck; the larger male foot held it pinned in place. She would have to stoop to pick it up.

Working as discreetly as a pickpocket, she unscrewed one of her earrings and dropped it on the floor.

“Oh, dear,” she murmured. “I’ve lost—”

The gentleman turned.

“—my earring—” She broke off and stared. It was him.

Black-haired, blue-eyed and utterly captivating, Dylan Francis Kennedy had the sort of face Kathleen pictured when she and Deborah stayed up late to read forbidden, romantic tales of chivalry and daring. A wealth of curling, glossy hair set off the chiseled masculine jawline. The artful curves of his cheekbones and gently cleft chin were echoed by the shape of a mouth that made Kathleen remember Phoebe’s description of him: delicious.


Unfortunately, at the moment, the delicious Dylan Kennedy stooped and picked up both the diamond earring and Gran’s holy card.

“Yours?” he asked, lifting an eyebrow.

“Thank you kindly, sir.” Brazen it out, she told herself. In one swift movement she slid the card into the reticule, not bothering to secure the drawstring. But before she could take back the earring, he held it away from her.

With a smile that struck her absolutely speechless, Mr. Kennedy said, “Allow me.”








TWO



“Absolutely not,” Kathleen whispered after a long, awkward silence. She was aghast that this person would even consider such a thing. Letting a man put an earring on her, in a roomful of the best people in Chicago, would expose her as a fraud entirely. No proper lady would ever allow such a liberty. “Thank you for retrieving my earring. I shall retire to the powder room to put it back on.” She held out her gloved hand.

His smile, and the merry gleam in his eyes, should have warned her. “My dear young lady,” he said, “where is the fun in that?”

“Fun?” she squeaked.

“Isn’t that why you’re here?” He lifted an eyebrow, a dark curve that made him look more intriguing than ever. “For fun?”

Kathleen tried to gather her composure. In her fondest imaginings, she’d had clever conversations with dozens of men, had bantered and matched wits with people of breeding and quality. When no one was looking, she had practiced smiling, flirting, laughing, offering quips and amusing anecdotes. For the life of her, she could not think of one clever thing to say at this moment. But she was not about to let herself be struck dumb by a handsome man.

“I thought saving souls was on the agenda tonight,” she said. “That should be fun enough for you.”

“I’m a Catholic,” he said smoothly. “Not a sober, pinch-mouthed Protestant. They don’t believe in having fun. Not in this life, anyway.”

His admission stunned her. The highest ranks of society normally looked down upon those of the Catholic faith. Only a certain privileged few could admit to it and still keep their place in society. That was one reason Lucy had picked Baltimore as Kathleen’s fictional hometown. There, some of the oldest families were descended from venerable Catholic clans from centuries ago, which made them acceptable to socialites.

“Do I shock you?” he asked.

“Certainly not. Sir.” She deliberately emphasized the formal address. She knew that in this society, a person kept certain things secret. What could his blunt admission mean? That he knew the mass card for what it was and saw through her ruse? Or that he felt a genuine affinity for her because they had something in common?

His laughter was low and rich, a sound she thought she would never tire of hearing. “I beg your pardon. It’s unforgivable for me to indulge in an intimate conversation with you before I’ve even introduced myself.” His bow was perfectly correct. As if posing for a photograph, he leaned forward from the waist, one hand behind his back and the other held out palm up, as if in supplication. “Dylan Francis Kennedy, at your service.”

She wondered if it was better to pretend ignorance or to admit she had known who he was all along. No, she couldn’t do that. He’d ask where she had seen him before and she’d be forced to admit that she had been spying on him at the Sinclair mansion. “How do you do,” she said. “I am—”

“Kate.” He winked at her. “Your friend Miss Hathaway gave me permission to call you Kate. She said you were far too modest to demand a formal address.”

She narrowed her eyes, skeptical of his dashing charm. “For all the gossip I’ve heard about you, I would expect informality.”

“Now I am intrigued. What gossip?”

“That you are heir to a Boston shipping fortune, just back from a lengthy tour of the Continent,” she said.

“You must have seen that in the Tribune.”

“And that you are looking for a wife,” she added.

He laughed. “Ever since that nonsense was published, I’ve been inundated by ambitious matrons trotting out their rich daughters. Not that I wouldn’t enjoy a parade of maidens, mind you—” he winked at her “—but I think I’ve narrowed the scope of my search.”

She sniffed. “Then I shan’t tell you the rest. You’ll get a head swelled full of pride.”

He chuckled. “Did your gossips say what manner of wife I’m seeking?”

“No, but I heard you’ve left a trail of broken hearts scattered across half the continent.”

“Patently untrue. I am the one who is brokenhearted. In all my travels, I have been asking for the unattainable.” He smiled sadly. “A woman of rare accomplishment and depth,” he said. “One who has red hair, flashing eyes and knows all the words to the Ave Maria.”

“You are an unforgivable tease, sir,” she choked out, thoroughly intrigued.

He touched her elbow, leaning forward and lowering his voice. “I never tease. But don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

“Which secret?” she blurted out. She was usually in control of her tongue, but his touch, even the light cradle of his hand at her elbow, disconcerted her.

“There’s more than one?” He had the most alluring manner.

She bit her lip, thinking fast. Then she gave him the most dazzling smile she could muster. “Every woman has secrets,” she said. “The more, the better.”

He constantly seemed as if he were on the verge of laughter. “My dear Kate, I was speaking of your true identity.”

She gasped. “If you know my true identity, why do you still deign to speak to me?”

“Because I want to put this earring on you. And if there’s any deigning to be done, then it is you who has to deign because it’s clear to everyone in this room that you outrank me.”

“Outrank?”

“I knew you’d be too modest,” he gently chided her. “Lucy warned me.”

“She did?”

“Yes. She said you’d never flaunt your family tree nor the wealth that shakes from its branches like autumn leaves.” He chuckled. “You see? I am insufferably vulgar, mentioning bloodlines and money in the same sentence.”


“This is America,” she said, hoping her relief didn’t show. “We’re free to talk of anything we like.”

“And we do, don’t we?” Still seeming to hover on the brink of laughter, he gestured at the exalted company in the room. The men wore custom-tailored suits and boiled collars so crisp that the edges seemed to cut their necks, and the women progressed through the conversation groups as if in the midst of a competitive sport.

Dylan Kennedy’s suit, Kathleen observed, had the distinguished gentility of several seasons of age and wear, which made him look far more comfortable and natural in his role as lord of the manor. Not for him the spit shine and polish of new money, but the honored ease of generations of wealth. Next to him, even the English lord appeared bourgeois.

Then he did a most unexpected thing. Placing his hand under her elbow in a proprietary fashion, he guided her through an archway of the big salon to a smaller room with French windows flanked by garish faux marble pillars.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Sightseeing.”

“But I—” She broke off as he opened one of the tall, hinged windows, revealing a view that stopped her in her tracks. “Oh, my,” she said when she could breathe again. “That is quite a sight.” She took a step out onto the small, curved balcony. The windstorm that had been chasing through the city all evening blew even stronger now, howling between the tall downtown buildings and whipping up the surface of the lake like buckwheat batter.

From this perspective, facing south and east, she could see the curve of the river as it widened to join the vast, churning lake. Only a block or two distant, she noticed the dome and spires of the ornate courthouse, and beyond that, the gothic steeple of St. Brendan’s, the church of her girlhood. There, in a pious, sincere whisper, she had taken her first communion, accepted her confirmation and confessed her weekly sins. She expected that one day she would be married there under the gazebo in the little prayer garden, and buried there as well.

Tearing her mind from the moribund notion, she examined the perfect parallel lines of the streetlamps along Lake, Water and Randolph Streets. At the mouth of the river, giant grain elevators made ghostly silhouettes against the night sky. Every few seconds, the lighthouse at Government Pier lazily blinked its beam in her direction. And far to the south and west, the day seemed to linger, as if the sun had forgotten to set.

She smiled at the fanciful notion, thinking of her family in the West Division. Her mother would probably use the extra daylight to do chores. She was that industrious.

“Why do you smile?” Dylan Kennedy asked, his voice low and intimate.

“It’s a beautiful sight, Mr. Kennedy. No wonder Chicagoans are so proud of their city.”

“It’s called the Queen of the Prairie,” he said. “And you must call me Dylan.”

A shiver of the forbidden passed over her. “I mustn’t.”

“Why not?”

“I scarcely know you.”

“You can’t be so formal with me after I do this.”

“Do what?”


“This.” Without further warning, he stepped very close to her, moving in so that she was trapped between a marble balustrade and his tall form. “Hold very still,” he whispered.

“But—”

“Sh. Be still.”

Her senses filled with the nearness of him. He had the most delicate touch of any man she could imagine. With the finesse of a gifted musician, the light fingering of a master violinist on the neck of his instrument, Dylan Kennedy placed one hand under her chin, turning her face to one side. She didn’t know if it was her imagination, or if it was real, but she felt the fine brush of that delicate finger across her jaw as she turned her head.

“I confess I don’t have much practice applying jewelry to a lady,” he whispered, “but I am a willing pupil.”

“Mr…. Dylan, please. If you would hand me the earring, I could—”

“And spoil my chance to be near the most beautiful woman in Chicago?” His mouth was very close to her ear. She could feel the warm eddy of his breath over her skin. The sensation was so pleasant that, just for a moment, she closed her eyes. Then she felt his fingers gently manipulating her earlobe. Sweet Mary, what was happening to her? A man was touching her earlobe and she could do nothing but let her insides turn to melted butter. She held perfectly still, in a state of rapture, as he worked the tiny screw of the earring so that the tear-drop-shaped jewel hung once again from her ear.

Then, all too soon, he stepped back. “Beautiful,” he said, his bluer-than-sky eyes shining.


“You,” said Kathleen in her haughtiest voice, “are a wicked man.”

“True,” he said. “That’s why you find me so interesting.”

“What makes you believe I find you interesting?”

“Let me think.” He stroked his chin, pretending great concentration. “You followed me to this private balcony, as if for an assignation.”

“I most certainly did not. You—you commandeered me as if I were a prisoner of war.”

He laughed. “A prisoner of love, my dear.”

“You’ve proved nothing except that you’re even more wicked than I thought.”

“Sweet Kate, you are fascinated.”

She couldn’t help herself. She laughed. “You are the most arrogant, conceited—”

“But I’m right about you.”

“You have not the first idea about me.” She left the balcony, edging back toward the carpeted room.

He took her arm to stop her retreat. “My first idea was that you blushed the moment you met me.”

“I didn’t.”

“Oh, Kate. It wasn’t just a blush.” Bolder than ever, he touched the neckline of her gown, tracing the wide, U-shaped décolletage with a slow, deliberate caress. “You were seashell pink from here—” he traced his finger over the tops of her breasts and then upward, mapping the rise of her collarbone, the dip at the base of her throat, and then the side of her neck, up to the crest of her cheek and temple “—to here,” he concluded with a low, liquid laugh. “I swear, I never saw a woman blush like that.” He leaned forward and blew the whispered words into her ear. “Do you blush all over, Miss Kate? Do you blush with your whole body?”

Finally, finally, he had pushed her over the edge. Forgetting the drawing room manners she had donned along with the Worth gown, Kathleen drew back her arm and walloped him one. It was not an openhanded, ladylike slap designed to put him in his place, but a full-fisted roundhouse punch of the sort used in saloon brawls in Conley’s Patch.

He went down like a heap of unmortared brick. The thud of his body brought several people rushing over from the main salon.

“What happened?” Mr. McCormick asked, his walrus mustache twitching as he sank down beside Dylan Kennedy.

Kathleen braced herself. Now Dylan would reveal her for exactly what she was—a lowborn immigrant’s daughter, with crude manners, no sense of humor and a wicked punch. A fraud.

But he surprised her. Shaking his head and running an exploratory hand along the length of his jaw, he stared straight at Kathleen and said, “I fell.”

McCormick stepped back. “So I see.”

Dylan took his proffered hand and stood up. “I swear, I never fell so hard in my life.” As he spoke, his gaze never left Kathleen.

And to her mortification, she felt herself heat with an uncontrollable blush. She didn’t speak, and neither did Dylan Kennedy, but her thoughts rang loudly through her head: He’s right. I do blush with my whole body.

* * *

“Can you believe it?” Lucy Hathaway said excitedly, later in the powder room. “It’s you.”


“What’s me?” asked Kathleen.

“The woman Dylan Kennedy is interested in.”

“Fiddlesticks.” Kathleen took a clean linen towel from the brass serving tray on the counter and dabbed at her overheated face.

“She’s right.” Phoebe spoke with grudging admiration. “It is you. Dylan Kennedy wants you.”

“How can you know that?”

Phoebe gave her a tight smile. “I have made a careful study of him since he arrived in Chicago.”

Lucy laughed. “You mean you inspected his pedigree to see if he’d be a suitable husband for you.”

“I most certainly did. Is there something wrong with that?”

“Well, is he a suitable husband?” Kathleen demanded. Discreetly, she studied the hand that had just socked Dylan Kennedy. The knuckles were bright red. She put her one glove back on before the others noticed.

Phoebe fussed with the organza rosettes on her gown, then turned and fluffed out her bustle. “He is certainly rich enough. They say he has two million from his family’s shipping fortune. And he is stunningly handsome. I suppose you noticed that right off.”

He is a god that walks the earth, thought Kathleen. She bit her lip to keep from saying it aloud.

Phoebe ticked off his attributes on her fingers. “He comes from the East Coast, attended Harvard, traveled abroad. People say he is involved in shipping down the Saint Lawrence to Chicago. One of the most lucrative trade routes there is. No wonder he’s such a catch.”

“So you marry him,” Kathleen suggested.

Lucy shook her head. “She’s holding out for a duke, though Lord only knows why.”


“Then you marry him,” Kathleen said, amazed to be having this conversation.

“I shan’t be marrying anyone,” Lucy said. “I intend to devote my life to the cause of equal rights for women.” She grinned at Kathleen. “You’re elected.”

Kathleen laughed to cover a sudden jolt of ungovernable yearning. “I’m a maid,” she reminded her friends. “I hang Miss Sinclair’s clothes in closets and do her hair for a living. My mother milks cows.” She spoke flippantly, but underneath it all she felt a familiar mortification. She had always harbored the secret belief that she’d been born into the wrong life. Being in the company of Chicago’s best people tonight was a delight beyond compare, yet at the same time it held the razor sharp edge of frustration. The night gave her a taste of a life she could never have. Meeting a man like Dylan Kennedy merely twisted the knife.

“Not tonight,” Phoebe insisted. “Tonight you are a privileged young lady from Baltimore. Your ancestors were the founding fathers of the colony of Maryland.” Lacking her customary meanness, Phoebe took both of Kathleen’s hands in hers. “I didn’t think this would work, but so far you’ve made people believe our story. Initially I wanted to win my bet with Lucy, but I’ve changed my mind.”

“You have?” Kathleen was amazed. This was a side to Phoebe she had rarely seen. She wasn’t sure she trusted it.

“Tonight, Kate, I want to see you win. Don’t tell me you forgot about the invitation to the opera. That was the wager, or have you forgotten?”

He made me forget my own name, Kathleen thought wistfully.


The door to the powder room swished inward. Mrs. Lincoln, whose father-in-law had been the Great Emancipator, bustled in. A maid followed behind her, eyes cast down to the floor.

Phoebe pretended to be helping Kathleen on with her other elbow-length glove. “These are simply too cunning,” she said loudly. “Did they come from Paris as well? I’ve heard you get all your gowns and gloves from the Salon de Lumière.”

Before Kathleen could answer, Mrs. Lincoln put out her plump arms like a pair of wings. “My wrap,” she said to the maid. “And do hurry.”

“Is something amiss, Mrs. Lincoln?” Lucy asked.

“We’ve been hearing rumors of a great fire all evening. Robert wishes to go home early and secure the house.”

Kathleen felt no alarm about the report. Fires were a common occurrence, especially during the current drought. The city engineers always managed to contain them eventually. She and the others wished Mrs. Lincoln a good evening, then returned to the party.

“Remember your goal,” Lucy whispered to Kathleen. “You must get yourself invited to the opening of the opera house tomorrow night. If you do that, we’ll never be plagued by Phoebe’s snobbery again.” She hastened away to the main salon to hear the lecture, finding a seat that was suspiciously close to Mr. Higgins.

Time was running out, Kathleen realized, edging into the back of the room. While it was perfectly true that everyone here was cordial to her, she had yet to secure the invitation that would prove… She frowned, taking a seat on a divan across the room from where Reverend Moody was preparing to hold forth. Just what would it prove?

That she looked becoming in an expensive gown?

That Chicago society lacked a discriminating sense of who was worthy and who was not?

That the entire social structure upon which America was founded was a lie?

She smiled privately at the thought. Lucy would certainly love that conclusion. The truth was probably closer to her first thought, which was fine with Kathleen. Invitation or not, she intended to enjoy the rest of the evening. Tomorrow—and reality—would come soon enough.

She observed a group of men discussing the effect of the current drought on grain futures, and wished she could join in the speculation. Matters of commerce fascinated her, and she knew plenty from her shameless eavesdropping on her employer’s financial advisors. It was yet another way she had turned herself into a misfit, for the world didn’t need a woman from the labor classes who understood high finance. Yet she couldn’t simply stifle her interest or quiet her mind.

Reverend Moody spoke in a loud voice, and his words discomfited her. He preached of humility and honesty, and here she was, the greatest of liars.

Pretending to need a breath of fresh air, she slipped through the archway to the smaller salon. In one corner, a group of men stood smoking cigars and speaking in low tones. They didn’t notice her. The door to the balcony where Dylan Kennedy had practically seduced her stood ajar. She stepped out, and was struck by two impressions.

First, the wind had picked up strength and a curious heat, while moonlight imbued the scene with pearly blue magic.

And second, she was not alone.

“I just knew you couldn’t stay away,” Dylan Kennedy crowed.

She stepped back toward the door. “I had no idea you were out here.”

“Of course you didn’t,” he said teasingly, blocking her retreat. “But now that you’re here, I’m ready for you.”

She blinked. “Whatever do you mean?”

“I’ve been waiting for your apology.”

She flexed her hand unconsciously. “I am sorry you gave me cause to hit you.”

“Is that as close as you’ll come to apologizing?”

“It’s more than you deserve.”

“Then I accept.”

A gust of wind lifted her skirts, causing the green silk to bell out like a hot air balloon. Kathleen pressed her arms to her sides, not so much out of modesty as fear that he would catch a glimpse of her rough muslin bloomers. She did not want to explain why an heiress would wear such a thing under a Worth original. The strong draft tampered with the twisted silk cord of her reticule, and she felt it slip down her shoulder.

“I am going inside now,” she informed him, intending to escape before he addled her head by touching her as he had done before. She didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust herself with him. Never had she felt so strong an attraction for a man.

She considered herself to be a woman of some experience, for she did not lack for suitors. Expressmen, railroad workers, lumberjacks and day laborers often came to call. Some of them, like Barry Lynch, a dockyard clerk, were quite nice. But she had never felt the magic of true attraction…until now.

It wasn’t just that he was handsome—though he most certainly was.

It wasn’t just that he was amusing—though he was that as well.

Maybe it was because he was rich. Although, now that she thought about it, so were the other young men in the grand salon. And she didn’t feel this hugely magnetic and thoroughly confusing attraction to any of them. Just Dylan Kennedy.

He pressed the French door shut with the palm of his hand. His arm reached across her line of vision. He smelled faintly of bay rum and wood smoke.

Wood smoke? That was unexpected. Most men smelled of cigars or cheroots, but—

“Something’s burning,” she said suddenly, swinging her gaze out across Chicago.

“I call it desire,” he quipped.

“Please, stop joking. There is a fire somewhere. People were talking about it earlier.”

The wind crescendoed to a truly frightful howl, and even in the protected shelter of the balcony, Kathleen felt its power plucking at her skirts and carefully coiffed hair. Scattered sparks streamed past, tossing and flickering like live snowflakes.

“Look at that,” she said. “There is a fire.”

“Those are probably just embers from someone’s chimney pot,” Dylan said dismissively. “Even if it’s a fire, the engine crews will have it under control before you know it.” He pressed close to her, and the intimate heat that passed between them thrilled her. He seemed determined to pick up where they had left off before she had hit him.

And to be honest, Kathleen was interested, too. For the first time in her life, she had the feeling that she “fit” with this man. She felt at ease with him, even though he was a tycoon, rich and sophisticated beyond anything she could imagine. But he didn’t know that. He would never know that. For after tonight she would never see him again. There was no harm in this flirtation, she told herself. No harm at all.

He seemed to sense her growing acceptance of him. “Is it true your family owns a controlling interest in Hibernia Securities?”

She caught her breath, but tried to act unsurprised. “You’ve been gossiping behind my back.”

“I wouldn’t call it gossiping. I’m interested in you, Miss Kate. I find you completely enchanting, even if you do wield a mean right hook.”

At his words, shivers coursed over her. “I’m not sure you should be speaking to me in such a frank and familiar fashion,” she said.

“Are you offended?”

“No.” She allowed herself a small, speculative smile. “Intrigued.” She dared to push at the boundaries a little more. “The gossip about you is that you are in need of a wife.”

“Desire,” he said softly, stepping close. He spoke the word with silken precision.

Inside her, something seemed to melt. “What?”

“Desire,” he repeated. “I desire a wife. I’m not sure that is the same as need.”

“I see.” How had he wound up standing so close to her? She could smell the clean starchy scent of his shirt, could see the precision with which his valet had shaved his cheeks and jaw.

“Don’t you want to know why?” he asked, practically whispering.

“Why what?” Her mouth felt cottony and dry.

“Why I desire a wife.”

She cleared her throat, trying to make sense of the moment, of the sweet, compelling feelings flowing through her as she looked up at him. “Very well. Why do you desire a wife?” She couldn’t help the spark of devilment that made her suggest, “Did your mother finally put you out of her house?”

He caught her against him and laughed heartily. “My dear Miss Kate, you are a caution. It is a privilege to know you.”

Now, she thought, moving in for the kill. “Do you truly feel that way?”

“From the bottom of my heart.”

“Then I wonder—” She stopped. “Oh, I am too bold.”

“Go on. What were you going to say?”

“I was hoping you would invite me to the opening of Crosby’s Opera House,” she said. “I was hoping you would be the one.”

“I will, Kate. I’ll be the one. I am, after all, looking for a wife. Escorting you to the opera seems a good way to begin the hunt.”

For a moment, Kathleen felt dizzy with her victory. She had won. She had proven she could fool a society gentleman into escorting her to the opera. But the moment came to a cruel and swift end. She wanted to take pride in her cleverness, but instead, she felt empty. Deceitful. Here was this perfectly nice man, innocently offering her an evening’s entertainment, and she thought only of the wager. An apology hovered on her lips, but something—the expression dancing in his blue eyes—held her silent. In the matter of his quest for a wife, she couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not. She speculated about the real reason for his interest in matrimony. Family alliances, convenience, sometimes even appearances. Occasional expedience, for accidents did happen even in the best of families.

“We have managed to have an entire conversation, and neither has revealed the least little thing about the other,” she commented, stepping back.

“You find my air of mystery alluring,” he said.

“What—” She swallowed. She had to raise her voice to be heard over the howl of the dry, blowing wind. “What gives you the idea that you are so alluring?”

“Ah, but I didn’t say that. I said that you find me fascinating. It’s not my fault, but you do.”

“I certainly do not.”

“Sweet Kate, when you punched me in the jaw with such ardor, I could only conclude that I arouse a strong passion in you. And then when you sneaked out here to be with me, I felt even more certain of your feelings.”

“You are insolent,” she said, grateful for the many hours she had spent studying with Deborah. She could stand up to this clever, clever man, just see if she couldn’t. Long after her mistress had lost interest in her studies, Kathleen had absorbed all the lessons of the best tutors money could buy. “You are arrogant,” she said to Dylan. “You are manipulative, sly and completely wrong about me.”

He had a swift and elegant way of moving, and he employed it now, pressing her against the figured stone balustrade. He filled her field of vision—snowy white shirt and a white silk cravat framed by the beautifully tailored, slightly worn lapels of a dark frock coat.

“We like each other, Kate. We both felt the attraction.”

She tossed her head, trying to appear unintimidated by his nearness. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Of course you do, and it matters not at all.” Very lightly, shockingly, he put his finger at the base of her throat, brushing the emeralds and diamonds of her necklace. “I know your game, Kate.”

“And pray, what is that?” She spoke playfully, enjoying this far too much.

“I know what’s under your dress,” he said.

Saints alive. He knew about her muslin underclothes.

“Beneath this gorgeous milk-white breast beats the heart of a guilty woman—”

“Sir, you forget yourself.” Letting a man speak of one’s breasts was absolutely taboo. It was so taboo that no one had even told her such talk was forbidden. She just knew.

“Tell me, what would your family think if they knew you were here?” he went on as if she hadn’t spoken.

Heavens, but he was right about the guilt. She pictured her simple, loving family and felt like the ingrate of the world for pretending to be something she was not. They would see it as a rejection of their way of life, their values, when in fact, it had nothing to do with them and everything to do with Kathleen and a dream inside her that refused to die. But for the moment she was more concerned with fending off this man who seemed to see right through her.

“My family loves and supports me in all I do.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Sounds promising. And unusual for the heiress to a fortune. So they would not worry that you had come to hear an evangelist, a good Catholic girl like you?”

She tried not to show her relief. “Sir, my family would be far more worried about your attentions.”

“Don’t you want to know how I guessed your secret?”

“How?” she asked cautiously, though she knew it was the holy card.

“Because I am just like you, my sweet.”

She nearly laughed at how wrong he was. How shocked he would be if he understood what that truly meant—that she came from a poor family with no property, no prospects. “Catholic, you mean? You’ve already said so.”

“I am anything you want me to be. What do you want, Kate? What do you want?”

Every word dried, unspoken, on her tongue. Every thought flickered and disappeared like the sparks flying through the night sky. It was extraordinary. In all her life, no one had ever asked Kathleen O’Leary what she wanted. She was told with great frequency what she should do or must accomplish. But never had anyone posed the simple, straightforward question to her. No one waited so avidly to hear her answer.

And she discovered, in the long breathless moments that stretched between them, that she did not know the answer.

Until now, her life had been about what she didn’t want. She didn’t want the hardscrabble workaday life her parents endured. She didn’t want to marry a dockyard clerk and crank out baby after baby, year after year. She did not want—and saints in heaven preserve her—to be ordinary.

Now here was this extraordinary man, promising her anything.

“You haven’t answered me, Kate,” he reminded her, gently prodding. “What do you want?”

“For this night to go on forever,” she blurted out, and even as she spoke, she realized it was the most honest thing she could have said. From the moment she had donned the Worth gown, she had felt like a different person. Someone better, more important. Of course, it was all an illusion. She knew that. But the magic was as strong and seductive as Dylan Kennedy himself.

“I like that answer.” He whispered the words into the shell of her ear.

He was going to kiss her, she realized. He moved slowly, deliberately. Not with the clumsy urgent hunger of other men who had tried to kiss her. He knew what he wanted and took his time getting it. He placed his knuckles softly beneath her chin and directed her gaze to his. Then he bent from the waist, almost formally as if making an elegant bow. His lips touched hers lightly, so lightly she wasn’t sure she had felt it at all. She sensed the subtle warmth of his breath, scented with brandy, and an exquisite intimacy thrummed between them, so poignant that all of their lighthearted banter could not mask the fact that she grew suddenly thick-throated with yearning.

He kissed her as though nothing existed but her. As though she were the only other living soul on earth. As though he existed for the sole purpose of kissing her.

She had never believed she could be moved by a man’s touch, or even by his kiss. Certainly on rare occasions there might have been a flash of excitement when a suitor stole a peck on the mouth, but what she experienced in Dylan Kennedy’s arms went far beyond mere titillation. Her heart was engaged by this man, and he roused emotions more poignant and moving than anything she had ever felt. A longing seared her, and even as she reveled in his kiss, she knew why this experience was so overwhelming.

He was showing her, in this single, perfect crystal of a moment, all that she wanted, and all she could never have.

She surrendered to him utterly, softening and growing pliant in his arms. Here was a man who had probably held royal princesses in his embrace, handled blooded horses and business deals worth a staggering fortune.

In one single moment she wanted it all. She wanted to experience his life of bold, glittering excess. She imagined awakening in an airy, light-filled chamber with a gentle swish of organdy curtains. Breakfast would be served on bone china by white-gloved servants, and they would spend the day surveying their beautiful estate. In the evening they would attend a musicale, visiting with friends who laughed easily, made lighthearted conversation and admired the famous Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy.

Long after he stopped kissing her, she kept her eyes closed and her face angled toward his. Only the silken rustle of his laughter startled her back to reality. She blinked like a dreamer, awakening to find him laughing down at her.


“Where the devil are you, Kate?” he asked.

“Why should I tell you?”

“Because I want to go there.”

Feeling sheepish, she stepped away from him. He tilted his head, peering shamelessly down her bodice. She smacked him on the shoulder.

“Sorry,” he said, though he didn’t sound at all contrite. “I was just checking.”

“Checking what?”

“To see where that blush of yours starts. I’m having all sorts of ideas.”

This was how wealthy, privileged people behaved. This delicious flirtation with an edge of the forbidden. And she wanted it. Oh, how she wanted it.

A spark drifted past, alighting on her bare arm, and she brushed away the hot sting. A frisson of fear touched her like the ember. “I don’t think that strayed from a chimney pot,” she said.

“Could be a leftover from last night’s blaze at Conley’s Patch,” he remarked.

She frowned. Conley’s Patch was known as the devil’s acre, a lowly ramshackle neighborhood of saloons and brothels on the south side. How would a man like Dylan Kennedy know the first thing about the Patch?

Disconcerted, she turned to look out at the city. The sun had set hours before, but an orange glow painted the sky to the west.

“I think the fire’s spreading fast,” she said, worried.

At that same moment, the French door banged open. The wind slapped it against the building and one of the panes shattered. Lucy blustered forward and grabbed Kathleen’s arm.

“We’ve got to go,” she said. “We must get back to Miss Boylan’s before the bridges get too clogged with traffic.”

Kathleen pulled her arm away, and the cord of her reticule slid off her shoulder. “But—”

“There are rumors of a fire.”

“The fires aren’t just rumors,” Dylan said calmly. “There’ve been six a day and more because of the drought.”

Lucy regarded Dylan with narrowed eyes.

“Don’t worry, Miss Hathaway,” he said smoothly. “I was not behaving offensively.”

“Why not?” she asked. “All men do.”

Kathleen guessed she’d had a run-in with Mr. Higgins. “We really must go,” she said, reluctantly agreeing with Lucy.

“Yes, we must be getting back. Miss Boylan was quite insistent,” Lucy said. “Our curfew is ten o’clock.”

Even Cinderella had her midnight, Kathleen thought. But Cinderella was nothing but a story in a book, a dream of a magical evening that could never come true. Kathleen lived in Chicago, fires were troubling the city and it was foolish to cling to the masquerade any longer.

But she did have her private fantasies. She wanted Dylan Kennedy to think back on this night and remember the mysterious, sophisticated young woman who had kissed him with forbidden intimacy.

And so, in full view of Lucy, she wound her arms around his neck and planted a long, impassioned kiss on his mouth.








THREE



Just like that, she was gone.

But Dylan could still taste the phantom sweetness of her, lingering on his lips. He could still detect the pliant warmth of her mouth pressed to his.

He could still feel the hard heat of the passion she inspired, and he was compelled to wait out on the balcony until he was fit for mixed company. Blowing out a breath of exasperation, he ran his finger around his collar, yearning to loosen his cravat. He couldn’t, of course. A gentleman never appeared with a less than perfectly tied cravat.

It was a great burden, being the most eligible bachelor in Chicago. If he’d realized the ruse was going to be this much trouble, he might have chosen something else—a divine prophet, perhaps, or a blind man. The guises had worked for him before.

Dylan Francis Kennedy, known in various other venues as the marquis de Bontemps, Sir Percival Blake, the Prophet Jephtha, and Dirk Steele—Man of the Comstock, used to consider himself the luckiest fellow in the whole U.S. of A. He breezed through life, donning different identities with the same ease as trying on a new chapeau. With his affable grin, his unusual physical abilities and his flamboyant style, he had fleeced a living from the smug, the self-satisfied, the richer-than-God, and he made no apologies for it.

But unfortunately, he’d arrived in Chicago with the notorious Vincent Costello dogging his heels. Under normal circumstances, Dylan would have the means to dodge his former partner. The smell of money never failed to put Vince off the scent. But this time, things were complicated.

This time, Dylan was flat broke.

Worse, Costello was flat broke, too. That made him cranky and unpredictable.

Dylan had arrived “from the Continent”—that always impressed the right people—with less than two bits to his name. The very notion grated. There had been times when he had stood poised just inches from total success, only to have a deal go bad or a mark wise up. He usually had a knack for salvaging something from the ashes.

Not this time. This time, escape had cost him everything, including the clothes on his back. He had wanted a change from the life of burlesque performing and carnival tricks that had kept him and Costello in the money. He’d grown tired of thrilling the crowds with his daredevil tricks while Vince picked pockets and collected wager markers from the onlookers. Most of all, he’d needed to escape Costello’s daughter Faith, who had imprisoned him with the mistaken belief that he would marry her.


During a stint in Buffalo, Dylan decided the time had come to disappear. He had to get away from them, for they were getting too close in ways that made him hot under the collar. He didn’t know how to be close to people, and he didn’t want to know.

And so, on a bet, the famous marquis de Bontemps was to walk a tightrope over Niagara Falls. Dylan had done the stunt several times, curiously unperturbed by the violence of the raging cataract that lured so many tourists and daredevils from around the world. He studied the odds, chose his spot, measured his chances and then, while hundreds watched one evening, he had done the unthinkable. He had fallen. He’d gone over Niagara Falls. The horrified people who had watched him plunge to his death, who had wept to see a fine young man cut down in his prime, had forgotten all about the wager. And Dylan, who had carefully practiced the maneuver of falling, clinging to the underside of a boulder, then pulling himself along a cable to the Canadian side, had fought his way to shore in the dark. He had stolen away to the west, leaving his partner behind.

Or so he had thought. Costello probably grew suspicious when no body was recovered. Dylan should have known Costello would hunt him down like a bloodhound. Bleed him dry like a stuck pig. Or worse, make him marry Faith like a decent man.

Dylan needed a big touch, and he needed it soon.

Pressing his fist on the carved concrete rail of the balcony, he cursed the timing of the fire. And here of all places. He and all his aliases were unknown in Chicago, so he’d considered the city fertile ground for reinventing himself. He had finagled a spot on every elite guest list in town, but the masquerade would be over if someone discovered his serious cash flow problems. He didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to keep up the illusion of being the man of the hour.

The woman in the green silk gown had fluttered into his life like a petal on a breeze. No, he corrected himself, like a guardian angel. When he had met the heiress, who let him address her by the delightful nickname “Kate,” he thought his prayers had been answered. Her gown was Worth, her diamonds were genuine and her looks and personality enchanting.

She was clearly loaded with a fortune that needed a bit of lightening—preferably by Dylan. Pushing his face into the swirling hot tempest, he rotated his shoulders and glared out at the distant horizon, shimmering now with a fire in the west. It was going to be a long night.

“Damn,” he said, letting the howling wind snatch the curse away. And again, “Damn.”

He had been so close to winning her over. Even when he thought he’d have to work to earn her kisses, she had simply given him one. Given him a kiss and left, a spark on the wind.

If only he’d had a little more time, he would have succeeded with her. He could sense the opening bud of her interest. He almost dared to think he’d actually enjoy stealing from her. Generally, spoiled heiresses were a tough lot. They required a great deal of maintenance: cosseting, flattery, heartfelt pronouncements of utter devotion, promises from the bottom of his heart. Not this one. She was beautiful and merry. He would have had fun taking a fortune from her. She would have loved being taken by him.

Sadly for him, she had disappeared before he could learn more about her, capture her heart and steal her money. Perhaps he could track her down at…whose house were they going to? Miss Boylan? Who the hell was Miss Boylan?

A hail of flying embers suddenly blew through the area. With another curse, Dylan jumped back, brushing at his sleeves. The silk frock coat, from Savile Row via an unwary gentleman’s closet, was the last decent thing he owned, and he’d best not burn a hole in it.

As he turned to reenter the salon, he heard a crunching sound under his heel. With a frown, he stooped and picked up some forgotten object, bringing it inside with him. It was a green silk evening bag, crusted with beads that perfectly matched his lady-love’s dress.

With rising hope, Dylan parted the opening of the bag and looked inside. A burning whiff of ammonia nearly knocked him on his ass. Damned smelling salts. He had broken the bottle when he’d stepped on the bag. Within seconds, tears were running down his face. He was about to cast aside the silk bag when he noticed something else secreted within the emerald folds, under a soaked handkerchief.

A card of some sort? Frowning, he extracted it, hoping it was a calling card. If it was, then his task would be far easier.

But it was not a calling card. It was…a holy card, the one she had dropped when she’d lost her earring.

Odd. He hadn’t seen one of those in years, not since he had shown up at Gerry Carmichael’s funeral in Boston, claiming to be his sole heir.

This one depicted Saint Bridget looking both very Irish and very virtuous. The overly sentimental artwork touched a chord in Dylan, and for a fleeting moment, a wave of sadness surged through him. As it often did, his heart kept trying to remember a past he had vowed to forget. Memories strained to break into his consciousness, but he resisted them, knowing they held nothing but darkness for him. He had spent a lifetime fleeing the past, and he wasn’t about to lose the race now. Through sheer force of will, he banished the phantom feeling, convincing himself that he had only imagined the sudden, searing pain.

Impatient with himself, he turned the card over and read the printed prayer. And there, at the very bottom, was the name of the deceased being honored: Bridget Cavanaugh. Beloved wife, mother, grandmother. The sponsor of the card was St. Brendan’s, just a few blocks away, according to the address given.

Dylan palmed the card and slid it into the flat front pocket of his trousers—appropriately enough, next to the part of him that wanted Kate the most. He grinned at his own crude wit. Suddenly his luck was about to change.

But first, of course, he had to figure out where she had gone. Donning his best smile, he breezed into the main salon. The crowd had thinned somewhat. Apparently others were also worried about the fire that had sent Lucy and Kate speeding on their way.

Dylan found a tray of champagne glasses and helped himself to two, lifting them in the direction of Mr. Pullman in a salute. Then, when Pullman turned away, he knocked them back like water.

Lately Dylan had a new sense of weariness, an ennui. The exhilaration of a narrow escape had lacked its former heady sweetness. Running for his life was becoming too routine, and for the first time ever, Dylan began to wonder what it would be like to settle down, go straight.

With a rueful half grin into his champagne glass, he drained the last drop. How on earth would he know? His earliest memory, one he couldn’t forget no matter how hard he tried, had been of a deception.

Just wait right there, my boy, and Mam will come back for you. He had tried to sit very still and quiet, hoping his good behavior would bring her back sooner. The steamy train station had seemed as big as a witch’s castle to him, with its gleaming marble floors, soaring ceilings, gritty air and skylights glittering high overhead. Mam had once told him that the plump naked creatures were supposed to be cherubs—little babies with wings—but to him they looked evil, their carved stone mouths puckered, their fat hands clutching at clouds and clusters of grapes, their curling hair frozen in stone.

The smells of steam and cinders had choked him as he watched passengers hurrying zigzag across the marble, heels clicking, black-faced porters whistling smartly and wheeling groaning carts of baggage out to the trains. Destinations were shouted down the terminals: Philadelphia. Saratoga. Buffalo. New Haven. Boston. He encountered a boy his own age who had boasted, “We have a first-class berth all the way to Boston,” before a governess grabbed him by the upper arm and hauled him off with a whack to the backside and the warning, Don’t consort with riffraff. You’ll catch a disease.

Much later, a man dressed in a black gown had taken him by the hand and brought him to a church that echoed with whispers and eerie songs. He had dug in his heels, not wanting to face what the priest had brought him to see—a plain pine box, candles burning low. Look at her, boy. Tell us her name. He had run away as quick as ever he could, slipping out the door and passing crooked headstones in the churchyard. He skirted a freshly dug grave that reeked of damp earth and broken lilies, and the dewy grass wet the toes of his scuffed shoes as he ran.

He returned to the steamy, oily train station, because his mam had told him to wait there. The black-gowned man came looking for him again, but he’d huddled under a bench in the waiting room until the man left. Hours or maybe days later, a kindly porter had asked him if he was lost. He had shaken his head and mimicked the well-dressed boy’s voice: I have a first-class berth all the way to Boston.

That had been the beginning. He had been nine years old, and he’d learned his lesson well. People didn’t keep their promises. And more important, folks believed what they wanted to believe.

Dylan was tempted to drink away the bitter taste of the unwelcome memory, but he couldn’t afford the indulgence. Things were looking bad for him and he had work to do.

“Shame on you, Mr. Kennedy,” scolded an annoying voice. “You’ve been hiding yourself from us.”

He put on a smile designed to disarm and turned to greet Alice and Mabel Moss, nieces of the mayor of Chicago. The smile worked. They giggled and put up fans to hide their prominent teeth.

“Ouch,” he said, “that accusation stings even worse coming from your beautiful mouth.” While they giggled even harder, he said, “I was out watching the progress of the fire. Looks to be a bad one.”


Mabel waved her fan with nonchalant grace. “Oh, dear, yes,” she said. “Uncle has gone to the courthouse to see that the alarm system is alerting the West Division.”

“But never worry,” Alice enjoined. “Chicago has a perfectly grand fire department. Steam engines, hose carts, alarms everywhere you’d care to look.”

“I do hope the fire’s not in the vicinity of Field and Leiter’s store,” Mabel said with a worried pout. “I’m expecting an order of silk from Bombay. I declare, it’s impossible to hire a decent dressmaker these days. The city’s positively overrun by—” she shuddered visibly “—immigrants and foreigners.”

“Can’t abide them myself,” Dylan said earnestly. “Especially the Visigoths.”

She frowned in confusion, completely unaware that while she’d spoken, Dylan had relieved her of her little reticule. He hoped it contained something more useful than Kate’s smelling salts.

He palmed the small bag as he bowed to the young ladies. “It has been a distinct privilege,” he assured them. “And now I must be going. Perhaps I’ll make myself useful in battling the fire.”

As he walked away, he heard one of them whisper, “He’s so brave.”

He resisted the urge to add a swagger to his step. He wasn’t being brave at all, but practical. Fires could be useful in appropriating a bit of short-term gain. He considered looting to be the sport of commoners, beneath him, but the occasional snatched jewelry or cash would not come amiss.

He stopped at the cloak room and sweetly convinced the matron in charge that the Italian silk opera cape and sleek Canadian beaver top hat belonged to him. Then he went outside and stood beneath the awning, studying the terrain. The edge of the canvas flapped in a high wind, though no evidence of fire had reached the area. He pressed down the new hat to keep it in place.

“I ordered my phaeton half an hour ago,” snapped an angry voice. “Why the devil hasn’t it been brought round?”

Recognizing Philip Ascot IV, Dylan tipped his hat. He had always disliked the type: bland, vacuous, with just enough education from the right places to give him the sense that anything he wanted was his for the taking. Ascot possessed nothing but a venerable family name to recommend him. Sadly, in some circles that was more than enough. It was said that Ascot was engaged to marry Arthur Sinclair’s beauteous daughter, Deborah, who came with a dowry in excess of a million.

If Dylan needed another reason to dislike Ascot, there it was. He had gotten to the wealthy Deborah first.

No matter, he decided, pacing the pine block sidewalk, trying to make up his mind where to go. The red-haired heiress would do just fine for his purposes. He might even marry her if need be. It wouldn’t be the first time he had wed out of financial necessity.

But he didn’t want to think about past mistakes now. Regrets were always so inconvenient.

Instead, he thought about Kate some more. God, that hair, those lips. The swiftest route to her dowry would be to seduce her so she’d be forced to marry him. He found himself wishing for the luxury of time with a woman like that. Time to coax laughter and sighs from her, time to learn what her favorite color was and what she liked to eat for breakfast. Under the circumstances, however, he had to act fast. He considered the holy card in his pocket and wondered if it would provide some clue so he could find her again.

Lord de Vere and his entourage exited the Hotel Royale. Their inbred, aristocratic faces were pale and pinched. Lord Kim’s bewigged attendants sniffed the air like hounds on the scent. Dylan decided a bit of ingratiation was in order.

He flung back the edge of his cloak and tipped his new hat. “My lord,” he said, mimicking the courtly manners he had observed while gambling aboard a French steamship one year. “I thought you were a guest at the hotel.”

“Ah, Kennedy. So I was. We deemed it prudent to ficher le camp, what with this fire and the winds so unpredictable.”

“So where will you be ficher-ing to?” Dylan asked, trying his best not to mock the mincing attitude. But he couldn’t help himself. The English lord was a two-legged joke.

“Mr. Cornelius King was kind enough to offer his summer house on the north shore.”

“Indeed.” Dylan winked. “And did he offer anything else? His eldest daughter, perhaps?” Everyone knew the weak-chinned Englishman was in the States to find a rich wife. An admirable pursuit, thought Dylan. Though they’d never speak of it, they had something in common.

Lord Kim worked his mouth, fishlike, in soundless outrage. He sputtered, then found his voice. “I’m sure I don’t have the slightest interest in the young lady.”

Clearly the man had no sense of humor. Dylan laughed to show he meant no offense. “Then it’s a pity about your plan to marry money,” he quipped.

Again the codfish look from the Englishman.

“Well, the fortune generally comes with a woman attached,” Dylan concluded.

De Vere’s face froze. Then, while his attendants braced themselves for a flood of fury, he surprised them all by flinging back his head and braying with laughter. “You are a caution, sir. I should not like you at all, yet I find that I do. Ah, here is the coach.” A boxy coach and four came around from the livery. The team was spirited, probably jumpy from the heavy, smoky smell of the air and the occasional flying spark.

“Join us, Mr. Kennedy?” Lord Kim offered.

It was on the tip of Dylan’s tongue to accept. Then the oddest thing happened. The courthouse alarm bell, a couple of blocks distant, drowned out his “Yes, thank you.”

“Eh? Sorry, dear chap, I didn’t hear what you said,” the Englishman prompted.

“I said,” Dylan heard a stranger’s voice intone, “I had best stay in the city and lend a hand fighting the fire.”

“We’ll leave the heroics to you Yanks,” said the Englishman. “They say fools rush in…” Laughing at his own wit, he entered the coach.

As he watched the big, roomy vehicle roll away up Clark Street, Dylan gritted his teeth and cursed. What kind of fool stayed in the city, after all? What was he thinking? Within an hour he could be at some millionaire’s country place in Lake View, sipping sherry and making up stories about his Harvard days.

The courthouse alarm sounded again. Dylan ducked his head into the wind, held his tall hat in place and started walking. People milled about in the streets. No one seemed unduly alarmed, and neither was Dylan. Fires had been a nightly event of late because the weather was so unseasonably dry. He decided to make an early night of it, then begin his hunt for the delectable Miss Kate in the morning.

Though no one in Chicago knew it, his pied-à-terre was actually a pied-à-l’eau—a broken-down cabin boat moored under the Rush Street Bridge. He had found the leaky, listing vessel moldering in the river, and had claimed squatter’s rights. It was cramped, smelly and depressing, but he endured the conditions because he knew they were only temporary. He just had to figure out a new angle and he’d be back in the game.

Things grew more chaotic as he headed toward the lake. Crowds surged along the Van Buren Street rail line, fleeing from the West Division. Dylan hurried, his long strides putting ten city blocks behind him as he made for the bridge that spanned the mouth of the river near Lake Michigan.

On the sloping bank under the bridge, he stood still for a few moments, reluctant to seek shelter in the miserable boat. The wind held the shrieking promise of a tornado, somewhere out on the prairie beyond the stockyards. Horses in the roadway shied as their drivers laid into them with whips.

Dylan tried to decide whether or not he was afraid, and realized with no surprise that he was not. Things like firestorms and waterfalls didn’t scare him. Never had, which was probably why he had done a brisk business performing daredevil acts. He had a knack for learning tricks and a flare for the dramatic. His first stunt had taken place right in the train station where his mother had abandoned him.

With nothing left to lose, he had climbed to a steel girder in the terminal. He had no thought but that he wanted to be up high, like a bird, where nothing could touch him. He still remembered the faces of the onlookers. No one dared move or look away. Their riveted expressions of awe and dread had given him a keen sense of power. So long as they watched, he held them in the palm of his hand. Their attention went wherever he commanded it. With a heady feeling of complete control, he could make them gasp, cause their hearts to pound, force them to weep or sweat with worry for him. When he leaped down and stood unscathed on the platform, coins had showered him and he knew he was made for this life.

Not long afterward, he had apprenticed himself to a saloon owner in the bowery where he had performed stunts of increasing complexity. He quickly graduated to confidence games, tricking people out of their money by convincing them that a painted brick was solid gold, or that his Colombian parrot could tell the future, or that he was a direct descendant of an Egyptian king. In his lonely search for a place in the world, he had donned every persona except his own. He didn’t even know who he was anymore, and didn’t much care.

Hoping he’d left a bottle of spirits in the boat, he decided to seek shelter instead of standing around watching the chaos. The wind whipped viciously at the opera cloak he had helped himself to, temporarily covering his face with the expensive fabric. At the same moment, someone—a very large someone—jostled him, and he found himself shoved back against a timber bridge support.

“You move pretty fast for a dead man,” growled a deep, unpleasant voice.

The cloak was pulled out of his face. “Nice threads, Dylan,” said the voice, rich with sarcasm. “But you weren’t wearing it the last time I saw you. Seems I recall you were wearing ten thousand dollars in bank notes strapped around you.”

Damn it. He was hoping to avoid this. What a fiasco. He thought his daredevil escape over the falls meant he’d seen the last of Costello. Within hours of fleeing Niagara Falls, he had donned a new identity and hopped a train, knowing his former partner was likely to track him down in due time. As smart as Dylan and even less scrupulous, Costello had a special gift for getting what he was after.

“Vince,” he said, staring down at Costello’s meaty fingers, which clutched the cloak at his throat. “How did you find me?”

“I followed the smell, you low-bellied slug.”

“Very funny.”

“Yeah, I was tickled pink when I read in the papers how a certain Mr. Kennedy just got back from hobnobbing with the Vanderbilts all over the Continent. The bit about your being granted the Studleigh Prize by Queen Victoria was a dead giveaway.” He snorted. “Studleigh was the name you took for card-sharping in Albany.”

Dylan didn’t bother playing dumb. “How have you been?” he asked, and since Costello had not killed him yet, he dared to add, “How’s Faith?”

Vincent Costello dropped his hands. His face, which resembled a very healthy russet potato, with interesting knobs and creases, closed in a furious scowl. “You broke her heart, Dylan. She thought you were going to marry her. Even though I just about spent my last breath trying to convince her you’re no damned good, she’s got it in her head that she wants to marry you.”

“Well,” he lied, “the feeling was mutual.”

“Then do you mind explaining why you simply disappeared? With, I might add, our entire capital strapped to your waist.”

“Oh,” said Dylan, tensing to flee. “That.”

“Yes,” said Costello, pulling a gun. “That.”

* * *

“What’s blocking the roadway ahead?” Lucy Hathaway asked the driver. Their coach, a bulky rockaway with an extended front and the school crest painted on the doors, had rolled to a halt. She had to lean out the window to speak to him. Kathleen could see the roaring wind snatch at Lucy’s jet-black hair.

“A horse car,” the driver yelled. “Someone cut the horse loose and took the fare box. I can see the thief heading on foot for the river.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Lucy pulled her head back in and flopped against the leather seat. “At this rate it’ll take half the night to get back to Miss Boylan’s.”

Phoebe used the speaking tube rather than risk mussing her hair. “Driver, go around the horse car. We really must be getting back.”

Kathleen cast a worried glance at the Randolph Street Bridge behind them. The railed span overflowed with people, livestock, horses and mules hitched to all manner of conveyance.

“Saints and crooked angels. The fire must be even worse than it looks,” she said. In all the excitement and traffic she had not even told them her news—that Lucy had won the bet. Dylan Francis Kennedy had invited her to Crosby’s tomorrow night. She said nothing, though, for the victory seemed a trivial matter now.

Phoebe impatiently rapped her fan at the speaking tube. “Driver, did you not hear what I said? Go around the horse car at once.”

They could feel the coach swaying as the team strained in the traces. But there was no forward movement. Kathleen looked out at the crowded street. With a cold clutch of nervousness she saw the reason they had made no progress.

“Our driver has fled,” she told the others. She dropped her cultured manner of speaking and unknowingly echoed the thick brogue of her mother. “Sweet heaven, preserve us, we have no driver.”

“Don’t be ridicu—” Phoebe half stood, her hand on the door handle.

At the same moment, an explosion split the air. The fire had reached a store of gunpowder somewhere. The coach jerked forward with such force that Phoebe was slammed against the seat. With a scream, she plopped down. Kathleen felt her head snap back with the motion. The driverless horses scrambled ahead in full panic. Not only did they draw the coach around the abandoned horse car, they headed in a new direction entirely.

“We are going directly toward the fire,” Lucy said. Her voice was thick with fear.

“We’re going to die,” Phoebe wailed. “Dear God, we’re going to die and I never even had the chance to marry a duke. And I never saw Pompeii. And I’ve never eaten an oyster. And I’m still a virgin—”

“Can you shut her up?” Kathleen asked Lucy.


Lucy clutched at Phoebe’s shoulders and shouted “Shut up!” in her face.

Kathleen battled the rocking, lurching motion of the uncontrolled coach as she yanked the expensive silk skirts up between her legs and tied the fabric to fit like bulky trousers.

“Do be careful,” Lucy shouted, realizing her intent. “Please, be careful.”

Kathleen nodded grimly. She unhooked the stiff leather windshield of the coach. Immediately smoke and blowing sparks streaked into the interior. Phoebe started to scream again, but Kathleen ignored her and climbed. She was able to grasp the underside of the high seat where the cowardly driver had perched.

The hot wind roared over her face, carrying the scent of the terrified, sweating horses. By the age of eight, Kathleen had learned to drive her mother’s milk wagon and she was determined to control these beasts. “Ho there,” she shouted, hoping they would respond to a verbal command. “Ho!” Then she yelled, “Please, ho!” and finally, “Ho, damn it!”

The team ignored her. They churned along a broad avenue flanked by burning buildings. Their long manes streaked out behind them. Straining every muscle in her body, Kathleen managed to hoist herself through the windshield to the driver’s perch. The speed was dizzying, terrifying. So was the knowledge that the crazed horses were drawing them deeper and deeper into the heart of the fire.

The reins. She had to get hold of the reins. The trouble was, the driver had dropped them and they now snaked uselessly along the street.

She kept shouting Ho and they kept ignoring her. She spied a length of leather that had not come entirely loose, but had become fouled around part of the undercarriage. Perhaps she could reach that. Holding the seat with one hand, she stretched down and forward with the other.

A groan came from her throat. She couldn’t reach. Kathleen wanted to sob in frustration, but she had never been one to cry and saw no point in starting now. She kept reaching. Stretching. The leather slapped tantalizingly against her hand again and again. She finally grabbed hold and gave a shout of triumph. With all her might she hauled back on the single rein.

At first the horses fought her control, but eventually responded to the desperate tugging.

Another explosion sounded. It was terrifyingly close, the heat of it sucking the air from her lungs. With the force of a blow, the blast knocked Kathleen from her seat. She was slammed against the pine block roadway, stunned, unable to draw a breath. People rushing toward the lakefront veered to avoid the racing coach. The horses turned sharply in the middle of the street. The tongue of the coach unbalanced the vehicle and it went over on its side. While she watched in helpless horror, the horses reared, protesting the resistance, struggling to free themselves.

The impact of her fall reverberated through Kathleen’s teeth and bones. With slow determination she hauled herself to her feet and hurried over to the coach. The straining horses were dragging it on its side, but the big rockaway barely moved. Kathleen grabbed for the half door just as it banged open.

“We’re all right,” Lucy said, hiking back her skirts to clamber out.

“Thank God.” Kathleen took her hand, helping her, then reached for Phoebe. White-faced and clearly shaken, Phoebe was battling tears. “Hurry,” Kathleen said. “The whole neighborhood is burning around us.”

Phoebe’s beaded gown tore on the door latch as she scrambled out. “Help,” she shrieked to a man and woman hurrying past. “You must help us!” The passersby clutched their bundles closer and ignored her. She exhorted a man on a horse for assistance, and shouted to a hose cart driver, but no one stopped.

“Help me free the horses,” Kathleen said.

“No, we must get the coach up. It’s our only hope of escaping,” Phoebe wailed. “Sir,” she yelled at a huge man in fringed buckskins. “We need help with the coach—”

He said nothing but took out a gleaming knife. Phoebe shrank back as he pushed past her. With two easy slices, he cut the traces. Then he slapped the horses on the rumps and they raced away.

“He…he…the horses!” Phoebe yelled.

“At least they have a chance now,” Lucy said.

Kathleen fixed her gaze on the hose cart crew. On the side of the conveyance she could make out the number 342. Her blood chilled, for that was the fire district that encompassed her parents’ home. Suddenly the rushing crowd, the blinding heat, the bellowing roar of the fire all faded away. She stumbled on the broken pavement and lurched around a light post, approaching the crew.

“Have you come from the West Division?” she shouted.

One of the men kept the hose stream aimed at the building that had exploded. “You bet. Nothing left there to save, miss.”


A whistle sounded and the hose cart crew drew away. Sick with fear, Kathleen stumbled back to rejoin her friends.

Lucy grabbed Phoebe’s hand. “This way. We’ll go on foot.”

“I’ll do nothing of the sort,” Phoebe objected.

“We’ve wasted enough time squabbling already. Come along, Kathleen.”

As it turned out, Phoebe had her way. By trading a ruby brooch, Lucy found seats for the three of them on the back of an express wagon. The vehicle, laden with rugs and furnishings from a law firm, lumbered along Washington Street, heading toward the Sands at the edge of the lake. Kathleen felt dazed, unable to think or speak. Her legs dangled off the back of the wagon, and she realized she was facing west.

Nothing left there to save.

She wondered dully how long the area had been burning. Had flames consumed her parents’ house while she was laughing and flirting with Dylan Kennedy? Had her little sister Mary and baby brother James fled in terror while she was drinking champagne at the Hotel Royale?

The knot of guilt in her stomach tightened. She clutched at her middle, only vaguely aware of her friends’ anxious discourse as they sifted through the rumors that sped through the night. Field and Leiter’s six-storey retail emporium was in flames. The gasworks and numerous substations stood directly in the path of the fire. The waterworks was threatened. If it failed, there would be no water for the hose crews.

None of it mattered to Kathleen. She couldn’t bear to think of anything but her family and what might have become of them.

And then she acted without thinking, doing exactly what instinct told her to do. Without looking left or right, she jumped off the back of the cart. Through the steady roar of the fire and the howl of the wind, she could hear her friends calling her name but she didn’t turn, didn’t pause, didn’t flag in her determination. In seconds, a wall of smoke and flame swallowed the retreating express wagon. It occurred to her that she might never see her friends again.

Between her and the West Division lay a fiery maze only a fool would try to cross. But she had to go anyway. She had to find out what had become of her family.








FOUR



“Can’t go that way, miss,” yelled a passing merchant who staggered along, weighted by a stack of goods from his shop. “It’s burning worse’n hell.”

Kathleen acknowledged him with a nod, but ignored his advice and continued along Van Buren Street toward the bridge. She had gone this way a thousand times over the years, making the journey from the opulent prosperity of the North Side to the chaotic neighborhoods of the West Division. She always knew, once she reached the river, that the bridge was more than a way to cross the water. It seemed to span two worlds—the world that she’d come from, and the world she yearned to inhabit.

Tonight, for a cruelly short period of time, she had been there, in that world where she desperately wanted to be. Her brother Frank often teased her about her longing and ambition, and he swore that once she sampled the good life, she would find it as stale and artificial as faded silk flowers.

Frank was wrong. Her first taste of high society had been…delicious. Dylan Kennedy had made it so. Imagine, Dylan Kennedy singling her out for his attention, flattering and kissing her as if she were the most desirable woman on earth.

She wanted to savor the memories, but at present it was all she could do to survive the night. There was no use pretending she wasn’t afraid. She was. Everything she could see on the other side of the river was in flames. Wind and fire were one and the same, turning buildings and trees to dizzying towers of fire. The heat reached across the water, searing her cheeks.

Struggling against the crowd, jostled and buffeted like a leaf on the wind, Kathleen tried to pick her way to the bridge. The very sky itself rained flaming brands down on the twin arch supports of the span. In the river, boat whistles shrieked for the bridge to be opened on its pivoting pier, but the walkway was crammed with frantic people, every one of them fleeing directly toward Kathleen. They came on in a solid wall of humanity, and the fire behind them roared like a live thing, a dragon.

She fell back at the bridgetender’s house. She’d never get across here. Choked by frustration, she turned north, praying the Madison Street Bridge would be less crowded. In order to get there she would have to pass the gasworks, a frightening prospect given the rain of fire.

But not nearly as frightening as the situation she discovered in the middle of the street. A hail of cinders spattered her, and she cringed within her cloak. She stopped and stared at a police paddy wagon lurching along the roadway. A red-faced driver, his cheeks puffed out around a whistle, stood high on the box, his whistle shrieking. They came to an impasse, where the macadam road was blocked by stacks of crates and trunks someone had abandoned.

The driver and a man on the back had a hurried conversation, then unhitched the horse. People passing by took one look at what was happening and picked up their pace.

Blessed be, thought Kathleen. They’re freeing the jailbirds.

The lieutenant opened the back of the wagon, then joined the crowd rushing toward the north and east. Men poured out into the middle of the street. She recognized their striped garb, but even more, she recognized the harsh, deep lines in even the youngest faces. Their eyes were hard and darting, even when they looked up at the flaming sky and, suddenly aware of their freedom, dispersed like sparks in the air.

She did not know any of these men, but the look of them was familiar to her. These were the faces of men who had grown up as poor as she, but rather than toiling for a wage at the stockyards or a lumber mill or a varnishing factory, they had taken to crime. Some of the men had the very look of violence in their gleaming eyes and badly healed broken noses, while others might have been altar boys in church in their younger years. A body just couldn’t tell, she thought, keeping to the side of the street, away from all the commotion.

Appearances could be so deceiving.

She concentrated on forging a path through the smoldering debris to the nearest bridge, and tried praying through her gritted teeth. But the words to even the simplest prayer simply would not come. She did not know how to ask for all that she wanted—for her family to be safe, their home to be standing. Forgiveness for seeking beyond her means for a life not meant to be hers. Safety for her friends, whom she had abandoned in order to make the desperate dash across the city.

Some of the newly freed convicts started looting the shops and businesses that lined the street. They helped themselves to jugs of liquor, lamps, bolts of cloth, anything that wasn’t nailed down. Despite her understanding of these men, the pillaging shocked her, and she hurried faster. Even so, she was not quick enough to elude a heavyset, mean-eyed convict who shoved himself up against her on the walkway. He was a black man with a sculpted mouth, a bald head and a thin, raised scar under one eye.

“Let’s have a look at those jewels now, sister,” he said, his meaty paw reaching for her borrowed necklace.

There was no time for fear or hysteria. Kathleen had been raised in the rough West Division, and she didn’t hesitate. “Over my dead body, boyo,” she said, and at the same time, she brought up her knee. The mean eyes bugged out, and she felt the rush of his hot breath as he doubled over, wheezing, leaning against the concrete base of the bank building. Kathleen knew she had only seconds before he recovered, angrier than ever, so she darted down a side alley.

Away from the bridge. But there was nothing else for it. Too many of the convicts overran the vicinity. She preferred the unknown perils of the fire to the very familiar dangers of newly freed prisoners. She hoped the narrow, smoke-shrouded alley would lead to another westbound street, but instead found herself in a maze of walled-off mews. After a few sharp turns to the right, she became disoriented. She passed no one; the area had been evacuated. Stable doors hung open to empty stalls, the stores of hay fueling the conflagration. Only the occasional rat streaked past, seemingly as lost as she.

Suddenly a crashing sound ripped through the air. Looking back the way she had come, she saw that the walls on either side of the alley had caved in on themselves. A fountain of dust and ash rose from the sky. But out of the ashes came something…someone. A man. Staggering, wounded. She blinked and squinted against the stinging smoke.

There was another crash, and she lost sight of the man. Then the wind screamed through the alley, scouring the air so that, for a few seconds, she could see clearly.

He wore prison stripes and a look of hideous fury.

He had a bald head and a scar under one eye.

And he was hopelessly pinned by a fallen roof beam.

Kathleen wheeled around and started to run away, for the first time truly afraid for her life. After a few yards, she dared to turn and look. He fought with the charred, smoking beam, desperately trying to drag himself out from under its weight. With one arm, he reached toward a shadowy doorway. Bright embers and sheets of tarred roofing wafted down, setting fire to all they touched.

Kathleen hurried away, expecting to feel a rush of relief.

Instead, she kept thinking of the way the Negro man struggled, the twist of his open mouth. She imagined his bellows of pain and rage, drowned by the roar of the storm. She wondered if he knew how to pray.

And against all common sense, she stopped running and turned back. He was a convict, a thief and possibly a murderer, but was it for her to condemn him to the flames of eternity?

She trembled as she returned to his side, crouching down and tugging at the huge beam. Tears of hot sap spurted from the wood, burning her hand. She flinched, but kept pulling at the beam.

“Best get on out of this place,” the man said in a low voice.

She didn’t pause. “You can’t stay here,” she said. “You’ll burn like Saint Joan if you do.”

He managed to push one leg out from under the beam. His foot was clad in a cheap China canvas shoe with holes cut for his toes. His arms were still pressed to the ground.

“Can’t move,” he said with a rough sneer. “An’ that ought to make her ladyship happy.”

She swallowed hard, tasting a dry grittiness in her throat. “Hush up. I’m trying to help you.”

He eyed her with suspicion. “Help me what? Burn like the sinner I am? You done enough already, thank you very kindly.”

Realizing that she lacked the strength in her arms, Kathleen sat down in the roadway and pressed her feet to the beam. “Look, I don’t have time to argue with you. Push from below, and I’ll push with my feet until we move this thing off you. Unless you prefer to sit here and caterwaul like a bleedin’ infant until you suffocate.”

He seemed to respond to her sharpness more than her compassion. With a nod, he indicated that it was time to push. With him heaving from below and Kathleen pushing with both legs, the beam finally moved. Crawling inch by inch, the convict freed himself. Kathleen jumped up with a shout of triumph. Then, seeing that he might be injured, she stuck out her hand.

He closed his soot-blackened hand around hers, nearly pulling her down as he levered himself to a standing position.

“There now,” she said, “I’ll help you walk. But keep your greedy mitts off the necklace.”

“You’re no bigger’n a minute,” he said. “How you going to help me?”

She angled a glare up at him. “Didn’t I just? It’s not the size that matters,” she reminded him. “Come, and be as quick as you can.”

He settled a big, heavy arm across her shoulders and they started along the smoke-filled alley. Kathleen could feel him wince each time he put weight on his injured ankle. His bald head, shining with sweat, had a gash across the right side. Still, he drove himself to match her pace.

“Why?” he rasped, wheezing with the rhythm of their hurried footsteps.

She knew what he meant. “You’re a bully and a thief, but so are most men. That doesn’t mean they should all be burned alive.”

He coughed out a laugh. “I can name a dame or two who’d disagree.”

The injured man smelled, and he weighed heavy against her, but Kathleen just wanted to get the two of them to a place of safety. The fire pursued them like a deadly enemy with a mind of its own. The wind drove the flames to lick at their heels. They needed to find a place of relative quiet, where the air was at least breathable. They walked for what seemed like hours, encountering dead ends and blocked passageways. Sometimes the smoke blinded them utterly.

“Do you know where we are?” she asked the convict.

“Not a blamed notion.” He grunted as his foot struck a stray brick in the road. “My name’s Eugene, by the way. Eugene Waxman. Friends call me Bull.”

She didn’t have to ask why. He was as big as an untrimmed side of beef, and just as muscular. Her back and shoulders ached under the weight of him even though she sensed his effort to support himself as much as possible.

“Kathleen O’Leary,” she replied.

“It’s good we should know each other’s names,” he said.

Somewhere overhead, a window exploded outward. He tucked her head under his arm to shield her from the falling glass. When she looked up at him, she could see flecks of blood on his head where he’d been hit.

“Why?” she asked, chilled despite the heat of the fire.

“So we don’t die among strangers.”

But they didn’t die. They fought and struggled through the maze of streets and faintly, between the bellow of the flames and the howl of the wind, they heard bells. The courthouse alarm or a church bell, perhaps. They followed the sound, and finally emerged at an intersection overrun by people racing to and fro, encountering barriers everywhere they turned.

Kathleen didn’t know whether to laugh or weep. After all her struggles, she had wound up in Courthouse Square, not four blocks from the salon where the evening had begun so pleasantly.

“Shit,” said Bull, drawing out the syllable in disgust. The huge, gothic building housed the jail in its basement. “I just left this place.”

“I’ll save you from that monster, miss!” hollered an earnest-looking man. He raised a tasseled horsewhip high overhead, aiming it at Bull.

Kathleen realized that the man assumed she was being mauled or abducted by the convict.

“Stop!” she yelled. “Leave him alone!”

The earnest man retreated, shaking his head.

“Take off your shirt,” she ordered Bull. At the look on his face, she gave a harsh laugh. “Modesty is no virtue on a night like tonight,” she added. “I’d best find you something to wear that doesn’t make people so suspicious.”

He looked mortified as he peeled off the horizontally striped shirt. In the heated glow of the fire, she saw that his back was marked with a furious crosshatching of scars. He might have been a slave at one time, she realized.

Half a block farther, a flatbed wagon, overloaded with salvaged goods, rumbled by. She made no apology as she helped herself to a wicker laundry basket. Rifling through a jumble of clothes and linens, she found what appeared to be a man’s nightshirt.

“Put this on,” she said, tossing it to him.

She caught his look of wary gratitude as he tugged on the stolen shirt. It stretched taut across his massive shoulders but was far less conspicuous than the prison stripes.

Kathleen scanned the area, craning her neck toward the west. “I need to get across the river,” she said, thinking aloud.

“Best get to the lakeshore, miss. Nowhere else is safe—”

“My family’s in the West Division. I have to find them.”

“Be like finding a needle in a haystack tonight.” He gestured at the press of humanity surging through the streets.

She felt a twinge of exasperation. “I won’t be arguing over it with the likes of you.” She took a deep breath, wincing at the harsh, sooty flavor of the air, and started up the street toward the bridge.

But tonight, the world was clearly against her. She could not take two steps forward without being shoved three steps back. A hose cart crew rushed past, forcing her to plaster herself against a stone wall in order to avoid being trampled. An open tar tank from a roofing plant had caught, and the whole area was wreathed in flame.

A marshal in a peaked hat and long coat put a brass speaking trumpet to his mouth. “Clear the area,” he boomed. “We can’t save the gasworks. Clear the area.”

Kathleen looked fearfully at the gasworks complex. At least one huge gasholder blazed with eye-smarting brightness. Men with buckets climbed to its top, while others led horses away from the company barn.

“Why can’t you stop the fire, for pity’s sake?” Kathleen demanded. She recalled Lucy Hathaway’s politician friends, promising that the new waterworks could pump the whole of Lake Michigan over a fire if need be.

He halted, just for a moment, while the false light of the fire played over his grimy, sweating face. “Don’t you see, miss?” He was panting in ragged gasps. “We’d sooner stop the wind.”

She forced herself to accept what she had not dared to see until this moment. The very sky itself roared with flame. Windblown sparks rained down in a deadly storm. This was different from the other fires that had plagued the city throughout the dry season. In the summer, a good neighborhood blaze might attract spectators like a baseball match at the White Stockings stadium.

Tonight, curiosity had turned to terror.

“Move along, miss,” the fire marshal said, his brass buttons flashing importantly. “You don’t want to be around when the gasworks blow. See if you can flag down a hack.”

She moved out of the way so he could direct his crew toward the blazing Hinkler’s Stage and Omnibus Company. With a deepening sense of dread, she headed north to the Lake Street Bridge, ever aware that her options were running out.

She felt a tingling at the back of her neck, a presence, and she whirled around. The man called Bull loomed like a shadow over her.

“Why are you following me?” Kathleen demanded.

“You all alone and the city’s going crazy. Somebody might take a notion to grab you. Rob you, maybe.”

“A shocking idea,” she said, leveling a look of accusation at him. But she could not cling to her anger. She was too desperate to find her family. “You’re right about the robbing,” she conceded. Without slowing her pace, she unclasped the precious Tiffany necklace and removed the matching earrings and bracelet. She had a fleeting memory of Dylan Kennedy putting the earring on her. Even now, in the middle of mayhem, she felt a sweet, melting sensation deep inside her. She wondered why she hadn’t thought to hide away the valuables before. She simply wasn’t used to wearing anything of value. She would have put the jewels in her reticule, but she had managed to lose that somewhere. A bad sign, losing Gran’s mass card. It was supposed to have been her good luck token.

“Don’t look,” she said to Bull, and turned away.

“You just a skinny little thing, anyway,” he grumbled.

She stuffed the jewels down her bodice, grimacing at the sharp feel of the priceless stones next to her skin. He was a convict, guilty of Lord-knew-what heinous offenses. He had tried to rob her. Yet now, with him limping along beside her, bleeding from the head, she felt unaccountably safe.

The next bridge was impassable. Seeing it, she had a sinking sensation in her stomach. Carts, buggies, wagons and pedestrians poured across the span.

Bull said nothing, but she could feel his “I told you so” emanating from him as if he had spoken it aloud. Shouts and the clatter of wheels filled the air and she had to jump back to make way for the fleeing populace. In their arms, people carried the things they could not bear to leave for the fire to devour.

Some looked grateful to escape with the clothes on their backs. Others wore layer upon layer of clothing despite the heat. There was one old lady in a fur coat and hat with so many layers beneath that she appeared as swollen as a tick. One nervous, suspicious woman grasped at her valuables, looking over her shoulder and hovering over her treasures like a hen with a clutch of eggs. In contrast there was a man wearing nothing but a nightshirt and a silk top hat. In one hand he held a bottle of brandy, in the other a cigar. He sat calmly in a crowded hack, watching the mountain of fire beyond the bridge. A woman hurried past on foot, pushing a baby carriage. From the expression on her face, it was clear that everything important to her lay within the carriage.

Kathleen wondered what she would save if she stood to lose everything. And she discovered, with a flash of resentment, that the answer eluded her. She had nothing of her own, nothing worth saving. Unlike the woman with the pram, she had no idea how to cherish what she had rather than wishing for something different.

Her gaze fixed on a man clinging to the tailgate of a stout insurance patrol wagon. She squinted through the smoke and—

“Pegleg!” she yelled, pushing toward the street. “Daniel! Mr. Sullivan!”

Daniel Sullivan, known to all as Pegleg for his wooden prosthesis, lived in her family’s neighborhood. At the sound of her voice, he glanced around, craning his neck.

“It’s me, Mr. Sullivan,” she cried. “Kathleen O’Leary!”

“Lord bless you, child, so it is.” The man shifted on the cart. Crammed with too many passengers and driven by Commissioner Benjamin Bullwinkle himself, the wagon lumbered along at a snail’s pace. “Can you climb aboard, then?”

She shook her head, refusing the invitation. She was able-bodied and did not need to take a seat from someone who might need it more. “My family,” she shouted, walking alongside the cart. “Have you seen them?”

“Indeed I did, not an hour before the fire started.”

“Was anyone hurt?” she forced herself to ask.

“By the grace of God, nary a soul,” he said, “though the Lord only knows what’s left of the old neighborhood now.”

Her knees wobbled. She was so close to weeping with relief that she could taste the tears in her throat. Suddenly she knew exactly what was important to her. “Do you know where they’ve gone?”

“To the vacant lot behind Shults’s saloon to wait out the fire. You’ll not be seeing them tonight by the looks of things. You’d best get yourself to safety.”

She cast a dubious glance to the west. The glare of the fire made her squint.

“My girl, keeping yourself safe is all they would want in the world. You know it’s so. Don’t even think about trying to get over to the West Side.” He jerked his thumb toward the lake. “Get yourself to safety, colleen. You’ll find them when this is all over.”

In the flickering light, she studied his face. Pegleg had small kindly eyes and a mouth that always found a smile for his neighbors. He’d never lie to her on a matter like this. If he said the O’Learys were all right, then they were all right.

The wagon lurched through a gap in the crowd. Before she could speak again, the vehicle rolled away. A drunken man reeled forward, detaching himself from the throng. He put his arm around Kathleen, his hands taking unspeakable liberties with her person. “Come along, lovely, I’ll rescue y—”


A very large fist grabbed the man by the scruff of the neck and pitched him away like a thrown cat.

“Best step out of the road, miss,” Bull said. “Lot of traffic coming from the West Side.”

He stood like a boulder in the roadway, his massive shoulders straining at the seams of the ill-fitting shirt. He seemed to have appointed himself her personal bodyguard. She wondered what his motive was. Hope for a reward? Gratitude that she had helped him out of the burning alley? Or did he intend to try stealing her jewels again?

“Thank you,” she said, scowling after the drunken man. “I was about to kick him in the—”

“I reckon I could guess,” Bull said quickly.

A galloping team bore a cart straight toward them. She backed up against a figured stone building and Bull did the same, narrowly escaping being run down. “Have you a family of your own, Mr. Waxman?” she asked him. “Is there someone you’re trying to find tonight?”

“Got no family,” he said bluntly. “No home or place of my own.”

She studied him in the flickering light. He looked very tall and forbidding. His head had been shaved recently, for lice, she supposed. The job had been carelessly done, and in addition to the large gash from the collapsing timber, there were small cuts here and there from falling glass. He reminded her of the bloodthirsty pirates in some of the forbidden stories she and Miss Deborah used to read together in secret, late at night.

They followed the seething crowd, Bull reluctantly leaning on her and gritting his teeth every step of the way. Squinting against a storm of flying sparks, she recognized the slender, handsome spire of St. Brendan’s in the distance. Against the unnaturally bright sky, it glowed like a beacon.

St. Brendan’s might be safe, she thought. It was as if the very hand of her own dear gran were guiding her toward sanctuary. The old woman had found solace there, and its yard, with a wrought iron gazebo and a little prayer garden, was her final resting place. That had to mean something. But how to get there? She would have to go north to the river and then double back south in order to avoid the conflagration.

She was shouting her plan to Bull when, at the corner of Monroe and Market Streets, the world split apart. A huge explosion, fueled by someone’s abandoned supply of gunpowder or kerosene, brought down buildings like dominoes. Fireballs whooshed through the alleys, sucking away every bit of fresh air. For a few terrifying moments, Kathleen could find nothing to breathe. People and wagons and animals lurched and tumbled along the road like leaves before a storm.

Kathleen clutched Bull’s hand and held on tight, ducking her head to avoid flying debris. He dragged her into the shelter of a brick doorway, where broken glass crunched underfoot and the firestorm howled past with the fury of a prairie tornado.

Just for a moment, everything went eerily still. It was as if the storm were gathering its breath for another assault. Kathleen heard the swish of her own heartbeat pounding in her ears, and she gripped Bull’s hand with all her might. In the terrible lull, a voice sounded, shrieking through the unnatural silence with an unearthly resonance that made Kathleen’s scalp tingle. “My baby! My baby!”

Her cry summoned a crowd. The panicked mother rushed toward a burning building shrouded in smoke and flame. High in a broken-out window, a pair of small hands clung to the concrete sill. “My baby!” the woman screamed a third time.

Seconds later, the wind shifted and the fire took hold again. Flames rode the swirling gale through the ruined street, feasting on the doomed buildings and trees, swallowing up the building with the stranded child.

Two people restrained the hysterical woman. She fought them, calling for her baby, trying to claw her way free. Kathleen knew for certain that the woman would plunge straight into the fire to rescue her missing child. Everyone watching shared the excruciating pain of hopelessness.

Then, out of the smoke, a man strode forward, backlit by the flames. An opera cape billowed from his shoulders like a pair of dark wings, and he didn’t even hesitate as he walked into the inferno.

More spectators gathered, wide-eyed with terror and mute with wonder. Kathleen held her breath and beside her, Bull stood as still as a hitch post. The mother kept screaming as she tried to escape those who held her back. The stranger leaped toward an exterior iron stairway. He reached for the bottom rung of the ladder, pulling himself up with lithe, graceful movements. Finding a foothold on the stair, he climbed swiftly to the second storey. Balancing on the window ledge, he teetered wildly, hair and cape blown by powerful gusts of wind.

“God save the ee-jit,” an onlooker said. “He’s going to get himself killed.”

Someone else hushed the speaker, though he’d only said aloud what everyone was thinking.


The reaching flames swallowed up the man on the ledge. There was no sign of the child, either. Kathleen squinted, desperate to see through the curtain of fire, but for endless moments, no one could tell what was happening.

The distraught mother wailed, making the most terrible sound Kathleen had ever heard. People turned away, covering their faces. Kathleen shut her eyes and sagged against the doorway, drained and defeated from witnessing the tragedy.

Then a collective gasp compelled her to look again. The tall man had reappeared through the smoke and flames. He descended the ladder with fluid haste.

In his arms he carried a small, screaming child. In a hail of sparks and ash, the man dropped to the ground and raced away from the fire. He surrendered the child to the weeping, grateful mother and then turned away. The firelight fell over curling black hair and a face that struck Kathleen mute with recognition. Dylan Kennedy.








FIVE



Of all the misbegotten luck, Dylan thought, brushing impatiently at a spark that had settled on his silk-lined cape. And he’d been doing so well up till now. Costello had him dead to rights, but a timely surge of traffic on the bridge had provided a distraction. More nimble than the older man, Dylan had climbed up under the bridge, heaved himself over the top and melted into the crowd.

At the Omnibus Stables he’d commandeered an express wagon, and had done a brisk business in the wealthy Lowry Block, offering to transport valuables to safety. He’d collected some fenceable fine art, a bit of cash and jewelry, and some decent clothes, including a set of Italian shirts a gentleman would be proud to own. Now he found himself empty-handed and forced to rescue useless toddlers from the flames. He’d had to abandon the well-provisioned cart in order to go after the child and give it back to its blubbering mother.


The feat was no more hazardous than the firewalk he used to perform for audiences in Buffalo. But while he had been occupied with the rescue, the wagon had been taken by the flames, all the booty ruined beneath tons of incinerating rubble. People watching the rescue had looked to him as a hero, a role that fit him about as well as a hair shirt.

The night was still young, he told himself, staving off a wave of weary frustration. And deep down, he acknowledged that no fortune was worth the life of a child.

He wiped the sweat and ash from his face, squeezed his stinging eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. When he opened his eyes, he noticed a woman in a green dress hurrying toward him. Her face glowed with wonder and admiration, and he realized she had witnessed the rescue.

For the first time in hours, a grin broke over his face. Maybe his luck was about to change.

He performed a graceful bow as if he stood in the middle of a formal ballroom rather than a burning street. “Shall we dance?” he asked.

Her smile of pride and relief made him feel ten feet tall. “I can’t believe you did that,” she said. “You were truly wonderful.”

“All in a night’s work.” He sounded perfectly modest, but inside, his heart sang. For once, his timing had been impeccable. He had found his heiress again, and he had impressed her. That was something, at least.

An African giant loomed over her abruptly, and Dylan felt a clutch of fear in his gut. Shit. If he had to defend her from this brute—


“This fellow bothering you, miss?” the giant asked.

“Not at the moment,” she said. “Mr. Kennedy, this is Eugene Waxman. Also known as Bull.”

Bull wore prison trousers and a threatening scowl. Dylan recognized the implacable look of unquestioning loyalty in the huge man’s face. For some reason, the giant had given his large self, and his allegiance, to the small and beautiful heiress. Maybe he hoped for a reward for rescuing her.

Not if Dylan had anything to say about the matter. He would rescue her. If people of quality wondered what he would do with the reward money, he’d promise to donate it to his favorite charitable cause. Himself.

Hot light flashed over her as flames shot skyward. She was beautiful still, despite a decided undoing of her red hair and some wear and tear on the ruby cloak and green dress.

And her jewels were missing.

He wanted to ask what she had done with the diamonds but didn’t want to be too obvious. Nor did he want the huge person called Bull to get any ideas.

Dylan did not let his concern show, but cocked out his arm. “We had best ficher le camp,” he suggested. “I’m not fond of hot weather.”

She hesitated only a moment, then took his arm. “Bull needs help walking,” she said. “He has a head injury, and I think he hurt his ankle. I’m sure you won’t mind supporting him.”

Dylan and Bull stared at one another. Suspicion flashed between them, followed by a rapid succession of dislike, distrust, perhaps even recognition. Dylan had a sixth sense about people. He could pick out a chiseler in any crowd; it was like looking into a mirror.

Bull wasn’t a chiseler but a brute criminal. The moment passed and Bull shook his head. “I reckon I can walk on my own now.”

Kate looked exasperated, but she started forward. Bull limped along beside her. Dylan kept sneaking glances at her unadorned ears, bosom, wrists. Had someone stolen the jewels? Had she hidden them away somewhere? He felt a sinking disappointment. She was one of the most charming creatures he had ever met. But she was even more charming with her jewels.

A speeding cart, minus its driver, stampeded down the middle of the road. Dylan had no time to think, only to act. He grabbed the tailgate of the cart and hoisted himself up. The jolts over the ruined roadway nearly flung him off, but he took hold of one long leather ribbon. It was an amateur’s rig but he could still control the horse. Hauling back with gradual pressure, he managed to stop the cart at the curb beside the river.

Kate and Bull came toward him as he jettisoned the few items that remained in the cart. A crate of old quilts and a box of family photographs and papers hit the water with a splash, then sank out of sight.

“Those are someone’s treasures,” Kathleen objected.

“Now they’ll always know where to find them.” As his passengers climbed in, Dylan urged the tired, nervous horse forward. “I thought you’d be off to the suburbs, waiting out the fire in safety with the other society fribbles,” he said.

She stared straight ahead as she answered, “I was unfortunately separated from my friends. Our coach crashed.”

“Was anyone hurt?”

“No, but all was chaos.”

“What was your destination?” He hoped like hell she didn’t expect him to provide accommodations.

She didn’t answer, and he thought she had not heard. As they passed the Chicago Tribune building at Dearborn and Madison, he noticed men on the roof, frantically and futilely wetting it down in order to fend off the approaching blaze.

A building across the way exploded, and the horse bolted. Even straining to hold the beast in, Dylan began feeling decidedly more optimistic about things. His red-haired passenger clutched the sides of the cart and regarded the fire as if it were a dragon pursuing them. Fear did not diminish her looks; perhaps it even enhanced them by lending her a vulnerability that made him want to keep her safe. No wonder the jailbird stuck to her like a large tick.

They were nearing a branch of the river when he heard the shouts.

At first he could see nothing through the murky veil of smoke. Then a gust of wind cleared the area and he saw a family by the roadside. A prosperous-looking man and woman struggled to help an elderly invalid toward the lake. Burdened with a strongbox and a swaddled baby, his wife followed behind.

“They need help,” Kate declared. “Stop the cart.”

Capital, thought Dylan, pulling back on the reins. A bleeding heart.

“Meine mutter,” the man said, then stammered out in German-accented English. “She cannot walk. I have nothing to give you in exchange for the cart—”

His wife rapped out something in German and indicated the heavy box. The man nodded and opened it, igniting Dylan’s interest. Perhaps there was a deal to be made after all.

The German extracted a dog-eared document. “I am the owner of the Hotel St. George,” he said. “Here is the deed. I give it to you in exchange for your cart.”

Dylan eyed him skeptically. “You’re giving me a hotel?”

“Ja, the deed is all I have left after this unholy night.”

“The hotel has burned to the ground, hasn’t it?”

The man spread his hands. “You never know, eh?” A scribbled receipt was drawn up, signed and witnessed using the charred end of a stick for a pencil. The proprietor handed over the papers.

Dylan felt his optimism slipping, but he took the worthless document and thrust it inside his shirt. “Let’s get her into the cart, then,” he said.

He and the German made a seat of their clasped hands. The old woman was surprisingly hefty and quite vocal as they lifted her. She shrieked and babbled the whole time, clutching, with absurd protectiveness, a live chicken in her arms. The German’s wife hovered nearby, cradling the baby to her chest.

Dylan knew the horse couldn’t handle all of them even if the cart were large enough—which it wasn’t. Kate and Bull had already assessed the situation and climbed out of the wagon.

“Isn’t he just the sweetest thing?” Kate cooed over the squalling infant.


Dylan heaved a long-suffering sigh. He spoke briefly to the German, pointing out what he hoped was the most expeditious route to the lakeshore. The crammed cart rolled away.

Dylan patted the deed. “I sold him the cart in exchange for the Hotel St. George.” He laughed at her confusion. “Don’t worry. It’s probably a pile of ash and rubble, but I’ve always been fond of gambling.”

Bull held his bleeding head and started walking with slow, slogging steps. They managed to cover only half a block before the blaze hemmed them in on three sides. Flames roared down the alley like great, hot tongues, driving them back.

“Where are we?” asked Kate, clutching his arm in a way that gratified him. It was an unfortunate neighborhood of brothels and bunko houses. Ramrod Hall disgorged a small army of soiled doves in various states of undress, many of them clutching their valuables to their ample chests. Kate eyed them with frank fascination and possibly a little envy.

There was nowhere to go but south. The way to the river was choked off by buildings that had collapsed in a series of explosions. The route eastward, to the lake, consisted of one vast, burning wasteland. Kate held fast to his hand as he pulled her along with the crowd. Bull stayed obstinately at her other side.

Dylan wished the jailbird would go away. There was an unwelcome intelligence in Bull’s dark eyes, a knowledge of the harsh ways of the world. A man like Bull was no easy dupe and Dylan preferred them easy.

He squeezed Kate’s hand and smiled. “Courage, my dear,” he said. “We’ll find a way out of this, see if we don’t.”


As if to mock his words, flames lashed out of the building they were passing. The heat was so intense that at first it numbed him. Then came the hideous glaring pain, streaking over him like a lightning bolt. With an instinct he didn’t know he possessed, he wrapped his entire self around Kate and shielded her from the worst of the roaring flames.

“This way,” Bull bellowed, leading the way down a narrow, smoke-filled street. Using his massive shoulder, he butted open a thick, painted door and they scurried inside. Dylan slammed the door behind them. It was fully dark and clammy with the smells of earth and stone. Some years ago, all the buildings of Chicago had been raised to avoid flooding. Many of them had crawl-spaces and forgotten places beneath them.

“Hold tight,” Dylan said. “We’ll figure out where we are.” With one hand grasping Kate’s and the other groping along the wall, he moved forward. In a few minutes his shin smacked up against a riser. Gritting his teeth to keep in an oath, he said, “I’ve found a staircase.” They climbed blindly to another door and opened it. A high window somewhere let in the firelight. Thick pillars flanked a brick-and-stone chamber crowded with benches. Dylan stopped and turned.

“Where the hell are we?” he wondered aloud.

“St. Brendan’s,” said Kate, her voice thin with wonder and relief. “We’ve come full circle.”

“What?”

“It’s a church. St. Brendan’s church.”

St. Brendan’s, the name on the mass card she’d dropped. This was what had led him to her. An eerie feeling passed through Dylan even though he didn’t believe in the supernatural.


“Come in,” called a brisk, pleasant voice. “Come in, and quickly. Be certain you close the door behind you. And here I thought I would be the last to leave.” A youthful priest swept toward them as if borne on a wave of optimism.

“I am Father Michael McCoughy.” Brisk and officious, he led them across a dim sanctuary, cavernously empty of humanity. At the end of the main aisle stood a huge font half-full of holy water. Colored windows depicting images of sweet-faced martyrs glowed with the light from outside.

An unexpected feeling came over Dylan. A certain…sentiment so filled with tenderness and awe that it made him catch his breath. His heart filled with the ache of yearning, and he stood speechless, staring.

Remembering.

But what was he remembering? He had no memory of being in this church. Truth be told, he had barred memories of his early life from his mind, no matter how much his heart wanted to remember. For him, life began in a train station in New York City where his mother had walked away from him and never looked back.

He had no idea why he felt such a warmth and affinity for this place.

The priest was speaking and gesticulating. Dylan forced himself to pay attention.

“We did all we could,” the cleric said, “and the rest is in God’s hands. This way, through the back of the sanctuary, was clear a few moments ago.”

“Must we leave, Father?” asked Kate, her voice keen with distress. “We’ve come so far, and Bull is injured.”

“’Tisn’t safe. We’ve soaked the carpets and doused the walls but the fire’s only a block away. The steeple’s made of wood, so it’s bound to catch and torch the place altogether. If it leaves this place standing it’ll be a miracle entirely. We must leave here, much as I hate to do it. The closest safe haven is the courthouse. You can rest there.”

“I won’t go to no courthouse.” Bull sank to a pew, holding his head.

“’Tis said the building is fireproof,” the priest reminded him.

Dylan had seen several fireproof buildings this night. Their steel structures had not burned, but they had melted, bringing a brimstone of rubble down, every bit as deadly as burning timber. But he said nothing. Already the temperature in the church had risen. Bull sat down on the pew and closed his eyes.

“So why are you still here, Father?” Dylan asked.

He patted the front of his robe. “I have to safeguard some of the church papers. We’ve a special place for such things.” He hastened behind the high altar, moving a grate from the stones of the presbytery. “I won’t be a minute,” he called over his shoulder.

“And how is he going to keep them from burning?” Dylan asked in a whisper. “Divine intervention?”

Kate caught her breath in outrage. By the golden light of the fire, she looked utterly magnificent. And offended by his joke. He sent her an intimate smile and touched her hand. “Surely we can make light of it.”

Propped up on a pew, Bull snored, hauling in a breath like a steam engine. Dylan could see her trying to cling to indignation, but she lost the battle and smiled up at him.

Dylan eschewed the usual rush of gratification that he felt when a mark swallowed his bait. Women like Kate weren’t used to being lied to. They never expected it. Deceiving her on this small matter was no great achievement.

“Don’t be put off by my irreverence,” he said, offering fair warning. “Maybe I’m simply trying to cover up my deeper feelings for you.”

She smacked his arm. “Stop being a tease in church.”

He gazed down at her, using that soft look women loved. “Kate, I am not teasing. All my life I’ve waited for a woman like you. I stopped believing she existed. Until tonight. When I met you, I learned to believe in miracles again.” The fact that he sat at the altar of a church, lying through his teeth, did not faze him in the least. “May the Almighty strike me dead if I lie,” he added defiantly.

When the shell over the upper choir collapsed, he got a little superstitious. Grabbing Kate’s hand, he hauled her toward the principal doorway.

Father Michael came rushing back from the presbytery. “We’re out of time,” he said, calm but clearly worried. “Help me get Mr. Bull on his feet. We’d best hurry to the courthouse.” He and Dylan grabbed the big man by the arms. Bull moaned and protested, dazed from his head wound.

“This way,” the priest said, pushing and pulling the man down the aisle to the main door. He paused at the deep stone font. “Wait,” he said. Scooping with both hands, he liberally doused Bull with holy water, soaking him from head to toe. “For the run to the courthouse,” the priest said as Dylan and Kate followed suit.

“I ain’t Catholic,” Bull said, sputtering.


“You are now, my son,” Father Michael told him with a wink.

In the churchyard, they encountered a group of men with an artillery cart. Led by a city alderman, they intended to use explosives to destroy the whole church to keep the fire from spreading to the adjacent neighborhood.

“The only wooden part of the building is the steeple, sir,” Father Michael shouted.

“And already a corner of it’s in flames,” the officer shouted back. “It’ll be a torch to ignite the rest of the neighborhood. To get the steeple down, we’ve got to dynamite the whole structure.”

“You can’t dynamite a church.” Kate regarded the priest in alarm. “It’s a desperate mortal sin, surely,” she said. “Isn’t it?”

Dylan read the genuine distress on her face, smudged with ash, yet beautiful still in the eerie, flickering firelight. He was amazed a woman like this hadn’t been spoken for. She had the sort of soft, lovely face that made a man want to promise her the moon and the stars.

“Suppose,” he said, calling himself a fool even as he spoke, “the steeple alone were to come down. Would that satisfy you?”

“It would indeed. But how—”

“Give me all the rope you have, and ten minutes. And unhitch those draft horses from your artillery.” Dylan felt disgusted with himself. It wasn’t like him to risk his life saving children and churches, yet in the past hour, he had unwittingly devoted himself to doing just that. But something in the bewhiskered man’s skepticism, and in Kate’s worshipful gaze, inspired him. With a showman’s flourish, he shed his cloak and frock coat, hefted several coils of rope, then went up the side of the building, using corbels in the masonry as handholds.

He knew the stunt looked more dangerous than it was, particularly for him. In his varied careers, he had performed many feats of gymnastics, but when he reached the ridge of the roof some seventy feet above the ground, he began to question his own sanity. Sparks hissed at his wet clothing, and roof tiles came loose under his feet. Balancing with arms outstretched, he grimly traversed the roof. By the time he crossed to the steeple, the wooden spire roared with flames. Smoke spewed from the louvered sides, choking him and enshrouding him so that he knew he wasn’t visible to the onlookers far below. With the sting of embers raining on his back, he managed to loop the rope around each corner of the spire.

He lowered himself with the ropes, hearing a huge cheer go up when he appeared below the billows of smoke. Remembering his showman’s style, he took a bow and tried not to cough. Then he set to work quickly, securing the ropes to the base of the burning steeple. A crew of men on the ground cleared the area. The straining horses brought down the ruined steeple, its remains breaking into searing embers in the churchyard.

Dizzy from the smoke, Dylan used the last rope to rappel down the side of the building.

“Bless you,” said Father Michael, his eyes shining as he offered a jug of water. “Bless you for what you have done.”

Dylan drank greedily from the jug, battling a fit of coughing.

Like an angel of mercy, Kate used a cloth dampened in the baptismal font to wash his face.


“Save that cloth,” Dylan said with a grin. “It could become a holy relic.”

She shook her head in exasperation, then turned her attention to Father Michael. “It’s a shame altogether to lose the steeple,” she said.

“Indeed it is.”

The smoke must have addled his brain, for Dylan felt the urge to make a grand gesture. Before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “The steeple will be replaced once this is all over. If it takes the last copper penny of my fortune, I’ll see it rebuilt.” It was almost worth the insincere promise to watch the expression on Kate’s face.

“You’re one hell of a fool,” Bull muttered.

Under the arched central portal of the church, they prepared to evacuate. The lovely gardens had become a wasteland of scorched earth. The men of the explosives crew hastened away to their next target, leaving the four of them to make their way to safety. Supported by the young priest, Bull pushed at the wrought iron gate, snatching his hand back as the hot metal seared him.

“It is a vision of purgatory,” Father Michael said, kicking the gate open with his thick leather brogan. He and Bull started out, the priest reciting Psalm 23 in ringing tones: “The Lord is my shepherd…”

“Wait a moment,” Kate said with sudden urgency.

“Now what? Did you spy a cat caught in a tree or something?” Dylan had already had his fill of foolish heroics for the night.

“…maketh me to lie down in green pastures…” The priest’s voice grew fainter as he walked away.

“It’s not that. But as we were standing here I—” She clutched his arm. “A feeling came over me, and I suddenly realized that it’s now or never.”

“Now or never for what?”

“I think perhaps you should kiss me.” Her long-lashed eyes worshiped him.

Few things caught Dylan off guard, but this did. “Kiss you.”

“Yes, please.”

“I’m more than happy to oblige,” he said. Under the dripstone archway of the church, he took her in his arms, amazed that even after the night’s ordeal, she retained an exquisite female scent that drove him mad. He slowly bent his head and kissed her.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” called Father Michael, “I shall fear no evil, for thou art with me…”

Kissing Kate was like taking a holiday from the real world. She transported him utterly, took him away from the troubles that deviled him. He had always known he loved wealthy heiresses. What surprised him was that she made that love feel like a form of adoration. She tasted like heaven and, when he drew back to gaze down at her, she looked like an angel. Perhaps he would marry this one. Yes, that would do nicely. Her fortune would see him through the hard times. If Costello found out, he would hit the roof, but her money would calm him down. Dylan would find a way to make it work.

The roar and lash of the flames reminded him that they had best be going.

“I just have one question,” he said as they plunged across the churchyard toward Courthouse Square. “Not that I’m complaining, but why did you feel the need to kiss me just then?”


She clung to his hand as they confronted a wall of flame racing in from the west. “In case it’s the ast thing I do.”








SIX



Kathleen didn’t know who to thank for getting them to the courthouse intact—God, the Blessed Virgin or Dylan Kennedy. Certainly Dylan deserved much of the credit, navigating the way through a burning tunnel of fire from the church to the courthouse. They had skirted a roaring pit of debris and arrived filthy and singed, but unharmed.

She was still in awe of his climb to the steeple. When he’d disappeared into the smoke, she had refused to move or breathe until she saw him again. He was the most marvelous man she had ever met, and she never wanted to leave his side.

He seemed to possess a special gift for finding a way to escape danger. And the remarkable thing was, he seemed to enjoy a sense of mortal peril, laughing and cheering the others on when their energy flagged.

The courthouse rose like a splendid medieval castle above the rubble and ruin. The massive fortress bore a tall cupola that towered above the surrounding buildings of the business district. It was Chicago’s showpiece, a monument to civic pride and decorative excess. Its rounded windows, lacy stonework and figured wrought iron gave it a solid permanence that had attracted many refugees from the fire.

The lifeblood of the city pulsed through the heart of the marble monstrosity. It contained the offices of the mayor, the Board of Police, the chief marshal, the county courtrooms and the jail in the basement. The main fire alarm telegraph had been, for hours, drumming out warnings in every direction.

Kathleen shaded her eyes to take in the soaring spires and turrets, the fantastic bell tower. She had passed it many a time over the years, traveling from the Sinclair mansion to her parents’ rustic home.

Turning away from the courthouse, she stared adoringly at the sweaty, smudged, handsome face of Dylan Kennedy. When he kissed her, it felt like a benediction. When he smiled, she forgot who she was. When he held her close, she stopped being afraid.

Since the destruction of the gasworks, the lights had gone out. Other refugees in the courthouse carried lanterns or simply stood at the windows, staring in mute amazement at the fire that burned brighter than the sun. The iron picket fence around the yard actually glowed red in places from the heat. The ornamental maples on the lawn flamed like giant torches.

On one side of the building, men worked a hose attached to a fire plug. They stood in a line in the windy gloom, aiming the stream at the limestone walls. A marshal, in a long canvas coat pocked with black holes from falling sparks, strode through the foyer shouting orders. A few men, armed with buckets and brooms, headed to the roof to fend off the flames. A line of clerks and couriers scurried up from the basement with boxes of court and county records. They were loading them into carts at the rear of the building.

“Where do you suppose they think they’re going?” asked Kathleen. “Don’t they know there’s no way to get clear of the fire from here?”

“They’ll find out soon enough.”

“Our friend here needs to sit down,” said Father Michael, sweating and wheezing as he propped up Bull.

Kathleen wanted to tell the priest that a miracle had brought her to the church. He was a young man, new to St. Brendan’s. That was why he hadn’t recognized her as one of the parishioners. But if she survived this night, she would have quite a confession to make.

Dylan glanced around the swarming foyer. “To the courtrooms,” he suggested, leading the way to the wide marble stairs.

The largest room had been set up as a makeshift infirmary. Most of the wooden furniture had been cleared out. The sight of suffering, wounded people lying on pallets or coats or even the bare floor touched Kathleen’s heart with pity and fear. She thanked God her family was safe, but the burned and broken people in this room reminded her that not everyone had been so lucky.

“Kathleen?” A tentative voice spoke her name.

She whirled to confront a tall, lanky man whose face was smudged with soot. It was Barry Lynch, a clerk who had been trying to court her for a year. She immediately glanced around to see if Dylan had heard. He was preoccupied with helping Bull, she saw with relief. “Barry,” she said, her hands closing around the back of a witness box rail. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

His arms, long and gangling past a shirt several sizes too small, reached for her. She took a step back. “I’m glad to know you’re all right.”

“And you. But what is that you’re wearing? You look like a fine lady.”

“I, uh, I made some new friends,” she said, unable to think of a better explanation. She felt so awkward around him. He believed he was wooing her, but the courting was entirely one-sided. The sincere, hardworking dockyard clerk had admired her since they were children playing along the banks of the ditch behind the O’Learys’ cow barn. He was a decent, God-fearing man and the idea of pledging her life to him gave Kathleen a case of the shivers.

“Is everything all right, Kate?” Dylan asked, coming to her side. With a nonchalance she found slightly thrilling, he slid his hand around her waist in proprietary fashion.

Barry scowled. “Who are you?”

“Barry, over here! Give me a hand with these buckets,” someone shouted.

Still scowling, he stalked away.

“Who was that?” Dylan asked negligently.

“Oh, just some clerk or other, I imagine,” she replied. Then, as Barry and his companion went to rejoin the firefighting, she felt appalled at herself. Just because she didn’t want him as a suitor did not mean she should dismiss his very existence like Peter denying Jesus. She made a vow to add that to her ever-lengthening confession next Friday.

An agitated man stood in the marble hall, shouting incoherently. Kathleen and Dylan exchanged a glance. If he had lost his mind, he would not be the first this night. But this particular man, gesticulating at the parade of records clerks, looked familiar. She thought she had seen him somewhere before.

“Good God,” she said to Dylan as recognition dawned on her. “That is the mayor of Chicago.”

“Your Honor,” Dylan said with the same steely calm he had shown at the church. “Please, come and rest in the courtroom. I’ll find you something to drink.”

“I cannot leave my post, sir,” Mayor Mason insisted.

“You’re needed in there, by the citizens who elected you, Your Honor.” Dylan shepherded him to the door.

The dazed mayor wandered in and sat on the jury bench, holding his head in his hands. But only for a moment. He seemed to draw strength from the worried people gathered there. He drank water from a jar someone handed him, then stood. “I must go to the bell tower to check the progress of the fire.”

“We’ll go with you,” Kathleen declared.

“We will?” Dylan asked.

“Of course. We mustn’t let him go alone.” Judging by all her escapades this night, she should be bone weary, but instead she felt curiously manic, invigorated, her nerves tingling. Without looking to see if Dylan followed, she and the mayor went out into the marble hall and hurried to the top storey, where they climbed a narrow, winding utility stair. The bell, being rung in alarm, filled the narrow shaft with earsplitting noise.

Between the bongs of the bell, the mayor and Dylan spoke like old cronies. And they probably were, she reflected. What a wondrous thing, to be so important that you were on a first-name basis with the mayor himself. Dylan inhabited an exclusive world and tonight, for the briefest of times, she belonged to that world. The trouble was, she wanted to stay, and she knew that would be impossible.

They emerged from the stair into the smoky air high above the city. The soaring cupola, the four-faced clock and the massive bell overwhelmed Kathleen with their huge proportions. She felt like a tiny doll on the fire watchman’s platform, clinging to a rail as a horrific wind whipped over her.

The tall flagpole made an eerie swishing sound as the storm wind bent it like a bow. The watchmen stationed on the tower signaled to acknowledge the mayor. Kathleen gripped the rail and looked down.

“Mother Mary and Joseph,” she said under her breath. From this vantage point, she could see the fire and all the devastation in its wake. Streets paved in glowing coals. A blackened swatch of scorched earth. A hellish roil of smoke. At the leading edge of the band of destruction blazed the long hungry tongues of the wind-driven flames, lapping up everything in their path. She faced the West Division, trying to make out her parents’ neighborhood, but the area lay in distant blackness. The river, regarded as an unbreachable barrier earlier in the evening, formed an insignificant ditch crammed with flaming vessels, burning bridges, tugs screaming to get the spans to rotate. Explosions blinded her. Every store of gunpowder and kerosene in the city fell victim to the devouring flames.

A few blocks from the courthouse, a blazing raft of shingles dropped into an open tar tank on the roof of another gasworks substation. A large gasholder flared up, roaring like the breath of a monster. Kathleen shrank against Dylan, grateful for the solid feel of his arms around her. When she dared to look again, the firelight played over the mayor’s face, which seemed frozen in unspeaking dread.

Finally Dylan said the words that made it all real. “My God. The whole city is doomed.”

And he was right. There was not a single safe place except those areas the fire had already taken, feeding upon them until there was nothing left to burn. Looking out across the helpless grid of streets and buildings was like watching a great ship sink. Tragic, inevitable, painful to witness. People were dying down there, she thought with a clutch of horror. Without really thinking about it she wrapped her arms around Dylan and set her cheek against his chest.

“Tell me that’s the brewery, not the waterworks,” Mayor Mason said, pointing toward the lake.

The tall, slender spire, with its rococo trim, rose up from a sea of flame. Dylan shook his head. “It’s the waterworks. Once that goes, we’ll have no more hoses.”

Mayor Mason ran a shaking hand along the stone wall of the tower. Now that the danger was at its worst, he seemed to gather himself up. “This courthouse is considered fireproof.” He smiled sadly, shaking his head. “But the cornices, and God knows what else, are made of wood. This building will go, along with everything else.”

“Yes,” Dylan said. He looked down at a wagon laden with crates of records pulling away from the curb. The hose cart’s stream, which had been spattering the periphery of the building, lost its pressure. The crew simply boarded the cart and left. Four more of the ornamental trees on the lawn went up simultaneously. Branches tore off like severed limbs and the wind blew the flaming brands at the building.

“Time to go, sir.” Dylan pried his rigid hands from the ledge. “Those wagons should be carrying evacuees, not paper files.”

The statement jolted the mayor into action. “Exactly so,” he agreed, needing nothing more than the word from Dylan to reclaim his nerve. He rushed down the stairs. “There’s not a moment to lose.”

Within a short while, he was ordering wires to be sent out to neighboring cities, appealing for more engines. He dispatched men to organize the evacuation of everyone in the courthouse. He granted permission for explosives to be used to destroy buildings in the path of the fire. Dylan returned to the tower to pull more alarms. Kathleen didn’t think twice, but hitched up her skirts and followed him up the stairs.

“Oh, no,” he said. “You’re staying below.”

“Says you.” She pushed past him and clambered up the stairs.

The watchmen had been forced to leave their posts. Dylan had time to pull only one more alarm when a burning glob of pitch blew in from the roof through an open window. Kathleen screamed and jumped back. The flames instantly lit a pile of shavings left by a workman who had been repairing the clock. The fire mushroomed with breathtaking speed.

“Let’s go!” Dylan grabbed her hand and they raced for safety. Smoke and flame blocked the iron stairway. “Damn it,” he yelled. “If it was me alone, I’d get out of this mess, but—”

“Just show me how it’s done,” she said, remembering his precarious descent from the steeple of St. Brendan’s.

He made her sling one leg over the banister and she slid down, howling in pain as the hot metal burned her hands. She landed on the floor, just managing to scramble away before Dylan came down behind her. Flames licked through cracks in the ceiling. Plaster rained down thick and hard. They fled by way of the west wing, slamming fire doors shut behind them.

In the basement, a near riot was taking place. The remaining prisoners, finding the outer door to the jail still locked, were ramming it with a heavy plank. In the telegraph room, an Associated Press reporter pounded out his transmission, but stopped midsentence and fled.

For the next hour, the mayor occupied himself with the evacuation, aided by Dylan, a clerk named Kirby Lane and Father Michael. There were only two wagons. Women, children and the elderly went first, cramming into the carts until the men had to push from behind to help the straining horses. Someone tried to make the elderly Judge Roth climb aboard, but the old man resisted, insisting between hacking coughs that he could walk.

In the midst of the argument, a great crashing sound came from within the courthouse, followed by a bellow of pain. Father Michael rushed outside. “It’s Mr. Lane,” he told them. “I think the poor devil’s buried.”

“Well, get him out, and he can have my place in the cart,” Kathleen said.

Father Michael caught Dylan’s eye. “I can’t,” the priest said. “We’ve got to dig him free of the rubble.”

Dylan pushed Kathleen toward the second cart. “Up you go, my love, and hold on tight.”


She grasped the tailgate of the cart. “You’re not coming?”

“There’s no room.”

Her chest froze when she thought of leaving him, leaving Bull and Father Michael, possibly losing them all. Their peril tonight had bonded them together, and she couldn’t abide the thought of leaving them. She jumped back out. “Then I’m not going, either.”

He swept her up in his arms, and the sensation left her breathless with excitement. But he bundled her up onto the cart again. Then he took her face between his hands and kissed her, briefly and hard.

In that moment Kathleen knew: she loved him. Against reason, pride, sanity, she loved this man. She had never told him anything but lies. This was the one truth she could admit.

“I love you,” she said.

He blinked, startled. “And I adore you, sweet Kate.” Then he kissed her one last time and pulled back. “Just in case,” he said with a wink. “We’ll be along on foot, after we dig out Mr. Lane.”

A whip cracked and the wagon pulled away. Only Dylan and the mayor, Father Michael and Bull, Kirby Lane and the judge remained. Dylan came to the door and lifted his hand in farewell. Seeing him framed by the marble pillars, blown and buffeted in the fiery wind, finally brought home the terrible truth to Kathleen. These men were going to die. With no more horses, no wagon could convey them. With one man wounded and another buried in rubble, carrying them would be difficult if not impossible.

Dylan turned and disappeared inside the doomed building.


Kathleen did not consciously make a decision, but she remembered the feel of Dylan’s mouth on hers and his arms holding her fast. She felt love shower her like a plethora of unearned blessings. And she knew she didn’t want to live a single moment without him.

She bolted out of the cart.

If anyone noticed, they raised no objection. Likely everyone’s attention was fixed ahead at the lakeshore, not behind, where everything was dying. She raced back to the courthouse.

She didn’t make a sound, but as she approached, Dylan came to the doorway as if alerted to her presence by some mystical awareness. A flash of elation crossed his face, but just as quickly it darkened to disapproval. He strode across the scorched lawn toward her.

“When you declared you loved me I thought I had never heard anything so foolish,” he ranted. “But congratulations. You have surpassed your own foolishness.”

Before she could defend herself, he hauled her into his arms and kissed her with passion and anger and something she couldn’t identify. Something so wondrous and luminous that she wanted to cherish it forever.

“Get inside, and hurry,” roared Bull from the doorway. “Bring that fool woman with you.”

Dylan took her hand and they raced inside the courthouse. The judge regarded them with fond exasperation. “You are a most devoted pair,” he remarked. “How long have you been married?”

Kathleen’s cheeks reddened. “We aren’t married, Your Honor.”

He winked at her. “You kiss,” he stated, “as if you are.”

“You weren’t supposed to see that.”


“At such a time, it is a comfort to see a great love being born.”

At such a time… The words disappeared, eaten up by the same hungry force that sucked the very air from their lungs. But the judge’s meaning was stamped indelibly in Kathleen’s mind. They fell to unearthing Kirby Lane, who lay beneath a broken marble pillar. His face was gray with shock, his expression only mildly puzzled. Had he been screaming in agony, she would have hoped he might survive, but he had a placid, almost beatific look on his face as he patiently watched the removal of the broken stone. Father Michael hid Lane’s face from view, but not before Kathleen caught a glimpse of blood seeping from his nostrils.

Kirby Lane remained strangely calm, as if detached from his ruined leg and from the pain. His face was pale, his lips blue as he looked out at the burning street. “The wagon isn’t coming back, is it?”

“I don’t think so, son,” the priest admitted.

“Leave us,” said the judge. “There’s no sense in all of us burning to death.”

“We’re not leaving,” Dylan snapped. “Let’s not waste time arguing about it.”

From a marble-floored waiting room off the foyer, Bull dragged in several wet carpets. They used them to line the walls for what little protection they would offer.

“So we wait,” said the judge.

No one said anything. They all knew the wagon would not return. Outside, the fire raged with an animal roar. Dylan drew Kathleen aside, bent low and said, “There’s nothing more we can do for Mr. Lane.”


Her stomach churned. She had never watched anyone die before. “Are you sure?”

“He doesn’t even feel the pain anymore. We’ve tried to clear the debris away, but he’s done for. His injuries are too grave.”

A soft moan escaped her and she pressed herself against Dylan. “We are going to die here,” she said, speaking everyone’s thoughts aloud.

“You had your chance, fool,” Bull said.

“Who are you calling a fool, boyo?” She could hear the brogue creeping into her voice but no one seemed to notice. They were all too defeated and too frightened to care. Yet when Kathleen looked at Kirby Lane, compassion pushed past her terror. Squaring her shoulders, she went and sat down beside him, taking his hand in hers. Her own hands were blistered and burned in places, but the injuries seemed minor now. His cold fingers twitched a little at her touch, and when he gazed up at her, he tried to smile.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” she asked quietly, aware that the others had gathered around.

“No, I’m…I’ll be all right.” He spoke so softly that she had to lean forward to hear. “There’s not much…I’ve left undone. How about you, Miss Kate?”

“Ah, so much,” she said with stark honesty.

“Then…do it.” He coughed weakly. “What are you waiting for?”

Kathleen trembled, overwhelmed by the situation. The wounded man fell still, and she pulled her hand away, certain he had died. Fear rolled through her and she backed away.

Father Michael bent and turned his ear to the slack mouth. “He’s fallen unconscious,” he whispered. “But he’s breathing still. ‘Tis a blessing that he can sleep.”

They all sat listening to the howl of the firestorm. The long, unbearable moments drew out. Judge Roth went to the window but turned away, shaking his head.

“We need a miracle,” Mayor Mason said at length.

All eyes turned to the priest. Father Michael held up both hands in his own defense. “I’m a priest, not a magician. I can’t conjure a rescue out of thin air.” He raised his hands, palms up. “I can baptize you if you like. Perform last rites—” Seeing the expressions on their faces, he quickly added, “I can hear confession.” He ticked off the options on his fingers. “Impose penance, offer absolution, perform the sacrament of marriage—”

Kathleen got up and paced the room, then simply stood watching out the window. Beyond Courthouse Square, the inferno resembled the inside of a steam engine boiler. She shut her eyes, thinking of Gran and her family, wondering if they would ever learn what had become of their daughter. Their daughter, who had grown far too proud, too fond of fine things and fancy ways. If not for that foolish pride, she wouldn’t be here in the first place.

Dylan Kennedy’s arm went around her shoulders. It felt so wonderful she almost believed she could die happy because she had known a man like him. But it wasn’t enough. His tender touch reminded her, with the sharpness of a knife stab, of all she would never have—the pinkish beauty of the sky at dawn, the sound of a bird singing in springtime, a baby girl named after Gran….

“Please, sweet Kate,” he said, “don’t despair.”

“These are our last hours on earth,” she whispered.


“Then try not to spend them in misery.”

She swallowed hard in order to find her voice. “And how do you suggest I spend them?”

His hand slipped to her waist. “I can think of a few better ways.”

That made her sink deeper into despair, and she pulled away, joining the others who stood vigil by the wounded man. “Father,” she said to the priest, “I should make a final confession, but I don’t deserve absolution. I am a hopeless sinner to the end.”

“What in heaven’s name do you mean, child?”

“Look at me.” She spread her arms.

They all looked. Glaring, she clasped together her tattered bodice. She didn’t mean that. “Here I am, in the last hours of my life. I should be feeling an enormous religious ecstasy in preparation to meeting Him who made us all. But am I? No. I’m having the most silly, selfish regrets that ever crossed my mind. I am so disappointed in myself.”

“Oh, Katie.” Dylan stroked her hair. “We’re all having regrets. If ever there was a time to feel selfish, then now is that time.” He smiled, so kind, so compassionate. She looked into his face and saw all she had ever wanted. And all she could never have.

“What is it you regret?” the judge asked gently. “Surely you are too young to have made any serious mistakes.”

“My mistake,” she said, her throat aching, “is that I dared to have dreams that don’t belong in the heart of a person like me. And my greatest regret is that not a single one of those dreams will have a chance to come true. I shall die an old maid, never knowing a bride’s joy or—”


“I think we can rule out the ‘old’ part,” said a faint, ironic voice.

They crouched down to regard Kirby Lane in surprise. “You woke up,” Kathleen said. Surely that must mean he was getting better. Yet a single glance at his gray face and blue lips told her otherwise. A trickle of blood seeped from his ear. He was weaker than ever. The simple sentence he had uttered seemed to take all his strength.

“These…long faces…aren’t helping,” he said haltingly. “Surely you can think of some better way…to pass the time.”

Dylan held Kathleen at arm’s length and gazed at her in a way that made her skin prickle with awareness. His eyes were like mirrors, silvery on the surface, reflecting the brightness of the fire. “Mr. Lane is right.”

Father Michael pressed his hands together and nodded his head. Kirby’s lips thinned in a valiant effort to smile.

Kathleen didn’t understand. Should they pray? Sing hymns? Beg for mercy?

Before she could grasp his intent, Dylan sank down on one knee. “Marry me, Kate,” he said with deep, abiding sincerity. “Make your last act on earth a gesture of affirmation. Bring me one final drop of joy that I may die a man fulfilled.”

She nearly swooned with shock. Nearly melted with yearning. She was so enchanted by him that she forgot to breathe. She knew what he was doing, of course. He was trying to distract her from thoughts of their hopeless situation. Like a priest with a condemned prisoner, he was trying to fill her with hope rather than grief. At their darkest hour, he wanted to give her something new and bright to cling to.

“Do it,” Kirby said, the words uttered urgently between chattering teeth. He lifted a cold, pale hand, holding it out to her. “We’ll all be a part of something fine and good—” his voice trailed to a pain-filled whisper “—in our final hour.”

The mayor touched his heart. “It would give us something to do besides brood upon our fate.”

“But—” Everything was happening so fast. Her mind whirled with confusion. How could she possibly do this? How could she even consider it?

“Sweetheart, in a few hours none of this will matter,” Dylan said softly.

“But what if we survive?”

“Then we live happily ever after. Unless you object to finding yourself wed to a man who adores you.”

And she would have to tell him she was no heiress from Baltimore but a housemaid from the West Side. “There is something I must explain—”

The crash of a falling timber drowned out her words. They all huddled together, heads down, as plaster rained from the ceiling. Dylan shielded Kirby with his body. When the collapse was over, he wadded up his frock coat and propped it under the injured man’s head.

Gran would have called the sudden destruction a sign from God. But the message wasn’t clear to Kathleen. Was it time for the truth, or time to do something wild and foolish before the rest of the building caved in?

“I’m not who you think I am,” she said, but the screech of the wind drowned her out. It was uncanny. Each time she tried to speak up, the noise of the storm roared louder. No one was listening, anyway. They all rushed through preparations, seizing upon the project with pitiful eagerness.

Kathleen held on to Kirby’s hand, looked out at the burning night and stopped trying to protest. As her last act on earth, marrying Dylan Kennedy surpassed all her imaginings. If they lived through the ordeal, the marriage would be invalid, surely, conducted without a license under such unorthodox circumstances. When this was all over, she could simply vanish into obscurity. He would never know she was only a princess for a night, disappearing like Cinderella, but unlike Cinderella, never coming back.

Yet the proceedings felt tenderly, touchingly real as Kirby Lane, insistent that he was well enough to discharge his duties as court clerk, applied his tremulous signature to an ornate certificate. The mayor stamped it with an official seal, then handed it to the judge to sign and notarize. Dylan scrawled his name, and then the document was passed to Kathleen. Her hand shook. She forced herself to scratch out her whole name, Kathleen Bridget O’Leary, but no one else looked at what she had written.

Father Michael took a black bound missal from the pouch tied to the scourge around his waist. They all gathered around Kirby, and the pulsating light from the fire outside bathed everything in a surreal and eerily beautiful glow. Even the throaty roar of the consuming flames added to the atmosphere of inevitability and solemnity.

Dylan Kennedy closed his hand around hers, and Kathleen kept hold of Kirby. She was expected to marry. All women of her station were. She had been asked many times, by Ned Coombs at the Quimper shipyards, a joiner. And Rye Stokes, who was a tanner. And of course, Barry Lynch, she recalled with a pang of guilt. She had never given him any encouragement, she rationalized. So she was not really being disloyal, was she?

Kirby’s fingers twitched, and she imagined he meant to reassure her. Do it. What are you waiting for?

Kathleen shut her eyes and made a heartfelt wish. In her most secret moments, she had dared to imagine a wedding like the one being planned for her mistress, with a caterer, flowers, a trousseau, a full symphony and a dozen attendants on each side, flights of doves to celebrate the moment of joining and everyone of importance in attendance.

Now here she was, a dazed and bedraggled refugee clinging to the hand of a man she had just met. Yet she felt as if her heart had always known him, and she couldn’t have been prouder if a choir of angels and the Pope himself had presided over the union. In dreams, she had seen the laughing sky-blue eyes and the beautiful blue-black hair, the perfect, patrician features and the demeanor of Dylan Kennedy, a man who knew exactly who he was and where he belonged in the world.

And so, as the fire screamed and roared at the courthouse doors, she pledged her life to him.








SEVEN



Dylan could not think of a more absurd end to his misbegotten life. Rarely impulsive, he had been half joking when he’d proposed to Kate. But the others had latched on to the fantasy, making it their quest to see the tragic young couple wed before they died.

Now it was over. They were wed. It was all a perfectly nice bit of theatrics. The priest, the mayor and the judge were true professionals, conducting the swift rite with appropriate solemnity.

“I never saw,” whispered the beleaguered Kirby Lane, “a sweeter, more holy wedding.” He smiled at them as if from a great distance. “The two of you…rob this night of its fury.”

Dylan tried not to hear the earnestness and despair in the man’s voice, but it haunted him. Good God, the man really was dying.

Chilled to the marrow, Dylan bent and kissed his new wife, only to be startled by the heat and ardor of her response. It was the kiss of a bride who was in love, exactly what she fancied herself to be. What she actually was, of course, was an insurance policy.

If he survived, he would be back in hot water. The beauteous Miss Kate’s fortune would come in handy.

The fire had raged on through the brief ceremony, and it was looking less and less likely they would make it to tomorrow.

He kept hold of her hand and smiled down at her, giving no inkling of his thoughts. “There,” he said. “Now you are a married lady.” He touched her cheek, feeling a curious lurch of sentiment in his chest. It might even be a genuine emotion, but he was such a master of pretense that he could not be sure. Yet something about her moved him. She was beyond beautiful, though her beauty alone didn’t explain the effect she had on him. The honesty of her expression captivated him, and he could tell the others in the courtroom were affected by her as well. In a world of too little goodness, here was someone pure and sweet, untainted by the evils of mankind. And quite conveniently wealthy. He mustn’t forget that.

“What are you thinking?” she asked softly.

“Just pondering your many virtues.”

“Is that all?”

She didn’t seem satisfied with lighthearted quips, so he dug deeper. “I was thinking that marrying you is one of the few good choices I’ve made in my life.”

She bit her lip and lowered her head. When she looked back, she said, “I’ve never been anyone’s good choice before.”

“That,” he said, “is impossible to believe.”

The wounded Kirby Lane moaned, and Father Michael bent to comfort him. The others gathered around. Kirby’s face was shockingly pale and glazed with moisture. He closed his eyes and his lips moved soundlessly. “He is in extremis,” Father Michael whispered, drawing them away so Kirby wouldn’t hear. “I don’t know what to do.”

“For the love of God, you’re a priest,” Dylan snapped. His fear for the dying man emerged as anger. “Of course you know what to do.”

Father Michael pressed his hands together, then knelt beside the wounded man. He tried to offer water, but Lane could not drink. The priest whispered in Latin, and Dylan guessed that it was the prayer of extreme unction, uttered as a last-ditch effort to find grace in the next world. Dylan didn’t think it did any good, but he had always believed in hedging his bets. Feeling as powerless as the others, he stalked to the door.

“I’m going for help,” he said between his teeth. “This man needs a doctor.”

“You won’t find a doctor or anyone else out there,” the mayor said.

“We’ve got to do something, goddamn it,” Dylan burst out. “We can’t just stand around while he—”

“Hush up,” Bull interrupted. “Don’t you be talking like a fool.”

Father Michael beckoned them all with a silent gesture. Lane lay unmoving, except for his mouth. Dylan went down on his knees and strained to make out the words.

“…save all that passion for what matters,” Kirby was saying, and he went on, but Dylan couldn’t decipher the rest. They stood around in a frozen tableau, waiting and watching in shock and sadness.

After a while, Kirby Lane exhaled a woman’s name, as if expelling his soul from his body. And then he breathed no more. Father Michael’s shoulders slumped as he rolled up the marriage certificate and herded the others to a doorway where the ceiling was still intact. “Kirby Lane,” he said in the most mournful voice Dylan had ever heard. “Requiescat in pace.”

The slow, steady disintegration of the building continued. Plaster and debris pelted them, and a large iron fixture fell with a bang. No one could think of anything more to say. The priest covered the body with a fringed drapery panel. With a shuddering sigh, Kate pressed her cheek against Dylan’s shirt.

She did not weep; he suspected that would come later, like sensation returning to a frozen limb.

They all watched the golden blizzard of the fire. From where they stood, they could see no escape route. Even several feet from the window Dylan could feel the heat of the blaze encroaching steadily, getting hotter by the minute. The huff and roar of the fire was almost rhythmical, like the tramp of footsteps of an invading army.

Yet unlike an army, this had the fierce uncontrollable power of the wind behind it. This was not a force that would respond to charm or fast talking. For the first time, Dylan found himself confronted by something he could not control or manipulate or talk his way out of.

Through the veil of flame, he saw…something. A movement.

He bolted for the main door. “Where are you going?” asked Kate.


He turned back briefly. In that second his heart constricted with wonder. His wife. He’d had them before, of course, but he had never been pleased by the prospect…until tonight.

“I just need to check something out, love. I’ll be back.”

“But—”

He raced outside into the red-hot maw of the dragon. So much had been destroyed that there was less and less to burn. He ran to where he had spied the movement. When he saw what it was, his heart sank.

Two goats, trotting willy-nilly in a panic, shied first one way and then another. They lifted their feet from the hot ground, bleating constantly. Dylan contemplated the improbable sight for a moment. Then he was amazed to see the goats disappear, seemingly into thin air. Following them, he saw that they had entered the LaSalle Street tunnel. He moved in to get a better view. Just then, flames sucked through the opening, and he pulled back to avoid getting burned.

The torrent of flames subsided. Shielding his face from flying sparks, he went to investigate. The air that wafted up from the dark tunnel was stale…but decidedly cooler. Though hope flickered like a beacon inside him, he reminded himself that he was bound to the courthouse by a wounded man, an elderly judge, the nervous mayor, a priest…and Kate.

His wife.

Yet into these thoughts slipped the automatic self-preserving instincts that had guided him all his life. He could slip away. On his own. Here, now, he could go underground and disappear. Unhampered by the others, he might make it to safety. Hop a train and see where it took him. He could resurrect the marquis de Bontemps in New Orleans, or don a new persona in San Francisco, or become Dirk Steele—Man of the Comstock, in Nevada. Perhaps that broken-down cabin on the shores of Lake Tahoe still stood unoccupied….

But something strange occurred to him. He didn’t want to go. He felt faintly disgusted with himself. He had always dived for safety before. Why not now? Because he liked being Dylan Kennedy. He was comfortable in this skin. And he didn’t want to give up on a chance to change his life.

Maybe that was what this fire was to a lot of folks. Some people’s lives were burning down to nothing this night, and they would be compelled to start over from scratch.

He wanted to start again. He wanted to do it with Kate.

Discomfited by the unfamiliar sensation of considering the needs of another person, he went in search of some sort of cart or conveyance. He found nothing but hot, smoky rubble until, in what might have once been a toolshed of some sort, he spied a wheel that still seemed intact.

Using his cloak to keep his hands from burning, he excavated the object. A two-wheeled barrow. It had been recently used to transport horse manure, but it was sturdy enough to hold the weight of a man, maybe more.

He steered the barrow into the courthouse, bumping it up the steps with a great clatter. Father Michael came out to see what the commotion was about. He didn’t need an explanation. “Bring the water can,” he said over his shoulder. Then he jumped into action, shouting for the others to come, promising them that Dylan had found a way to escape. They all came out to the courthouse steps.

Trying to conceal an icy sense of doom, he executed a formal bow. “Your chariot awaits.”

Father Michael shepherded them down the stairs, his shoulder propped under Bull’s arm to steady him. The mayor helped the elderly judge. Dylan didn’t let a flicker of doubt show as he made the judge sit in the barrow and covered him with a water-soaked carpet. Then they all wet down their clothes with the last of the water. Father Michael whispered a prayer for Kirby Lane. Dylan caught Kate’s eye, struck by the depth of her fright yet at the same time, moved by her unflinching courage. She had never once wept or panicked.

In the broad, barren square, they watched the courthouse in its death throes. The brownstone center section burned out of control, and oddly, the bell still clanged as flames feasted upon the tower. The limestone façade melted in the heat and ran down the sides like huge tears. Jets of smoke and flame escaped the windows and vents. The clock briefly read the true hour—2:12 in the morning—and then the great hands slid down the clock face. A moment later, the giant tower crashed into the basement. The earth shook with the impact as Dylan and Father Michael shepherded everyone away.

“There’s a passageway through the horse car tunnel,” he explained. “We can make it to the lakefront.” He was such a good liar he almost believed himself. For all he knew, the passage led to a deadly furnace. “We can,” he reiterated. “It’ll be all right, Kate.”

It was a wondrous phenomenon, seeing the trust and relief that flooded her face. “Let’s go, then,” she said.


Until that moment, Dylan had not realized what a powerful force her trust was. Though surely an emotion born of their extreme danger, the love she claimed to feel for him made him want to slay dragons, move mountains, walk across hot coals.

The opportunity presented itself the moment they crossed the courthouse yard. The roadway, once constructed of pine blocks, flamed like a river of fire. He led the way along its edge to a spot where the flames had died down for lack of fuel. “We’ll have to run,” he shouted over the wind, catching Bull’s arm. “Can you make it?”

Bull flexed his bad ankle. “Don’t have no choice now, do I?”

Dylan pointed the way to the sloping passage he had spied earlier. There was no sign of the goats, dead or alive, which meant they had gone somewhere.

“Let’s go,” he said, feeling a surge of determination. As he spoke, he swept Kate up in his arms. She gasped and tried to scold him, but he heard nothing except the roar of the fire and the swish of blood in his ears as he ran across the road. Father Michael and the mayor pushed the judge in the wheelbarrow, and Bull came limping along behind.

Dylan refused to put Kate down until he reached the other side where the surface wasn’t smoldering. The road led to the shadowy underground passageway. They paused to make a torch out of a burning wooden beam, then Dylan led the way. Ducking under a low, crumbling ceiling, they found themselves in a crude tunnel with no end in sight. But anything was preferable to the horror they had left behind them.

“I keep thinking of poor Mr. Lane,” Kate said.


“Believe me, he’s not thinking of you.” Dylan grabbed her hand and forged ahead. The glowing length of wood afforded very little light, but he could see the passage narrowing up ahead. He said nothing. If they had to go single file, if they had to crawl, they would, dragging the judge behind them. Now that there was even a glimmer of hope, Dylan realized he would stop at nothing in order to survive. He bent lower, held the makeshift torch in front of him like a knight of old and pretended to be a man of honor. The man she believed him to be.

In the bowels of the dank tunnel, there was a silence he hadn’t heard since the bellowing of the wind-driven fire that had raged all night. He could hear Bull’s heavy breathing, the squeak and grind of the barrow and a scrabbling sound he suspected came from rats. He saw no point in talking, for there was nothing left to say. Either they would live through this, or they wouldn’t. He trudged on, brandishing the red-tipped board, and inevitably, the thing went out. He swore between his teeth and then tensed, expecting a rebuke from Kate, but she surprised him by echoing his oath with the panache of a seasoned dockworker.

Dylan hoped he would live through this, because he was really growing fond of his wife. Of course, if they did survive and Costello found them, there would be trouble. But amidst all the mayhem, and with Kate’s fortune, they might be able to quietly disappear. Perhaps they would visit Monte Carlo or Bolivia….

A patch of pale gray glimmered before his eyes. At first he thought it was a trick from staring so long at the glowing board, but as he continued forward, he saw that they had reached the end of the tunnel. “Hurry,” he said, finally daring to offer hope. “I think I see the other side.”

The lighted spot drew them and he picked up the pace. The uneven surface sloped upward. Bull added his strength to pushing the wheelbarrow, and they emerged into the gray half light.

People darted like wraiths through the smoke, most of them pushing steadily eastward, toward the lake. Shouts and whistles filled the air when Mayor Mason appeared, and he nearly broke down and wept as he was greeted by the sight of his sons. They had spent an hour trying to return to the courthouse and had nearly given up hope.

The mayor let out a cry and stumbled toward them. The overloaded cart lurched and sagged as he clambered aboard. “Hurry,” he said to the others, “there’s no time to lose.”

Kathleen shook her head and latched on to Dylan’s arm. “There isn’t room,” she said. “The mayor and Judge Roth must go.”

By now, he knew her well enough not to argue. Ah, how he wished this could be real. A beautiful, wealthy woman worshiping him, refusing to abandon him. Though the two older men protested, she got her way. The mayor of the city paused to bow his head to Kate. “It has been a distinct pleasure, Mrs. Kennedy. A wedding I’ll not soon forget.”

She flushed, clearly confused and delighted by her new title.

“The rail yards in the South Division are clear,” one of Mason’s sons shouted. “Trains are pulling out to the safety of the suburbs.”

“That’s where we’ll go, then,” Dylan declared. The four of them would have to cross the river again, then double back to reach the lakefront terminal. It seemed a minor undertaking compared to the ordeal they had just endured.

After the cart bore the others to the north, he led the way on foot along a city block of gutted buildings and ruined carts, blackened trees and broken glass, pocked by still-flaming heaps of unrecognizable debris. Ruined walls and shattered masonry blocked the roadway, and they had to veer around it. No landmark remained to tell them where they were, but the weak shimmer of light on the horizon beckoned from the east, where the lake lay. After crossing the bridge, they came to an area of exclusive town houses the fire had not yet reached. The small patches of lawn were sere but not charred, the trees bare but not burned. An air of abandonment haunted the empty houses.

Kathleen grabbed his sleeve. “Dylan, look.” She pointed to a decrepit residence, its broken shingle whipping in the wind.

“The Hotel St. George,” he said, his hand straying to the deed inside his shirt. “Maybe my luck’s about to change again.”

“Don’t be too sure of that,” said Bull. The fire drew nearer with each heartbeat. They could hear the ominous crackle of timber not far away. A moment later, the roof took fire.

There was no time for regrets. They rushed down the block toward the lake. At least, he hoped it was the right direction for the lake. The capricious wind leaped and swirled, teasing flames to conflagrations on both sides of the avenue.

Ahead, the wagon disappeared into the smoke. Telegraph posts stood in the bluish light like branchless trees, the wires long gone. Iron beams, twisted and distorted by the raging heat, lay across the road. They walked on, weariness dragging at them, until Dylan recognized the rail yard of the Illinois Central and Michigan Central. “We’re near the water’s edge,” he said. The grain elevators were mere skeletons, but a line of train cars appeared to be intact. A locomotive, huffing black billows from its smokestack, was coupled to a short line of cars. Rail workers ran to and fro, trying to organize the evacuation. “Let’s go,” he said, picking up the pace. “Maybe we can get clear of the city.”

Bull groaned and Father Michael set his jaw, but they followed gamely enough. Dylan moved down the row of train cars, trying the doors.

“What in the name of Saint Dympna’s drawers are you doing?” Father Michael asked as Dylan grasped the rail of one of the cars.

“Getting us the hell out of here.” He pushed open the door to a passenger car, then grasped Kate by the waist and lifted her up. She squawked a little, in confusion but not in protest. He set her down and braced his hands against the sides of the door. “Let’s go.”

Bull didn’t have to be told twice. He heaved his bulk aboard the train car and collapsed on a velveteen banquette. After an initial hesitation, Father Michael did the same, sitting across from Bull, who soon started to snore. Taking Kate by the hand, Dylan made a foray into the next car, finding it crammed full of refugees. The door to the car beyond that was locked, but his nimble fingers made short work of the mechanism.

“It’s a Pullman Palace Car,” he said. “And it’s totally private.” He locked the door behind him.


Kate gasped in wonder. “We don’t belong here.”

“Nonsense. On a night like this, it’s every man for himself.”

Thick Brussels carpeting, heavy velvet drapes, French plate mirrors, black walnut woodwork and oil chandeliers gave the car the look of an elegant parlor. Dylan suspected Kate probably rode in cars like this all the time, but she seemed genuinely enchanted by the etched windows and fringed furnishings, the screened lavatory area and most of all, by the bowl of apples and cherries on a round table, gleaming in the smoky, early morning light.

“How thoughtful of someone to serve us breakfast,” Dylan said, helping himself to an apple. Kate laughed a little nervously, then fell upon the cherries with an appetite that matched his. They ate in exhausted silence until Kate got up to explore the rest of the car. Dylan gathered up some apples to take to Bull and Father Michael, but when he stood, a sudden lurch nearly made his knees buckle. He hurried to the door and saw, to his amazement, that the Pullman had been coupled to the line heading south. The car occupied by their companions stood still, disappearing into the smoke.

He and Kate shared a look. “We’ve been separated from them,” she said quietly.

“Yes.”

“Dear God. Will they be all right?”

“Those two?” Dylan spread his hands. “After tonight, do you doubt it?” He sat beside her on a tufted chaise and took her hand in his. “We’ll find them again, once we figure out what’s happening.” He tried to move on to the next car, but found it locked. The side was stenciled with the rail company’s initials. Looking down, he saw the track rolling past.

“We can’t leave Chicago,” Kate said urgently.

“I don’t believe we have a choice. But don’t worry, we’ll come back,” he assured her, wondering if it would be a promise he could keep. They were headed south, very slowly.

Kate got up and wandered through the car. It was a private vehicle, and it appeared to have been prepared for an excursion. Under the sleeping berth were drawers filled with articles of clothing, and fresh linens hung from a washstand behind a folding screen. “Oh,” she said, a single syllable that made him think she had seen God. She lifted a thick china ewer. “There’s fresh water.”

He heard splashing sounds from behind the screen, and smiled. She was such a lady, humming as she scrubbed away the ashes and cinders of her ordeal. He did some more exploring, opening cupboards and storage benches to see what else he could discover. In a bank of built-in cupboards, he found two suitcases filled with more clothing. He tossed some things over the side of the screen.

“Here, you should put dry clothes on so you don’t catch cold.”

“But this doesn’t belong to me.”

“Love, do you really think that matters?”

She gave a small, nervous laugh. More splashing sounds and then more humming drifted through the room. He craned his neck, trying to see what she’d done with her jewels, knowing this was not the time to ask her about them.

When she emerged from behind the screen, a silly, beautiful smile lit her face. She wore a long white gown—a peignoir, he thought it might be called—and had managed to put some semblance of order to her bright hair.

“I feel much better now,” she said.

“You’ll feel even better after this.”

“After what?”

He held up a green glass bottle he had found in a cupboard, then went over to a pocket door and slid it aside. Turning, he gave her his most charming smile, one eyebrow lifted. “My dear,” he said, “champagne…and our marriage bed.”








EIGHT



A sound escaped Kathleen—not quite a laugh, but not quite an offended huff, either. “I do admire you,” she admitted, “for being able to joke after a night like we’ve had.”

She watched, fascinated, as a slow, honeyed smile slid across Dylan’s lips. It was like watching the sun rise—dazzling, mesmerizing. She tore her gaze away and went to the window. The slow motion of the train had ceased, and they seemed to be out in the middle of nowhere. Darkness haunted the edges of dawn, adding an atmosphere of deep intimacy. Dylan didn’t speak, but selected a pair of glasses that hung by their stems in a cupboard. With the flourish of a skilled sommelier, he uncorked the champagne. The popping sound made her jump, and her heart beat even faster.

He filled the two glasses and crossed the room, holding one out. “Who says,” he asked softly, “that I’m joking?”


The glass felt heavy, its cut facets sharp in her hand, and she knew it was real crystal, probably from Ireland. But not everything from Ireland was for the very rich, she thought wildly.

“Of course you’re joking. We can’t possibly—”

He interrupted her by closing his hand over hers and putting the glass to her lips. She was forced to choose between drinking, or dribbling champagne down the front of the finest embroidered peignoir she had ever worn.

She drank. Though barely chilled, the champagne tasted delicious. She had only sampled it a time or two before, enough to know she adored the taste. He held the glass while she took a deep swallow and closed her eyes.

“Much better,” he said in that same soft, cultured voice. “You like champagne, don’t you?”

“It is like drinking a magical potion,” she whispered, and before she could open her eyes, he put his lips where the crystal glass had been.

His light, evocative kiss sipped the droplets of champagne from her mouth. “I agree,” he said.

A powerful warmth raced through her, as if she had drunk the whole bottle instead of just one gulp. Shocking heat settled in her most secret places, and she felt it start—exactly the sort of blush he had teased her about…was it only last night? She prayed he would not notice. She would die of embarrassment if he noticed.

Resting his hands on her shoulders, he stood back and examined her in the strange light, a mingling of smoke-filtered morning and firelight from the burning city. “Ah, Kate, you’re doing it,” he said.

“Doing what?”


“Blushing with your whole body, just as I’d imagined.”

Damn him. He had noticed. But she didn’t want to die. She wanted to be rid of the gown and robe, wanted to feel their skin touching, as their lips had done. “We…can’t,” she forced out.

“Can’t what?”

“Do…what I think you want to do.” She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation with a man she barely knew. A man who happened to be her husband.

“You want it, too,” he said gently, almost as if he pitied her. “You want me to make love to you. There’s no shame in that.” His finger traced the curve of her lip. “I’ll do a good job, Kate, I promise you that.”

Not for a single second did she doubt him. She felt herself melting into nothingness, no strength or backbone to stand on her own. Reaching back, she clutched a brass rail for support and searched herself to find even the tiniest shred of willpower. No. Her mouth formed the word, but her voice deserted her. She cleared her throat, tasting the fire she had survived. “No,” she said again, this time audibly.

He didn’t seem in the least discouraged. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do.”

“Sweetheart, you’re my wife. Surely you’ve not forgotten that we were married last night.”

She started to melt again. She would never forget the most magical night ever, when a real-life prince had made her his bride. “I could not possibly forget that,” she admitted.

“So?” He let his hands slip down her arms. Almost by accident, his knuckles grazed her breasts. “What is the trouble? I realize it was a bit unorthodox, but that only makes this more special.”

She gripped the railing harder. “We didn’t expect to survive last night.”

“But we did. Don’t you see, Kate? It was a gift, and we would be making a mockery of that gift if we didn’t celebrate our miraculous deliverance in the most elemental and life-affirming way possible.”

Oh, he was good. Persuasive. And achingly sincere. Her grip on the brass rail slackened somewhat, and she had to remind herself to hang on. “We mustn’t,” she whispered, sounding weak and ineffectual in the face of his silky persuasion. “We married in haste, assuming we would die, and there were no, er, contingency plans for what would happen if we lived. No…provisions.”

“I have a confession to make.” He toyed with a ringlet of her hair, seemingly fascinated by the way the ruby lock curled around his finger. “From the moment I saw you, I was making plans and provisions.”

“You were?”

“I was. You nearly broke my heart, running off like that, without saying goodbye.”

“That was because—” Tell him. Just say it. Oh, she wanted to. She wanted to confess that she was no refined heiress from Baltimore, but a lowly maid whose parents still spoke in the brogue of their native Ireland.

He was a kind man, she told herself. More than kind. He was handsome and brave and brilliant, and so perfect she wanted to sink down and weep at his feet, begging forgiveness for having deceived him.

“Because what, Kate?” he asked tenderly, arranging the lock of hair on her shoulder with the care of a museum curator.


Her mouth went dry. Her stare was riveted by his extraordinary eyes, eyes so blue they resembled mirrors, reflecting her image back at her. What she saw looking back was herself, helplessly in love with him.

“I…forgot what I was going to say.”

She had lied to him so much this night that it felt strange, telling him the truth. But it was absolute gospel that she had forgotten what she wanted to confess. What she wanted…was her wedding night.

Never mind that it was aboard a strange train car where they clearly didn’t belong. Never mind that the dawn was coming on. Never mind that several miles to the north, the city still burned out of control. None of that mattered. All that mattered was that Kathleen O’Leary had discovered a way to make all her dreams come true.

She made no conscious choice, but let her heart decide. Dylan Kennedy claimed he adored her. She knew she loved him. They would consummate their marriage, and it would be such a mystical, transporting experience that her small white lie would cease to matter. When she finally told him the truth, he would be so deeply in love with her, so inexorably joined to her, that her deception would cease to matter.

“Then don’t say anything at all,” he whispered in reply, and pulled her into his arms.

She surrendered her grip on the brass rail, needing nothing but Dylan now that she knew what she wanted. Still melting and helpless, she clung to him, aware of the smoke-infused state of his clothing. The reminder of their ordeal only made her more eager to fulfill the promise they had made at the courthouse. That they had sworn it before a priest, a judge and the mayor only increased the weight of the pledge. That a man had died after witnessing the union only underscored the solemnity of their vows.

The entire universe, she thought, when she was still able to think, had lined up to enable them to be together in this way. It was fate. Her own dear gran would say so. Fate had brought her and Dylan together, and no small, insignificant mortal such as herself had the right to deny it.

He asked nothing of her, and he gave everything. With hands so gentle she barely felt his touch, he slipped the peignoir off her shoulders and down her arms. Sliding his fingers beneath the thin straps of her gown, he leaned down to kiss her. Just before his mouth touched hers, he said, “I want to see you, Kate. I want to see you blush.”

“Yes.” She breathed the word on an exhalation of surrender. She was glad she’d discarded her bloomers behind the screen. Seeing her much mended homespuns might cause him to ask questions she wasn’t ready to answer.

With slow, tender movements he brushed the straps aside until there was nothing left to hold the gown on. The sheer fabric slid like a caress down the length of her body, unimpeded by shift or bloomers. She felt as wicked as a sinner, and twice as hot.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, stepping back so that he wasn’t touching her at all. “Beautiful,” he said again.

And despite the sinful pose and the blush and everything else, she felt as beautiful as he claimed she was. He had the uncanny talent of making love to her with his eyes alone, nothing more. He wasn’t even touching her, yet she felt the heat of his gaze skim over her breasts, belly, hips, legs. It was wonderful and frustrating and confusing, and she stood waiting, almost faint from wanting him.

“Let me take you to bed,” he whispered. He took her hand in a curiously formal manner, lifting it and leading her to the draped alcove bed. The Pullman car was a pure wonder, with its lush opulence and the way everything fit so perfectly in its place. The sleeping berth was made up with a feather bed and linens as fine as anything in the Sinclair mansion. The clean, sharp scent of lavender wafted up as he lifted the covers and gently pressed her down. She went willingly, reclining on the cloudlike softness.

He bent and kissed her. “Wait for me, love,” he said.

His eyes never left her as he kicked off his shoes and peeled off his waistcoat and shirt. He had a fine broad chest and arms banded by muscles—which surprised her. She had expected the slender physique of a man of leisure. An involuntary gasp escaped her. She felt so wretchedly empty that she nearly sobbed, holding her arms out to him. He smiled. She didn’t understand the sympathy that softened the edges of that smile, but it didn’t matter. He was her prince, her dream come true.

He lifted the covers and lay down beside her, the comfortable mattress sighing beneath his weight. Holding himself propped on one elbow, he lowered his head to kiss her mouth. At the same time, he moved his free hand over her in a leisurely motion. He gave no particular attention to her most sensitive places, but seemed to encounter them almost by accident. It was maddening, wonderful and frustrating. She kept moving and lifting herself toward him, wanting more and more of him.

He made her shameless with need. She could no more govern her desire than she could control the moon or the stars, so she made no attempt to pretend she didn’t want him. She wound her arms around his neck and kissed him with ravenous hunger, even daring to push her tongue against his lips, slipping it past them, as he had done to her.

He stopped kissing her for a moment. She froze, fearing she had done something unforgivably terrible. But before she could stammer out an apology, he smiled that magical smile and said, “You’re a temptress, Katie Kennedy. You know how to make me wild for you.”

From his tone, she deduced that this was a good thing, so she went back to kissing him. Being a temptress was even more fun than being an heiress, she discovered. She reveled in the complete freedom of running her hands over his bare shoulders and down to his hips, feeling the contours of him, the silky hard shape of him. He whispered things in her ear, things that made her more wild than he. Though she didn’t understand everything he said, enlightenment came with the movements of his hands and mouth. He would whisper something and then touch her in a certain way, so that she understood the act he was describing.

There were kisses that made her burn, kisses that nipped and marked her as his and his alone. There were caresses that branded her with the heat of his passion, and caresses that made her cry out and lift herself toward him, a shameless offering, a plea.

This, she thought, floating in a crimson haze, this was what she had been born for. Yet until she had met Dylan, she had not even known.

He pressed apart her legs and put himself there, his muscular arms making a sturdy frame around her. She felt a stinging pressure, but rather than resisting, she rose toward it, welcoming the sensation. The moment of surrender had been discussed at exhaustive length, in awed whispers, by the ladies of Miss Boylan’s. But when Dylan came to her, she knew the dormitory discussions were wrong. It was assumed to be painful, but Dylan made her understand why the term deflowering had been invented. With a sure but delicate touch he plucked away apprehension and inhibition. He made it seem the most natural thing in the world to kiss her in unexpected places, to touch her in ways she had never even imagined. She unfurled her entire self to him like a flower to the summer sun, entrusting him with her body, her heart, her life.

She was unprepared for the power of love’s pleasures. His lovely intimate stroking and the motion of his body joining with hers transported her to a place of stars and perfumed magic. She heard herself cry out, and then Dylan kissed her, absorbing the ripples of her pleasure and joining their mouths as deeply as their bodies.

She told Dylan that she loved him, and heard him answer. She had not known it would be this way. No whispered warnings could have prepared her for the power and beauty of this experience. Turning her head to one side, she glimpsed the flickering fires outside the train window and—

“We’re moving again,” she said suddenly.

“Yes, my love,” he said agreeably, with a suggestive motion of his hips.


“No, I mean we are moving.” Much as she adored clinging to him, she forced herself to sit up, take notice. She drew on her robe and went to look out the window.

Sure enough, the smoky landscape was sliding by, slowly at first but even as she watched, it moved with gathering speed. Dylan pushed himself up beside her, resting his chin upon her shoulder as he looked out at the misted lake.

He got up and walked stark naked to one end of the car. She was amazed by how natural he seemed, walking about in the nude. With an elaborate lack of concern, he went over to the dark oak sideboard and poured two more glasses of champagne. She found that she could not take her eyes off him. He had a physique that captivated her entirely; he was long-limbed and muscular, yet not bulky. He had the body of a gifted athlete, and she wondered if it was a natural fitness or if the very rich followed some sort of regime to ensure physical perfection.

She told herself it was wicked to be staring at him so, even though he was her husband. “Where do you suppose this car is headed? And why?”

He returned to the bed, holding out a glass to her. “I imagine they’re clearing the terminal for the relief trains to get through. Remember, the mayor wired for help last night, so they must be preparing for it. Who knows where we’re headed? I’ve always had good luck with trains.”

It was an odd thing to say, but she couldn’t question him further, because he quite deliberately parted her robe, exposing her to his heated stare. Kathleen tugged her robe shut. She bit her lip, thinking of her family. “I must get back to Chicago,” she said.

“Of course you must.” He angled his head to nip—dear God, he was nipping her again—at her neck. “You’ll need your clothes…and jewels, of course.” He misinterpreted her anxious expression. “Don’t be bashful, darling, Phoebe Palmer told me all about your fortune. You needn’t worry, the fire couldn’t have reached the finishing school.”

How sweet of him to be so concerned about her clothes and jewels. And how he would laugh when he learned she owned two dresses, both homemade, and her only jewel, her da often joked, was the emerald of her eyes. The silk gown she’d worn was all but ruined; at least the borrowed jewels, tucked now into the toes of her shoes, were fine. She would have to return them to Deborah Sinclair as soon as she could. The thought filled her with apprehension.

“What’s wrong?” Dylan asked.

“I was just worried about my friends and family.”

He seemed befuddled. “It must be strange to care about something that much.”

“Why strange?”

“No reason. Look, they’ll be fine. And so will we. You have to trust me on this, love.”

Soothed by his reassurances and by another glass of champagne, Kathleen surrendered her fears. There seemed to be nothing else for it but to cling to Dylan and let him chase away thoughts of tomorrow. Meanwhile, the train kept moving slowly and inexorably away from the city. He began to make love to her again, and she welcomed him, unfolding for him and lying back with a sigh. For the second time, they consummated their unorthodox marriage, and for good measure, they consummated it again…and again. Watching the angry glow of the fire growing ever more distant as the train headed south, Kathleen knew a happiness so sweet that she nearly wept with it.

What had she ever done to deserve such a marvelous man, a man who worshiped and cherished her?

What had she ever done…except lie?








NINE



Dylan lay on his side, propped on one elbow, the bed-sheets bunched around his waist. He gazed down at his sleeping wife and listened to the soothing, lazy sound of the train. She lay like a fallen angel, her fire-colored hair spread out on the pillow, her lips slightly parted and almost imperceptibly swollen from kissing. He had made two very faint marks on her delicate white throat. Her fragile, silken skin bruised so easily beneath the sensual assault of his kisses.

She was such a lady, as finely made as a porcelain doll. She was by far the best one he had ever married, and this union, for once, might even be a legitimate one. What a strange notion, a marriage that could last. He had never before considered being with a woman long enough to watch her change with the years. He wondered what Kate would be like in ten years. Rounder, perhaps, her body shaped by childbearing. Twenty years? Threads of silver in her hair, maybe, and wispy laugh lines by her eyes. Forty? Her beauty was the sort that would endure, for it depended not on artifice or youth, but a handsome bone structure and strong, clear features he would never tire of studying. Her looks, he thought cheerfully, would last as long as her fortune. He was glad he had found her. This was one he wanted to keep.

Of course, he would have some explaining to do if his past ever overtook him, but in the wake of this disaster, what were the chances of that?

As the parlor car chugged slowly past autumn fields blanketed in mist, he began to hope that maybe those chances were growing slimmer by the mile.

Kate stirred, curling against him like a contented cat. Her ardent response in the marriage bed had been a surprise. More than a surprise. A revelation. Society women were trained from infancy to despise sex in every way, shape and form. They were made to truss themselves up in corsets and stays, to hide their bodies even from themselves. It was said no proper lady would ever dare to see herself naked. Yet Kate had discarded bashfulness along with her splendid French gown and welcomed everything he had given her. She had surrendered utterly, and somehow that had added to his pleasure.

Dylan considered himself to be a man of varied tastes and wide experience. He certainly hadn’t expected to find something new and rare and startling with a high-society virgin. But he had. There was no denying it. There was no denying that his physical release had held an edge of sweetness so searing that it took his breath away. No denying that there was something supremely gratifying in simply holding her for hours afterward.

His newest wife was far more than he had bargained for. Far more than he deserved, truth be told. She was definitely a treasure.

No woman had ever affected him this way, not even that female contortionist in Buffalo who had kept him so entertained back in his burlesque days.

With a sigh of contentment, he lay back on the pillows and wondered whose parlor car he had appropriated. It was said George Pullman spent no less than twenty-seven thousand dollars outfitting each of his premier train cars, and that the most important men across America commissioned their own private cars from him. Perhaps this one belonged to Cyrus McCormick or Arthur Sinclair. It was certainly well-appointed enough for men who could afford gaudy ostentation.

The etched glass, ornately carved furniture and lacy appointments were not to Dylan’s taste, but he had only to consider the alternative—his leaky, rotting boat—and he no longer cared if the chicken-footed table started to squawk.

Folding his arms behind his head, he listened to the lazy rotation of the iron wheels and tried to make a plan for the future. First off, they would have to disappear. It was an easy enough feat. He used to do it on a regular basis. Billing himself as Bondo, the Escape Artist, he would pretend to rob audience members of their fine jewelry, watches and gold pieces, only to assure them that he would be locked up like a criminal in a four-sided cage with iron bars, his hands and feet cuffed and chained. Costello used to play the audience volunteer, and when the first gasps of amazement died down, others would come forward. When Dylan was pretty certain of a good haul, he would escape, never to return. The audience was left scratching their heads. You’d think, he mused, they would understand what two simple, tilted mirrors could do, but that was part of being an illusionist. People believed what you convinced them to believe.

Smiling, he touched Kate’s silky hair. She was a prime example, she and the swells who moved in Chicago’s exclusive circles. They were all convinced beyond question that he was from an old, wealthy family just a shade less than royal. It was all veneer, polished to a high sheen by constant vigilance and practice. He was so good at it that sometimes he convinced himself he was Dylan Francis Kennedy. In his most private moments, he sometimes felt a small, uncomfortable sensation of disquiet. He had worked so long and hard to become someone else that his true self now lay buried beneath layers of artifice. He had made up so many identities and histories for himself that he was no longer certain which was real and which was illusion.

Sometimes a slipping sense of loss panicked him. At such times, he calmed himself with the reminder that his former self—that lonely, frightened boy abandoned in a train station—was hardly an identity worth preserving.

But still. In the peculiar quiet moments, like now, when there was nothing to do but think, he felt a hollowness that should be filled with the real things of life. Friends and family and the permanence of being anchored to a particular place. A long time ago, he came to the conclusion that he was simply not meant to have those things. He wondered why he still brooded upon them. He should learn to be content with what he had for the time being—a beautiful rich wife, the use of a fine parlor car, a future that might prove to be quite interesting.

What a way to escape Chicago. He ought to stop questioning his good fortune.

Perhaps they could head east to Baltimore, where Kate would introduce him to her family. Fitting in with the wealthy Baltimore clan should be easy enough. For whatever reason, Dylan felt an affinity with these people he had never met, who were so beloved by Kate. He had no idea why, just as he had no idea why he’d felt something come over him in the church during the fire. Flickers of memory, but nothing he could hold on to.

Lulled by the slow sound of the train, he joined his wife in sleep.

* * *

The first thing Dylan did when he awakened was make love to Kate.

He didn’t even really think about it or plan what he was going to do. It was full dark, and she was just…there, warm and pliant in his arms, and it was the most natural thing in the world to kiss her awake, to fit himself between her soft thighs and love her until her cries and sighs crescendoed.

“I think there is something wrong with me,” she whispered afterward into his ear.

“What the devil do you mean by that? You’re perfect, my love. Absolutely perfect.”

“No, I’m afraid I am the worst sort of sinner.”

“Why would you say a foolish thing like that?”

“Well, because I—I like this.”

“Like what?”

She moved her hips. “This. Being with you like this.”


“And how does that make you a sinner?”

“I’m not supposed to like it. You’re a God-fearing man. You know this.”

He fought back loud guffaws of laughter. “Ah, Kate. You’re no sinner. You are a married lady, and some marriages, believe it or not, are meant to be happy. In every way.”

She lay silent as he separated from her and gently held her in his arms. That was when he noticed what he should have noticed the very second he had awakened.

The train was no longer moving.

She really did make him foolish with lust. He had best learn to be more careful. He got out of the berth, smacking his head on the low alcove and gritting his teeth to keep in a curse.

“I’d best see where we are,” he said. There was no light at all in the parlor car. He felt his way to the window and saw an orange glow. Monday’s sunset? Tuesday’s daybreak? The burning city? He couldn’t tell, and the watch he had pickpocketed Sunday night had stopped because he had neglected to wind it. Out the opposite window, the fog-shrouded lake hid its secrets in a vast nothingness.

“Can you see anything?” Kate asked from the bed.

“Just the lake. And some flickering lights along the shore.” Dylan felt ravenously hungry all of a sudden. He lit a lamp and went rummaging, finding a tin of soda biscuits and a jar of honey. When he brought them to the bed, Kate gave a cry of elation so heartfelt it sounded as if he had made love to her all over again.

“I’m starved,” she declared.

In the dark, they made a feast of the biscuits and honey, washing the meal down with the rest of the champagne. It was warm and flat but they drank it anyway, laughing together, spilling crumbs in the bedclothes. When Kate claimed she could not eat another bite, he held a honey-dipped spoon high above her.

“Don’t you dare,” she said, half laughing, half horrified.

He held her pinned to the bed with one hand and watched the amber ribbon of honey spin downward like a spider’s web. It pooled on her stomach, and she gave a little cry of shock and dismay.

“I’m hungry for something sweet,” Dylan whispered, wiggling his eyebrows in exaggerated fashion.

Kate smacked him on the shoulder. For a rich girl, she packed quite a wallop, he thought.

“You’re making a mess entirely,” she said indignantly, in what he was beginning to think of as her bossy voice. It was sharper, brassier than her usual voice, with a curious lilt.

“I promise to clean it up,” he vowed, moving the spoon so that the dribble of honey drew a curlicue on her stomach.

“Stop it. I don’t want to be sticky all night long.”

“You won’t be,” he said easily. “Look, I’ve drawn the shape of a heart.”

She pushed herself up on her elbows. “I don’t see it. You are wicked to the bone, Dylan Kennedy.”

“But I’ve made you a heart. Here, if you can’t see it, I’ll show you.” He put the spoon in the honey jar and set it aside. And then, while she gasped in shock, he traced the shape of the heart with his tongue. He worked slowly and methodically, making certain not a single drop of honey escaped his notice.

“Oh, dear heaven,” she whispered.


“What’s wrong?” he murmured against her silky skin.

“You had better stop this right now.”

“Why? Don’t you like it?”

“It’s not a matter of liking.” She gasped. “I can’t even collect my thoughts when you do that.”

“Then don’t think.” He licked a path from her navel to her breast. “Just lie still and let me get all this honey off you.”

“But I—”

“Sh. I don’t want to spend the night with a sticky wife.”

She gave up protesting when he circled first one breast, then the other, then took each nipple in turn delicately between his teeth. He kissed and licked her where the honey was, and even where it wasn’t. Within a very short time, she gave herself up to him entirely. She opened herself, even her soul to him, and when he sank down into her again, he had the strangest sensation that this was exactly where he belonged.

* * *

At daybreak they ventured outside into a chill, damp autumn day. Enjoying his role as lord of the manor, Dylan spoke with the railroad men, who confirmed that they had stopped at Eden Landing and were clearing the tracks for the relief trains. It took little skill to convince them that he was the owner of the Pullman car. An anxious-looking businessman wearing an ill-fitting suit shaded his eyes and regarded the lake. “There’s a fortune in grain on the barge Elyssa out there,” he said. “And no way to get it to the markets now. What with the wires down and the Board of Trade destroyed, they’ll probably have to dump the entire harvest in the lake.”


“Could you find a fleet of tugs to take it to Milwaukee?” asked Kate.

Dylan looked at her sharply. Each time she opened her mouth, she surprised him. Did they teach her the grain trade in finishing school?

“That would take weeks,” the man said. Lifting and then replacing his battered flat cap, he introduced himself as David Fraser.

“Dylan is a man of business,” Kate said with a discomfiting wifely pride. “Perhaps he could figure out a way to get your grain to market.” She batted her eyes. “Couldn’t you, Dylan?”

“Of course,” he lied. “Perhaps when the emergency’s over, we might come to an agreement.”

“You’d be a godsend, then,” Fraser said. He and Kate fell to talking, of all things, about the price of a bushel of wheat and whether or not the Board of Trade would be able to reopen. Fraser seemed quite confident Dylan would find him a grain contract.

Restless, Dylan wandered off and idly picked up several stones from the ground. With the habit of long practice, he juggled them in a circle. After a few moments, Kate and Fraser noticed him, and he grinned at them through a wreath of spinning stones.

Kate gave a little laugh. “Where on earth did you learn to do that?”

He winked, catching the stones one by one. “Harvard.” Before she could question him further, he said to Mr. Fraser, “Pardon me, sir, but there’s something in your hat.” With a flourish, he reached for it and held it out. The smallest stone from his juggling lay in the crown.

It was an old ruse, but it almost always worked. While the mark stood in confusion, he left his pockets untended. But when Dylan looked into the man’s plain, worried face, he simply handed back the hat. No sense in adding to the poor sod’s troubles.

The engine whistle shrieked, and as the cold evening descended, the few refugees were ordered aboard again. Kate seemed preoccupied, standing at the window and staring out at the lake, broad and endless as the sea.

“Do you find bargeloads of grain that fascinating?” Dylan asked teasingly.

Deadly serious, she turned to him. “I suppose so,” she said, “when they are worth a fortune.”

* * *

Kathleen came awake eyelash by eyelash. She was that sore, that tired. It took long moments of concerted effort to drag one eye open, then the other, and when she finally managed to focus on something, it was her husband’s face.

Lord, but he was a handsome devil, she thought with a shiver of pure sinful lust. Even with his cheeks shadowed by the stubble of a beard, he looked as perfect as a god. She still couldn’t believe she was married to him, that she had done the most unimaginable things in this bed with him. Was that what the rest of her life with him was to be, then?

She wanted it to be. She wanted it with all her heart. Yet each moment drew her closer to having to confess the truth about who she was and where she came from. Putting it off would serve nothing.

She slipped out of bed and went behind the screen. She ached in every muscle, bone and joint, and she ached in other places as well. She’d lost count of the number of times he had made love to her. In fact, she didn’t know when one session ended and another began. It just seemed like one long magical night of love, interrupted here and there by sleep. With Dylan, even eating soda biscuits was a way of making love. She shivered just thinking about it.

She used a soft linen towel and water from the basin to bathe herself. She contemplated the formal gown and shoes she had worn Sunday night, and shuddered at the thought of putting on the smoky garments once more. In one of the traveling valises, she found a lady’s shift and put it on, then a shirtwaist and skirt. She stuck the jewels inside the bodice of the shirtwaist.

She had one remaining comb left in her hair, and she used it to tidy her curling, smoky locks, making a simple braid down her back. Studying her image in the small pedestal hand mirror, she felt a small welling of disappointment. This was nothing like the elegant, gleaming style she had affected for Sunday night. She looked…ordinary. Never mind that she greatly resembled the person she truly was; she much preferred the rich mystery of the woman she had been that night. The woman Dylan Kennedy had fallen in love with.

A shiver of fear coursed through her. Exactly what did he love? A bold debutante in a Worth gown and diamonds, or the person underneath? In the very smallest corner of her heart, she was afraid to learn the answer.

When she emerged from behind the screen, Dylan was awake and gazing at her. His wonderful smile bathed his face in radiance, and she dared to relax a little.

“You look lovely,” he announced.

She relaxed even more. He was a man of depth, bless him, able to see beneath the artifice of dress. “I was thinking I look quite plain.”

“Clean and braided and fresh as a schoolgirl,” he said. “You awaken my lecherous impulses.”

Before she could scold him, her body reacted with a rush of warmth that flooded the places he had discovered last night, places that were sweetly sore from his tender attentions. And the all-over blush he alone had the power to ignite swept over her. “I’ll just look out and see where we are now.”

She went to the window and froze. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” she whispered, her breath fogging the window.

He got out of the bed, bringing a sheet with him to wrap loosely around his waist. “What is it?”

“Look where we are.”

A low whistle emerged from between his teeth. “I’ll be damned.” Standing behind her, he rested his hands on her shoulders.

“We’ve come back to Chicago,” she said, baffled. “The train was on the move all night, and now we’ve come back.”

He inspected each end of the car. “We’re uncoupled,” he reported. “I imagine they wanted this car out of the way so the freighters can come and go.”

“We should try to find out what became of Father Michael and Bull Waxman,” she said.

“Anything might have happened to them, with the city in flames. I hope they had the sense to stay put in that train car.”

She bit her lip and made herself look out at the ruined city with its broken walls and crumbled chimneys. “It is like gazing upon a corpse,” she said finally.


His arms slid around her, cradling her body to his, and she took comfort in his nearness. All the landmarks were gone. The skeletons of once fine buildings were visible through the shifting veil of smoke and mist. She shuddered, trying to get her bearings amid the shattered masonry. Huge chunks of smoldering debris created the illusion of some awful tomb. The long, straight roads stretching westward from the lake still smoldered, their surfaces paved by live coals. Nothing obstructed her view except the smoke, but the lively wind playing across the river and lake parted the curtain from time to time.

A sob caught in her throat.

“What is it, my love?” Dylan asked, turning her in his arms.

She pressed her palms to his warm, smooth chest, taking comfort in his nearness. “I was just…thinking of my family.”

“There, there. I’m certain they’ll worry when they hear of the fire, but when we find a telegraph station that’s operating, we’ll send a wire to Baltimore informing them that you’re safe and sound.” He lifted her hand to his lips. “And married.”

Her throat locked with fear. She had to swallow several times before forcing out the words. “Dylan, about my family—”

“They’ll understand. They have to. Our marriage was meant to be.” He was so earnest, he broke her heart. “What are the chances of us meeting on the night of the worst fire in history? Things happen for a reason, Kate. You have to believe that.”

When he called her Kate, she wanted to wrap herself in his image of her and never come out. But enough pretending. The train had returned to the station. The harsh light of day penetrated the smoky gloom, revealing the wreck and ruin of the city. It was time to tell Dylan the truth, too.

“Please, just listen,” she said softly. Even as she spoke, her hands moved over his bare chest and shoulders, as if to memorize the landscape of his body. And somewhere deep inside she knew why. After he was gone from her life she would have nothing but memories.

“My family is in Chicago,” she said.

He grinned. “Excellent. Why didn’t you say so before?”

She couldn’t help smiling back. “I’ve been trying to.” The smile faded. “They are—or were—in the West Division.”

“Odd,” he said. “I always thought the West Division to be a shantytown. Perhaps while I was overseas, some fashionable hotels were built.”

“I wouldn’t—”

“Look, sweetheart.” He pressed a finger lightly to her lips. “The city is impassable. The streets are too clogged with rubble to navigate. Maybe we could take the river, but if the bridges are down, we won’t get far. The heat and wreckage are too dangerous.” He tucked her cheek against his chest. “We’ll go when it’s safe, and not a moment before. I won’t risk losing you, Kate. God forbid that I should lose you.”

She felt the slow, steady beat of his heart against her cheek, and she could hear the whisper of fabric as the sheet slid, unheeded, to the floor. Without quite knowing how it happened, she found herself undressed and pressed back onto the bed, transported once again to the dreamworld he created with his love. She nearly wept with the beauty of it, and she clung to him.

As the smoke slowly blew across the smoldering ruins of the city, she realized beyond doubt that they had survived. She was safe in the arms of Dylan Kennedy. Her husband.

And in her heart, a dream came to life like the sudden, unseasonable bloom of a rose. She could have the genteel way of life she had always craved. The fire was an act of God. Of fate. Destiny. Dylan had said as much. Everything happened for a reason. Why shouldn’t that reason be that she had been born into the wrong sort of life? Perhaps this was fate’s way of fixing a mistake.

Ah, how often she had fantasized that she’d been born into the wrong family. When she was very young, she imagined that she had been born to an exotic foreign princess who had tearfully left her with compassionate nuns. The nuns had delivered the mysterious babe, wrapped in the sheerest veiling, to a kindly but impoverished family, who raised her as their own.

Though admittedly fanciful, the notion that the Lord must have meant for her to find Dylan eased her misgivings over the deception. He loved her. He’d proved it in so many ways, with his kisses and his caresses and the things he whispered in her ear. Of course he loved her. And when he learned the truth, his love would not change. When he met her family, his heart would melt with affection.

Sated by his lovemaking, she sighed contentedly and tucked herself against his shoulder. The magic of love, she now knew, was that it made anything, everything, possible. Being in love was far more wonderful than she had ever dared to imagine. She adored him so insanely that when she lifted her head and saw him smiling down at her, she knew in every bone of her body that he would forgive her anything, just as she would absolve him if there were anything to forgive. That was the true gift of love.

They slept some more, lightly, and a few hours later were awakened by a prolonged grinding noise from the rail yard. They got dressed and stepped outside, blinking through the smoke. A few strangers milled about, some huddled together in groups, some wandering lost, a few calling out the names of family or friends. They resembled survivors of a great battle—disheveled, disoriented, displaced. Scorching winds still howled in from the prairie, fanning the fire to seek out new fuel.

Meanwhile, men discussed the disaster in hushed whispers. A burning vessel had drifted into the Chicago Avenue Bridge, setting the span afire. People had died screaming as the fire pursued them into dead-end streets and trapped them there.

But the mayor’s frantic predawn telegrams had reached their destinations. Dylan spoke briefly with a railroad man who said they were moving cars again to make room for engines and firefighters from distant cities. Milwaukee sent three engines. Others began to arrive from Cincinnati, Louisville, Detroit, Port Huron, Springfield and Pittsburgh. Without horses to pull the engines, men wheeled them by hand to battle the still-menacing fire. Demolition crews attacked buildings that stood as fodder for the flames. Streams of water, drawn by hoses from the lake and river, played on bridges, lumber, coal piles, goods stacked by the shore.

“I should join in the effort,” Dylan said.

She grasped his hand, remembering his ordeal on the steeple of the church. “Don’t,” she said in a fearful whisper. “Dylan, I beg you. Stay with me.” She put up her hand to cup his stubbled cheek. “You’ve given enough of yourself to this fire. Now I need you.”

A shadow flickered over his face, but then he swept her up into his arms. A young girl tending a donkey nearby sighed with longing as he carried Kathleen back to the parlor car. People could tell they were in love, she thought.

“It’s getting late,” he whispered to her. “Time for bed…again.” Within moments, the darkness consumed them, and they gave in to the passion that seemed to rule inside the confines of the train car. Before meeting Dylan, Kathleen had had no idea it was even possible for a man and a woman to spend so much time doing this, and the rest of the time thinking about it, dreaming of it. She realized that, at any moment, someone could open the parlor car and find the two of them, but she was too lovestruck to worry about it.

“What are you thinking?” Dylan asked her, toying with a lock of her hair as if it were a rare and precious artifact. She had lost count of the number of times he had kissed her and joined his body with hers, and the thought immediately made her want more.

“That if I have to be confined like this, there is no one I’d rather be with.”

“You are incredibly sweet,” he said. “I’ve never met anyone with your sweetness, your candor.”

“I want to tell you all the secrets of my heart,” she confessed, so moved that tears stung her eyes. All but one.

“Then tell me, Kate. Tell me, and I’ll make them all come true.”


She blinked away the tears and managed a laugh. “I’m afraid you’re too late for some of them.”

He looked crestfallen. “What do you mean?”

“Well.” She sat up in bed and helped herself to a biscuit, wishing there was something else to eat. “I used to dream about my wedding, for one thing.” She nibbled a corner of the biscuit. “And believe me, it was nothing like the courthouse wedding.”

“Tell me what it was like,” he asked softly.

She stared intently at him and wondered if that particular shade of blue had been invented just to adorn his eyes. With a single glance, the brush of a caress, he drew from her every possible emotion, and she found herself speaking with an ease she’d never felt with anyone. Not Deborah, not her mother. “I used to daydream about the grandest wedding imaginable. I would wear an ivory gown covered in seed pearls and a veil that flowed like the very mists of time.” She paused and let go of the daydream. “Do you think me terribly shallow for dwelling so much on fashion?”

“No, Kate. Your dreams are a part of you. And I of all people know what lies beneath your fashionable surface.” He reminded her of this by lowering his head to her naked breast.

She tucked the sheet up around her, fastening it beneath her arms. “Do you want to hear this or not?”

“Of course, my dear. I simply got carried away. Go on. Where were you? Ah yes. The grand wedding. And the ivory dress with beads—”

“Seed pearls,” she corrected him, trying not to giggle with the absurdity of it. “There would be glorious music playing.” She shut her eyes and inhaled. “We’d have a ceremony outside, of course, under a garden gazebo all twined with flowers. The smell of lilacs and lilies of the valley would perfume the air…and after the speaking of the vows, white doves would take flight.”

“Doves?”

“At least a dozen of them. Think how pretty they would look against the blue sky.”

He grew quiet, his face unsmiling and pensive.

“I know it must seem silly to you,” she said, discomfited.

“Not silly, Kate. Not in the least. You’ve survived a terrible ordeal, and you deserve to have your dreams come true. I wish this wasn’t just a train car, but a golden palace. I wish these soda biscuits were made of butter, and the honey was caviar. I wish I could have given you the wedding you dreamed about.”

With a cry of dismay she came up on her knees and straddled him, pushing him mercilessly against the pillow. “Dylan Kennedy, don’t you see what I am trying to say?”

He thought for a moment as if trying to decide which answer would satisfy her. “Um, maybe you’d better explain.”

“I was a foolish article of a girl,” she declared. “I did not know the first thing about dreams—true ones or otherwise. I dreamed of a beautiful ceremony, yes. But I was too stupid to see that it’s all just pomp and illusion. It’s what comes after that matters. And never once did I dream about what comes after.” She smiled at his endearing male bafflement. “Foolish, foolish me. You’ve shown me that what comes after is better than any daydream.”

He swallowed, his Adam’s apple sliding enticingly. She bent and kissed it.


“Really?” he said.

“Really.”

With wicked precision, he grasped her hips and positioned her just so. “Prove it,” he challenged her.

And she did, finding within herself an unabashed sensuality that responded to his slightest provocation. In the hours she spent with Dylan in the parlor car, she felt as though they lived in a world unto themselves, where no one and nothing could touch them. He made it easy, she thought, so easy to lose herself in loving him. So easy to forget that she had yet to tell him the truth about herself.

* * *

“Extra, extra, read the story of the century,” called a young, clear voice. “Extra, read it right here!”

Groggy, Dylan lifted his head from the pillow next to Kathleen and squinted out the train car window. It was dawn…Wednesday? Thursday? He couldn’t recall.

The newsboy’s call faded. Dylan hurried out of bed, pulling on pants, shirt and shoes even as he left the car. The reek of creosote and wood smoke nearly gagged him, but he followed the boy’s voice. The urchin’s face was smeared coal-black, and his eyes shone as Dylan whistled to get his attention.

“Paper, mister?” the kid asked. “First extra in the city, guaranteed.” He proudly displayed a page, printed on one side. “It’s the Journal.”

Digging in his pocket, Dylan found some pennies and gave them to the boy, who seemed inclined to talk. “I’d best go,” he said, walking away. He didn’t like being around kids like this one. It always made him think of himself at that age, abandoned, all too eager to be whatever someone wanted him to be. At that age he had been as earnest as a puppy, one that would follow even the most abusive master anywhere in order to keep from being left behind again.

When Dylan was that age, he would have done anything to avoid being abandoned. He had done anything, he thought with a shudder. Anything and everything.

Rolling up the small paper, he stalked back to the palace car, slamming the door hard enough to rattle the etched windows. Kathleen was awake, watching him anxiously from the bed.

“Is everything all right?” she asked. She bit her full lower lip, then added, “You don’t look like yourself, Dylan. What is it?”

He almost laughed at her then, it was so damned ironic. He never looked like himself because he didn’t have the first idea who the hell he was. But he guessed that she, who seemed to know him with more of her heart than anyone he’d ever met, saw a difference in the devil-may-care bridegroom who had left her sleeping in the berth. Perhaps she saw the disquiet that burned in his eyes. Perhaps she somehow heard echoes of the leftover thoughts of the past he couldn’t quite force himself to forget. With a practiced will, he thrust the thoughts to the back of his mind and put on a dazzling smile.

Yet when he came to the bed, he noticed something interesting about Kate. She didn’t seem dazzled. She gave him a sad, loving look, full of an intimate knowledge he didn’t want her to have. What the hell was it about her, that she could see behind his careful façade and probe at him in places he didn’t want her to wander?


“Here,” he said, averting his eyes. “I found a kid selling papers.”

“So soon? How on earth did a newspaper manage to go to press?”

“I didn’t ask.” He scanned the page, grateful to have something to focus on other than the chill darkness sweeping over him. “Says here they found a rotary press in Cincinnati and brought it back to town.” He gave a short laugh. “I’ll be damned. I wonder if that’s where the train took us.”

She shifted very close to him. She smelled of the fire and womanhood and sex, making him crazy with wanting her. She intoxicated him more deeply than the sweetest wine, and in a world gone mad, she was the only thing that made sense to him, the only thing he could believe in. If he had any idea how to love someone, he would love her.

“What does it say?” she asked, her breath warm on his shoulder.

He browsed through a story of frantic hyperbole, chuckling at the florid narrative predicting the end of civilization as they knew it. Some of the fulsome descriptions made him laugh aloud and Kate gasp.

“You mean there are lynchings? Public executions?”

“I doubt it. Just makes good copy. Look at that,” Dylan said, angling the page toward her. “They blame the fire on a cow belonging to a Mrs. O’Leary.”

“Who?”

“Says here, a Mrs. O’Leary of de Koven Street. It seems the creature kicked over a lantern, sparked a barn and destroyed an entire city.” He laughed. “Can you believe an entire city was destroyed by a drunken milkmaid?”








TEN



There was nothing left to say, so Kathleen said nothing. She knew the jig was up. In fact, the masquerade had gone on longer than she’d had any right to expect. But letting go hurt more than she’d ever thought possible.

With surprisingly steady hands, she took the paper from him. At first, she actually did try to explain. Mrs. O’Leary is my mother.

Yet when she looked into his face and saw all her dreams reflected back at her, she could not speak. She had to commit these last moments to memory, for as soon as she spoke up, the interlude in the train car would be over.

But she would have her memories, would always remember him like this. Forever noble, forever handsome, forever perfect. He would never grow old in her eyes. He would never develop habits to annoy her. He would never raise his voice, lose his temper or take her for granted. He would always be the lover in the train car who had shown her a glimpse of paradise.

She wanted it to be enough. She prayed she could live on these memories for the rest of her life.

“Kate, love, are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded and set the paper aside. “I am, but…I must leave this place.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he said, going to the window. He propped his arm on the edge and faced away from her. Over his shoulder she could see refugees, dazed and confused, exiting the other train cars. “Did you ever consider that we could simply disappear?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, now that we’ve lost track of Father Michael and Bull, no one knows where we are. What if we were to go away?”

“Go where?”

“That’s the beauty of it. I don’t know. We could follow the sun and wind up in California. Or we could go to Canada, or take ship somewhere, letting the winds direct us. No one would ever know.”

She laughed briefly. “Whyever would we do a thing like that? It’s impossible.”

“Oh, it’s possible. Believe me, it is. An event like this fire—that just makes everything easy. Willingly or not, people will change their whole lives because of this fire. We could do it willingly, make our own choices, go our own way.”

“What would our families think? It would be beyond cruel to allow them to believe we had died.”

He was silent for a long time, as if he had not thought of that. Finally he said, “Never mind, it was a fanciful notion. I like your company. You make me too damned happy. I could spend all my days with you and you alone.”

He smiled, looking so appealing that suddenly, without thinking, she launched herself into his embrace. As his arms went around her and he pressed his lips to her temple, she shut her eyes against a burning regret. In just a few days, loving him and touching him had become as natural to her as breathing. It was said habits took years to develop, but in this case, the saying was wrong. She had learned to love Dylan in an instant, and now she could not remember what her life had been like before he became a part of it.

Yet she would have to learn to go on, as one learned to go on after the death of a loved one. She thought of poor Gran, whose misplaced mass card had been the catalyst for her meeting Dylan. It was almost as if Gran had brought them together, an angel of destiny. But why would she do a thing like that? Didn’t she know a love between a society favorite and an Irish maid could never survive?

Gran always did have a sense of humor.

And Kathleen, for all the grief deep in her heart, had learned to go on without Gran. She would do the same in Dylan’s case. In the years to come, she would try not to picture him marrying a proper lady from a proper family, holding another woman in his arms at night, fathering children with jet-black hair and merry blue eyes.

“We must go. Right away,” she said, more loudly than she had intended. She pulled herself from his embrace. “I really must go.”

He gestured at the car with a sweep of his arm. “Sweetheart, we have everything we need here. Not the daintiest of fare, I admit, but I suspect it’s a sight better than the rations they’re serving at Lincoln Park. What is your great hurry?”

According to the paper, some thirty thousand refugees lay encamped at the waterfront park. She wondered if her family had gone there. She had to find them—absolutely had to.

“It’s my family,” she said at last.

“The ones staying at an estate west of town.”

She shut her eyes and prayed for patience. He seemed determined to make this difficult for her, by making it so easy to lie. “I never said that.”

“You said the West Division. And I maintain the city is still impassable. We’d be taking a bad risk, going out so soon.”

She stood up and folded the green evening gown as best she could, tying one of the black velvet ribbons around it to form a beggar’s bundle. Then she fastened Deborah Sinclair’s diamonds inside the waistband of her skirt, feeling Dylan’s eyes on her like a fall of sunlight. He didn’t question her concealment of the jewels, probably assuming she wanted to protect them from robbers. What Dylan didn’t know—yet—was that the jewels might already be considered stolen. The disaster had made her a common thief. She had taken possession of her mistress’s diamonds and silk dress. She had helped herself to the clothing and food and belongings of whoever owned this parlor car.

“God forgive me,” she whispered. Then she turned to Dylan. “You have been good to me,” she said, willing her voice not to waver and betray her. “You have been my savior, my protector…my husband, my lover. But everything happened under extraordinary circumstances. Soon things will return to normal.”

“Kate, what are you saying?”

She wet her lips, wishing there were an easier way to get the words out. “That I won’t hold you to promises you made when you thought we were going to die.”

For a moment, a sheen of ice seemed to glaze his clear blue eyes, and the look was so chilling that it frightened her. But then he laughed. “Is that what you’re worried about, darling? That I won’t stand by you now that the fire is out?”

“I’m saying you don’t have to—”

“What sort of man do you take me for?” He stood to his full, impressive height, looking splendid despite the shadow of his beard and the burned holes in his shirt and waistcoat. “Dylan Francis Kennedy is a man of his word. In the courthouse, I took you as my lawful wedded wife.” He strode across the carpet to her, pulling her against him so that she felt his heat, his shape, filling her with reminders of their passion. “And right here in this train car, I took you as my lover. Those are bonds that won’t be broken, Kate.” The strange chill flickered in his eyes again. “Unless you want it that way.”

“Ah, Dylan. The last thing I want is to undo what we did at the courthouse and…here.” Even the most fleeting thought of his intimate caresses produced a blushing warmth in her. “But things don’t always turn out the way we want—”

“Hush.” He stopped her with a firm kiss. His hand at her waist mapped the small bulge where she’d concealed the diamond-and-emerald jewelry. “If you insist on finding your family, then of course that is what we’ll do. I’ll be with you every step of the way, Kate. I swear I will. I’d never abandon you, no matter what.”

That was exactly what she feared. Every pledge he made, every promise, bound her to him more inexorably. Yet even as her mind framed a protest, her heart spoke for her. She adored him so insanely that, when she saw him smiling down at her, a new hope was born.

Perhaps he would forgive her deception. Perhaps he was as deeply in love as she. Seeing where she came from wouldn’t change that.

“All right,” she said. “And bless you for it, Dylan Kennedy.”

A soft thoughtfulness came over his face.

“What is it?” she asked anxiously. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

He smiled. “No one’s ever blessed me before.”

* * *

Finding their way through the smoldering city proved to be a dangerous ordeal. Fallen buildings and warehouses forced them to take a meandering path across the city. They passed Terrace Row, its once fashionable, expensive town homes now reduced to eerie, silent tombs. Field and Leiter’s marble palace, once a monument to prosperity, had been reduced to broken walls, the interior filled with unrecognizable debris fused solid by the tremendous heat. Everything looked so strange to Kathleen, from the sooty cornerstone of the Tribune building, to the jagged walls rearing up through the business district. An occasional naked tree or telegraph post pierced the horizon. The river moved sluggishly, littered to its banks with half-burned bridge timbers, ships blackened to the waterline and matter that exuded such a noxious odor she held her sleeve against her face and refused to look at it.

Plumbing pipes and iron stoves lay everywhere. A pile of timothy hay, half-consumed, still burned with occasional jets of fire spurting from its sides. Coal heaps glowed like the inside of a volcano.

All her life, she had lived in this city. Now she felt as if she walked the face of another planet. She did not recognize where she was. None of the familiar landmarks remained.

Shadows darted in and out of the ruins, survivors who, for reasons of their own, did not want to be found. She recalled the prisoners released from the courthouse jail and shivered, but then reminded herself she was every bit the deceiver.

A passing police patrolman hailed them. His breath reeked of alcohol, but he was helpful enough, directing them toward Madison Street where, he promised, the horse car was running.

“And if you need it,” the officer added somberly, “they’ve set up a morgue in the livery stable on Milwaukee.”

She felt Dylan’s eyes on her and set her chin. “No,” she said firmly. “No one we know died in the fire.”

“The lady’s right,” Dylan said, tightening his arm around her.

“The homeless and hungry will be served down at a packing house at Eighteenth and the river,” the officer said, eyeing their disheveled state. “The mayor has already issued a proclamation against sales of any liquor.”

But not against drinking it, Kathleen thought wryly.


“That’s sure to be a popular one.” Dylan thanked the officer and they continued half walking, half climbing over the still-hot rubble. From passersby they obtained more snippets of news. Hastily printed broadsheets with screaming headlines appeared, distributed by eager newsboys.

And to Kathleen’s dismay, some reports named Mrs. Catherine O’Leary as the cause of the holocaust. The Tribune called her parents “The worthy old couple who owned the cow stable” while the Times was full of vitriol, describing her mother as “an old hag and a pensioner of the county.” Another report blamed “a tall, stout, Irish woman with no intelligence” and her husband, “a fast talker with a rich brogue, a stupid-looking sort of a man, who acknowledged himself that he could neither read nor write.”

Each and every report darted painfully into Kathleen, though Dylan didn’t seem to notice her sinking emotions. The papers were absurdly wrong, but that didn’t seem to matter to the journalists bent on creating a sensation with words. She wanted to rip the accusing paper to shreds. Instead she decided to change the subject.

“What of your family?” she asked. “Will they be frantic when they hear of the fire?”

He hesitated, then said, “Of course. I’ll send a wire as soon as I locate a telegraph office.”

“You’ve not spoken of them,” she pointed out, and suddenly the omission seemed odd.

“Isn’t much to say.” He grinned. “But I assure you, the news of our marriage is sure to be received with delight.”

He hadn’t really told her anything, she realized, but didn’t pursue it. Soon enough, her own secret would be revealed. Still, she couldn’t keep from imagining his wealthy parents. They probably lived very handsomely in a fine old Boston house. How proud they must be of their charming son. What would they think when they learned he had married a pauper?

They wended their way through the wreckage. In the smoky distance she saw a hulking silhouette of stone. As they drew closer, the shape took on the familiar profile of St. Brendan’s church. Kathleen stared at it in astonishment. “It worked,” she said breathlessly. “It’s still standing.” She grew dizzy looking up at the roof, remembering how Dylan had risked himself to wet down the building and keep the steeple from igniting the rest of it. “You saved it. All but the steeple.”

“Not hardly.” He seemed totally unimpressed with himself. “The thing’s gutted. It’ll probably have to be torn down.”

“It could be rebuilt,” she insisted. “The walls and roof look perfectly sound. Come spring, the gardens will grow again.”

“Sometimes the damage is too great,” he said gently but knowingly. “Some things aren’t worth saving.”

“But you prom—” She stopped herself and shrugged. In truth, she had no business reminding him of any promise he had made, even his expansive pledge to spend his own fortune to rebuild the church. As soon as he met her family, he would understand her deception and she would have no choice but to release him from all vows.

At McCormick’s reaper factory across the river, cables, anchors and pig iron formed an evil-looking soup. Iron fences had melted, columns pulverized. The courthouse had literally collapsed in on itself, its limestone walls reduced to liquid.

A chill slid over Kathleen’s skin. The holocaust had decimated the place where she and Dylan had married. Surely that was a sign that they never should have gone through with it.

Yet for the life of her, she still held off explaining. Though she knew it was weak and infantile, she could not bring herself to tell Dylan in plain words that she was the daughter of the infamous Mrs. O’Leary, an Irish immigrant who milked cows for a living.

In a secret corner of her heart, she believed that taking him in person to her family would soften the blow. Perhaps when he met the O’Learys, he would take Lucy Hathaway’s point of view that social divisions were artificial and easily crossed. Oh, please, thought Kathleen. Let it be so. Let him love me for the person I am rather than despise me for the place I come from.

She pushed aside her private misgivings over the deception. When he met her family, his heart would melt.

Aye, that was it. Let him see for himself that her mother was a kind, good woman, not the irresponsible, drunken harridan the papers depicted. Let him meet baby James and Mary, and Connor and Frank and her dear father who worked so hard. Then perhaps Dylan would understand why she could not go away with him, could not simply disappear from the middle of her own life.

And in an even smaller, more secretive part of her heart, she had another barely acknowledged hope. This was Dylan Kennedy. He was known not just for his charm, his looks and his family fortune. Last night, he had also proven his compassion and humanity. Hadn’t she seen it with her own eyes? Hadn’t she seen him pull a toddler from certain death and defend a church from the flames?

Those were not the actions of a man who would scorn people because they were poor. Perhaps he would take one look at her simple, hardworking family and see them for what they were—people who were worthy, though not lucky enough to be born in the right place to the right people with the right fortune.

Dylan would love them anyway, because he was a man with a loving heart.

Suddenly Kathleen felt sure of that. He would accept her family. He would use all his power and all his wealth to help them. Then Kathleen would have the genteel way of life she’d always craved. She trusted it as she had never trusted her instincts before. Yes, he would fall in love with the O’Learys as he had fallen in love with her. She should never have doubted him.

As they exited the Madison horse car, she pressed him into a broken doorway where no one could see them and kissed him hard on the mouth. When she drew back, he was grinning.

“What the devil was that for? This couldn’t be another of your last-thing-I-do kisses, could it?”

She flushed, remembering her rash aggression the night of the fire. “No. I just wanted to show you that I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

“For misjudging you. I was wrong to think you were like that, and I apologize.”

“Like what?” he asked cautiously.


“A terrible snob who looks down on the poor and doesn’t believe they are fit to mingle with.”

“When did I say that?”

“You didn’t. I just thought you believed it, and then I realized how wrong I was, and I’m sorry I thought it at all.”

Laughing, he took her hand. “My love, you will never grow bored with yourself,” he predicted. “You have the unique talent of conducting entire quarrels and conversations in your head, without even needing a second party to talk things over with.”

His humor buoyed her along Clinton Street as they headed south. They had found the westernmost edge of the fire, a neighborhood of cottages and shanties. People were bringing lost children by the cartload to the Half-Orphan Asylum a few blocks north. To the east lay a wasteland of powdered embers. Every so often, they encountered a house or two that had managed to survive.

As they drew nearer and nearer to Number 137 de Koven Street, Kathleen felt her mood sinking by inches. It was one thing to romanticize their Romeo and Juliet affair, but quite another to make the rest of the world understand it.

“Kate, love, are you certain you know where you are?” Dylan asked. “This doesn’t look like the sort of place your family would—”

“I know exactly where I am,” she said faintly.

The next half block resembled an unhealthy set of teeth, with gaps where houses used to stand. Kathleen hardly dared to breathe for the suspense. She craned her neck to see if her family’s home had been spared.

It had.


As she looked at it, with its charred wood siding and broken-out windows, a black scar of scorched earth where the cowshed used to be, she felt a lurch of her heart.

This was the lowliest hovel on the block, but it was the place where she had been raised, where she had learned to keep rhythm at the butter churn while her mother sang ballads and where her father’s laughter rang to the rafters even when times were hard.

Sitting in front of the house, on the blackened steps, was a woman in a robe and kerchief. She sat with her head bent and her knees drawn up. The pose and the gray smoky air made her look older than her years.

Kathleen must have made some sound, half sob, half gasp, for Dylan sent her a questioning look. “Do you know this poor woman?”

At that moment, her mother looked up. Her face, which had been drawn in sorrow, suddenly bloomed with a smile of purest relief and thankfulness. Too moved to speak, she simply stood and opened her arms. Kathleen broke away from Dylan and went to her, feeling the strong, familiar embrace that had kept her feeling safe and loved all her life. Into the smoky, damp shoulder, she murmured, “Mam. Oh dear God, Mam, you’re all right.”

Her mother pulled back, her work-worn hands cradling Kathleen’s face, stroking her hair. “Blessed be,” she said. “Blessed, blessed be.”

“The others…?”

“All fine, but we’ve nary a thing left except this broken old house.” Her eyes shone as she kissed Kathleen’s forehead. “And I’ve never been richer, colleen, never.”


A masculine clearing of the throat reminded Kathleen of the less pleasant duty that lay before her. Now she had to untangle the web of lies that had brought her to this place. Trying to appear calm, she took both her mother’s hands in hers. Feeling the calluses and creases of labor there, she had a brief, swift vision of herself at her mother’s age—and the vision terrified her. God forgive her, but she didn’t want the life Mam had endured, with all the hard work and babies and worries keeping her awake at night.

She squared her shoulders and drew her mother to the front boardwalk. “I’ve brought someone to meet you,” she said simply, and turned to face Dylan.

He stood back, regarding the two of them with a puzzled expression. “One of your domestics?” he asked.

Her mother, who had inherited Gran’s sense of humor, burst out laughing. “Sure and who is this fine gentleman, then?”

With the inborn grace that had captivated Kathleen in her first glimpse of him, Dylan bowed from the waist. “Dylan Francis Kennedy, ma’am.”

“My, but you’ve the manners on you, sir. You must be one of the nobs from the North Side.” She dipped her head and averted her eyes in deference.

Kathleen felt a deep and secret shame at her mother’s servile attitude. You’re just as good as anyone, Mam, she wanted to scream. She always wanted to scream when her mother dipped and scraped before the monied folk, but she never did.

Dylan’s smile was charming, though still baffled. Kathleen took a deep breath, knowing she could put this off no longer. She held her mother’s hand tightly.

“Mam,” she said, “Dylan and I were married late Sunday night.” Before either could react, she put her hand out to her husband. “Dylan, this is my mother, Mrs. Catherine O’Leary.”

Nothing. No sound or movement. Even the autumn wind ceased to blow.

Kathleen could feel her mother’s fingers chill. She could see the same arctic cold suddenly freeze in Dylan Kennedy’s eyes.

Dropping her outstretched hand, she tried to pluck a bit of courage from the silence. Dylan loved her, she reminded herself, not her financial circumstances. It didn’t matter one whit that her family had nothing. His own vast fortune would suffice for the two of them. And if he was any kind of a son-in-law at all, it would keep her family as well.

It was Dylan who spoke first. He drew himself to his full, impressive height, and gave her a smile that was as cold as a winter moon. Insolence, and a dark admiration, flickered in his face. “Brava, my dear. You gave a masterful performance. You actually had me—and all of society as well—believing you were an heiress.”

“I never meant to—”

“Please.” He held up one hand, palm out. She could scarcely believe it was the same hand that had caressed her so tenderly she had nearly wept. “Don’t spoil the show with stammering explanations. Your maneuvering was utter perfection. Leave it at that, Kate.”

“Kathleen,” she said, scarcely able to speak as her insides shriveled up. “Kathleen Bridget O’Leary. I signed the marriage certificate in that way exactly.”

“That will teach me to inspect signatures.” He pointed his toe and bowed, right there in the middle of the road. A few neighbors had wandered out of the ruins to watch. “Kathleen Bridget O’Leary, if I had not lost my hat in the fire, I would doff it to you. I thought myself too wise in the ways of the world to fall for a trick like that, but you fooled me. You charmed and beguiled every soul you met that night. There should be some special prize for your performance.”

He straightened and addressed her mother. “It was an honor to meet you, ma’am. You’ve a daughter of rare talents.” The cold, silvery rage flashed in his eyes as he regarded Kathleen one last time. “Perhaps we’ll meet again one day,” he informed her, “when hell freezes over.”

With that, he turned smartly and walked away, looking dignified, unapproachable and intimidating as he strode toward Madison and the horse car.

Kathleen had turned to stone. She was unable to think, to feel, to move as she watched him go. She stood like a statue, the burned and tattered Worth gown still tucked under her arm, all her dreams as cold as corpses inside her.

She never wanted to move again. Never wanted to breathe or speak or even blink. Because she knew that if she did, she would shatter.

Her stare stayed riveted on the tall, black-haired man walking away. At the end of the block, a mound of wheat still burned. When he walked past it, a plume of fire jetted out, followed by a black billow of smoke. And when the smoke cleared, he was gone, as if he had disappeared with the wave of a magician’s wand. As if he had been a dream.

“Well, miss.” Her mother’s voice came to her as if from a vast distance. “And what is it you’ve got yourself into now?”


The words melted her strange, frozen state. It was a painful thawing, for Kathleen was forced to feel everything at its most intense. She had never experienced a broken heart before. Indeed, she had thought it a fiction invented by poets and singers. But now she knew. A broken heart hurt with a pain so sharp she could not even scream or rant or beat her breast—all those things she associated with heartbreak. All she could do was turn to her mother and feel the scalding tears press at the backs of her eyes. She held in her grief, unwilling to weep.

“There, there,” her mother said, tucking a sturdy arm around Kathleen’s waist. “Come inside, then, so the neighborhood snoops will find something else to spy on.”

Kathleen allowed herself to be led into the dim little cottage, marveling that it still stood after the fire had swept through the neighborhood. She set her meager bundle on a stool. Little James and Mary ran to her on chubby legs, clinging to her and giggling until her mother swatted them off with an affectionate pat.

“Where are Da and the lads?” Kathleen finally managed to ask.

“Out scavenging for supplies, like everyone else. The place was left standing, but the barn’s gone, my new wagon burnt and all the winter stores of hay and shavings are ash.” She gestured at the plank table of pine, pale from all the years of scrubbing. “Sit down, colleen, and we’ll have a chat.”

Kathleen moved stiffly, like a mechanical doll. The way she felt inside, it was a wonder she was able to move or even think. Yet here she was, on a visit with her mam, just as if it were her half day off.


“Do you know, Mam, what they’re saying in the papers?”

Infinite patience shone in her lined face. “Not that I’ve read it myself, but Mrs. McLaughlin’s boy was by to show me a story or two. And some ee-jit reporter came to ask me if it was a rough night when the fires came.”

Despite her world coming apart, Kathleen’s lips twitched with a smile. “And how did you answer, Mam?”

“’Rough!’ says I, ‘Why my God, man, it was a terror to the world!’” She leaned back on the bench and sucked her teeth. Finally, she added, “It could’ve started here, colleen. I’d be seven times a liar if I denied it.”

“Ah, Mam, there’ve been fires everywhere in this terrible drought. A spark from anyone’s stove could have landed in any barn or mill.”

“They say I’ll be called to answer before the Board of Fire.”

“Where you’ll tell them the truth, and they’ll know it for an act of God.”

Her mother nodded, then fell silent for a time. Behind the curtain, the little ones tumbled about, giggling and stacking blocks of wood, then knocking them down. Kathleen knew her mother was waiting. She knew she would have to speak of what she had done. Better now, she told herself, than after Da and the boys returned.

“It’s true, what I told you about Dylan Kennedy,” she said. His name stuck in her throat like unshed tears. “I married him Sunday night. We were trapped in the courthouse and we thought we’d die for certain.”

She remembered with utter clarity the emotions that had blazed through her. Terror, yes, that was to be expected. But she had felt a curious and rare exhilaration as well, clinging to Dylan, waiting for the end. In that moment she had thanked God, realizing that she would die in the grip of something many women would never discover in a lifetime—a perfect, all-consuming love.

Or so she had thought. Apparently she had not realized what was going through Dylan’s head at the time. Speaking past a knot of shame in her throat, she explained the prank she and the young ladies of Miss Boylan’s had played, and how the fire had turned the world inside out.

“I tried to come home, Mam, but there was no getting through the city,” she said. “Near midnight, we took shelter in St. Brendan’s, but we had to leave when the steeple burned.” She recounted the terror and thrill of watching Dylan on the roof, the drama of racing for the safety of the courthouse.

“There was a priest,” she continued. “A Father Michael McCoughy.”

“Ah, the new young priest,” her mother said. “I recognize the name though I’ve never seen him say Mass.”

“There was a judge present as well.” She went on to describe Kirby Lane, the clerk, and the escaped convict called Bull. Her mother gasped aloud when she admitted the mayor himself had attended her wedding.

“Think of it, then, the most important nobs in the city at my own daughter’s wedding.”

If things had been left at that, just the swift, terrifying ceremony and then they’d gone their separate ways, Kathleen could have endured. She might even have cherished the memory of the drama, told her grandchildren of it one day. But the story didn’t end there.


“After we managed to escape,” Kathleen said, leaning forward and lowering her voice so the little ones wouldn’t hear, “we found shelter.”

“Ah, that’s lucky then, that is.”

Kathleen swallowed and forced herself to go on. “It was a Pullman car, Mam, all tricked out like the finest room in the Hotel Royale.”

Her mother made a lightning sign of the cross. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, he tupped you.”

Repeatedly.

Kathleen heated with a fever, remembering all the ways he had loved her, all the ways she had let him, all the ways she had learned to love him. She did not have to respond to her mother’s statement. The truth was written all over her flushed face.

“Tell me this, colleen,” her mother said. “Do you love him?”

Kathleen shut her eyes as her heart trembled. “You saw him, Mam.”

“Aye, the angel Gabriel come to earth, he is. Ah, but I do admire those black Irish looks, I do.” Her mother took her hands, and Kathleen opened her eyes. “Colleen,” her mother persisted, “the face of an angel can’t soothe the soul or soften the advancing years. Only love can do that. So I’ll ask again. Do you love the man?”

“I thought he was everything I ever wanted. I thought what I was feeling was love.”

“No wonder you—” She seemed to remember herself and shut her mouth.

Kathleen was proud of herself for not breaking down as she tried to explain. “When I went through with the wedding, it didn’t matter whether I loved him or not. I thought I was going to die with him. I thought that served as reason enough. Later, after we survived, I truly did believe it was love. He made me feel—Ah, Mam, he made me feel like a born princess, he did.”

“Just what you wanted all your life,” her mother said quietly.

Filled with shame, Kathleen stood abruptly and went to the window, gazing out across the burned yard. A thick length of chain and part of the ruined wagon lay amid the ashes. Other than that, she did not recognize the place. She hung her head. “I didn’t think you knew, Mam.”

“A mother always knows. Always.”

Kathleen despised herself in those black moments. What had it been like for her mother, working so hard every day just to get by, knowing that all her efforts would never give her eldest daughter what she yearned for?

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I should have known there was a penalty for reaching for something beyond my grasp.”

“Sorry, is it?” her mother blustered. “Is that all you have to say?”

“I don’t know what else—” Kathleen stopped and looked closely at her mother. Sure enough, she detected a gleam in her eye. “Mam?” she asked. “What are you thinking?”

“We’re left with nary a thing. The roof over our head is all, but that won’t keep our bellies full.”

“I could never go back to work for Miss Sinclair, not after all that’s happened,” Kathleen said. “She probably wouldn’t trust me, anyway, nor would Miss Boylan. But I’ll find work somewhere else.”

“Whatever for, colleen? You’re married to a rich nob of a fellow. Why in heaven’s name would you do a servant’s work?”

Kathleen realized her mother’s intent. “Ah, no, Mam, you saw what happened just now. I dared to hope the same thing—that once he met you, he would be only too glad to look after the lot of us. I didn’t believe such things would matter if the love was strong enough. I was wrong, though. He walked away from me. I’ll never see him again.”

“He’s your husband, for pity’s sake.”

“I don’t even know if the marriage was lawful.”

“Sanctified by a priest.” She clasped her hands. “Witnessed by the mayor himself and performed by a judge. If that ain’t lawful, then what is?”

“I don’t even think there’s a record of it.”

“No papers signed, sealed?”

“Well, yes, since we were in the courthouse, we had a document—”

“Where is it?” Her mother waited tensely.

Kathleen closed her eyes, trying to recall. “I can’t remember. It was signed all around, and notarized, and then…Mr. Lane took a turn for the worse, and…I’ve no idea who took charge of the certificate.”

“Then it might be found. Good. You’ll need that.”

“For what, Mam?”

“Why, for proof, you goose.”

“Ah, no. I’ll not go tearing after a man who can’t abide the sight of me.”

“Where is your pride, girl? Where is your pluck?” Her mother bustled around the cabin, seizing the green silk dress and shaking it out, critically eyeing the damage. “You were that close to having what you always wanted,” she said, measuring an inch between thumb and forefinger.

“But Mam—” Even as she tried to frame a protest, a righteous indignation took hold of Kathleen’s heart. She knew then that it wasn’t broken at all, but strong with determination and resolve. “You’re absolutely right, Mam. I’ve a duty to my family and myself. I must claim my place as Dylan Kennedy’s lawfully wedded wife.”









THE MARK


What female heart can gold despise?
 What cat’s averse to fish?

 Thomas Gray,
On the Death of a Favorite Cat









ELEVEN



As Dylan loitered in the rail yard by the lake and drank from a stolen bottle of whiskey, he tried to remember how many times he had been married, and which of the unions had been legitimate. But for the moment, all he could think about was his latest wife.

“To Kathleen O’Leary.” He lifted his bottle in mock salute. It still felt strange, saying her real name. Kate or even Katie had suited the bright, clever, beautiful young woman who had captivated him with a blink of her emerald eyes.

She had been all freshness and innocence, refinement and privilege. She’d possessed the sort of unconventional and unabashed sexuality men usually only dreamed about. She’d been everything he desired in a woman, neatly presented in one delectable package. A fantasy made of diamonds and silk, perfumed with a floral opiate that robbed him of his reason. Who could have known she concealed the cold, indifferent conscience of a con artist?

Dylan was furious—at himself, not her, though he could probably whip himself into a fury over her if he slowed down on the whiskey. He had spent his life creating illusions and should have seen right through her ruse. But she’d been so damned good. She’d given a flawless performance. Her accent and mannerisms had been dead-on in her portrayal of the perfect little heiress on an adventure.

At least he could take comfort in the fact that she had fallen for his trick as well. Although he had wanted to stick around to see her reaction when she learned she had not, in fact, married the toast of Chicago, he knew the time had come to disappear. He was broke, he was in trouble, and hanging around this smoldering wreck of a city wouldn’t do him any good at all.

“Let’s see,” he said to his drinking partner. “I think the first one I married had it annulled when she found out my true age.”

“Why’d she do a thing like that?” Eugene Waxman, better known as Bull, had returned to the rail yard to hop a freighter out of town. He had encountered Dylan, who convinced him to delay his departure, have a drink and listen to his tale of woe.

They sat leaning against a stack of crossties at the waterfront, surveying the activity in the Illinois and Michigan Central yard. The string of cars with the Pullman had been moved aside and presumably forgotten. Dylan figured he could probably make use of the car until he decided where to go next.

He used to find this peripatetic way of life exciting, but lately the thought of embarking on yet another journey wearied him. Kathleen had been far too entertaining. Her absence left a shadowy hole in him.

“Well,” he said, thinking back to the chaotic years of his youth, “since the lady had two grown sons, she wasn’t thrilled to find herself wed to a fourteen-year-old.” He grinned crookedly at the expression on Bull’s face. “I’ve always looked mature for my age. Could raise a beard by the time I was thirteen.” The few days he had spent with that first wife—Mabel was her name—had been pleasant indeed. She had a decent income from her late husband’s property, and big white breasts as soft and fragrant as bread dough.

When she had discovered that he wasn’t twenty-one, as he’d claimed, she went off to puke into a chamber pot. She’d hired a discreet solicitor to quietly invalidate the marriage and then had engaged her largest son to send Dylan out of town wearing the livid stripes of a horsewhip on his back.

“Over the next few years I steered clear of marriage,” he admitted, passing the bottle to Bull. “But not women. Christ, who could give up women?”

“I hear you.” Nodding his great head, Bull took another swig.

“I promised to marry a couple of them, but I always escaped after I took what I needed.”

“Money, jewels, that sort of thing,” Bull said knowingly.

“Yeah.” Dylan was starting to like Bull. Nothing shocked him. Considering his past—a slave in Missouri, a fugitive in Illinois, a Chicago convict freed by the fire—he had seen a lot worse than a confidence game. “But I always made sure I left them with blissful memories.” Dylan was sincere in this. In the only way he knew how, he gave them what he could—physical pleasure, a few laughs, assurances that they were all stunningly beautiful. If they were hoping for anything more than that—and most women, annoyingly, were—they had to look elsewhere.

After that first fiasco, he should have stuck with married women and he should have worked alone—a bit of wisdom he’d learned the hard way. At the age of fifteen, he had fallen in with a gang run by a ruthless boss in New York City. He’d learned undetectable methods of picking pockets, all manner of sales swindles and shady games from “Honest John” to carnival roulette.

But he’d acquired the skills at a price. At the hands of a man named Lyle Watts, Dylan had discovered exactly how much torture the human spirit could endure. He had been pushed beyond his limit. He remembered Lyle’s scent of bay rum, the iron strength in his big hands and the suffocating quality of the darkness in which he imprisoned his prey. In exchange for the protection of his organization, the gang boss had forced Dylan to do things that even now, years later, made his guts twist and shrink with revulsion. In freeing himself of the painful grip of Lyle Watts, he had discovered his true talent. He was a gifted escape artist.

It was a skill that would serve him well in later years.

“Eventually, though, I did marry again,” he explained, brushing aside the tainted memories of gang life. “Twice. Three times, I guess, if you count Sunday night’s phony heiress.”

“Looked real enough to me,” Bull said unhelpfully. In the rail yard, workers hurried to and fro, switching tracks and getting ready for relief shipments from other cities. Watching them, Bull stroked his chin as if wishing for a shave. “Three times?”

“Yeah. The next was to a lady who died and left me a bit of money.” He could not say more, for he had no idea how to explain Cecilia. Lyle Watts had ordered him to woo and wed the delicate, consumptive woman who was doomed to die of her illness in a matter of months. Hardened by the Watts gang, Dylan figured Cecilia St. James for an easy mark. She lay bedridden, lacking a family and desperately lonely.

But she’d surprised him. Her huge eyes, staring out of her pale, wasted face, haunted him. At their very first meeting, she managed to break his heart. She inspired in him a fierce protectiveness that was as close to love as he had ever felt. He told Lyle he wanted to back out of the deal, but it was Cecilia who had been so insistent. And so, speaking vows in the shrouded silence of a sickroom, he had married her. A few months later, she died in his arms, whispering his name, never knowing the true reason he’d made her his wife.

He wished he had been more careful with her fortune. It was gone in six months, frittered away by failed schemes Lyle had cooked up.

Even the harsh lessons of gang life failed to wise him up, however, and he’d acquired another partner. In a saloon in the Bowery he had met Vincent Costello, the only mark ever to catch on to Dylan’s special method of shortchanging. Rather than take revenge on Dylan, Costello had proposed a partnership. Dylan had agreed, for Vince had seemed a kind mentor in contrast to Lyle. He was as smart and ruthless as any good con artist, but somehow managed to retain his humanity underneath. Dylan could see it when he spoke of his wife and daughter, claiming in all sincerity that he would die for them.

Dylan had been intrigued by the concept. He couldn’t imagine another person in his life being so important he would die for her.

“What about the next one?” Bull asked, clearly intrigued.

“Dinah.” Dylan giggled and drank some more. “I used to recite couplets because her name rhymes with—”

A shrill whistle pierced the air, and with a grinding of machinery, a train rolled in, its cars marked with the colophon of Cincinnati. Crates stenciled Relief Aid for Chicago and Catholic Relief were stacked high on the flatbed cars.

“So what about Dinah?” Bull asked, raising his voice to be heard over the chuffing of the locomotive.

“Richer than Croesus.”

“Who’s he?”

Dylan shrugged. “Some rich fellow.”

Dinah Galloway had treated him like a spoiled lapdog, lavishing him with attention, parading him out to social engagements so her friends could marvel at his dramatically handsome looks and fine manners. During this period, he had learned the ways of high society, quickly adopting the proper accent, mannerisms and sense of style exhibited by the old-money rich. He told people he had gone to Harvard, and they believed him because he knew the secret handshake of the Porcellian Club. He claimed ties to an old Boston family, inventing an impressive pedigree for himself. He effortlessly talked his way into the most exclusive men’s clubs and high-class parties in the city.

He might have gone on indefinitely pretending to belong to a society that would despise him if they knew his true background. For a while, he’d enjoyed the power and privilege of his status, the fine food and stylish clothing, the pretty French maids who let him tumble them in the linen closets of the Galloway mansion.

But Dinah Galloway became a leech upon his soul. Her demands and appetites challenged even his unusually broad experience in sexual matters. Since his initiation by Mabel, he had developed a number of proficiencies, often out of necessity. But his rich mistress’s craving for energetic, slightly violent sex always left him feeling odd and soiled. Her manic, ravenous needs drained him in ways he had never imagined, and he found himself facing each day with dread and weariness.

At the first opportunity he had left, taking a good share of her jewelry with him. The marriage hadn’t been legal, anyway. Everything he had put on the marriage certificate had been a lie, including his name, his birthplace and where he’d been educated.

“She was too strange, even for me,” he said to Bull, and decided against elaborating. It was almost a relief to hook up with his old crony, Costello, again. By that time, Costello was widowed, his daughter grown and just out of parochial school.

“After leaving Dinah, my partner and I joined a revue—burlesque acts, performing animals, that sort of thing—based in Buffalo. I was the best escape artist, contortionist and daredevil in the show.”

“Best liar, too, I reckon.” Bull took a swig from the bottle and made a blissful face.

“I’m an excellent liar,” he admitted readily, “but not about the revue. Ever hear of the marquis de Bontemps?”

“Hell, yeah. Everybody’s heard of him. Crazy French fellow who crossed Niagara Falls on a tightrope.”

Dylan grabbed the bottle and raised it in salute. “Le marquis, c’est moi,” he declared. “Huh?”

“I’m the marquis de Bontemps. Or was, until he retired.”

Bull narrowed his eyes. “Horseshit. They say he fell in and was never seen again.”

“Well, you’re looking at him now.”

Dylan vividly recalled the terror and bone-crushing ordeal of the most daring stunt of his career. It was supposed to have been his escape from Vincent Costello. The two of them had not been getting along, and Costello’s daughter Faith had added an uncomfortable element to the partnership.

Faith, a quiet, pious girl who was the apple of her father’s eye, had decided that she’d fallen in love with Dylan. He liked Faith and often felt a brotherly devotion to her, but love was something he neither understood nor believed in. When her thoughts turned to marriage, he had “fallen” into the churning rapids with most of their earnings wrapped in oilcloth and strapped to his belt, hoping he’d seen the last of Costello and Faith. The sweetness of freedom had been balm for the many wounds and bruises of the ordeal.

But on Sunday night, it had become clear that he’d misjudged his old partner, who was even more experienced and more unscrupulous than Dylan. Costello had tracked him down. Only the convenient timing of the fire had saved his skin.


Bull proved to be a pleasant and congenial drunk. He leaned back against the stack of beams and, within a few minutes, was snoring. In the distance, Dylan could see a group of patrolmen, hastily called up and deputized to guard the relief supplies. Despite the whiskey, he still had enough common sense to cover Bull with an old, half-burned saddle blanket he’d found somewhere, concealing the prison stripes. Then Dylan stood up, swaying a little as the bright inner fire of the whiskey lit his head.

He studied the empty bottle in his hand and tossed it away. It didn’t break on the sandy shore. Looking out across the rail yard, he spent a few blurry moments contemplating the Pullman where he and Kathleen had holed up to escape the fire.

The whiskey had failed to do its job, for a flood of inexcusably deep sentiments washed through him. That train car had been their hideaway, their private retreat from the world. For two days, his life had been more splendid than he had dared to believe life could be.

And like everything else, it was a sham. She was a counterfeit heiress who had wed a fraudulent bachelor under false pretenses. He wondered why he felt so betrayed, why he was taking it so hard. It wasn’t as if he had never been abandoned before, had never fled a risky situation or had to start over again. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t committed similar betrayals of his own.

Perhaps, he reflected woozily, the sting of betrayal came from the fact that Kathleen had reminded him that dreams sometimes did come true. But not his dreams. He was a fool to even consider the possibility.

For a long time he stood looking out at the lake, a vast fresh sea stretching out to eternity. Behind him, he could hear the noises of the rail yard. From the shouts and clamor, he gathered that more relief had come in, as well as firefighters and engineers from other cities. Before the fires were even out, Chicago was already rebuilding itself.

It was a concept Dylan could relate to.

He nudged at Bull with the toe of his shoe. Vaguely he recalled helping himself to the good leather shoes at a cobbler’s shop, blithely telling the proprietor to send a bill around to a false address. He wished all transactions could be so simple.

“Bull,” he said. “Time to go.”

Bull snorted in protest, but dragged his eyes open. At some point, and without much deliberation, Dylan had decided to travel with Bull for a while. The ex-convict was a man of few words, a trait Dylan deeply appreciated. Bull hadn’t asked too many questions about the situation with Kathleen. He was also intimidatingly huge, another useful quality when traveling to unknown places. “We’d better see what’s pulling out of here,” he suggested.

Bull nodded and stretched his enormous body, looking like the strong man in Phineas Barnum’s traveling revue. “Where to?” he asked.

“Let’s go see if we can find something bound for St. Louis. That’ll give us all the choices we need.”

“I ain’t going to the South,” Bull said.

“But it’s not—” Dylan stopped himself. He was wrong to expect Bull to return to a land that held such hellish memories for him, even if it was no longer legal to own slaves. Somewhere down in Missouri, on a farm, Eugene Waxman had lived in bondage to another man. Dylan didn’t blame him for never wanting to return. He knew all about running from nightmares. “We’ll head west, then. Maybe get ourselves all the way to California.”

“California.” Bull tasted the word, then nodded his head. “All right.” He stared out across the churning lake. “I did like Chicago, though.”

“So did I.”

They went over to one of the trains, where the unloading had almost finished. A knot of people stood about. Dylan hung back. He and Bull would wait until the empty train pulled out, then hop into an untended car. Acrid smoke huffed into the air, and the smell of hot steel wafted from the tracks.

“Say farewell to Chicago, my friend,” Dylan said.

Bull hesitated, studying the crowd. He stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Don’t you think,” he remarked, “that you should say goodbye to your wife first?”

Dylan frowned, turning to Bull. “What—ah, hell.”

Moving through the crowd, like a ship with emerald-green sails unfurled, Kathleen O’Leary bore down on them.

* * *

The long trek through the ruins had put Kathleen in high dudgeon. Her family had not allowed her to wallow in misery for long. She knew better than to let something as trivial as a broken heart hold her back. A lively talk from her mother had filled her with determination to keep what was hers by right—Dylan Kennedy.

Her mother had hastily brushed the green silk gown and had mended the more obvious tears and holes, declaring that Kathleen should dress the part of the lady she had become by marrying him. No O’Leary would allow herself to be abandoned by a man, her mother had said.

Kathleen had embraced the notion and set out on her own. She had not expected to find him, but here he was, near the rail yard where she had become his wife in every sense of the word. By the time she found him, she was in a fury.

And he was reeling drunk. She could tell, even from a distance, for she was an Irishwoman with a sense about such things. She recognized the slack insolence of his grin, the negligent but unsteady grace with which he held himself.

She barely acknowledged Bull with a curt nod. He wisely stepped out of the way, seeming to guess she did not wish to be trifled with.

She made straight for Dylan. But the moment she stopped in front of him, all the angry words she’d stored up deserted her.

He doffed an imaginary hat. “Ah, my little fortune hunter is back. What is it you require? More compliments on your artful maneuvering? More applause for your finesse at deception?” Before she could duck away, he chucked her under the chin, his touch deceptively gentle. He smiled coldly down at her. “I was fooled from the very first moment I saw you, love. Did you know that?”

“You’re drunk,” she said uselessly.

“But that will pass.” He walked down to the lakeshore as if taking a casual stroll along the beach. “Being a lying, cheating, gold-digging little swindler won’t,” he called over his shoulder.

She flinched, having no choice but to follow him. “Dylan.” She swallowed, stung by the idea that he could so easily dismiss the past few days. She wanted to find the man who had shown her the world from a balcony, proposed to her on bended knee, married her in the midst of disaster, then taken her to bed where he had introduced her to wonders beyond imagining. “You must give me a chance to explain.”

“Ah, no.” Without slowing his pace, he held up a hand to stop her. “Don’t be like the magician revealing his secrets. You’ll spoil the elegance of your ruse.”

“It wasn’t a ruse.” She forced herself to step in front of him and look up into his cold, narrowed eyes. “Not in the way you think. And, anyway, what started out as a prank became something…real.”

“As real as your banking fortune,” he scoffed. “Step aside. I wish to take a walk. Alone.”

She let him pass, but continued walking at his side. The chill gray water bit at the shore littered with charred debris from the fire. “Didn’t our whirlwind courtship, our wedding vows, our—” she blushed to remind him “—our um, honeymoon, mean a thing to you? Only yesterday, you swore you loved me.”

He fell silent, and just for a heartbeat, she dared to hope she had reached a core of decency inside him. “Did I?” he said. “Fancy that.” Then he burst out laughing, although his laughter had a bitter edge. “Tell me, what was your game before? Were you an actress?”

“Certainly not.”

“You had to’ve been.” He leaned forward, towering over her, insisting on an answer. “How the hell did you learn to act like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like the breeder’s best bitch at the state fair,” he snapped. “You had me believing you spoke French and—”

“I do speak French.”

“Something you learned at your mama’s knee in your mansion on de Koven Street?” he sneered.

“Leave my mother out of this. She has troubles enough of her own.” She clenched her fist to keep from smacking him. “I learned French at Miss Boylan’s finishing school, if you must know.”

“Ah. So you swindled Miss Boylan, too?”

“No, I—” She took a deep breath. She might as well tell all. If she’d learned anything in the past few days, it was that her capacity for deception had its limits. It was an exhausting business, pretending to be something she wasn’t. “I was a lady’s maid to Miss Deborah Sinclair, who attends the school.”

He stopped at an isolated stretch of beach south of the rail yard. Pulling a half-smoked cheroot from his pocket, he inspected it and then tossed it aside. “I’m acquainted with her father. Famously rich. Shamelessly ambitious.” He winked. “He had good taste in hired help, though.”

Kathleen clenched her other fist. “You would never understand. You probably treat your servants like trash. Miss Deborah was good to me.” She hung her head, knowing she could never look her mistress in the eye again. She would have to find some way to return the Tiffany jewels and the Worth gown without encountering Deborah.

“Miss Deborah didn’t want to attend the affair Sunday night, for she was unwell.” Kathleen felt even lower. A proper maid would have stayed with her mistress. But Deborah had been just as insistent as the others in convincing Kathleen to go out that night.

“Some of the ladies made a bet,” she continued, forcing herself to go on. “Miss Phoebe believes that good breeding is a detectable quality, and that I would be caught out, even wearing this gown.” She plucked at the green silk skirt. “Miss Lucy maintains that anyone can be fooled by artifice if it’s clever enough. And so they wagered that if I could secure an invitation to the grand opening of the new opera house, Lucy’s point would be proven.” It sounded so absurd now, so frivolous. What on earth had she been thinking?

But she knew. All her life she had yearned to be included in the charmed circle of a rich girl’s world. When the opportunity had been offered Sunday night, she had seized it with pathetic eagerness. Now she felt infinitely older than the foolish dreamer who had donned a fancy gown.

“Congratulations, love,” Dylan said with quiet scorn. “I seem to recall inviting you to Crosby’s, didn’t I?”

“Yes.”

“You should be proud of yourself. I’ve no doubt that everyone in attendance Sunday night was taken in by you.” He applauded in exaggerated fashion.

“Dylan,” she said, hating the pleading note in her voice. “I know you’re disappointed in me, but couldn’t we go on from here?”

“Out of the question.”

“But—”

“Christ. I suppose there’s only one way to get rid of you.”

She felt a small flutter of confusion. “What do you mean?”


His fingers made a mocking exploration of her collarbone, caressing her in a way she had loved in the train car. “Next time you decide to entrap a husband,” he said in an admonishing tone, “you really should check out his credentials. If not, you risk making a serious mistake.”

She jerked away from him. “I don’t understand.”

“Ah, but you do. You’ve swindled a swindler.”

The flutter of confusion buzzed a little louder in her head. “I still don’t—”

“We’re cut from the same cloth, you and I.” He laughed again, and the sharp reek of whiskey poisoned the air. “I suppose I should make a clean breast of it. After all, there is nothing to be gained from you now.”

Gained from her? Surely he didn’t need to profit from marrying into wealth. “But your fortune is one of the largest in the country.” A chilling thought seized her. What if he meant to use her as a broodmare, to get heirs? Unconsciously, she wrapped her arms around her midsection.

With false patience, he took her hands away and held them in his. “Dear heart, listen carefully. I don’t often tell the truth, but I might as well now, so you’ll see why we must forget we ever met.”

She could more easily forget her own name, she thought, twisting her hands out of his grip. The terrible, soul-shriveling hurt inside her burned unbearably. Only a short while ago, she had believed with all her heart that he loved her. Now he seemed perfectly prepared to forget her.

“I’m listening,” she said.

“I am as poor as you.” He thought for a moment, rubbing his cheeks. Somehow during the day he had managed to shave, and even drunk, he was more handsome and groomed than anyone had a right to look. “Poorer,” he added. “I don’t even have a family.”

The buzzing in her head crescendoed. Nothing made sense anymore. Dylan Kennedy, poor? “What do you mean?” she asked. “Did you lose your fortune in the fire?”

“I can’t lose what I never had.” The expression on her face seemed to amuse him no end, and he subjected her to that velvety laughter she would always associate with him. “You still don’t get it, do you? I am a fraud, too. A grifter, a confidence man, taking money from undeserving, gullible, wealthy fat cats.”

“No,” she whispered, thinking this was some lie he’d concocted just to punish her for her deception. “Not you. You’re lying so I’ll release you from our wedding vows.”

“Actually, this is probably the first time I’ve told you the truth.” He struck a casual pose, leaning back against a broken dock support and crossing his ankles. “I’m a bit relieved to be able to let down the pretense for a moment. The Dylan Kennedy you thought you tricked into marriage doesn’t exist. Never did. He was someone I invented. I made up his life, his background, his pedigree, his family and his fortune.” Reaching out, he gently lifted her chin to close her gaping mouth. “Judging by the way you’re gawking at me, I was damned successful. But alas, I was nothing more than a paper prince, a fiction made out of lies and wishes.”

She reeled in shock as a living legend died. Every young lady at Miss Boylan’s had wanted him, believing him the catch of the season. He had found a welcome at every exclusive club and party in the city. The merchant princes of Chicago had bowed and scraped to him, eagerly bringing him into their circle of power and privilege.

When she finally found her voice, she asked, “Who in the name of the short saints are you, then?”

He turned both hands palms up. “Dylan Francis Kennedy is a legal identity for me. I liked the name so much I went to the trouble of bribing a judge. But it’s not the name I was born with. I chose it from someone else’s family tree.”

“Why would you do such a thing?”

He smiled. “You can answer that yourself, sweetheart.”

Her face burned with humiliation. She felt naked before him, exposed to his knowing scrutiny. He knew her deep secret yearnings, her absurd longings. She forced herself to look him straight in the eye. He knew these things because he had felt them himself. Still, she was skeptical. Why would he go to such lengths to deceive people? Did he really mean to snag a wealthy wife, as he claimed?

No wonder he was so bitter, she thought, searching his face for a trace of humanity but finding none. Look who he’d ended up with.

She believed him because his explanation had the ring of truth—but so had everything else he had ever told her, including the fact that he loved her.

He had been lying. Like her, he had pretended to be something he was not. Wealthy, educated, privileged, refined. Born into a “good” family. Perhaps that was what bothered her the most and shamed her so deeply. She had a good family, yet she had gone to the party Sunday night and behaved as if they hadn’t existed.

Dylan smiled, his expression shaded with the slightest bit of pity as he read her thoughts. “We’re alike, you and I. Too bad we must go our separate ways, because I enjoy certain things about you.” His summer-blue gaze swept over her. “A lot.”

Her humiliation burned hotter as she remembered all the times she had declared her love for him, all the wanton ways she had touched him and let him touch her. What a pitifully shallow creature she was, falling in love with a make-believe prince. She deserved the hurt she was feeling. She had earned it.

Yet even her pain was impure, if such a thing could be. It was anger, not shame, that filled the burning emptiness created by his betrayal.

Outrage gave her the strength to stand tall and proud before him rather than crumpling into a weeping mass of misery at his feet. Her mother had warned her of this while mending the green dress. “Always keep your pride. No matter what you’re feeling inside, colleen, hold your head up and look him in the eye.”

“You,” she said, and her voice trembled with a righteous anger. “You low-bellied, opportunistic cheater.” She didn’t yell, but something in her tone wiped the smile off his face. “We are nothing alike. I will deny it to the last of my days.”

“Come now,” he said. “I always thought I knew my way about a confidence game, but you had even me fooled—”

“I am guilty of only one deception, for which I have the deepest regret,” she snapped. “I acted on the spur of the moment. It was a lark, something the ladies at finishing school dreamed up. You seem to have made a career of this.”

“Indeed I have, and you should consider doing the same, darling. You’re awfully good.”

She took a step back, wishing he looked like the devil he was. “How can you live with yourself year after year? What is the appeal of cheating people so remorselessly as you did the night we mar—Sunday night?”

He took a step closer, backing her against the timbers of the old, broken fishing dock so that she had nowhere to retreat. She felt the warmth of his body, and in spite of her indignation, she remembered the sensation of being held in his arms, remembered how it had made her feel as if she had finally found what she’d been seeking all her life.

“In that one night,” he pointed out in a low, intimate whisper, “you lived higher and better than you ever did in a whole lifetime of being hardworking and law-abiding.”

He had more lines than a traveling snake oil salesman, she thought. And sweet Mary help her, she had believed every single one. Her throat filled with words she could not speak. Pressing her lips together and praying she would show no emotion, she shook her head.

“That’s no denial,” he taunted. “I can see it in your face, sweet Kathleen. Yes, I like that name better than Kate. I can look in your eyes and see that you loved what happened to you when you were with me. You can’t stop thinking about it, can you?”

“Not with you bullying me about like this,” she managed to say. “Get out of my way.”

“Why? So you can run away from me?”


“I think you’re the one who feels compelled to run,” she said with sudden insight.

That brought on one of his mesmerizing smiles. “Ah, you’re quick, Kathleen, a gifted learner. But I’ve already seen evidence of that.”

“Tell me why,” she said, suddenly needing to know the answer. “Why do you live your life like this, lying and cheating people instead of making your own way, your own living? Why must you steal a living, even an identity, from someone else?”

“It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there. Others are out to cheat you. I learned that at a very early age. So I just want to be the shrewdest cheater in a world of cheaters.”

She laughed harshly. “How honorable of you. Fleecing innocent people is such a high calling.”

“Ah, Kathleen, you’ve not been paying attention. I don’t fleece the innocent. Those who fall victim to my games always have hearts filled with greed and larceny. Take yourself, for example. If you had kept your place, I never would have given you a second glance.”

“It’s such a comfort to know that.”

“I don’t care if you’re comfortable or not. I’m just telling you, you can’t swindle an honest man—or woman. You’re the perfect example of that. My only regret is that you turned out to be a worthless mark.”

Though offended, she conceded his point. “Can we stop quarreling about this? It does no good at all to accuse each other. We must decide what to do from here.”

“Don’t you get it? I’ve already decided. I’m hopping the next freighter out of town. In a few hours, you’ll be no more than a big disappointment interspersed with some extremely pleasant memories.”

No. Her mind screamed the word, though she made no sound. When she managed to gain command of herself, she said, “You are probably quite experienced at turning your back on your troubles. Walking out on them.”

He laughed gently. “Oh, Kathleen. If you only knew.”

“Well, you can’t do that this time.”

He grabbed her shoulders. Before she could say another word, he kissed her, so long and hard and suggestively that for a moment she forgot they were standing beneath a dock jutting out over the lake. For a moment she knew only the deep sweetness of intimacy, the sharp ache of yearning. He possessed some sort of dark magic that pushed aside her anger and resentment and made her shamelessly hungry for him. Then she remembered herself and pulled away.

Why can’t you be real? she wanted to yell at him. Instead she said, “You can’t simply walk away.”

“Watch me.” He relinquished his hold on her shoulders, turned on his heel and headed back toward the rail yard.

Hating herself, and hating him almost as much as she loved him, Kathleen followed. “We are married,” she stated. “We haven’t a penny between us, and I’ve a family to worry about.”

“I’m not worried.”

“You should be. As of Sunday night, they are your family, too.”

He took a swift breath, and she suspected she had found his one vulnerable spot. Family.


Pressing her advantage, she said, “You are simply going to have to become an honest man, earn an honest wage and leave your wastrel ways behind.”

He stopped in his tracks, then doubled over with guffaws that rang across the rail yard, mingling with the hiss of steam engines and the grind of steel wheels on the tracks. For a few moments, he could not speak or breathe. After a while his mirth subsided to the occasional chuckle. “Has hell frozen over?” He pressed his brows into an exaggerated scowl. “Funny, I don’t feel a change in temperature.”

“You can’t joke this problem out of existence. You married me.” To keep from weeping, she clung to indignation. “Or have you chosen to forget the way you went down on one knee, begged for my hand, swore it was the only way you could die happy?”

“Well, we didn’t die, and happiness never lasts. You and I are proof of that. But it was a hell of a night, wasn’t it?” He lifted one eyebrow and flicked out his tongue in blatant suggestion. “The day after was even better.”

“And now you have responsibilities—”

“Tell me,” he asked, pacing in an imitation of a lawyer in court, “did you really think you were the first?”

Her jaw dropped.

He tipped back his head and laughed.

Kathleen felt all the blood in her body drain to her feet. Her pallor must have disturbed even him, for he reached out a hand to steady her. “Actually, you needn’t worry about Sunday night’s charade. That’s all it was. The courthouse burned. I have no idea where the marriage certificate went. Do you?”

“No.”


“It’s burned to ash, no doubt. So there’s no record whatsoever of our little escapade.”

No record, she thought, except his image, forever branded on her heart.

He seemed to have sobered up considerably as he found a jagged path back to the terminal. “As charming as you are, I really must be going,” he said.

“We spoke vows before a priest,” she reminded him.

“Which would probably move me deeply, were I a Catholic.”

Ah. Yet another lie. She didn’t even bother being surprised. “You are,” she said simply. “You knew all the responses as only a Catholic can. You’re just saying that in hopes of invalidating the marriage.”

“There was no marriage,” he snapped. “Just a bit of cheap theatrics to comfort a dying man.” He let go of her arm. “So that,” he concluded, “is that. Have a nice life, Kathleen O’Leary.” Whistling, he turned his back and swaggered away.

At a loss, she stared after him, wondering what in heaven’s name to do next. Weep? Wail? Scream? Scold? Or join him in laughter and self-mockery?

Before she could make up her mind, someone called out, “Dylan Kennedy! Stay where you are!”

She and Dylan both turned at once to find a tall, heavy man wearing a well-cut suit and a crooked handlebar mustache, stiff with wax. In one hand he held a bullwhip. In the other, a Colt’s five-shooter, aimed straight at Dylan’s heart.








TWELVE



Dylan let a friendly, guileless smile slide across his face even though all the whiskey he’d swallowed suddenly wanted to lurch back out into the open. He closed the distance between himself and Vincent Costello with a manly stride, politely ignoring the loaded gun.

“Well, Vince. Fancy finding you here,” he said, making certain he stood between Kathleen and the gun. Shit, he thought. Of all the rotten luck. He could sense Kathleen behind him, breathing in and out like a beached trout, still angry and hurt by the way he had left her. What the devil did she expect, that he would simply concede she was right and go straight? Become a dairy farmer or coal man, for Christ’s sake?

Costello glared at Dylan’s outstretched hand. “Stay where you are,” he ordered.

Kathleen’s breathing accelerated. Maybe, thought Dylan, she had been telling the truth, that she’d never been in the game and Sunday night was her first. He wanted to tell her not to be scared, he’d handled Costello before.

She surprised them both by pushing out from behind Dylan. “Don’t shoot!” she shrieked. “I beg you, don’t shoot him.” And she flung herself in front of him.

Dylan and Costello shared a moment of pure, flabbergasted confusion. Dylan thought fast. He’d have to explain her, but how? If he admitted he’d married her, Costello would shoot him down like a dog.

“That’s just like you,” Costello said with a sneer of contempt, “to use a woman as a shield. You haven’t changed, Kennedy.”

Dylan kept his best smile in place and swallowed hard, trying to keep the whiskey down, even though it burned at the back of his throat. Carefully he edged away from Kathleen, disengaging her hands from his lapels. “You’ll have to excuse this poor creature,” he said reasonably. “She’s been clinging to me like a barnacle ever since the fire.”

Costello eyed her keenly, his small sharp eyes taking in a face and figure Aphrodite would envy. “Why?” he demanded.

“Because she’s distraught. Likely to do anything…Just a moment.” As if leading her in a dance step, Dylan took her hand and brought her over to a flatbed pump car. He held her elbow in the clamp of his hand and prayed her horror at the gun would keep her quiet. “What did you do a fool thing like that for? Don’t you know guns are dangerous?”

“Only to cheaters like you,” she said. “That man wouldn’t have shot me. He doesn’t even know me.”

Her naivete was stunning. “Wait here,” he said between gritted teeth. “Don’t move, and don’t say a word.”

Kathleen made a small squeak of protest. “I’ll do nothing of the sort. I—”

He pressed her against the edge of the car and hid his lips in her hair. “Trust me on this,” he implored her. “He means business. He’ll shoot me.”

“And that should concern me, after what you just said—”

He touched a finger to her full lips, wishing she wasn’t so damned pretty and soft—she bit him. Swearing, he snatched his hand away.

“You just threw yourself in front of me,” he said peevishly, shaking out his hand. “At least part of you is concerned.”

“A reflex, that’s all.”

“Look, he’s a dangerous man. We’ve had our problems in the past. I have to make him believe we can make amends.”

She crossed her arms in front of her and glared straight ahead. “You have one minute, boyo.”

“Just promise you won’t say a word, no matter what I have to tell him. Let me sort this out on my own. I’ll make it all right, Kathleen. I will. Trust me on this.” He gave her a look that melted with sincerity, one that had worked on her in the past. He made his eyes go soft, his mouth slightly open, the way he might just before kissing her.

It failed to thaw her, but she didn’t get angry. She did something worse. She bit her lip to keep it from trembling, and whispered, “I wish I could trust that look on your face.”

Damn. She made him feel as if he’d just kicked a puppy. He turned quickly and went back to Vincent Costello, who had lowered the gun but kept it in his hand.

“Well?” he asked.

“She’s my mistress,” Dylan said on a wave of inspiration.

“Mistress!” Costello roared.

Dylan flinched and hoped Kathleen would hold her tongue.

“You scum! Jackal!” the older man said. “You promised to be true to Faith—”

“Exactly.” Dylan lowered his voice to a conspiratorial, man-to-man whisper. “That is exactly why I had to take up with a lesser woman. Your daughter is as delicate as a snowflake, Vince, you know that.”

His whole being seemed to soften at the mention of his beloved daughter. “True enough. Never understood why she’s so smitten with you, but for once, you’re right. Delicate, she is.”

“Fragile,” Dylan supplied.

“Fragile, too. That’s my Faith.”

“And as you know,” he reminded Vince, “a man, with a man’s needs, is far from delicate and gentle. In my enthusiasm for Faith, I feared she might think me too…aggressive. That is why I made the painful decision to take a mistress.”

He sneaked a glance at Kathleen. Even from a distance, he could see her shoulders stiffen and her knuckles whiten. She was probably trying to decide whether or not to wallop him. There was nothing fragile or delicate about Kathleen.

“You see, I didn’t want to inflict my, uh, needs on Faith. Without some avenue for relief, I might have brought those most unfortunate needs to your daughter. Sir.”

Costello beaded his eyes. “You low-down—”

“Ask yourself, Vince,” Dylan said calmly. “What man does without a mistress? You yourself had one even while you were married to Mrs. Costello, of sainted memory. And she thanked God on her knees every day that you took your coarse needs elsewhere.”

“But my Faith—”

“Is her mother’s daughter,” Dylan assured him.

Vincent Costello’s soft spot—his daughter, and the memory of his late wife—was the only vulnerability Dylan had ever found in him. His harsh, rough face went slack at the thought of the women he loved.

Dylan was curious about a love like that. How was it that a man as ruthless as Vincent Costello could feel such tenderness for a wife and child?

But that was a matter to ponder later. Now was the time to press his advantage, knowing he had to make his point quickly or risk Kathleen speaking up and ruining everything. “I don’t want to hurt Faith,” he said in a very low voice. “That’s why I took off.”

“You can start making amends by handing over the cash you made off with.”

“I told you, Vince. It’s gone.” He thought of the moldering hulk of the boat he had been living on, a small fortune stashed in the bow. “Burned in the fire.”

“A likely story. You—”

“Mr. Costello! Sir, you’re needed over here.” A railroad switchman waved his arm. “Got another relief train to unload.”

Costello squared his shoulders. Dylan frowned. “You’re working for the railroad now?”


“For the church.” The older man smirked, the way he used to when he played the shill in the burlesque shows. “Mayor Mason’s already declared martial law. He’s been making appointments for the rebuilding, handing out policeman’s stars like sugar candy.” He tucked his thumbs in his armpits and rocked back on his heels. The gun dangled from one fingertip. “I’m in charge of the Catholic Relief Aid Fund.”

Dylan shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

“Someone’s got to handle all the thousands of dollars pouring in.” He squinted peevishly at Dylan. “You could probably secure some sort of post. Procurement’s your specialty.”

Just then, Faith showed up, as pale and earnest as a plaster saint, perched on the driver’s seat of a cart full of homeless people. She wore a gray dress, lacking in all ornament except for the large crucifix around her neck. The black kerchief on her head resembled a nun’s wimple. When she spied Dylan, her eyes sparkled with the fervor of a martyr in ecstasy.

“Mr. Kennedy!” she called, handing the reins of the cart to a boy. She climbed down with awkward haste and hurried over to him, her sturdy brogans marking the ashes on the surface of the yard. Clasping her hands in elation, she beamed at him. “Papa swore he would find you, and so he did. I’m so pleased that you’re all right.”

Burningly aware of Kathleen’s scrutiny, he bowed from the waist. “By the grace of God, I am.”

She didn’t question him about his disappearance. Unlike Kathleen, she had never forced him to justify anything he’d done. Faith didn’t need to be won over. She was already his. She had been for years, ever since she was a girl of thirteen, regarding him with worshipful eyes as he performed illusions for a carnival crowd.

“Thank you, Papa,” she said, then gestured at the cart. “This is perfect timing. I need help with my relief project.”

Faith always had a project. It was amazing that the daughter of one of America’s most artful criminals harbored nothing but pure charity in her heart. No matter where they traveled, she always managed to find some sort of benevolent work for the unfortunate. It was a trait Dylan admired, but not enough to give her the one thing she longed for—a firm date for their wedding.

He longingly watched a string of train cars uncouple and head south. With all of his heart, he wanted to be on one of those cars, alone, unfettered, headed straight into the night. He wondered if Bull had hopped a train yet. If he was smart, he’d get out now.

“You heard my daughter,” Costello said. “She needs help.” The railroad worker whistled for his attention. “As for myself, I must dedicate my efforts to the relief work.”

“A model citizen,” Dylan muttered under his breath. Letting Costello handle donations for the refugees was like putting the fox in charge of the henhouse. Dylan only wished he’d thought of it first.

Costello assured Faith he would be close at hand. When she had appeared, he’d smoothly concealed his gun. He had a gift for doing that. Surely she must know that her father was a notorious criminal, an occasionally violent man, but she regarded him with nothing less than love and respect. “Take care, Papa,” she said as he walked toward the terminal. “I’ll find you later.” Then she turned to Dylan, beaming under her invisible halo. “My prayers are answered,” she said. “I did so want to find you again, and now I have. Everything is going to be perfect.” Grabbing his arm, she pulled him toward the cart.

“Actually,” he said, “I was on my way to, uh, organize a soup kitchen for the hungry.”

“Aren’t you a dear?”

“Completely.” It was awkward as hell, having Kathleen close by, dressed like Cinderella out past her curfew. She seemed to be waiting and watching. Maybe she would keep her distance.

Faith gestured at the wagon. “These good people must all be sent to hospitals out of town. I need help getting them to a train, for they’re all wounded.”

The ideal situation for Faith—helping the poor and the wounded. Dylan hoped for her sake there was an afterlife; Faith sure was racking up the rewards.

He craned his neck to see how Kathleen was taking it all in, but she was nowhere to be seen. The flatbed had been abandoned. Dylan scanned the area, and nearly swore aloud when he spied her with the cart Faith had driven by herself from the city.

Kathleen sat on the tailgate, a man’s head in her lap, stroking his hair. She barely acknowledged Dylan as he approached.

“This is Barry Lynch,” she said quietly, keeping her attention focused on the unconscious man.

“I’m so grateful you know his name,” Faith said. “He was found near the courthouse.”

At the sound of Faith’s voice, Kathleen glanced up. “Who are you?”

“My name is Faith Costello,” she said demurely.


Kathleen hesitated. Dylan held his breath. She sent Faith a cordial smile and said, “Kathleen O’Leary.”

Dylan eased out a long, silent breath of relief. He pretended it was the most natural thing in the world to be in the company of the woman he’d promised to marry and the one who called herself his wife.

“Barry’s a friend,” Kathleen said, her hand trembling as she stroked the long-bodied young man’s brow. “He was at the courthouse Sunday night.” To Dylan’s shock, heartfelt grief shimmered in her eyes. “I barely acknowledged him.”

“There now,” Faith said soothingly. “He’ll be all right. His burns aren’t terrible, like some, but he’s had a bump on the head.”

Kathleen took a bandana handkerchief from the pocket of the fallen man and gently dabbed at his brow. “Poor Barry.”

“He’s a fine-looking man, isn’t he?” Faith commented.

“I—” Kathleen glanced up, blinking slowly. “Yes, I suppose he is.”

Barry Lynch moaned softly and moved his head on Kathleen’s soft thighs. Dylan wanted to knock him unconscious again, the blighter.

“Quickly,” Faith said. “He needs water.” Someone passed her a flask, and she held it to his lips. His eyes fluttered open and rolled back, unfocused. Then he drank a little, the water spilling out the sides of his mouth onto Kathleen’s dress. He seemed to be staring at the crucifix on Faith’s bosom. Kathleen very carefully eased out from under him and Faith stepped in, gently supporting his head with her hand.

“Where am I?” he asked.


“You’re at the Michigan and Illinois terminal,” Faith said.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her. “Are you sure you’re not an angel?”

She favored him with a dewy-eyed smile. “Heavens, no.”

“I thought I’d die in that fire.”

“You’re going to be fine, Barry Lynch. I promise.”

“How do you know my name?” he asked in a wavering voice. “You are an angel….”

Kathleen caught Dylan’s eye. With a jerk of her head, she motioned him away from the wagon, heading for cover between two standing cars.

They were arguing almost before they were out of earshot.

“Now do you understand why I can’t stick around Chicago?” Dylan demanded.

“Because you’re not only a swindler, but a liar as well.”

“You’re one to talk.”

“How dare you tell Mr. Costello I am your mistress?”

“Would you prefer I call you my illegitimate wife? Or better yet, the trollop I abandoned in a train yard?”

She hit him then. It was no ladylike slap but a decent right jab to the jaw that made him see stars. He didn’t trust himself to speak, but held his jaw, working it from side to side to make sure she hadn’t broken it. It knocked aside the last comforting effects of the whiskey. Fuming, he stalked away, scanning the train cars for a likely hideaway. He saw none, but remembered with searing clarity the Pullman car where he and Kathleen had celebrated their marriage. Whether or not the union was legal, the days they had spent between the sheets had been real, as vivid as a brand in his mind. How was it that this redheaded virago had been so sweet, so pliant, so passionate, only a day ago?

“It’s no more than you deserve, Dylan Kennedy,” she called, catching up with him. Her voice was calmer now, as if she had spent the tension of her anger in the punch.

“And less than I’ve endured before,” he said, discovering his jaw to be in good working order, although it throbbed badly. “I wish you’d quit hitting me. I can’t abide a woman who hits.”

“I wouldn’t have to hit you if you’d face up to your responsibilities.”

“I’ve already told you,” he said with exaggerated patience. “Our marriage was as real as a shell game. Smoke and mirrors, sleight of hand. I’m not responsible for you or your family.”

“What about the other promises you made?”

“Like what?”

“Well, you promised to help Mr. Fraser with his grain shipment.”

Dylan scratched his head. “Mr. who?”

“Mr. David Fraser. You promised him you would find a way to get his grain to market.”

He finally remembered the earnest, desperate man out on the eastern shore. “There is no possible way I could concern myself less with him,” he said stonily. “Or anyone else for that matter. Besides, there is no business to be done in the city. What does it matter, anyway?”

“It’ll create a false shortage and the price will go through the roof,” she explained. “Then it will plummet when that barge shows up.”


“Correction. I could concern myself less than I did a moment ago,” he said in a bored voice. “Besides, no barge can show up until a tug is dispatched. And no tug will depart because the port is still in a state of chaos and there are no wires getting through.”

“The Board of Trade’s burned and all records are gone,” she said thoughtfully. “All the performance bonds and price discoveries. It will be a fine mess. Unscrupulous deals will abound.”

Dylan gave a mock shudder. “I can’t stand unscrupulous men. Scoundrels, all of them.”

“There’s no need for sarcasm. But I suppose I can’t make you care about a promise you made if you won’t even care about me.”

Her temper had the odd, unsettling effect of making her more attractive than ever. He had to drag out a sarcastic remark. “Now you’re catching on.”

“Except,” she said with a subtle lift of her eyebrow, “I think you do care about me.”

“You’re dreaming,” he snapped, and started to pace. Why was she so damned hard to dismiss?

On a platform a short distance away, Vincent ordered workmen about, setting up a desk with a ledger and strongbox. Dylan felt a hint of reluctant admiration. Leave it to Costello to get himself a post receiving money.

“How do you know Mr. Costello and his daughter?” she asked, following his gaze.

“He’s a…commission merchant of some sort.” Dylan didn’t elaborate.

“Well, he is certainly doing his part for the city.”

“Indeed,” he said wryly.

“You should consider joining the effort. Mayor Mason doesn’t know you’re a cad. He’d probably give you a job.”

“I don’t take jobs. Not that sort, anyway.”

“All right. Then you must come this way,” Kathleen said, grabbing his sleeve and giving it a tug. They climbed over the coupling between two cars and hurried down a rocky bank. There was, he discovered, at least one advantage to her true identity. She knew the streets of Chicago even with the landmarks burned away, and within a few minutes, she had led him from the terminal to the financial district.

But he knew her better now. She was up to something.

“Wait a minute,” he said, stopping in his tracks. “Why am I following you?”

She poked her nose in the air. “You have no choice.”

He laughed. “Just try holding on to me,” he challenged her.

“I believe I could enlist Mr. Costello to help. He seems very good at…holding on to things.”

Dylan spread his arms in frustration. “Why would you want to? I’m no good, Kathleen. You don’t want a liar and a con artist for a husband—”

“You just said you weren’t my husband.”

In truth, he didn’t know for sure. It just seemed safer to assume the marriage wasn’t valid.

“Then what do you want with me?”

She smiled with a sweetness that almost fooled him. “The larceny in your heart.”

* * *

Maybe it would amount to nothing, or maybe for once in her life she would get lucky. Kathleen hoped she could remember the way to the roofless building she had passed. She prayed it was the building she thought.

While marching across Chicago to reclaim her errant husband, she had encountered a still-burning building. From its location, she guessed that it was the Hotel St. George, the place Dylan had acquired just before the fire destroyed it. At the time, she had been enchanted by his whimsy in the midst of a disaster. But what she had seen today inside its gutted skeleton was far from whimsical.

“Three blocks south of the river,” she murmured. “That would make it Randolph Street. And then four and a half blocks west of that. LaSalle Street.”

Dylan had stopped protesting. He seemed resigned, though she suspected he’d bolt as soon as he could conveniently do so. However, she understood him well enough now to know he could not resist an illicit opportunity. He appeared to be the sort of man who thrived on such things. For the time being, he belonged to her.

She used anger and outrage to build a defensive wall around her more tender feelings and hoped it would work. She hoped she appeared as cold and clever as he, hoped that one day this terrible yearning would stop. Yet it walked with her every step of the way. He had been the perfect, storybook bridegroom. If she had drawn him straight from her dreams, he would have turned out the exact man she had married in the courthouse with the sky raining fire.

But like a dream, he faded away as reality intruded. And like a dream, he was too wonderful to be recaptured. She prayed one day she would be able to think of that night, and the days that followed, with fondness. For now, she could only feel the searing, empty hurt left by his betrayal.

Gran always used to say no good ever came of a lie. Kathleen wished she had listened. Instead, she had rashly dived into a world where she didn’t belong. Within a matter of hours, she had destroyed her own life. God alone knew what would become of her now. She was a ruined woman, no longer fit to be anyone’s virgin bride. Probably not fit to work as a lady’s maid anymore, either, when people heard what she had done. Phoebe Palmer, who loved a ripe bit of gossip, would see to it that everyone knew the tale of the Irish maid who had crashed a society party. But that wasn’t even the worst Kathleen imagined for herself. What if she found herself with child? No respectable household would take her then.

She caught herself thinking of the molls and saloon girls of Conley’s Patch. Ruined women, all, suffering the uncertainty, abuse and diseases common to their profession. Mother Mary and Joseph. What if she became like them?

The thoughts only heated the hurt inside her, and she quickened her steps, reminding herself to be cold, calm. “What is your association with Mr. Costello?” she asked him. “The truth, please.”

“We’ve been business partners off and on over the years. We put together a traveling stage act that did extremely well for us. Better, I found out, for Costello than for me. He was skimming the profits, right from the start, while I did all the work. Took all the risks.”

“What sort of risks?”

“Nothing illegal at first. We had some Java sparrows trained to do card tricks, a learned pig that could spell, a pair of horses that could do sums. I lacked the patience for performing animals,” he confessed, “and besides, they ate too much. So I stuck to my own feats of daring and illusion. I performed as an escapologist, a quick-change artist, a contortionist.” He winked. “My most popular stunts were being a human frog and playing the fiddle with a bulldog suspended from my bowing arm.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

“I don’t blame you,” he replied. “They were all cheap illusions, but I gave people a good time, and they were willing to pay for it. Look, where is this place? We’ve been walking for half an hour and you’ve shown me nothing but smoke and rubble.”

She didn’t address his question. She kept thinking back to the first night of the fire. He had moved like a gymnast, climbing up to the peak of the church. With a stunning lack of fear, he had mounted the steeple, showing no more concern for the height than a man going out to the morning milking. She remembered his almost comical bow after he had dispatched the wooden steeple. He was a showman.

“Why was Mr. Costello so angry with you?”

He took her arm to help her avoid a deep crevice in the roadway. She wished she could recoil from his touch, but instead, she caught herself liking the evocative intimacy of it.

“I made off with the till,” he said mildly. “It annoyed him.”

In spite of herself, she felt a reluctant admiration for his audacity. “I can see how it would.”

“He tracked me all the way from Buffalo. I thought I’d lost him, but he turned up Sunday night.” He drew her tight against him as they squeezed through a narrow alley. “Still annoyed.”

“Did you give him back his money?”

“It isn’t—wasn’t—his. He just thought it was.”

“Where is it now?”

“I don’t know. It’s…complicated.”

“So that’s where you come from?” she asked. “Buffalo?”

“That’s one of the places. We had an act at Niagara Falls.”

“What sort of act?”

“I walked a tightrope over the Falls.”

“Oh,” she said. An improbable story, yet it made a crazy kind of sense. She recalled a set of stereograph pictures she had seen of the majestic cataract. “Wasn’t that dangerous?”

He laughed, still holding her although the road had widened. “Sweetheart, that’s the whole point.”

“How did you steal the money and elude Mr. Costello?”

“Well, one night just before the show, I strapped the cash to my chest and back, under my costume.”

“You wore a costume?”

“Of course, ninny. Haven’t you ever seen a daredevil act before?”

“No.”

“My character was the marquis de Bontemps. I dressed like a French nobleman.”

She couldn’t help herself. The image made her giggle. “All right. So you’re all tricked out like a peacock, with a fortune strapped to you.”

“And then, in the middle of the tightrope, teetering above Niagara Falls, the unfortunate marquis fell to his death. His body was never found.”

Kathleen stopped in her tracks. “You lie.”

He shrugged. “I often do, but not about this.”

They started walking again, and somehow, her hand found its way into his. As if to make up for the burned, hideous wasteland of Chicago, the sunset was spectacular, a fan of slanting pink fronds through the smoke-laden air. A feeling of isolation pervaded this section of the city. There was no one about, not even a watchman or fire patrol looking for new flare-ups.

She tried to picture Dylan falling in, struggling against a raging current. What sort of man was he, to take a risk like that?

“Why were you so desperate to get away from Mr. Costello?”

“He’s a cheat.”

“I see. And that makes you his moral superior?”

He shrugged. “Let’s just say I choose my marks more carefully than he does.” He gave her a lingering look. “Most of the time. Anyway, I decided I could do better on my own. And then Faith—” He paused.

“What about Faith? She seems a fine and virtuous girl.”

“She had this crazy idea that I would marry her.”

She took her hand from his. She was beginning to understand. He regarded marriage as more dangerous than crossing Niagara Falls on a tightrope.

This man, she thought, was a walking disaster. And a bundle of contradictions. So why did she find him so fascinating?

At the corner of Randolph and State, she noticed a ruined building with ornate cornice work and beautiful gothic windows, empty as a huge ghost. She studied it for a moment, and then, despite her fury, fatigue and broken heart, she started to laugh, almost weeping with mirth.

Dylan stepped back, regarding her as if she had gone mad. “What the devil’s wrong with you?”

“It’s the opera house.” She hiccuped her laughter away. “Crosby’s. We were supposed to attend the opening night together, remember? I must tell Miss Lucy that she won the wager.” She paused. “But perhaps the wager’s not settled after all, for they did say I was to be invited by a gentleman.”

“Then clearly I’m not your man,” he said peevishly.

She caught his arm before he turned on his heel. “Wait,” she said. “It’s just another block or two.” He grumbled, but she kept hold of him, and in a few moments found the fallen building she was looking for. She stopped and glanced from side to side, making sure they were alone. “There,” she said, pointing.

He squinted through the smoldering murk. The remains of the interior lay in complete disarray, everything crashed into the basement. An iron stove lay on its side, and the outline of a fireplace marked the only wall that remained standing. Everything else was unrecognizable.

“What is it?” he asked.

“The Hotel St. George. Your property,” she reminded him.

“Lucky me.”

She was growing exasperated at his recalcitrance. “Come with me. Watch where you step, there are still live coals everywhere.” She led the way over the chunks of rubble and brought him to a pile of bricks in one corner. “I passed this place as I crossed the city this afternoon. When I saw it was the St. George, I decided to look around a bit.” She didn’t want to admit that she had been desperate to do something to please him, perhaps report that something on the property had survived. Now she didn’t care a fig about pleasing him. She just needed his help.

“I found something,” she admitted with a mysterious smile. “When it turned out to be what I thought, I covered it up,” she said, proud of her forethought. “Here, help me move the bricks.”

He picked one up and pitched it aside. “Ouch. That’s still damned hot.”

Showing no sympathy, she covered her hands with two handkerchiefs and set to work. With a sigh of resignation, Dylan helped out, working as slowly as a schoolboy at lessons. But after a moment, when he saw what they were uncovering, he began to work faster. Shortly thereafter, all the bricks were moved.

Dylan grinned. “A safe. You found a safe in the building I own. Kathleen, I could kiss you.”

Then do it. Her cheeks burned with the shame of wanting him. She couldn’t believe she still wanted this man who lied with every breath he took, who had told her he loved her, who would have walked away from his marriage without a second thought.

“Can you get into it?” she asked.

“With both eyes closed.” He hunkered down beside the heavy safe and touched the hot metal of the dial. “I hope it isn’t melted.”

“What if—”

“Sh, I’m concentrating.” He spun the dial first one way, then the other, his features sharp with concentration.


“Wait,” Kathleen said.

Frowning, he stopped fiddling with the dial. “What is it?”

“Before you go on, I think we should come to an agreement.”

“What sort of agreement?”

“Well, about how we’ll split the money.” As they’d crossed the city, she had thought about it long and hard.

“The place is mine and mine alone,” he said. “The contents of this safe belong to me.”

She said nothing, but everything she asked was in her eyes. She could feel it all there, like unshed tears.

Somehow, she must have touched a sympathetic chord. “Fifty-fifty,” he said curtly.

“No,” she objected. “You must swear you’ll split it three ways.”

“Three ways?” He looked offended. “I own the damned place.”

“And I found the safe. So. A third for you,” she explained patiently. “A third for me and my family. And a third for St. Brendan’s.”

A scowl darkened his brow. “Why the hell St. Brendan’s?”

“You promised, remember?”

“No. Remind me.”

“You said you’d reconstruct the steeple.”

He laughed. “I only hoped to take up a collection so I could pocket it. Kathleen, you know what my promises are like. They’re very fragile. I break them. Happens all the time.”

His blunt, frank words hit her like a blow. “Not this time. This is one promise you’re keeping.”


“Very well,” he conceded easily. Too easily.

“If you don’t, I’ll…” Her voice trailed off. What would she do? She had no power over him. “I’ll tell Mr. Costello I’m not your mistress but your wife. Then he’ll be so furious that he’ll hunt you down and shoot you.” She had no idea if Costello would do that, but judging by the look on Dylan’s face, it was a very real possibility.

“Three ways,” he said angrily. “Have it your way. Now, be very quiet. I need to concentrate.”

She stood back and watched him work. It seemed to take forever as he sought every subtle nuance of the workings inside the lock. He had wonderful hands, she thought. They were big, with long fingers, yet they worked with a delicacy that surprised her. Without warning, a memory came back of those hands touching her, skimming over her bare flesh, seeming to detect her inner reaction the same way he read the tiny movements of the lock.

She dabbed at her brow with the handkerchief, dreading the next time she went to confession. Wherever would she begin to recount her transgressions?

They had started, she admitted, long before the night she had donned an heiress’s evening gown and jewels. Way back in her childhood, she had coveted a rich girl’s fine things. That yearning had only intensified as the years went by.

She had never actually stolen anything from Deborah Sinclair, not anything that could be seen and touched. But she had been a thief nonetheless. Lingering in the schoolroom during lessons, she had stolen the education of a privileged girl. On pretext of helping Deborah with her deportment and dancing, she had filched the graces and refinements of a genteel lady. She had stayed up until the wee hours, night after night, poring over books and magazines, secretly appropriating all the things that made her mistress a woman of privilege. She had learned to distinguish a fish fork from a salad fork. She knew the rules of piquet and understood the nuances of every social ritual from leaving calling cards to the high-class marriage market known as the white ball.

She had allowed herself to forget her place in the world, allowed herself to dream that there was a life for her beyond the workaday world of the West Division. That had been a foolish mistake. If she had stayed tucked into her little niche in life, she never would have known there was something bigger, better, more exciting out there for her.

“Cheer up, dear,” Dylan said, breaking in on her thoughts. “I think I’ve got it.”

She cast away her shadowy regrets and squatted down beside him. His face ran with sweat. Though there was nothing left to burn, the building was still as hot as an oven. The heat was a hungry beast, looking for something to devour.

“Ready?” asked Dylan with a gleam in his eye.

“Open it,” she urged him.

Using a broken pipe as a lever, he pried open the door.

For a fraction of a second, she saw a fortune before her eyes. In the blink of an eye, she saw stacks of green-backs loosely bound by paper strips. In the blink of an eye, she saw the salvation of her family.

But before she could blink a third time, it was gone. There was a flash, a whooshing sound and a roar of flames in the belly of the safe. Dylan grabbed her and flung them both backward, away from the small, fierce conflagration. He ripped off his frock coat and tried to beat out the flames, but the fabric caught and his sleeve started to burn.

“Stop,” Kathleen cried out. “Stop, you’ll burn yourself.”

It was over in seconds.

For a very long time, they sat together amid the smoking rubble, dull-eyed and as silent as the burned-out city. Finally Kathleen asked, “What happened?”

“The paper went up the minute the air hit it.” He poked his foot at the fragile black leaves. “Amazing. Never saw that coming.”

“Obviously not.”

Using a piece of brick, he scraped all the charred notes and ash out of the safe. He held up the remains of a fifty-dollar bill, watching the red edge devour itself. Before it went completely out, he took a cheroot from his waistcoat pocket and held the glowing greenback to the tip, lighting it.

“I’ve always wanted to do that.” He sifted through the fragile black flakes and managed to find some coins. But the metal burned his fingers and he dropped most of them. They fell down into the cracks between the bricks.

Kathleen braced herself, expecting him to fly into a rage. Instead, he laughed that wonderful laugh. “Darling, if you bring me any more good luck, I won’t need to fear a worse retribution in the afterlife.”

Bleak hopelessness washed over Kathleen. Each moment she spent with Dylan, she gained new insights, but they were things she did not want to know. Nothing lasted. Everything could go up in smoke in an instant. Gran always used to say, if something came too easily, it wasn’t worth having in the first place. She wondered if that applied to her as well. She had given her entire self to Dylan in a single night.

“Now what?” she asked.

“It’s getting dark. We’d better get out of here.”

She glanced at the sky, trying to judge whether or not she’d be able to make it home before dark. Home. She pictured herself arriving alone at the house on de Koven Street, bedraggled, defeated, empty-handed. Her family had sent her out to reclaim her husband, and she had failed in every respect. She didn’t even know if she had a husband, for he’d hinted at a prior commitment. When her parents found out he was penniless, they would know what a complete failure Kathleen was.

She pushed herself to her feet. “I’d best be going.” She couldn’t think of what else to say. Farewell? Thank you for the adventure? At a loss, she turned and walked out of the building.

When they reached the street, he puffed on his cheroot, took her hand and said, “Let’s go.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“And I’m not letting you wander off alone at night.” A beguiling smile slid across his face. “The Pullman car’s still there.”

She balked, digging in her heels. “Never.”

“Oh, Kathleen.” He swept his arm around her. “Never say never.”








THIRTEEN



Kathleen wasn’t certain how she did it, but she managed to sleep like a dead person for a night and half of the next day. Awakening to strong midday sunlight, she sat up in the lavish berth of the Pullman car, rubbed her eyes and wondered how she had slept so soundly.

Moving the Oriental screen that shielded the berth from the rest of the car, she saw no sign of Dylan. At her shrill insistence, he had slept on the fainting couch in the sitting area, and she’d dragged the screen across the alcove of the bed.

Warily she crept out of bed and went to the window, pushing aside the drapes. Linked to other passenger coaches, the palace car sat on a side track near the lake. It appeared to be abandoned and forgotten, surrounded by a wasteland of broken stone and creosote-coated ties on one side, and the mist-covered lake on the other. The sunlight filtering through the lake fog lent a ghostly aura to the scene, and she shivered, wondering what the day would bring. She wanted desperately to know if Deborah and the others were all right, but finding a way to Miss Boylan’s seemed impossible.

Next to the lavatory, she found an oval-shaped tub of water. When she touched it, she drew back her hand in surprise. Warm water. Had Dylan built a fire outside and heated water for her? Impossible. He didn’t give a damn for her comfort. Yet he had let her take the berth last night even though she wouldn’t let him near it. Now this.

She decided not to wonder about it, and quickly put the screen in place. With a deep shudder of delight she bathed herself, scrubbing her hair thoroughly for the first time since before the fire. She donned a plain blue dress she had found in the luggage. It was beautifully made; from her years of handling Miss Deborah’s wardrobe, she recognized the work of a gifted seamstress. She felt guilty putting it on, but couldn’t abide the thought of the formal green silk again, so badly burned and hastily mended, and so full of reminders of the night of the fire. Her wedding dress, she thought, holding out the once beautiful gown. Most women went misty-eyed over their wedding dresses. All Kathleen saw was a project. It was going to be hard work, restoring the Worth gown to its former glory.

As she did her hair, using the comb, she wondered what sort of lady belonged aboard this luxurious train car. Pullman cars had been all the rage since George Pullman had won the honor of outfitting the funeral train that brought home the body of the great hero of Illinois, President Lincoln. The best families in the city had decided that the mode of travel was even better suited for the living. Wealthy tycoons and merchants all commissioned their own cars to make rail travel fashionable and comfortable. She imagined herself here, ordering tea and crumpets as the landscape whizzed past through the big picture windows.

Then she stopped herself, scowling away the fantasy. Wishing for things like that had landed her in the fix of her life. Why, oh why, couldn’t she have let herself be content with who she was and what she had? Then she never would have met Dylan Kennedy—or whoever he was. She never would have committed the insanity of marrying him in the midst of a disaster. Never would have—She glanced at the unmade bed and brought the thought up short.

“All right, colleen,” she muttered to herself, straightening the coverlet and arranging the pillows. “Best see what we’re about today.”

She went to the door of the salon car and tentatively opened it. There, a few yards down the track, stood Dylan and Bull. An iron kettle suspended over a brazier emitted puffs of steam.

Spying her, Dylan doffed an imaginary hat. “Top o’ the morning to you,” he said, mimicking her brogue. “And how did milady sleep last night and—” he consulted an imaginary watch “—half the day? Did you enjoy your bath? Do you need more hot water?”

She ignored him. “Hello, Bull. Is your ankle better?”

The big man wore new clothes and shoes. He nodded, sticking out his large foot and rotating it. “Better, thank you.”

“Bull was going to hightail it out of town,” Dylan said. “But I convinced him to stay a spell.”


“Whatever he promised you,” Kathleen warned Bull, “don’t believe him. He’s not to be trusted.”

“I don’t trust nobody,” Bull assured her. “Never have. But I got nowhere else to go.”

“Have you a place to stay?”

He jerked his shining bald head at a passenger coach. Like the palace car, it had been taken aside and presumably forgotten. “That’ll do for a time.” A steam whistle shrilled in the air, and he started toward the terminal. “I’d best be going, see if I can get in line for some grub,” he said.

Food camps and makeshift barracks had been set up throughout the city, at Washington Square Park, Madison Street, Harrison Street, Clybourne Avenue and around some of the churches. At the head of the terminal, lines formed as citizens waited for supplies from other cities.

Alone with Dylan, Kathleen could not think of a thing to say. She stood with one foot on the iron stair of the palace car, her hand gripping the figured balustrade. He sent her an easy smile, the same smile that had caught her heart the first moment she’d seen him.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Starved.”

He motioned her aboard. Once inside, he took out a bundle containing graham biscuits and four red apples. “This is the best I could do for the moment,” he said. “I’m not used to having more than one mouth to feed.”

“How kind of you to point that out.”

“Who are you calling kind?” he muttered, scowling as he scanned a one-page news sheet. He seemed distracted, probably concentrating on his next swindle, she thought in annoyance.

Without warning, the door opened and a man stepped inside. Dylan swiftly stepped in front of her. “Sir, may I—” Then he strode across the room, his entire demeanor changing as if by magic. A moment ago he had been a calculating trickster. Yet in the blink of an eye, he transformed himself into an earnest, well-heeled Boston gentleman. “Cornelius,” he said heartily, “this is a stroke of luck. By God, but it’s a fine thing to see a familiar face.”

Mr. Cornelius King, who had made his first million, it was rumored, by profiteering during the Civil War, frowned in puzzled fashion. He was short of stature, yet handsome, with shrewd eyes and a well-groomed beard framing his unsmiling mouth. “Have we met?”

“Dylan Francis Kennedy, at your service.” Dylan gave his trademark bow. “We met at the Sinclair party some weeks ago.”

“Ah, Dylan, of course.” King relaxed a little, peeling off his gloves. “I heard nothing but praise for you from my daughters. I apologize for not recognizing you right off.”

Kathleen fumed. Had he managed to flirt with every single girl in the city?

“Perfectly understandable,” Dylan said. “Under the circumstances, I’d hardly recognize myself if there were an unbroken mirror in the city.” He stood aside and drew Kathleen forward. “Miss Kathleen,” he said, “I’d like you to meet Mr. Cornelius King.”

“How do you do,” she said, giving him a slight, but proper, curtsy. Truly, she wanted to fall through the floor and slink away. A dull red blush crept over her. To be caught trespassing on a famous man’s property…She knew no rules of decorum for this situation. Yet the man showed no shock at her presence. She knew from her experience belowstairs that the very best social climbers kept mistresses. He probably had one of his own. It shamed her to be viewed in such a light, but she couldn’t think what to say. If she claimed to be Dylan’s wife, she would be even more humiliated when he denied it. He was no good for her at all, she decided. If she had a shred of pride she would leave right now and never come back.

“I suppose I should ask you,” Mr. King said to Dylan, “what you’re doing in my palace car.”

“I was just about to explain that,” Dylan replied smoothly, as if he had been expecting the question. “I found it nearly overrun with squatters. Had the devil of a time getting them to leave.” He went on to describe his fictional deeds in very understated but specific detail.

As he spoke, Kathleen marveled at his finesse. It was pure magic, the way this man reinvented himself. One moment he was a cynical con artist, colluding about Lord-knew-what with Bull outside the train car. The next, he played the coolheaded young turk, easily convincing a rich tycoon that he had single-handedly ejected a gang of dangerous looters before they could do any damage to the train car. What a gift it was, to be anyone he chose at the drop of a hat. Yet she found herself wondering who the real Dylan Kennedy was. Did he even know, or was he so accustomed to role-playing that he no longer had an identity of his own?

The notion caused a wave of inexpressible sadness to ripple through her, and she grew exasperated with herself. Of all the victims of Chicago’s disaster, he should not be the object of her sympathy. But there it was. His gift. He could wrest the desired response from even the most reluctant skeptic. Even from someone who knew he was a swindler and a cheat. And a remorseless breaker of hearts.

She realized she was observing a master at his craft. Within minutes, he had Mr. King eating out of his hand, believing every lie that dropped like honey from his beautifully shaped lips.

“So there you have it,” he concluded. “Once I realized your property was at risk, I felt I had no choice but to remain here, on my guard.”

“I owe you, Dylan,” Mr. King said magnanimously. “You’ve done me an invaluable service.”

“Only too glad to help,” Dylan said, deeply modest. “How did you and yours come through the fire, then?”

Mr. King spread his hands, palms up. “My family and I waited out the fire with Lord Kim, up at Lake View, and there they stay. I came to the city to see how the recovery’s coming.” The sound of cursing and the cracking of a whip drew their attention to the yard outside. On the avenue which ran parallel to the tracks, a muleteer argued with an engine crew. “Another farmer from the prairie,” Mr. King remarked, shaking his head. “He has nowhere to sell his grain and will probably end up dumping the entire lot into the lake.” Shaking his head, he turned away. “It’s a new world, overnight.”

“That it is,” Dylan agreed.

“Mayor Mason’s already convening a Board of Inquiry to investigate the whole thing, though it’s pretty clear that it all started in the West Division.” He made a fist. “Damned immigrant Irish,” he blustered. “They probably caused the fire and are looting the city as we speak.”

Kathleen ground her teeth. Suddenly she lost all sympathy for the man on whose property she had been trespassing. She must have made some sound or movement, for he looked at her, then looked closer.

“That dress, ma’am. I believe it belongs to my wife.”

“Indeed, sir,” she said with melting sincerity. “It was the only way to keep it out of the hands of those disgusting Irish looters.”

Dylan slipped his arm around her waist and gazed at her with pure admiration. She realized that she had pleased him by joining his confidence game and by playacting with surprising ease.

“In fact,” she went on boldly, “perhaps we should continue to safeguard the train car in your absence. Surely you’d be much more comfortable at your estate in the suburbs, well away from the depraved immigrants, until the city is safe again.”

“There’s no need, ma’am. I can hire private guards, surely. I would not presume to ask—”

“We insist, don’t we, Dylan?” She nudged him in the side.

“Certainly,” he said. “We insist.”

“It’s simply too awful to think of decent folk like yourself suffering through this disaster.” She caught herself enjoying this much more than she should. “You’ll never find a guard to hire. They’re all busy with trivial matters like relief work.”

“Very well,” he said slowly. “But I can only impose upon you for a day or two, until I find proper help.”

Kathleen sensed that they shouldn’t press their luck, but she couldn’t help a small suggestion. “We’ll need some things, of course. Supplies and such.”

“I’ll see that you get them.”

And any bills we might incur, she thought remorselessly.

As Dylan walked outside with Mr. King, she pushed aside her feeling of humiliation. Despite their pretenses, their marriage had been real. Their consummation had been very real, unforgettably so. Still, she wished that playing the role of a rich man’s mistress did not come so easily to her.

* * *

Dylan had no idea why he kept getting involved in Kathleen O’Leary’s affairs and schemes. His well-honed sense of self-preservation told him to quietly leave the city, yet here he was, accompanying Kathleen to the West Division, to the home of her family. Like a common servant, he was laden with parcels—a side of bacon and a sack of flour—and they dragged at him like a ball and chain.

Similarly laden, and uncomplaining as a statue of the Virgin Mary, Kathleen walked quietly beside him through the seething city. She managed to look virtuous and pure, an angel of mercy on a quest to succor the unfortunate. She also managed to look imminently desirable, evoking heated memories of the wild bliss of their lovemaking. His body, predictably, reacted to the thought. No more, he told himself sternly. His lust for her must not be permitted to get in the way of expedience.

He intended to abandon her somewhere along the way. He told himself he was better off never seeing her again. True, the marriage had a few well-placed witnesses, but the paperwork was lost, so there was no record to worry about. Within a few hours, Kathleen O’Leary would just be a too pleasant memory of the most disastrous night in Chicago.

Yet when they reached the river, he thought it best to accompany her across to the West Division. And once they arrived there, he thought it foolish to simply drop his parcels and leave them to the foragers darting in and out of the ruins. Each time he saw an opportunity to slip away, happenstance provided him with a reason to stay by her side. Some strange force seemed to be pulling him along with her, like a rogue current that would not let him out of its grasp.

The jewels, he thought to himself. Yes, that was it. That was why he couldn’t bring himself to abandon her. She still had the jewels she had worn Sunday night. When he’d questioned her about the diamond-and-emerald necklace, bracelet and earrings, she’d explained that they belonged to her mistress and she had every intention of returning them. He, on the other hand, had every intention of stealing them. He just had to figure out where she had hidden them.

He recognized the tired wreckage of de Koven Street when they reached it. The sagging cottages, some of them burned beyond habitation, others no worse off than they had been prior to the fire, lined both sides of the street. Chickens and goats roamed untended, their owners either having fled or worse. A cow lowed miserably, her udders swollen to the point where they were painful to look at. A man holding a pail kept trying to milk her, but each time he got close, the idiot cow shied away.


Maybe it was the same idiot cow that had started the fire.

“Oh!” Kathleen burst out suddenly. She started marching fast in the direction of her parents’ cottage. “How dare they!”

A handful of kids had gathered in the side yard of the O’Leary house, which shared a wall with another dwelling. The kids were shouting and pelting the place with rocks as they chanted, “You started the fi-ire, you started the fi-ire.”

Setting down her parcels, Kathleen descended on them like a red plague. “Go on with you, then,” she yelled. “I’ll see the back of you, or you’ll see the back of my hand.”

The youngsters froze and stared at her, but they didn’t leave. She grabbed the ear of the largest boy. “Perhaps you’d like a visit with Officer Keating, then.”

“Ow! Lemme go!” The kid wrenched himself away and fled, the younger ones bringing up the rear.

Dylan couldn’t hide his amusement, especially at the heated glare she sent him when she returned for her parcels.

“And what are you laughing at?” she demanded.

“You, my dear. You’re ranting.” Dylan told himself to leave the supplies on the stoop and hightail it out of town.

But when Mrs. O’Leary spotted him, she gave him a tired smile of welcome and said, “Come in, do. I’ve got the kettle on for tea.”

Against his will, he stepped into the cottage and stood still, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dimness. “These are my little ones, Mary and James,” Mrs. O’Leary said, gesturing at a grubby pair on the floor in front of the stove. “And those two giant louts having at the parcels are Frank and Connor.” She flapped her apron at them. “That’ll do, boys,” she scolded. “Here Kathleen and Mr. Dylan were good enough to bring us some food, and you’re at it without a word of thanks. Shame on you, shame.”

“How do, sir,” they said, one after another. Frank licked his hand and plastered down a stray lock of hair. The lads were as handsome in their way as Kathleen was beautiful. They had the same deep-red hair and green eyes fringed in long brown lashes. They poked at each other when they thought no one was looking, and grinned broadly, trying to swallow their giggles. “Pleasure to meet you, ‘tis,” they said.

“I’m sure,” Dylan replied, feeling a reluctant approval of these two. Barefoot and clad in rags, they managed to seem full of life and hope despite their dire circumstances. They were about twelve and thirteen, poised at that peculiar spot in life to choose a path and set off.

Choose wisely, he wanted to tell them, because you can’t undo some choices. But he didn’t say anything. It was none of his business. And besides, he was hardly the one to be giving advice to promising lads.

“I’m so glad to see you back, sir,” Mrs. O’Leary said, gratefully unwrapping the parcel of flour and putting it in a tall bin. She made no reference to the way he had left before.

“Likewise,” he said noncommittally.

“You needn’t ‘sir’ him, Mam,” Kathleen said, sounding annoyed.

“It’s just that I remember my manners, I do,” Mrs. O’Leary said. “Help me get the goods put up, and then we’ll get supper. Your father’ll be that pleased to see you, he will.”

Mrs. O’Leary and Kathleen busied themselves fixing supper. They worked together at a plank counter, talking in low tones with their heads bent close in conspiratorial fashion. Dylan wasn’t certain what they were saying, but he knew that the next time Mrs. O’Leary looked at him, she wouldn’t see the tycoon she had thought he was. Wandering outside, he found the lads stacking firewood against the side of the house. While they worked, the little ones gathered bits of charcoal in a rusty bin with a handle.

It occurred to him to help them, but he didn’t want them to get the idea that he’d always be around to help. “Laying in for the winter, are you?” he asked.

Frank, the elder by a year or so, nodded, though he didn’t pause in his work. “I thought during the fire I’d be happy if I never saw another stick of wood again. But Mam’s worried. Winter’s coming on, and we’ve lost all except the house.”

The little girl—Mary was her name, he recalled—came over and tugged at his pant leg. She wore several layers of dirt and ash over her porcelain-fine skin, but even so, he could tell she would one day be as lovely as Kathleen. She had a perfect bow of a mouth, large green eyes and a smile that warmed the day. “Mr. Dylan,” she said, “is it true you married our Kathleen ‘cause you thought she was a rich lady?”

He was unaccustomed to feeling shame, but in this case, he did. A little. “I married your Kathleen,” he said, hunkering down and grinning at the girl, “because we were caught in the middle of the fire and we didn’t know what else to do. We were just pretending, though.”


She nodded sagely. “I pretended to marry Jackie Slater, but he’s not my friend anymore ‘cause I had to punch him in the nose.”

It must be a family trait, he thought. “Why’d you have to do that?”

She glanced from side to side, then crooked her finger, motioning him to come closer. Then she cupped her small hands around his ear and said, “He tried to look up my dress, he did.”

Dylan put his hands on her bony little shoulders. “Did it hurt him, when you punched him in the nose?”

“He bled all over himself and went wailing like a scare-baby to his mam.”

“Good. You did the right thing, Mary.”

A short while later, a pair of well-dressed men showed up. One of them set a camera on a tripod and aimed the aperture at the O’Leary house. Suspicious, Dylan strode over to them. “Can I ask what you’re about?”

“Sure can, mister.” One of the men, wearing shirt-sleeves pushed back with cuff bands, pointed at the house. “Charlie Mosher’s my name. This is for the Trib. Folks’ll want a look at the fire starter’s house.”

“You don’t say.” Dylan stroked his cheek thoughtfully.

In the yard, the children eyed the strangers with wary eyes. Mary clung to one of the boys and half hid behind him.

“So you can just park your camera right here and take all the pictures you please?” he asked.

“It’s a free country.” The man in the sleeves took out a long black cloth while the other opened a box of plates and chemicals.


“How would you like a picture of Mrs. O’Leary herself?” Dylan offered.

That got their attention.

“And her cow?” he added.

Within moments they had struck a deal. They would pay Mrs. O’Leary ten dollars for the sitting. Now all that remained was to get her to agree.

“Not for all of Saint Appollonia’s teeth,” she said, shrinking fearfully from the idea of having her picture made with the camera. She stood at the window, holding aside the flour sack curtain and peering at the men from the paper.

“Shame on you for even asking,” Kathleen added.

Dylan was experienced enough at this sort of thing to know what to say next. “Very well. They’ll just get your neighbor to do it for twice the money.” He headed for the door.

“Mrs. McLaughlin? And what’s she to do with any of it?” Mrs. O’Leary demanded.

“No more than you, I imagine.” He moved slowly toward the door. “Not that it matters to the newspaper reporters.”

“Wait,” Mrs. O’Leary said just before he left.

“Mam,” Kathleen said, “it’s exploitation.”

“It’s ten dollars I don’t have,” she said.

“I’ve got to give them an answer,” Dylan prodded.

Mrs. O’Leary said nothing. He could feel the dark pressure of her disapproval, and knew Kathleen had told her mother the truth—that he was a penniless schemer who only pretended to be a wealthy tycoon. In the past, he had never paused to consider that his actions might cause trouble or hurt. He simply hadn’t cared. Damn Kathleen. Damn her for making him care.


With a quiet sort of dignity, Mrs. O’Leary walked across the yard and spoke with the men. Then she turned to Dylan and Kathleen, hands planted on her hips. “We have a deal,” she said. “But what’s this you said about a cow, you great fool?”

“A minor detail. Didn’t we spy one up the street just a short while ago?” Dylan asked Kathleen.

“It wasn’t one of ours,” she said.

“We’d just be borrowing it.”

“Fine, then go fetch it home.”

Dylan kept a poker face. He had absolutely no experience with cows. In some of his burlesque acts, he had used learned pigs and counting horses, but cows were considered too stupid to perform.

“Give me five minutes,” he said, undaunted. “Frank and Connor, how about giving me a hand?”

The boys eagerly joined in the hunt for the cow. Anything was preferable to their chores.

“There she is,” Dylan called, heading for the middle of the block. The cow stood placidly by a ditch of brackish water. She was a huge thing, bigger than he recalled. She looked considerably calmer than she had earlier. Maybe someone had managed to milk her.

When Dylan and the boys approached, she looked up from drinking out of the ditch. Long strings of moisture streamed from her bovine mouth. She blinked at them slowly.

“Catch hold of her rope, then,” Dylan said to the boys.

Connor and Frank poked each other and giggled.

“Well?” he said. “What are you waiting for?”

The boys tried to sober up. One of them circled around the back of the cow while the other caught the frayed rope attached to the halter. “Here you are,” he said, holding the end of the rope out to Dylan.

He put up his hands, palms out. “I’ll let you lead her home.”

“Aw, come on, it was your idea,” Connor said, still giggling like an idiot.

“Here, I’ll go along behind with a switch.” Frank picked up a thin stick and swatted the large, swaying rump.

Dylan shook his head, aware that time was wasting. “Very well. Give me the rope and I’ll show you the meaning of easy money.”

Easy, he soon found out, was a relative term. It had been easy enough to get the offer from the photographer, and easy enough to convince Mrs. O’Leary to agree to sit for a photograph. However, bringing the cow to the yard was much more of a challenge. When Dylan tugged one way, the stupid beast tugged the other. When he pulled, the thing balked. Then the cow surged ahead, trotting along, and Dylan was almost dragged. Only with the boys herding front and back was he able to steer the animal into position in the yard.

They had managed to find a stool, a pail and a lamp for props. Kathleen and Mrs. O’Leary were busy putting the older woman’s hair neatly under a kerchief. When they heard Dylan come into the yard with the cow, they turned.

Kathleen set her hands on her hips and burst out laughing, and her mother joined her.

Dylan scowled. This was a family of lunatics, to be sure. “What’s the matter?”

“I imagine you had some bit of trouble bringing that beast here,” Kathleen said.


“As a matter of fact, I did.”

“No wonder.” She wiped at tears of mirth. “You brought us a bull, Dylan Kennedy.”

Still clutching the rope, he whirled around. The boys had disappeared without a trace, but he could hear their laughter somewhere behind the house. Dylan bent down and inspected.

“A bull, eh?” he said. “But I thought that was—”

“There is a difference,” Kathleen said.

“How the devil am I supposed to know? I’ve never seen a bull up close in my life,” he said. “Nor a cow, for that matter.” He was not used to being the butt of someone else’s amusement. “All right then, let’s get this picture made.”

“With a bull?” Mrs. O’Leary asked.

“It won’t matter. Most people don’t know the difference.” He waved to the photographers. “Gentlemen, we are ready.”

Like Dylan, they didn’t seem to recognize the bull for what it was, either. With Kathleen feeding handfuls of hay to the creature, it stood placidly enough while Mrs. O’Leary took her place on the stool.

“Go ahead and milk her,” Mosher urged. “Just as you were when she kicked the lantern.”

Mrs. O’Leary shook her head. “I don’t think the poor creature’d take too well to that.” Her eyes brimmed with merriment as she rested her hand on the smooth hide.

That was the image they made with the picture. A humble woman and a cow that wasn’t really a cow against the backdrop of the weathered siding of the house, with straw strewn upon the ground. In the end they agreed that the image would make a fine picture postcard they could sell for a penny apiece, giving the O’Learys a share in the profits. Dylan did the talking, performing the transaction swiftly and easily, as it was not unlike other deals he had made on the fly. He even managed to sell them the lantern for another ten dollars, convincing them that it would fetch a much better sum as an artifact of the disaster. It never occurred to them to question whether or not this was the exact lamp that had started the fire.

Just before a supper of biscuits with bacon gravy, Patrick O’Leary arrived. Tall and well-built, with brown hair and dark eyes, he inspected Dylan with a keen stare. Dylan could see immediately that he was not a man to be trifled with.

“So you’re the one that married my daughter,” he said.

“After a fashion,” Dylan hedged.

“Without asking my permission.” Swift as lightning, O’Leary shoved him up against the wall. “You tricked my poor girl, you did,” he accused. “Took her virtue. She could be breeding already, for the love of Christ—”

The possibility of a pregnant Kathleen put the fear of God in Dylan. Or perhaps it was the meaty, drawn-back fist of her father. “Sir, it’s a long story—”

“But I’ll make short work of you, and all your fancy ways won’t save you.” He pressed the side of his forearm into Dylan’s windpipe. Dylan knew a number of ways to escape, but they all involved fighting dirty. He didn’t think kneeing Kathleen’s father in the groin was such a good idea. Red-faced from lack of air, he forced out a gurgling sound as his eyes bulged. He pushed at O’Leary’s arm, but the burly man was a rock—angry and unwilling to budge.

“Da.” Kathleen spoke quietly and put her hand on her father’s arm. “It’ll be all right, Da. You needn’t come to blows.”

Dylan was amazed—and gratified—by her timely intervention. But O’Leary only pressed harder, starving Dylan for air.

“He’s all red in the face,” Mary declared. “Look, Frank! He’s gone all red.”

“Are you going to kill him, Da?” Connor asked.

“Enough!” Mrs. O’Leary’s voice rang with the command of an experienced Irish wife. “You’ll not disrupt my peaceful house with your temper, Patrick O’Leary. Let him be. Now.”

The pressing arm relaxed by inches and finally dropped. Dylan sucked in a deep breath of air. He wondered if anything had been crushed or broken.

“By God I’ll have more words with the blighter,” O’Leary barked.

“Da—” Kathleen began, but he waved her silent.

“See here, you,” O’Leary said. “You’ll do right by my daughter.”

“Of course, sir.” Dylan cleared his throat, which still ached from the assault. He straightened his shoulders and looked O’Leary in the eye. He was experienced at this. He had faced stern, protective fathers before. They liked words of assurance. Of deference. “She’ll want for nothing. I’ll treat her like a queen.”

“Will he?” O’Leary demanded of Kathleen.

When she hesitated, Dylan said, “Didn’t I find you shelter in a Pullman car?” he asked. “Didn’t we dine on honey and champagne?”

Mrs. O’Leary’s weary face lit up. “Is that true, Kathleen?”

“Yes, Mam.” She blushed and stared at the floor.


“Honey and champagne,” Mary chanted. “Honey and champagne!”

The baby joined in, waving his grubby hands until his mother snatched him up and took him in her lap, laughing softly.

Dylan caught O’Leary’s eye. “I kept her safe through the fire,” he said. “I didn’t let her get hurt.”

“Aye,” O’Leary conceded. “But if you ever do…” He grasped Dylan’s arm, leaned forward and whispered harshly in his ear. It was one of the most creative and violent bodily threats Dylan had ever heard. He felt himself grow pale and his hand strayed protectively to the front of his trousers. O’Leary stepped away, crossing his arms over his thick chest. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Indeed,” Dylan said.

O’Leary turned to his elder daughter. “Are you sure, then, colleen?”

“Yes, Da.” Kathleen didn’t once look at Dylan. He had no idea what she was thinking. “I’m sure.”

“He said it was just pretend,” Mary piped up.

Both Dylan and Kathleen glared at her.

“Take the boys outside and wash up,” Mrs. O’Leary ordered her husband. “Ah, but it’s a curse being poor,” Mrs. O’Leary said, balancing the baby on her hip as her husband and sons trooped out.

Dylan chucked the baby under the chin. “I’ve never seen a richer child than this.”

Mrs. O’Leary’s heart melted; he could see it in her face. And the funny thing was, his comment had been sincere. He had held large fortunes in his hands, but he had never had what this family possessed in abundance.

“Sit down to supper,” Mrs. O’Leary said when her husband returned. He took his place at one end of a scarred pine trestle table, and Dylan sat down at the other. Despite the simplicity of the fare, it smelled delicious.

Dylan was about to dig in when Mrs. O’Leary clasped her hands together on the table. Her husband and children followed suit. She bowed her head and said quickly, “For what we are about to receive, may the good Lord our God make us truly thankful. Amen.”

The others echoed “Amen” around the table and fell to. Dylan was unexpectedly touched by the O’Learys. He had never had a soul to care about him, to fix him supper and say grace with over a simple meal. He was fascinated by the way the family clung together, bracing themselves in a unified front against the onslaught of hardship. It was a new way to face troubles, one he didn’t understand at all. He was used to looking out for himself and no one else.

After supper, Kathleen and Mrs. O’Leary explained about the photograph. Patrick threw a thunderous look at Dylan Kennedy, but his wife intervened. “Winter’s coming on, and we’ve lost nearly all we have. This morning we didn’t have five cents to spare. The money will help.”

“It’s as good as saying you’re guilty,” he blustered. “What’ll you say when you’re brought up to make a statement before the Board of Fire?”

She grew pale and reached for his hand. “Patrick, I couldn’t.”

“You’ll have to. I had it from the West Division marshal himself.”

She made the sign of the cross and lifted her gaze to heaven. Looking discomfited, Kathleen touched her hand. “You’ll be fine, Mam. You did nothing wrong. They can’t blame a drought and a windstorm on you, for mercy’s sake.”

Mrs. O’Leary relaxed a little and forced a smile. “You’re a comfort to your Mam, so you are,” she said.

They finished eating in silence, and after the washing up, Kathleen took off her borrowed apron. “We must be going,” she said.

Going? Dylan scratched his head. He had assumed she would stay here, in the bosom of her family. Yet after he thanked her mother for supper and headed for the door, she came with him.

To Dylan’s surprise, O’Leary followed them outside. A twinkle shone in his eye. “I’m giving you a world of trouble, lad,” he said gruffly. “And she’s worth every last drop of it.”

“No doubt about that, sir.” Dylan wasn’t sure which statement he was agreeing with.

O’Leary gently pressed a kiss to Kathleen’s forehead. “Slainte, my girl,” he whispered.

“Thank you, Da,” she said, and the depth of their affection radiated between them. Its glow illuminated a hollow place inside Dylan. Had he ever known that sort of bond? If he had, his heart didn’t remember.

“Good night,” Kathleen added as her father returned to the house. O’Leary stood on the stoop, solid as a stone as he watched them go.

Dylan walked away, annoyed that she had accompanied him. “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.

She bridled, tossing her head like a proud mare. “That depends. Where are you going?”

He hadn’t thought about it much. The safest plan for him would be to skip town and put together a game or two. Once he had a little money, he could start over again, clean and unencumbered. Kathleen was proving harder to shake than a flophouse flea, though.

“I’m going back to the train car. If possible, I’ll find a bottle and get roaring drunk.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

He started walking. “You don’t. You should stay here with your family.”

“And give them another mouth to feed? No, thank you. They’ve enough to contend with, what with winter coming on and the barn and wagon gone. They don’t need their grown daughter moving back in.”

“I have nothing to offer you, Kathleen. Nothing but trouble.” He had lied to her father; they both knew that.

She walked fast to match his long strides. “You’ll have to do better than that, boyo.”

“Listen, I did what I could for your family. My own affairs are complicated.” He thought how impossible it was for him to consider the needs of another person, particularly a person like Kathleen. “You’re better off without me.”

They turned the corner and headed east toward the bridge. At dusk, people still sifted through smoldering piles, already engaged in the arduous task of rebuilding from nothing.

“Maybe I am,” she agreed. “Maybe not. But I have no choice. I am married to you.”

“Maybe,” he said, mimicking her tone. “Maybe not. There’s not a shred of proof, Kathleen.”

“So you’ve said, but you could be lying about that.”

“How do you know?”


“You lie about everything.”

“Then why the devil would you want to be married to a liar like me?” He all but tore at his hair in frustration. Damn, she was a persistent, annoying woman.

“Because I didn’t know you were a liar Sunday night.” She lowered her voice. “I trusted you.”

“That was a mistake. Look, Kathleen. I’m no good. You don’t want me. I’m in a hole, and it’ll take a big touch to get me out.”

“What do you mean, a big touch?”

“A lot of money.”

She eyed him critically, her gaze probing too deep for comfort.

“What?” he asked, more annoyed than ever.

“You’ve always run from your problems, haven’t you?”

Without thinking, he took her hand to help her over a broken spot in the pavement. “That’s what makes them go away.” He couldn’t help laughing a little at her expression. “It’s always worked before.”

She kept her hand tucked in the crook of his arm, and despite his mood, he liked the feel of it nestled there. “I don’t think it will work this time, Dylan.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Because the thing you’re really running from is yourself,” she said. “One of these days you’ll discover that you can’t escape who you are.”

“You’re making no sense at all,” he muttered, glaring down at the murky, sluggish river as they crossed the bridge.

“What would it take for you to stay and face up to your problems?” she asked.


He laughed again, bringing the argument full circle. “A big touch.”

“Obtained by illicit means, no doubt.”

“How else?”

“I have a better idea,” she said.









THE SETUP


It was beautiful and simple as all truly great swindles are.

O. Henry









FOURTEEN



“How can I possibly give up something so beautiful and precious?” Dylan said earnestly, gazing deep into Kathleen’s green eyes.

In the foyer of the building, she hesitated and gazed back at him, briefly moistening her lips with her tongue.

He held his breath. She was weakening, surely. She had come to see reason.

But then she said, “I’ve been telling you all morning, keeping the jewels is out of the question, and no amount of moon-eyed flattery is going to change my mind.” She turned on her heel and crossed the foyer to the stairs. Muttering under his breath, he followed her.

Dylan was not surprised to learn that Arthur Sinclair, one of the foremost businessmen in Chicago, had already reopened his offices in the Lind Block, appropriating space from the Z. M. Hall Grocery. Sinclair’s reputation for ruthless and profitable commerce was widely known throughout the city, and he was the sort who would not allow even the holocaust of Sunday night to interfere.

The five-storey building by the river had survived the fire, thanks to an army of dedicated workers who had stayed to battle the embers long after the fire had swept the entire area.

One of those workers was Mr. Milford Plunkett, who sat in the outer office at a desk piled high with messages, papers, account books and parcels. An air of self-importance surrounded him like a thick fog.

When Dylan and Kathleen walked into the office, Plunkett came immediately to his feet, pressing his palms to the desk and trying not to stare at her. But his busily twitching eyebrows gave him away. Dylan told himself he should be used to men’s reactions to Kathleen by now. Still, he felt the same savage stirring of jealousy that possessed him every time a pair of male eyes swept over her, or every time a man scrambled to open a door for her or went out of his way to get a look at her up close. She tolerated the attention with a charming mixture of bemusement and befuddlement, which only added to her allure.

It wasn’t her fault she was ravishingly beautiful, with her creamy skin and red hair. But it was her fault, he thought, that despite her humble background, she carried herself with a certain haughty dignity that challenged and confounded men to the point of distraction.

“Dylan Kennedy,” he said, pulling Plunkett’s attention away from Kathleen.

Like all good assistants, Plunkett knew the social landscape through which his employer moved, and he instantly recognized the name.


“Mr. Kennedy, of course.” The watchful, sharp-featured face relaxed into an expression of deference. “Mr. Sinclair will be relieved to know you survived the fire.”

Dylan placed his hand at the small of Kathleen’s back, letting Plunkett make whatever he would of her presence. “We should like very much to see Mr. Sinclair.” He had no doubt Arthur would receive him. Sinclair was not only the richest man in Chicago. He was also the most socially ambitious. Believing, as all Chicago society did, that Dylan ranked up there with the Old Settlers, Sinclair had been quick to welcome him. Sinclair’s only daughter, Deborah, reportedly came with a million-dollar dowry, but she’d already been spoken for by the time Dylan had arrived in Chicago. Just his luck, he thought, cutting a glance at Kathleen, to get stuck with the maid rather than the mistress.

“Sir, I’m terribly sorry, but Mr. Sinclair is not available.”

Milford Plunkett’s reply startled him. Dylan quickly mulled over the possibilities. Could his ruse have been exposed already?

Costello, he thought. But why would Vince do that? It was to his advantage to help Dylan keep his identity as a member of the elite.

Dylan allowed the man a small, tight smile, while inside, he exulted. He hadn’t wanted to come here, anyway. “I see. Well, then, we’d best be going—”

“Mr. Plunkett.” Kathleen pushed forward, speaking up for the first time. “I swear, the fire must’ve charred your brains. It’s me. Kathleen. Miss Deborah’s maid.”

Plunkett gaped at her, then flushed three shades of scarlet. “Sorry, miss,” he stammered. “I didn’t realize it was you without—” He stopped, clearly aware of no tactful way to say it.

“You mean, without my cap and duster,” she said with wry humor.

“Miss Deborah’s maid,” he said wonderingly. “I scarcely recognized you.”

She allowed a tight smile. “That’s apparent. I have something of Miss Deborah’s. To put in the safe.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the door to the inner office. “Would you excuse me for a moment?”

“Of course,” she said before Dylan could object again.

He disliked being kept waiting almost as much as he disliked giving back a found fortune. Often when someone “excused himself” it meant one’s credentials were being checked or that one was being discussed behind his back. He shot Kathleen a look of fury. “I still say you’re out of your mind for doing this.”

“I don’t expect you to understand honesty.”

“I thought you had some grand plan,” he said.

“I do. But I refuse to go another moment with something that doesn’t belong to me.” She put up a hand, touching her bodice, where she hid the jewelry.

“How appropriate,” he said, staring unabashedly, “that some of your most delicious attributes are kept in the same place.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, but her blushing cheeks indicated otherwise.

“Your breasts,” he said loudly, “and your jewels.”

“You’re a scoundrel entirely,” she hissed, pulling out the necklace. It spilled over the palms of her dainty hands, the sparkle of diamonds and emeralds exaggerated by the sunlight streaming through the window.


He moved close to her, close enough to inhale her flowery scent, to see the velvety smoothness of her cheeks, her throat, her bosom. He couldn’t help himself. He brushed his knuckles along her jawline, making a trail southward as a wave of sexual heat passed through him.

“It seems a shame,” he whispered, keeping his stare fixed on her, “to leave such a magnificent bosom unadorned.”

She gasped, waiting a heartbeat longer than he’d expected before she pulled away. Her outrage was genuine, but so was her barely veiled fascination.

It was still there, the wild attraction that had gripped them both the instant they’d first met. What a strange thing to discover a lust stronger than his lust for the game.

He told himself an honest woman had no value to him. So why did he still want her? When something outlasted its usefulness, he discarded it. That had always been his way. Keeping the jewels in his sight had been his excuse for keeping Kathleen around. Now that she was determined to give them back, he had no reason to stay with her.

Yet in this case, he simply didn’t want to let her go. The fool woman made him crazy.

She pretended to take a great interest in the papers that littered Plunkett’s desk. Watching her, Dylan realized she wasn’t pretending. “What?” he asked.

“Futures contracts,” she murmured, then turned to him abruptly. “Oh, dear. I wonder if we’re still the only ones who know of that bargeload of grain out at Eden Landing.”

“Is that important?”


She tapped her foot in impatience. “It is critical to my plan, but I need to find out when the grain markets will reopen.”

Milford Plunkett returned with a slip of paper, accompanied by a man wearing an eyepatch and carrying a Colt revolving pistol in a shoulder holster. Dylan recognized the insignia on the man’s coat—the open eye and slogan We Never Sleep marked him as a member of the Pinkerton Detective Agency. But the broad-shouldered man’s flesh was as weak as any bridegroom’s; the minute he saw Kathleen, he turned from watchdog into panting lapdog.

Dylan summoned his best expression of snobbish outrage. Before he could speak, Plunkett began to bow and scrape and apologize. “Just a precaution,” he explained. “Naturally we are more than grateful, Miss Kathleen.”

“I’m sure you are,” Dylan said wryly.

Kathleen held out the jewels and tried to launch into the explanation she had agonized over. She’d been terrified of being accused of thievery.

Dylan waved a hand, interrupting her even before she began. She was new at this and didn’t understand that you never put yourself at a disadvantage. He took the jewels without looking at them, and shoved them across the desk as if their value made no impression on him at all.

The Pinkerton kept staring at Kathleen, his good eye all but bugged out of his skull. You’d think the fellow had never seen a pretty woman before.

“I’ll just put these in the safe.” Plunkett consulted the slip of paper, then swung open the thick door. Dylan stared longingly at the stacked boxes, so alluringly anonymous in the dark cave of the safe. Instantly he began to speculate…but Kathleen had been adamant about not stealing from her employer. Elaborately nonchalant, he forced himself to go to the window and look out.

Chicago resembled a field in the aftermath of battle. From his vantage point, he could see block after block of wreck and ruin. He wondered what, if anything, might be found in the hopeless debris. From here, he could see only brick and cut stone, dust and ash, melted matter that was unrecognizable. Yet as his gaze traveled across the sunlit, smoky landscape, he began to notice small pockets of activity. The First Congregational Church, damaged but still standing, disgorged lines of the hungry and homeless in the bright autumn chill. On the road below, General Sheridan’s officers directed workers in clearing the roadway and setting up government offices.

In fact, all around the business district workers had begun the chores of rebuilding. Like a drunk putting himself back together the morning after, the city was coming to life. Crudely painted signs announced the reopening of banks and insurance offices. Near the river, men swarmed over a large area, filling wagons with wreckage; the riverfront lot would be the site of the new Board of Trade.

Kathleen swore she knew a way to earn a fortune through legal means. The details still had to be worked out, and achieving success would take tireless labor and patience, two things Dylan had in short supply. He had no reason to trust her, but she was so damned entertaining that he found himself willing to see what she concocted.

Plunkett and Kathleen had concluded their business under the watchful eye of the Pinkerton. Dylan bade the men—and, regrettably, the priceless jewels—a good day. Outside the office, he and Kathleen went down several flights of stairs to street level. The stairwell was crowded with hurrying businessmen and workers. At the bottom, someone had laid planks over the uneven ruins, creating a narrow walkway. Dylan placed his hand at the small of Kathleen’s back to help her along.

It was absurd how much he enjoyed even the most casual touch. She had brought him nothing but trouble and she represented everything he opposed—need, poverty, family dependence. She was a liability. Worse, a liability with relatives. Lots of relatives. Yet no matter how hard he tried to break free, he could not seem to keep his distance from her. She plucked at some forgotten chord of sentimentality deep inside him, something rich and warm and…vital. He had no name for what he was feeling, because he had never felt it before.

Just knowing she was around lifted his spirits. He had no idea why, because she was such trouble all the time. Ordinarily, it took a winning game to make him feel this good. Kathleen O’Leary could impart a feeling even more powerful simply by breathing the air.

Perhaps, he thought, he might tell her so. She had been cold and unresponsive to him last night. Because he refused to acknowledge their marriage, the confounded female refused to let him share the big, comfortable sleeping berth. He had tried to convince her that no piece of legal paper could enhance or diminish her pleasure, but she seemed to believe otherwise.

He couldn’t understand it. They had found rapture in that berth. She had elevated mere swiving to something that involved far loftier sensations than the usual fleeting passion. Maybe, in her inexperience, she didn’t understand the difference. But Dylan did. Ah, how he did.

Every once in a while he would catch her looking at him, much as he was watching her now, and he’d get the feeling she, too, thought often about those first wild days after the fire. He was almost certain that was what she was thinking, because when he caught her out, she usually acted guilty. He loved the way the tops of her breasts turned pink when she blushed. He loved the way she combed her hair, the way she ate, the way she slept. Clearly he was either falling in love for the first time…or going crazy.

“Stop glaring at me like that,” she said, clearly unaware of the dilemma he had considered confessing to her. “It’s done. The jewels were not mine.”

Her sassy tone of voice quashed the urge to bare his heart. “They never would have been missed,” he grumbled, seizing the issue in order to bury the useless sentiment he was feeling. “One would think you’ve been hoping to regain your post as a chambermaid.”

“Lady’s maid,” she corrected him tartly. “And yes, perhaps I am concerned about employment. It’s the way of honest people.”

“It’s the way of people with no imagination—” He stopped himself. There, coming along the walkway, looking well-groomed and officious, was Vincent Costello.

Pasting a smile on his face, Dylan wondered if this day could possibly get any worse. And almost instantly, it did. For even as Costello stepped aside to let the workers pass, Faith appeared.

Her undisguised delight at seeing Dylan was matched only by her father’s displeasure. She regarded Dylan with guileless gray eyes, saying, “How are you, Mr. Kennedy? And Miss Kathleen?”

He managed a smile—his usual flashing grin. He could feel Costello’s fury blasting him like a cold wind, but he ignored it. “Just taking care of business, Miss Faith. A very small item of business,” he added.

“Then you’ll forgive our hurry,” Costello said, pushing past them. “We’ve work to do as well.”

His Relief Aid committee was moving their operation to the Lind building. Watching his old partner in crime, Dylan was struck by the notion that Vincent Costello had found his true calling. He had spent years playing the shill to Dylan’s act, but this role seemed to suit him far better. He was made for organizing and bossing people around; it was apparent in the way he directed the operation.

“May I help you with that?” Kathleen offered, indicating the wooden box Faith carried. With a smile, Faith accepted the offer. Within just a few minutes, the two young women had walked away like a pair of experienced gossips, their heads bent in conspiratorial fashion.

It was all Dylan could do not to roll his eyes. He simply did not know Kathleen well enough to figure out what her game was with respect to Faith.

A few moments later, when Faith went inside with her father, a lanky young man approached Kathleen. Immediately the poisonous jealousy started, and Dylan forced himself to stay where he was rather than shoving the interloper out of the way.

The tall man looked familiar. As he bent and gestured, his manner was emphatic; Kathleen was intrigued. Dylan forced himself to stand his ground, not retreating, but not blazing in between them like a jealous lover, either. Later, he promised himself. Later, he would find out what the intimate conversation was about—even if he had to tickle the truth out of her.

After finishing her conversation, she walked toward him with brisk purpose, her lovely face uncharacteristically taut and pale.

“Is something the matter?” he asked, then remembered that he was irritated with her for giving back the jewels. He lowered his brow in a scowl.

“Indeed there is, and we must do something about it.”

“So tell me.”

She glanced furtively toward the Lind, now a hive of steady activity as businessmen and officials of the government and military moved in. Sensing her need for confidentiality, he led her toward Madison, where they could take the horse car back to the rail yard. As soon as they were alone on the street, she whirled to face him.

“Just what sort of man is this Vincent Costello?” she demanded. “I want to know everything.”

Dylan chuckled. “How long do you have?”

“What do you mean?”

“Vince is a complicated fellow. Hard to explain in a few words.”

“Then try. It’s important.”

“He’s not an evil man. Not a man who commits senseless violence.”

“I asked what he is, not what he isn’t.”

“I would say that Vince Costello is the greatest opportunist in the state. Maybe in the country. If there is a game going on, you’ll always find him at its center. Why do you ask?”

“Because he has already taken advantage of an opportunity,” she said. “He has been stealing from the Catholic Relief Fund.”

Dylan was not the least bit surprised, though Costello’s swiftness impressed even him. He was most startled by the fact that Kathleen had heard about the deal before he had. He grabbed her elbow. “Tell me what you know.”

“Ha.” She pulled her arm away. “You’re probably in league with him.”

“All right. Then don’t tell me.”

“I won’t. I shall tell the police.”

The mention of police never failed to put him on his guard. But maybe he knew Kathleen a little better than he thought. He said, “Of course, you must do as you think right. But you’ll have to live with the consequences.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Dear, the police have all they can do sorting out the mess Chicago has become and keeping the peace. The mayor’s declared marshal law under General Sheridan. I doubt they would have the time to spare for a petty thief.”

“His theft is not so petty,” she said.

“But it’s not a matter of life and death. Besides, if Vince is caught stealing something, he’s smart enough to buy his way out of trouble.”

“Even if it’s a huge amount of money from the fund meant for the homeless of Chicago?”

They came to a large, smoldering ditch, and he lifted her over the gap, his hands spanning her rib cage. Her dress belled out as he swung her around. With an effort, he concentrated on her words. “How huge?”

She was quiet for a time. Then she stepped back and walked carefully over the littered roadway. They came to an intersection where the horse car waited. Dylan took out two five-cent pieces for the fare.

A number of people milled around, endlessly discussing the fire. A young couple were engaged in an argument. Dylan wouldn’t have noticed except that the woman was visibly pregnant. They lacked the fare for both of them, and the husband was trying to convince her that she should beg a free ride, and he would walk. Dylan tossed both nickels to the man, who looked startled, then thanked him profusely.

Uncomfortable with the gratitude, he simply took Kathleen’s hand and walked away.

“That was good of you,” she commented.

He could not recall the last time someone had called him good. He did not like the sound of it, for it didn’t seem to fit him. “At least now we can continue the conversation,” he said.

“Ten thousand dollars,” she said quietly.

“What?”

“You asked how much he had stolen.”

Dylan was staggered by the amount. “How? And how do you know he did it?”

“Barry Lynch told me.”

Dylan recalled the lanky young man, and then remembered where he had seen him before. In the rail yard, with Faith amid the wounded.

“He is working as a clerk for the church fund. Mr. Costello is skimming the cream off all the relief monies that come in before sending the balance on to the church auditor.”

Dylan gave a low whistle. It was audacious, but typical of Costello. He moved fast, and he didn’t worry about such minor details as eternal damnation.

“Now do you understand why we must alert the authorities?”

“Kathleen, he is one of the authorities.”

“We can’t just let him get away with it.”

Dylan scarcely heard for his mind had already galloped ahead. The task was obvious. He had to separate the mark from his money. With Vincent Costello, that was not so simple. He knew the ways of a grifter, and he could spot a false enterprise with one eye shut. Still, if he could be made to believe he was the one getting the benefit of a swindle, then he might take the bait.

Suppressing his excitement, Dylan asked, “Do you trust me?”

“No,” she said flatly.

He tried another tack. “Would you help me recover the money from Costello?”

“Only if we put it back where it belongs. It’s meant for the church.”

He would work on that later. For now, it was easier to agree. “What we have to do,” he said, “is to convince Costello to spend his ill-gotten gains—”

“On us,” she said, flashing him a grin. “Don’t look so surprised, boyo. I know how you think.” Her eyes sparkled brighter than the emeralds she had so foolishly given up. “This fits in perfectly with my idea—”

“Which you still haven’t told me.”

She marched ahead, haughty as a queen. “I’ve been telling you all along. You just haven’t been listening.” As they approached the rail yard, she said, “You’re about to learn an honest trade, Dylan Kennedy. So pay attention.”








FIFTEEN



Dylan paced up and down in the train car while Kathleen tracked his progress with a steady gaze. The Pullman had been moved to an area by the lake known as the boneyard, where derelict or damaged cars were stored. Concerned that Cornelius King would send for his train car before Dylan was ready to give it up, he had decided to move it to a hidden location. Brandishing counterfeit work orders, he had commandeered a crew for the job.

“How is it that you’re so familiar with the Chicago Board of Trade, of all things?” he asked.

“I worked for the daughter of Arthur Sinclair,” Kathleen said, settling herself on the fringed settee by the window. “Information about the grain trade ran like gossip through that household.”

“Why?”

“Because he started out a poor man and made himself richer than God with his trades.”


Dylan stopped pacing. “Now I’m listening.”

She toyed with a tasseled shade pull. “All right. Picture this. Years ago, farmers would bring their grain to the city, but there was no central place to sell it. Just like the muleteer we saw yesterday. The poor sods had to walk up and down the waterfront looking for the best price for their grain. If there was too much for sale, they wound up dumping their harvest into Lake Michigan.”

“Why? Surely they could get something for the grain.”

“If the price was too low, it wasn’t worth the cost of selling it. Before the Board of Trade existed, a farmer might simply decide to cut his losses and go home. Sometimes groups of them would band together and create a shortage by dumping grain. That would drive up the price. Do you follow me?”

“So far.”

“Good. Now, they created a Board of Trade as a centralized grain market. Members buy forward or to-arrive contracts for grain yet to be shipped. That sort of contract is still used, though it’s frowned upon.”

She was losing him already, but he wasn’t about to admit it. He simply wasn’t accustomed to serious business with a woman. “Does Mr. Sinclair require all his domestics to study grain commerce?” he asked.

“Of course not. I found it…of interest to me.” She caught his skeptical expression and said, “It’s not as if I woke up one morning and said, ‘Right. Today I shall learn commerce.’ But it’s something I’ve always had a knack for. My mother practiced it on the smallest of scales. She would sell tomorrow’s milk at today’s prices, and have the use of the money until she had to actually make her delivery.”

“So people paid her before they received the milk?”

“Indeed they did. It was a bond of trust. They got a better price by paying in advance, and my mother had a guaranteed sale. It’s the same with the farmers and their grain.”

“You sure as hell must’ve spent a lot of time eavesdropping,” he observed.

She dropped the tassel and studied her reflection in the picture window. “A servant is invisible most of the time. Didn’t you know that?”

She was right, of course. There was no outright cruelty or intentional slight, but people of privilege tended to regard servants as no more important than a good horse or fine piece of furniture. Ladies and gentlemen who wouldn’t dream of revealing themselves to their peers revealed their most intimate secrets in front of the servants.

He studied her profile and the way the light picked out red-gold strands in her hair, wondering how anyone could ever ignore her.

“You were a lady’s maid,” he reminded her. “Don’t tell me you learned all this from gossiping women?”

She sniffed. “You would be surprised to know what women speak of in private. I did spend plenty of time belowstairs with my eyes and ears open. And not just when it came to matters of business.”

He tried to picture her in that life, a domestic with a scrubbed face and a white apron, her glorious hair stuffed under a mobcap. Christ, what a waste.


“You probably eavesdropped out of sheer boredom,” he said.

Wistfulness softened her face for a moment, and she rested her elbow on the tabletop, setting her chin in the cradle of her hand. “I was never bored. Ever.”

Then it struck him. Like it or not, he was coming to know this woman. He was learning what made her happy or sad or excited or frustrated. And he knew why her life as a maid had not bored her. Because it had given her a glimpse into a world she desperately wanted to be a part of.

“You don’t sound like any maid I’ve ever met.”

That drew a brief smile from her. “I suppose I was different because I was so curious about everything. I learned to speak French and I practiced it with Miss Deborah, because she was a reluctant scholar. She worked better with me helping her, quizzing her. I learned dancing because she preferred me as a partner over the loudmouthed, clumsy boys the dancing master paired her with. It was she who insisted I accompany her to finishing school. So I suppose, just by being there, I had the same education as Miss Deborah. But without the name and the fortune, it meant nothing.”

He sat beside her on the couch, strangely taken by the unfamiliar process of getting to know someone. “Until the night we met.”

She winced and shifted away from him. “That was supposed to be a harmless masquerade. I had no idea things would turn out the way they did.”

He grinned reassuringly. “You still don’t know how things will turn out. That’s what makes life so damned interesting.”

“Perhaps I don’t need for it to be so interesting.”


“Then what, Kathleen?” He brushed at a lock of her hair that had strayed from its plait. “What do you need life to be?”

“I don’t know anymore,” she said. “I used to think it would be so fine to be rich and to have lovely things—”

“Trust me, it is.”

“No, I was wrong. In the fire, I saw people who lost everything yet they were content because they and their loved ones survived. I’ve begun to think that true happiness is made up of something altogether different.”

He grinned. “But you’ve always wanted to be rich, haven’t you?”

She flushed, and he knew he had hit his mark.

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Kathleen.”

She stared down at the table. “I’d be far better off learning to be content with my lot.”

He touched her chin, bringing her gaze back to his. “You studied finance instead. You learned to speak French and to dance a waltz. It’s no sin.”

Still blushing furiously, she pulled away from his touch. “We were speaking of the grain trade,” she reminded him. “You keep distracting me.”

“You’re a lot more interesting than grain.”

“Then you haven’t been listening. Don’t you find it fascinating that a person can buy the future?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been trying to explain it to you, Dylan.” She turned toward him, eschewing a ladylike posture and tucking one leg under her. She became bright-eyed, animated. “You can buy the future. You can buy something that doesn’t even exist, and then turn around and sell it at a profit.”


“I wonder why I have never tried it, then. It’s a better dodge than I’ve ever pulled.”

She grinned, and it warmed him to his toes. “I knew you’d like it.”

“I can’t believe it’s legal. It sounds like cheating.”

“Then you’ll be very good at it.” Rummaging in a drawer, she found a small tablet of paper and a pencil stub, then returned to the sofa and started making a list. “Now, in order to make a trade, you have to be a member of the Board.”

“Who’s to say I am not?” He spread his arms grandly. “Hell, who’s to say you’re not, or Bull Waxman or Father Michael? All the records burned.”

“Oh, my,” she said, regarding him in a way that reminded him of the first time he had made love to her. “You’re catching on fast.”

“So I’m a member,” he said, going along with it. “Then what?”

“I’m guessing that no one else knows about the grain shipment on the barge Elyssa. We could use that knowledge to our advantage.”

Dylan felt a stirring that was more than interest. It had a vaguely sexual appeal. He really was feeling strange. He was getting excited about finance.

“As far as Mr. Costello or anyone else knows, there is bound to be a terrible shortage of grain for wheat flour.”

“And when something’s in short supply, you buy all you can of it, try to corner the market.”

“Precisely.” She did some figuring on the paper. “Then, when the grain shows up in great abundance, the price will drop dramatically. Those who bought it at a high rate will lose out.”


“While those who sold high are the winners.”

She nodded vigorously, more curls escaping her braid. “We simply have to get Mr. Costello to take the bait and invest at a high price.”

“He’s too smart to take anyone’s bait,” Dylan pointed out.

“Don’t underestimate yourself, boyo. You have a profound understanding of greedy, dishonest men. I have a profound understanding of the grain trade. Together we should be able to pull off a…big touch.”

Damn. She was a quick study. “I like it when you talk like that,” he said with a wink.

“I have been around you entirely too much.”

“It won’t be for very much longer. As soon as the shipment arrives, we can go our separate ways.”

She got up and walked away so quickly that he couldn’t judge her reaction. He wasn’t even sure what his own reaction was. He ought to be looking forward to his freedom. Instead, freedom was beginning to feel like a penance, for true freedom meant he answered to no one. Cared for no one. Mattered to no one. That never used to bother him before, but it did now.

He observed Kathleen by the opposite window. She stood wrapped in a shawl against the autumn chill, her arms around her middle as the feeble light of the autumn afternoon limned her features. Standing at the broad window, she resembled the sort of subject a fine artist would want to depict. Beautiful, pensive, moody, secretive. Maybe that was the reason she never bored him.

She had an uncanny knack for reading his thoughts, for she turned from the window and set her hands on her hips in a bossy fashion. “Hand me that paper and pencil and then go and find Father Michael and Bull. If we are to recover the stolen money, we have much work to do.”

* * *

Within a week’s time, a huge wooden structure some ninety feet square had been erected at the corner of Washington and Market Streets. Members of the Chicago Board of Trade began to sift through the ashes of their paperwork, trying to recover what records they could. They were not successful, which proved advantageous for Kathleen’s plan. Since no records had survived the fire and communication was faulty at best, chaos and uncertainty governed the market.

Bull and Father Michael sat with them in the train car, where the table was littered with paper. “This,” she said to Dylan, pushing a printed form across to him, “is your membership to the Board. Now you have trading privileges.”

He studied the paper for a moment. “Where did you get this?”

She exchanged a glance with the priest, and both of them flushed. Amateurs at deception, they weren’t comfortable with the plan. Yet Father Michael had been outraged to learn that Costello was stealing from the relief fund, and he was determined to serve the greater good, no matter what.

“Never mind that,” she said briskly. “Now, here’s how a trade works. Give me your hand.”

He held it out, and she took it. Why was it, she wondered, that simply touching his hand filled her with warmth? Impatient with herself, she took his wrist and turned it. “Palm outward signals that you’re selling. Palm inward is for buying.”


“They’re just bits of paper,” Bull said, frowning.

“They represent bushels of grain.”

“What grain?”

“There’s a barge load on the lake. It needs only a tug to bring it into port, and we will see to that.” She took a deep breath. “But we’ll need to buy the contract.”

Father Michael lifted his eyes to heaven. “With what? We don’t have any money.”

“We’ll have to raise it. If we succeed, we’ll turn one dollar into twenty, fifty, maybe a hundred. But we’ll have to work quickly.”

“Fast money,” Dylan said with a grin. He kept hold of her hand. “That’s my specialty.”

“We’ve all got to do our part,” Kathleen said.

“And so we shall.” Dylan spoke with the confidence of a seasoned cardsharper. “There are four of us. If we work together, we should be able to raise the money in short order.”

* * *

“Pardon me, sir,” Dylan said to the passing gentleman, “but I believe there is something in your hat.”

“What’s that?” The prosperous-looking gentleman and his female companion stopped walking.

Easing into a familiar role, Dylan helped himself to the gleaming beaver hat and extracted from the crown a fresh rose. He bowed, then handed it to the blushing lady with a flourish. She laughed aloud and held the blossom to her nose.

The man replaced his hat and gave his befuddled thanks.

“No thanks necessary,” Dylan said smoothly. “This ten-dollar tip will do.” He tossed the coin high in the air and snatched it on its way down.


The mark immediately patted his pocket, then said, “Hey! You nicked that from me.”

“Guilty as charged.” Dylan winked at the lady, who clearly represented the man’s vulnerable spot. “Here you go.” He flipped the coin back to the mark, then started to stroll away, counting on her to call him back.

“Oh, give it to him,” the lady said. “It’s the first laugh I’ve had since the fire, for heaven’s sake.”

Nothing like a woman to make a man do her bidding, Dylan thought. As expected, the gentleman tossed him the coin. With a grin and a wink, Dylan moved off in search of his next mark.

* * *

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” Mrs. Ernestine Gaines said from behind the makeshift confessional screen. Though St. Brendan’s steeple had crashed to earth, services had begun again, and Father Michael was hearing Friday confessions in a place that smelled of charred timber and damp stone.

Mrs. Gaines’s gaudy jewelry clanked as she pressed her hands together in prayer. Her sharp, expensive perfume fogged the dimness.

“Father,” she said, “I am consumed with guilt. I lost nothing in the fire. Not a blessed thing. I cannot decipher what it could mean.”

“The meaning is clear, my child. The Heavenly Father meant for you to share your fortune, that you may sup at the table of eternity with him.”

Silence, then the clank of a bracelet. She said, “Share.”

“Yes, my child.”

“How much sharing do you suppose the Lord is looking for?”


“My child, the faithful do not measure God’s grace in terms of dollars and cents—”

“How much?” she interrupted.

“Five hundred dollars,” he shot at her without hesitation.

“Five hun—”

“And those sapphire earbobs. A small price to pay for peace of mind, ma’am.”

* * *

Kathleen stood beneath a placard carefully lettered with the words Temperance Society, thumping her sign for attention. “Bring those bottles forward,” she urged people passing in front of Henckel’s Brewery. “The mayor has made a decree to outlaw the sale of liquor in our beleaguered city,” she called. “Bring your barrels out,” she ordered the brewmaster.

“I was up an entire night trying to keep the barrels from burning,” he complained. “I’m not giving them up to you!”

Kathleen sent him a censorious glare. “Very well, keep them and pay a fine for harboring contraband. I believe the amount is fifteen dollars a barrel.”

“Fifteen? That’s more than I could sell them for!”

But not as much as I can sell them for, Kathleen thought, her heart thumping anxiously.

“It’s up to you, sir.” She gestured at Bull, who waited behind her. “You can take advantage of the manpower I’ve offered, or risk breaking the law.” She frowned. “Now, where was it we passed the civil militia?” she asked Bull. “A block over? Two?”

The brewmaster blanched. “Take it away, then, and good riddance. It’s probably ruined from the heat, anyway.”


Working swiftly and silently, Bull loaded the untapped beer kegs onto a river barge. Pushing off with a long pole, he bore the cargo away.

Four hundred yards down the river, they sold the entire haul to a saloon owner who had absolutely no knowledge of the mayor’s decree.

* * *

“Here,” said a man in the crowd gathered at Lake Front Park, tossing an apple to Dylan. “Change that into a pear.”

The transformation occurred almost before the mark finished his sentence. It was an old sleight of hand, but the refugees encamped by the lake made appropriate noises of admiration. A crisp new bank note borrowed from the apple man disappeared, then reappeared in the pear. Dylan produced it with a flourish.

The man made a face. “Keep it for a tip,” he said. “It’s soggy, anyway.”

* * *

Chicago Tribune, October 17, 1871. Beware the Bunco Man. As our embattled city rebuilds after the most famous calamity of its history, tales of selfless acts of heroism mingle with less pleasant stories of knaves and swindlers out to take advantage of the misfortune of others. Sharpers, confidence men and schemers abound in our ruined streets, putting forth false offers to the homeless and helpless. Should a man approach you offering help, make certain his motives are pure before coming to any agreement with him.

In other news, Mr. Cornelius King reports that his private Pullman car, last seen in the Michigan and Illinois yards, has gone missing….


* * *

“Do you trust me?” Dylan asked.

“No.” Kathleen glared at him. “Why are you constantly asking me that?”

“I keep thinking you’ll change your mind.”

“What does it matter?”

“In a moment, it will matter,” he assured her.

“But—”

“Hush. Time to start the performance.”

The crowd, drawn from thirty thousand refugees encamped at Lincoln Park, rustled and settled as Father Michael made the announcement from a stage cobbled together from broken planks and railroad ties.

“And here, in a death-defying act, Horatio Quick will hurl knives at his lovely assistant—”

“Knives?” she hissed. “You said I just have to stand here!”

“It’s true. And look pleased. Remember, you feel life most keenly when you are courting death.” He pressed close so that she could feel the length of his body. Heat and desire emanated from him even here, now, in front of an inquisitive crowd. “Stand still. That is all you have to do.”

“You said nothing about knives.”

“Because I knew you’d be a scare-baby and ruin everything, and these people have paid good money for the show. Now hush and tie the blindfold on me, will you?”

“Blindfold?”








SIXTEEN



Vincent Costello was pleased with himself. Damned pleased. It made him proud to be a Catholic, the way the money was rolling in from all points on the map. The faithful took care of their own, he was happy to see.

And he would take care of himself.

Like a king in his realm, he was holding his daily audiences. In the new post, his duties were many and varied. He had to make his reports to the church comptroller and auditor, reckon the expenses of his office and send out letters of pious praise to the generous donors. Then, of course, there were less exalted jobs, such as seeing to the needs of the poor and to the church. St. Brendan’s had listed itself in dire want of a steeple, of all things. The faithful flock were clamoring for it to be rebuilt. It had become a symbol of hope for them. Well, they could wait. Vincent had to look out for his own interests.

He wasn’t about to fritter away perfectly good money on a steeple while his private fund was still growing. Paper bills and silver certificates were stacked neatly in the new Acme safe installed in his office. All that remained was to decide when enough was enough and then move on.

The trouble was, he liked Chicago. Though he would never admit it, he was glad his hunt for Dylan Kennedy had led him here. In this town, he was fast discovering, a man could make a name for himself if he knew how to handle money.

Faith was getting on well enough, too. Her misguided affection for Dylan was bothersome, as usual, but Vince couldn’t bring himself to reveal him for a scoundrel in his daughter’s eyes. The low-bellied thief deserved to get his kneecaps broken and be left to suffer in a ditch somewhere—but Faith would be crushed at the loss. Vince would simply have to bide his time and hope his daughter outgrew her infatuation.

He was doing his best to keep her distracted, ordering her to assist that sniveling clerk—what was his name?—Lynch. Maybe if she had plenty to occupy her, she wouldn’t mope around and sigh about Kennedy all the time.

He considered the cash in the safe, and a surge of lust warmed his limbs. He loved money more than women, even. He wasn’t happy with the stacks of bills just lying there. He needed to put the cash to use, and he’d already made a place for himself on the Liquor Board and the Board of Trade. He just needed the right opportunity to present itself. He was mulling over his options when an African giant stepped into the office.

Vincent had seen tough fellows before but never one as tough as this. His skin was polished ebony. The breadth of his shoulders blotted out the day. Yet the big man shuffled his feet in a curiously deferential way as he took off his battered hat and held it in front of him.

“Name’s Eugene,” the man said in a deep bell-toned voice. “Eugene Waxman.”

Vincent suppressed a twinge of annoyance. His assistants were supposed to see to individual charity cases. “What can I do for you, Mr. Waxman?”

“I heard tell you got yourself a seat on the Board of Trade.”

My, my, thought Vince in surprise. Word certainly traveled fast. “You heard right, young man.”

“I come to ask, can you make a transaction for me?”

Vincent perked up. This fellow was far more interesting than a charity case. “Indeed. Perhaps I can. Sit down, Mr. Waxman.”

The big man lowered his bulk to a chair. He sat on edge, clearly unused to conducting any sort of business at all.

“I understand your dilemma, Mr. Waxman. Many men won’t do business with a man of color,” Vincent said bluntly.

“Do you have that problem?”

“Of course not. Money’s money.”

Waxman took out a soft chamois bag. Holding it reverently, he opened the drawstring and emptied the contents on the desk between them. “There’s about a hundred dollars there, sir. All’s I got in the world.”

Vincent almost felt sorry for the poor lummox. “And you want me to make a trade for you.”

“Yes, sir.” He rocked back on his heels.

Costello pressed his hands to the surface of the desk. “Mr. Waxman, do you understand how futures trading works?”

“Reckon I do, sir.” He held his hat by the brim and kept turning it in circles, as if he were closing a water main. “See, the way I figure it, when there’s plenty of grain, it’s cheap. And when there’s a shortage, the price goes up.”

Costello nodded. The big man had at least a rudimentary understanding of the trade. Still, out of fairness he wanted him to comprehend exactly what it was that he risked. Trading was no different from gambling, especially in the hands of an amateur.

“Why now?” he asked. “The new Board’s only been open three days.”

The hat kept rotating in the big hands. “Well, sir, it’s like this.” He fixed Costello with an earnest stare. “I heard tell you can turn one dollar into ten when grain’s in short supply.”

Costello sat straighter in his chair. “What makes you so sure there’ll be a shortage?” he asked.

Waxman blinked slowly. He was an odd sort. Huge, lumbering, deliberate. Yet there was a keen precision to his thinking that suggested there was more to him than met the eye. Vince knew when a man was holding back information. He waited, for Waxman appeared to take his time deliberating.

“Well, it’s like this, sir. There’s been a drought this season—”

“Everyone knows of the drought. The price has been adjusted accordingly.”

“But not everybody knows of the shipping report.” Waxman spoke very quietly, staring down at the floor.

“The shipping report’s not expected until—” Costello stopped. Every hair on the back of his neck seemed to stand on end. He stared at the round cap in Waxman’s hands. Gold braid edged the brim, and for the first time he noticed the insignia showing the silhouette of a bird in flight. It was the emblem of the Union Telegraph Company’s local branch.

At last Waxman lifted his big, shining head. “The telegraph company likes to use Negro men for couriers, sir. They don’t think any of us can read or write.”

Costello felt an icy chill clutch at his gut, and his mind came to full alert. This was the same feeling he had when he sat at the poker table and knew he held the winning hand.

The only question now was how much to bet. How much for a full house?

“But the thing is, sir, I can read,” Waxman said quietly, matter-of-factly and without pride.

A straight flush, Costello amended. He held very still, but his fingers tingled. He had to restrain himself from diving for the safe.

Ordinarily the Board of Trade received wires directly, but since the fire, price communication had been sporadic and unreliable. Costello forced himself to stay quiet, waiting. Waxman would say what he had come to say in his own good time.

“What I saw, sir,” he said in his deep mournful voice, “is that the shipping report is down. There’s to be no grain shipped to Chicago because of damage to the yards.”

A royal flush, thought Costello.

Cautiously, he said, “It’s illegal to act on this information.”

“That’s why I came to you, sir.” Heaving a long, weary sigh, he added, “Reckon I done worse in my life. Reckon you done worse, too.”

Costello was about to object when Waxman took a thin folded piece of paper from the brim of his hat.

“Sir,” he said, “I got a delivery to make. I can’t wait much longer.”

Costello swept all the money from the desk and gathered it into a box. When it came to matters of commerce, he considered himself unstoppable. “Tell you what. You leave this with me, and I’ll see what I can do.”

* * *

The next evening, as the city lay beneath a brooding bank of clouds, Kathleen surveyed the stacks of money they had collected. She could barely move a muscle for soreness. Her nerves were still jangling from the ordeal of having a blind man hurl knives at her. Her sense of ethics suffered each time she thought of those taken in by their games. Being a swindler was hard work, harder still on her conscience.

Glaring at Father Michael, she said, “Why can’t you raise funds like a normal priest?”

“My dear, do you know how many bake sales and ice-cream socials it would take to earn this?” He gestured at the counted money. “How many quilt lotteries? Besides, it will all come back to the church.”

“One thousand one hundred forty-two dollars,” Dylan said.

“And fifty-seven cents,” Bull added. At Dylan’s surprised look, he said, “I can count. Did you think I couldn’t count?”

“The question is,” Dylan said, his gaze boring into Kathleen, “is it enough?”

A shiver passed through her, but it was not a shiver of doubt. It was excitement. She aimed a pointed stare at him. “Do you trust me?”

He laughed, and it was the magical laugh that had captivated her from the start. Leaning down, he whispered into her ear, “As much as you’ve trusted me to stay on the sofa each night.”

Her cheeks burned, and she looked up quickly to see if the others had heard. But they were busy looking over the contract drawn up by Barry Lynch, of all people. She had assured Barry that she’d found a way to reclaim the relief fund money.

“I’m getting tired of that sofa,” Dylan continued, still whispering in her ear. His warm breath awakened her senses.

She tried to pull away, and it struck her that she was actually enjoying this—the games, the planning, the anticipation. “Go on with you,” she whispered back. “We’ve got work to do.”

“Do you have any idea how hard I’d work to—” He dropped his voice even lower. His shameful suggestion made her blush to the roots of her hair. Only the presence of the others stopped her from smacking the smirk off Dylan’s face.

Ducking her head to hide her blush, she bade goodnight to Bull and Father Michael and stood at the door while they left.

“Now what?” Dylan asked, walking to her side and pressing close.

She shied away, stepping behind the piecrust table to put some distance between them. “We engage the tug and get ourselves out to Eden Landing with this contract on the grain.”

He poured himself a glass of unconsecrated communion wine, thoughtfully provided by Father Michael. “I seem to recall that a train took us there last time. How do you propose we get there tomorrow?”

Her heart sank. “I hadn’t thought of that. Do you suppose we could hire a wagon or cart or—”

“Every wagon in the city has been commandeered by the militia.”

“We’ll walk if we have to,” she said stoutly. “It’s only twenty miles.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m not the sort to walk twenty miles.”

She sniffed and turned away, heading for the berth behind the screen. “I’m not too proud to walk. But I shall need a full night’s rest, so excuse me.”

As she undid the bodice of her dress, she sensed, like a phantom warmth, his presence behind her. Looking over her shoulder, she said, “Go away.”

Instead, he caressed the nape of her neck with his lips. “Ah, Kathleen. You weren’t saying that the first time we—”

“I’m saying it now.” She swung back and stared at nothing, hoping her voice didn’t betray her hurt. “My bed is for someone who means to stay.”

Leaning forward, he kissed her lightly and quickly before she could turn away. “I’ll stay with you, sweetheart.”

“But for how long?” she asked, struggling to keep her voice even. Even one little kiss from him touched her heart with fire. She feared her own susceptibility to him. “A night? A week?”

“Who knows? Do you really need to know?”

“Yes,” she said. “I really need to know.”

“Then I don’t have an answer for you,” he snapped.


She swung away abruptly, pretending she didn’t care.

His quick footsteps thudded on the carpeted floor. Then she heard the clink of glass as he finished off the wine, and finally the slam of the door as he left the car altogether.

* * *

“Where in heaven’s name did you get those?” Kathleen stood in the doorway of the train car, blinking in the dawn light. Dylan stood in the yard, dwarfed by a pair of tall, handsome horses. The sun had just risen, and a deep pinkish gold colored everything the light touched. The hides of the horses appeared bloodred, the surface of the lake a mirror of amber.

An aura surrounded Dylan, and she had to tell herself it was all an illusion. He was a master of disguise. She had seen it again and again. From time to time she herself had been part of whatever fantasy he was trying to create.

But still, she found herself being pulled in by his spell. This morning he resembled a prince from a mythical land, as alluring as a dream. She couldn’t keep her heart from skipping a beat or her lips from curving into a wistful smile. She could not stop the memories that pushed into her mind. The way he’d held her and laughed with her. The funny meals they’d made of biscuits and apples. The way his words felt when he whispered into her ear, sending hot shivers all through her. Even now that she knew what he was, the feelings would rise so high in her heart she feared she might float away.

I miss you, she thought, studying him in the strange light.


Just for a moment, he tilted his head to one side and frowned, almost as if he’d heard her unspoken words.

Being Dylan, he spoiled the effect the moment he opened his mouth. “Don’t just stand there gawking like a beached fish. Get the contract and let’s go.”

She smoothed her hands down the front of her skirts and assumed an air of annoyance. “Where is the buggy?” she asked.

“There is no buggy. These are not buggy horses, anyway. They’d be insulted if you tried to hitch them to a wagon.”

It was then that she noticed the saddles. “I don’t ride horseback.”

A shadow passed over his face. “Pretend you do. You’re good at pretending, Kathleen.”

“No better than you are.”

He stared at her for a moment, the wavy black hair tumbling down over his brow. “Yes you are, love. Believe me, you are.” One of the horses nibbled at his ear. “Are you coming or not?”

“Where did you get the horses?”

“Don’t ask questions unless you’re sure you want to know the answers.”

She stepped down from the car, pulling the door shut behind her. “I haven’t the first idea about riding a horse,” she muttered. She’d had plenty of experience with Clyde, her mother’s dray horse, but sitting on one’s back was another matter altogether.

When she drew close to Dylan, she noticed a difference in him. His clothes were rumpled, his cravat hung undone around his neck and his hair was disheveled. She caught a whiff of perfume and whiskey. The air of dissolution felt heavy, oppressive. “Ah, love. I said don’t ask.”

“I didn’t say a word,” she said.

“With your eyes,” he pointed out. “You asked the question with your eyes.”

“You’d best answer with your mouth, because I’m not as clever at reading people as you.”

He took a deep breath, as though preparing to jump into cold water. “The owner of the horses is Mrs. Pearl Sacks. I met her at some Old Settler party. She’s rich and lonely, and I charmed her.” He held up a hand, palm out. “Nothing happened, I swear it. How could I, when all I can dream of is you?”

She scowled. “Enough of your blarney. You probably made her believe the sun rises for her alone and will not set until she commands it.”

“Did I harm the old tabby?” he demanded. “Did I do one bit of damage? When I went to her, she was a spry old woman, wishing something—anything—would happen to her. I made her smile, Kathleen. I made her laugh and feel alive. Is that so very wrong?”

“I don’t know,” she confessed. “I guess it depends on how she survives when she figures out you were lying.” She shaded her eyes and regarded the sunlight on the ruined city. “Some lives might be just fine after you’ve blown through them. Others will burn away to nothing.” She wondered about herself. After Dylan was gone, then what? How would she end up?

The one thing she knew for certain was that she would get hurt. Until meeting Dylan, she had never known that betrayal could feel like a physical pain. Her chest squeezed until she winced at the sharpness. Holding in tears became a battle she had rarely fought before, and one she almost lost. Almost.

She stared into that fallen-angel face and forced herself to remember their goal. Too much depended upon their accomplishing it. Nothing could be gained by worrying about what Dylan would do afterward.

“Let’s get on with it, then,” she said, proud of the steadiness in her voice. “I don’t know how the devil to ride a horse without breaking my foolish neck.”

“Now there’s something I can help you with,” he said.

He went down on one knee before her. He probably didn’t mean for it to look like a pose of supplication, but it did. He probably didn’t try to resemble a storybook cavalier, but he did. And he certainly didn’t mean for his touch to take her breath away, but it did.

She prayed that when she put her hand in his, he would not sense her trembling.

“Just set your foot on my knee and swing your leg up and over. You can ride astride, it won’t kill you. Like so. She’s a good mare,” he added. “She’s pretty, and does what she’s told.”

Kathleen pursed her lips as if she’d tasted something sour. “Then you should ride her. She is everything you want in a female.”

He laughed as she swung her leg up and over the mare’s back. “You’re just jealous because you saw her kissing my ear.”

She felt awkward and improper, straddling the mare with her skirts bunched up. Dylan did nothing to set her at her ease. In fact, he made it worse by running an insolent hand down her leg, toying with the ruffle of her bloomers.


“Stop that,” she snapped. She jerked her leg a little and the mare shied.

Dylan calmed the horse and winked. “I won’t tell if you won’t.” He placed the reins in her hands. “Her name is Petal,” he said.

He turned to the other mare, fitting his foot in the stirrup. “And this one is—damn it.”

The horse swung her head around and snapped at him. Then, while he still had one foot in the stirrup and one on the ground, she walked forward. Kathleen heard a tearing of cloth.

“Damn it,” he said again, muscling his way into the saddle.

“An unusual name for a mare,” she commented wryly.

He adjusted the reins, wrestling the horse for control. The mare stepped backward and sideways in a stubborn clumsy dance, but eventually she settled, glared straight ahead and twitched her tail.

“I don’t mind a challenge,” he said. “Keeps me from getting bored.”

There were so many things she could have said to him. Instead, she held her tongue, for this was one time he told the truth. He found a challenge in outsmarting people. In tricking them out of their money. In making women fall in love with him.

Pushing aside the thought, she concentrated on keeping her seat. She felt vulnerable, uncertain, yet determined to succeed. Dylan led the way, walking his horse while Kathleen followed. She experimented with the reins, finding the horse reasonably responsive. When they passed through the outskirts of the city, he urged his horse to a smart trot and then a canter. Kathleen locked her jaw, unwilling to let him know she felt as though she might fall off at any moment. Slowly she grew accustomed to the rhythm, and was surprised to find herself relaxing, almost enjoying the outing.

She watched the sun rise over the blowing prairie grasses and cornfields, and in spite of all her efforts, she could not keep from wondering about the woman who had loaned him the mares. What lies had he told her? What promises had he made?

Watching him furtively, Kathleen wanted so much to ask. But at the same time, she remembered his warning about not wanting to know the answers.

The sweep of morning light over the rippling fields gave a feeling of endless space and possibility to the day. Kathleen took a deep breath and prayed no one had reached the Elyssa before them and that the transaction would go smoothly.

At the landing, David Fraser greeted them anxiously. “Mr. Kennedy,” he said, a relieved look on his face. “I was hoping I’d see you again.”

Dylan grinned. “Didn’t I say I’d help you?”

Actually, it was Kathleen who had proposed the deal, but she let it pass.

“I have the cash contract right here.” Dylan patted a saddlebag. “And the cash, too, of course.”

Fraser couldn’t sign fast enough. It was a paltry amount, but sure money in an uncertain time, and Kathleen knew he would gladly take his earnings back to his farm. The deal was concluded in minutes.

“So it’s done, then.” Dylan inspected the papers and receipt which they would have to present to the clerk of the Board of Trade in order to prove that he actually had something to sell.


“Yes, sir. You now have the futures on the biggest grain barge on Lake Michigan.”

“And remember our agreement. There’s to be no word of this until the tug comes to haul it to the city. Then you can tell anyone you wish.”

Fraser looked so pleased that Kathleen’s conscience relaxed. They weren’t cheating him, she told herself. Just offering a sure thing while they took all the risk.

As they rode together back toward town, Dylan looked across at her.

“What?” she asked peevishly.

“I just handed that man all our cash.”

“That was what we agreed to do.”

“For a piece of paper.”

“That paper represents a fortune,” she assured him. She couldn’t resist adding, “Don’t you trust me?”

“Ha,” he said, and the merriment in his eyes captivated her utterly. “I’ll show you trust.”

Without warning, he dug in his heels and his mare surged forward in a gallop. Kathleen emitted a shriek of terror as Petal followed. Mingling with the galloping hoofbeats of the horses was Dylan’s ringing laughter.

“Hang on, sweetheart,” he called, “for the ride of your life.”

She clutched the saddle horn helplessly. She felt defenseless, knowing that at any moment she could fall to her death. She had no idea what was keeping her on. And then, as they sailed past the shimmering prairie, something extraordinary happened. She started loving it. The speed, the danger, the rush of wind over her face. Dylan had once said he felt the keenest essence of life when he was courting death.

Now, finally, she knew what he meant. Her heart sang and shattered at the same moment. She knew that, whatever happened from this moment onward, she would be forever changed. It was strangely like making love with him. He had opened her to a new world of sensation. She heard a woman’s laughter on the wind and realized it was her own. Dylan whipped a glance back at her and she saw an expression of delight on his face. For two people who disliked and distrusted each other they certainly got along well.

* * *

Dressed in sober, conservative fashion, they arrived at the temporary quarters of the Chicago Board of Trade at precisely nine in the morning. The building had been nicknamed The Wigwam for its slapdash appearance, but inside, the atmosphere hummed with brisk business. Dylan resembled a distinguished gentleman, Kathleen his quiet, obedient mistress, patiently batting her eyes in feminine bafflement about finance. But only from a distance. Anyone closer might hear her hissing through her teeth, issuing directives. “Do not do or say anything I haven’t told you to do, or you’ll spoil the whole thing.”

“Bossy woman,” he said.

“Huh. If we had to do this your way, I’d be hanging by my teeth from a high wire.”

“A great temptation, I must admit.”

With falsely cordial smiles and murmured greetings, they entered the boxy wooden structure. They stopped to register their shares with the clerk, who examined their contract. The clerk asked for Dylan’s credentials, and he spread his arms in a gesture of futility. “Burned, I fear.”

The clerk questioned him no further, for he was clearly weary of trying to verify claims of all the other traders. “You’ve got a lot to sell there, Mr. Kennedy. Hope you get your price at tomorrow’s trading.”

* * *

That evening, Dylan went off to God-knew-where, moving the scheme forward another step. Kathleen felt agitated and out of sorts, lonely for his presence. The train car was a sort of limbo for her. One thing she had recently discovered about herself was that she enjoyed a sense of permanence. She had discovered other things as well—that money wasn’t the answer to her troubles, that, in spite of everything, she was still in love with a swindler.

Working by the light of a single oil lamp, she tidied up the place, scraping bread crumbs into a bin, rinsing out the teapot, folding away a towel or two. Dylan’s waistcoat lay in a wad on the chaise, and she picked it up, shaking it out. A small object fluttered to the floor.

With a frown, she set aside the waistcoat and picked it up. A wave of emotion came over her. It was Gran’s holy card, something she thought she would never see again. Dylan must have picked it up the night they met. It had probably been forgotten in his pocket all this time.

Suddenly unsteady, she sat down on the fringed chaise. “Ah, Gran,” she said. “When I first met him, I thought you had arranged the whole thing.” A tremulous smile curved her mouth as she recalled that night when anything, everything, had seemed possible. “But look at us now.” She rubbed a thumb over the creased surface of the card, circling the shape of the halo over Saint Bridget’s head. “Surely you didn’t mean for this to happen. Surely you didn’t mean for me to get my foolish heart broken into a million pieces.”

She shut her burning eyes. “You always said that love would take me by surprise, Gran. Do you remember that? I used to complain so bitterly that I’d never marry, because I had never met a man I could love. Mam would scold me for the stars in my eyes, but you never did, Gran. Even when Mam nagged me to say yes to Barry Lynch, you patted my hand and told me to keep dreaming, that love would take me by surprise.” Her voice shook wildly, and she felt three times a fool sitting there talking to a ghost, but she couldn’t stop herself. “You forgot to tell me the rest, Gran. You forgot to tell me how much it hurts.”

After that, she couldn’t talk anymore. She doubled over and trembled with the effort to keep in the sobs. This hurt was the price she paid for pride. For greed. For being ashamed of who she was and wanting things beyond her reach.

In her misery, she dropped the little picture card. Wiping her face on her sleeve like the crudest of chambermaids, she stooped to pick it up.

Dylan Kennedy got there first, snatching the card.

With a shriek, Kathleen jumped to her feet. “How long have you been standing there?” she demanded.

But she knew the answer from the expression on his face. It was the look of a man facing a firing squad. The look of a man who had heard more than he wanted to hear. “Kathleen—”

She grabbed the card from him. “You should have said something. You should not have sneaked up on me.”


“If you’re going to bare your soul, you should keep the door locked,” he shot back.

She felt more exposed than if she’d been caught buck naked. She knew beyond any doubt that she looked vulnerable. She could not possibly feel any more horrible, but she made herself face him and say, “I wish you had not heard that.”

“I wish I hadn’t either,” he said fervently.

The hot, humiliating tears kept pushing like fire behind her eyes, so she flopped down on the chaise and made no attempt to stop them. No one had ever seen her cry before. She didn’t trust Dylan, but she could cry in front of him. She had no idea why that was. “You must be pleased with yourself. I had only one thing in the world worth stealing, and you managed to take it.”

“Your virginity?”

“My honor,” she blurted out.

“Don’t be ridic—”

“I’m not.” She spread her arms. “Look at me, Dylan. I haven’t a thing in the world. Even the clothes on my back don’t belong to me. My family is struggling to survive the winter. The only thing I ever possessed that had any value at all was my honor. And you took it. You stole it.”

“Your cleverness, your intelligence are still intact,” he pointed out. “I didn’t take those. And as for the honor…” He sat down uninvited at the end of the chaise, thrusting a handkerchief into her hand. “That’s not the way I recall it. You willingly, eagerly gave yourself to me, Kathleen.”

“Because I believed all the lies you told me. I believed you loved me. Because we’re married.”


“You can’t hold me responsible for what you believe.”

His twisted logic gave her a headache. She blotted her face with the handkerchief. It smelled of him, and that made her want to cry again, but she wouldn’t let herself. “I hold you responsible for lying. For making me love you.”

“You don’t love me, Kathleen O’Leary, and you never did. Maybe you like feeling wounded. Hell, I don’t know. But you can’t make up your mind to love someone in just a few hours.”

“Since when did you become an expert on matters of the heart?”

“I’m not.”

“You could be,” she insisted. “All it takes is time, honesty and caring.”

“We don’t have that,” he said. “We never will.”

His bald statement shook her. “I understand now,” she quietly confessed. “I did a terrible thing, pretending to be an heiress at that cursed party. You are part of my punishment.”

He ran a splayed hand through his hair. “Look, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I never wanted to hurt you.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. Can we just please—Can we try to get through this thing with Costello? When it’s over, we’ll go our separate ways. It’ll be like none of this ever happened.”

She stared at him for a long time. In the amber lamplight, his wavy, glossy hair, his eyes of the purest blue, his face so elegant and fine masked his true character. What an idiot she had been to equate physical perfection with goodness. There was more good in plain, dull Barry Lynch’s left elbow than there was in all six well-built feet of Dylan Kennedy.

“How did you get to be so cold?” she asked, genuinely intrigued. “Do you have no heart at all, or did someone steal yours, too, long ago?”

He made a hissing sound as if she had burned him, and just for a moment, anger blazed undisguised in his eyes. “What the hell sort of question is that?”

“It was two questions. And I’m still waiting for an answer.”

“I don’t have to explain anything to you.”

“No, you don’t.” Intrigued by this chink in his smooth, confident armor, she leaned back on the chaise. “You’re too cowardly.”

“My earliest memory,” he said after a long silence, “is of being in a train station. I was only a little kid at the time. My mother dumped me like a stray cat in a drowning bag.”

Kathleen felt a lurch of queasiness. She pictured him as a little boy. He would have been beautiful then, as well, with that coloring and those eyes. “Ah, Dylan, I can’t imagine how you must have felt.”

“I started fooling around, walking on the backs of the benches in the waiting room, jumping up and down the stairs to pass the time. No one cared what I did so long as I stayed out of their way. There was a fellow with a mouth organ and a little dancing dog. I watched him for a while.” He stood up and paced, raking his hand through his hair.

Kathleen cursed her own quick temper. She had bullied him into dredging up these memories, not realizing the pain that came with them. She wanted to tell him to stop, yet at the same time felt compelled to share his heartbreak.

“Folks would toss him a penny as they passed by,” he continued, “and I asked him why they did that. He said people liked things they didn’t see every day, like a dancing dog. So I decided to show them something they didn’t see every day.”

She leaned forward, her heart in her throat. “What did you do?”

“I climbed a steel pole and walked along a beam that stretched across all the platforms. Folks threw pennies to me after that. Turned out I had a talent for doing tricks, dangerous stuff. The sort of thing you’re not supposed to let a kid do. But there was no one around to stop me.” With his jaw clenched hard, he stared into a distance she could not see. She felt the pain of that child with no mam to scold him and keep him out of danger. He rubbed his hand on his cheeks as if to loosen the tension in his jaw. “I saved up those pennies, got a little more sophisticated with my act and bought a suit of clothes like I’d seen on a rich boy at the train station. That’s when I started pretending.”

“Pretending what?”

“Whatever I thought folks needed to see or hear. I was on my way to Boston and I’d lost my ticket. I claimed I’d been pickpocketed and needed shelter for the night. People believed whatever I told them. I figured out that if you play your part well enough, people will believe what they want to believe.” He hesitated and then said in a flat, harsh voice, “I don’t remember my name.”

“Oh, Dylan—”

Before she knew what was happening, he pulled her against him and put his face very close to hers so that she could feel the warmth of his breath. “Don’t,” she said, but he ignored her. He kissed her lightly, briefly, a subtle reminder of the sort of kisses that had made her burn with pleasure.

“I don’t have the first idea what love is, Kathleen,” he said. “At least I’m honest about that. But I do know there was nothing false about the things we did when we first came to this train car. What we felt was genuine. It’s the finest sort of pleasure, Kathleen, and I’ve missed it.”

She struggled in his embrace and tried to resist her own foolish desire. “Well, you’ll have to keep on missing it. I’m sorry for your troubles, Dylan, or whatever your name is. I’m sorry you had to come up through the world the way you did, with no family, no one to love you and guide you. But I do have a family, and they taught me what love is, and I’ll settle for no less for myself.”

He wouldn’t release her, but made a trail of little nibbling kisses from her ear to her collarbone, pausing at the side of her neck to suck at the delicate skin there until she gasped. “I can’t love you,” he said simply. “I don’t know how. But I can make you feel things beyond your wildest dreams, Kathleen. You know damned well I can. Because you do the same to me.”

She wasn’t certain why she stopped protesting. It was as if that part of her common sense flew out the window, leaving nothing but weak, wanting flesh in its place. And in spite of everything, she did want him, and all the things he made her feel, even if she knew in her heart that the shallow, superficial passion was as fleeting as a warm day in autumn.

He undressed her slowly. She had a hundred chances to protest, but she wanted this. Wanted the closeness, the intimacy. The illusion of love. When he carried her to the sleeping berth and sank into her, she cried out in mindless joy.

There was a fierce urgency to his lovemaking, which added to the illusion that he adored and valued her. He was a master of pretense, and like the weakest of gulls, she found herself believing in the tenderness of his caresses, the depth of his kisses, the mindless endearments he whispered in her ear as he gave all his passion to her.

Neither of them spoke afterward, nor made a move to put out the lamp before it sputtered and died on its own, its fuel burned away to nothing. Kathleen lay in the circle of his arms, listening to the steady beat of his pulse. In a small, shadowy corner of her heart, she admitted that his story had moved her. She could do nothing about the lost little boy, abandoned in a train station. But she could hold and touch the man he had become, and hope that some strange magic could reach across the years, take that lost boy by the hand and bring him to a better place.

* * *

“You look perfect,” Dylan said the next morning. “Absolutely perfect.”

Standing on a hastily built walkway near the Board of Trade, Kathleen barely acknowledged his words. They were not a compliment. She had a role to play, and impersonating the perfect tycoon’s mistress was part of her act.

“You remember what to say?” she asked.

“We’ve only gone over it a hundred times. Why are you so nervous?” he inquired.


“I’m not like you, Dylan. I have not spent my life fooling people.”

He looked at her for a long moment. “No. You’ve spent your life fooling yourself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I was just remembering what you were nattering away about last night. I’m damned glad you got that out of your system.”

“Got what out of my system?”

“All that nonsense about love.”









THE BIG TOUCH


Doubtless the pleasure is as great Of being cheated as to cheat.

 Samuel Butler









SEVENTEEN



9:00 a.m.

Though the slapdash quarters of the Chicago Board of Trade were temporary, the traders observed protocol, opening the day’s business with the usual humble plea to God, followed by a frenzy of capitalistic greed. Runners in red caps and jackets circulated through the trading pits, bringing messages from the floor to the posters stationed at large slate boards. Prices were posted in chalk and changed as they rose and fell. Floor traders observed them keenly and made their trades accordingly.

Dylan entered the hive of activity with Kathleen. It was unorthodox for a woman to be present at the Board of Trade, but the occasional female observer would raise only a few eyebrows. After the upheaval of the fire, anything was possible.

“I’ve always wondered what this would be like,” she whispered.


“I suppose you’re about to find out. This had better work,” he said between his teeth. “It was a hell of a lot of trouble to set up.”

She cut a glance at him. “You should love this, Dylan. It’s full of risk and dishonesty. Your specialties.”

“If that’s supposed to insult me, you’ve missed your mark,” he said, taking her elbow and guiding her along the aisle. But in a dark, private part of his heart, he felt a sinking disappointment. She knew him better than anyone ever had, and that was her opinion of him. Since they’d awakened that morning she had hardly spoken to him. She refused to speak of their lovemaking and refused to repeat the episode. She considered herself no better than the women he manipulated in order to get his way. He supposed he could explain to her what he had done in order to borrow the horses. It wasn’t what she thought. For once, nothing had happened, and the irony was, Kathleen wouldn’t believe him. He’d only given Mrs. Sacks a few compliments and kisses—in gentlemanly fashion, on the hand. He couldn’t help it if the old bag used perfume as if it were rainwater and she was a thirsting crop. He couldn’t help it if Kathleen believed the worst when she’d smelled that flowery essence on him.

Some lives might be just fine after you’ve blown through them. Others will burn away to nothing.

Which are you, Kathleen? Will you be fine once I’m gone? He didn’t ask it aloud because he was one to abide by his own rule. He never asked a question unless he wanted to know the answer.

She lowered the brim of her bonnet over her brow, probably hoping to appear unobtrusive. But with her blazing-red hair and trim figure, that was unlikely. “Let’s go get the trading chits.”

“And then what?”

“Then you go down to the pit and wait.”

“Wait for the price to rise.”

“That’s correct. Then you sell.”

“Sounds simple enough.”

“Just don’t sell too soon. Wait until you see me signal. I’ll be in the gallery there.” She indicated a set of raised wooden bleachers already crowded with farmers and money men, and a few women.

“What will the signal be?”

She laughed, though her mirth had a bitter edge. “Don’t you know? I shall drop a hankie like a lady to her champion.”

“And how will you know the perfect time to sell?”

“You’ll just have to trust me.”

After they checked in, he clutched the fistful of trading chits in one hand. With the other he caught her against him, gratified by her surprised gasp, a tantalizing echo of a sound she sometimes made while making love. Before she could get mad, he planted a firm resounding kiss on her mouth. They drew disapproving glares from black-clad businessmen bustling past. Dylan didn’t care as he grinned down at her. “For luck,” he said.

9:40 a.m.

Vincent Costello arrived before the trading began. Shadowed as he often was these days by a nervous, disapproving Barry Lynch, he stopped at the contracts bureau to register. Barry shot a glance at Kathleen, and Dylan held his breath. She had persuaded the clerk to keep mum about the stolen money, assuring him that it would be repaid after today.

Dylan could feel Kathleen’s eyes on him, beaming across from the observation gallery. She was a born worrier, that one. She believed that if Costello realized Dylan had come to trade, the swindler would know something was up.

She didn’t understand—he wanted Costello to see him. Vince was competitive. Dylan’s presence would only make him more aggressive in his transactions. The only secret was that Dylan had come not to buy, but to sell. He turned to Kathleen and gave her a wink. Up in the gallery, amid men clad in black suits or denim trousers, she stood out like a flower, and as it often did, his heart caught at the sight of her.

He couldn’t figure out why she meant so much to him. It wasn’t just that she was pretty—though she was—because he had been with pretty women before. Yet there was something especially affecting about Kathleen. It wasn’t just her slender figure, her red hair, her large clear eyes or the way she smiled. Maybe it was the way she had listened to him speak of the past and the way she wept for the lost boy he had once been. Time and again he willed his heart to free itself from her spell, but he couldn’t. Damn the woman. She captivated him, made him want to be with her every day and night without end.

Which was a pity. Because in a very short while he was going to leave her.

Standing at the rail and looking down at him, she had the aspect of an angel, and he knew he was not mistaken. Oh, he had teased and derided her about pretending to be an heiress. He’d tried to convince her that she was as larcenous as he. But he knew it wasn’t so. Kathleen O’Leary had a deep core of goodness. She loved her family. She worked hard. She knew what was important in her life.

Dylan pressed his fingers to his mouth and threw her a kiss. She tried to look disapproving, but instead, a delighted smile played about her mouth. It would be hard to leave this woman. But he would, of course. He simply did not know how to stay.

Besides, he told himself as Costello made his way across the floor, staying in one place was not the paradise it was cracked up to be. He knew that. Within a short time, he and Kathleen would be bickering like children about whether or not she should buy a certain frock or if he should go to a card game on a Sunday or who stole the covers from whom on a cold winter night.

But the trouble was, he liked bickering with her.

Determined not to dwell on it, he went down to the pits.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Costello demanded, thrusting his bulk in Dylan’s path.

Dylan gave no indication of his purpose as he greeted his nemesis with a congenial grin. “You know me, Vince. I’m a gambler at heart.” For good measure, he tucked a thumb inside his frock coat where he held his sell orders. A knot of traders scurried past, jostling him. He didn’t know anyone but Vince here. If they were all like Costello, they were all thieves.

“How’d you get a seat on the Board of Trade?” Costello demanded.


“How did you come up with the cash? You must feel so blessed,” Dylan shot back.

“I—”

A long, shrill bell sounded.

Dylan’s grin widened. “You’ll have to excuse me, Vince. I’ve got orders.”

He knew he’d said the right thing when Costello broke away and pushed into the midst of the traders and runners. Dylan paused to catch Kathleen’s eye one more time. And this time she amazed him. This time she threw out the kiss.

10:05 a.m.

Kathleen barely glanced at Father Michael as he pushed his way through the rickety bleachers toward her. She was too riveted by the wild spectacle below to do more than give him a brief nod of greeting.

“It’s begun, then,” the priest said, peering down at the frenetic traders.

She shifted nervously, pressed by the farmer from Peoria who stood next to her. He smelled of hayseed and pipe tobacco, and he’d tried to get friendly with her but she had quickly rebuffed him. She did not want to be distracted. Even if her entire future was not riding on the outcome of the trading today, she would have found the activity fascinating.

Father Michael nudged her. “Does Dylan have the right papers, then?”

“He does, Father.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “There’s an entire bargeload of grain on its way, and no one knows about it.”

“But he’s not selling,” the priest objected. “He’s just standing there while everyone else is buying like mad.”

“He is waiting for my signal.” She showed him the handkerchief wadded in her hand. “When I drop this he’ll start selling. I’m waiting for Bull to deliver the telegram with the correct price discovery.”

“The calculation that there will be an abundant harvest.”

“That’s correct.”

Redcaps and recorders hurried and pushed back and forth across the floor. Relay men shouted price changes from one to another. The activity reminded Kathleen of a bucket brigade. Only instead of water, they were passing along price information.

“Heaven above,” Father Michael said. “Look what’s happening to the price of wheat.”

Kathleen studied the boards in awe. Thanks to Costello’s aggressive buying, the price rose steeply and showed no sign of slowing down. Convinced that Costello was on to something, others joined in the bidding frenzy. The price rose at an accelerated rate, and the beating of her heart did likewise. No one noticed that Dylan had not actually bid yet.

“They’re going too high,” the priest said. “Surely a bushel of wheat isn’t worth what they’re paying.”

“It always happens this way. When a trader sees someone trying to corner the market, he assumes the reason is that there’s big money to be made, so he gets in on it.”

“So now they’re all bidding for the grain.”

“That’s what is making the price go up.”

A recorder frantically wiped and rewrote the price several more times. Kathleen forgot to breathe. She hadn’t been so nervous since those knives had come whizzing at her from Dylan’s hand.

When? she asked herself. When to sell?

Now she understood the thinking of experienced traders. They kept pushing for another quarter-cent, another half…

Father Michael touched her sleeve. “Perhaps you should drop that handkerchief now, my girl. I can’t imagine the price going any hi—”

The recorder raised the price per bushel again.

Father Michael cleared his throat. “Maybe I had just better—”

“Yes,” she said, watching Costello gather in chits at a frantic pace.

“—pray,” he concluded.

“It’s what you’re best at, Father.”

Then Dylan shot her a look. Urgency and exasperation sharpened his features. He, too, was getting unnerved by the pace of the trading. She glared back at him. As an experienced showman and swindler he ought to understand the importance of timing.

She didn’t want just some of the money Costello had stolen from the Catholic Relief Fund. She wanted it all. That meant waiting until the price reached a breath-stealing peak, and then selling off quickly.

Dylan tossed his head like an impatient racehorse. Kathleen smiled. She liked having this power over him. She liked having this control. If she could not have his heart, at least she could have his undivided attention at this critical moment, and even his trust that she would know when the time was right.

It was heady stuff. She almost didn’t feel Father Michael nudging her again.


“Isn’t that Bull down there, walking toward the telegrapher’s desk?”

Kathleen emitted a small, thin gasp. Not yet, she wanted to shout. But Bull was only following the plan. She had been greedy; she had pushed too hard. The hand holding the handkerchief clenched convulsively and then opened. The wisp of fabric, embroidered with a stranger’s initials, drifted to the trading floor. The frenzied traders took no note as they trod the fabric underfoot.

Just for a moment, she thought of the night she had dropped Gran’s holy card. A man had stepped on it and her life had been changed forever.

“My child,” said Father Michael, “you’ve turned as pale as the grave.”

She swallowed hard, darting her gaze from Bull to Dylan to Mr. Costello. “I’ve had a bad omen, Father.”

He didn’t bother trying to reassure her. He was Irish. He knew better than to argue with omens.

10:45 a.m.

At last the fool woman had made up her mind, thought Dylan as he saw the handkerchief drifting down from the gallery. Finally it was time to do what he had come to do.

Each time he had walked the rope over Niagara Falls, he had been possessed by a keen, focused sense of balance, heightened by the knowledge that one false move would mean certain death. The stunt always exhilarated him, and he was startled to feel that sense now. This was not a matter of life and death, but when he saw the hope on the faces of Kathleen and Father Michael, it felt much more important than that.

He took out his sell orders and held his hand in the air as Kathleen had instructed. A surge of self-confidence welled inside him. This, at least, was his specialty. Convincing people to pay good money for something of no value was what he did best. The current act was no different. He simply had to persuade people to part with their money for an illusion.

There was no convincing necessary. They surged toward him like flesh-eating fish in a feeding frenzy. Buy order after buy order was thrust at him, and he couldn’t gather them in fast enough. Costello was topping everyone’s price, smugly certain his private knowledge of the market was enough to trump Dylan’s efforts.

Jostled and harassed by the bidders, he felt a keen gratification, gathering in sums far higher than what he had paid for the forward contract. Before his very eyes, a thousand dollars ballooned to ten thousand, then twenty, just as Kathleen had predicted it would.

Yet it was strange. At the core of his thrill in the game was a certain hollowness. An emptiness. Winning was fleeting. Its effects never lasted. He was living proof of that.

And as he gathered in his orders, he felt a twinge of irritation at Kathleen. Damn the woman. She made him think too much. She made him yearn for more than confidence games and sleight of hand. She made him want to seize the very essence of life itself.

Stupid. For him, life was about getting ahead and moving on. That was all he had ever done. That was all he knew.


He became aware of a red-faced recording clerk shouting at him. “You fool! Why the hell are you selling out?”

Dylan was about to trade away the balance of the contract. “Because it’s the only thing I can do,” he yelled back.

But something, a feeling, an instinct, made him hold on to a fraction of shares. It really only represented about fifty dollars, but he wanted to keep it. He wasn’t sure why. In years to come, the chits would remind him of the elaborate scheme he had concocted with Kathleen, he supposed.

With nothing left to sell, his pockets swollen with chits just waiting to be converted into cash, he broke away from the crowd and stood back to let the rest of the trading unfold. There was Bull, right on schedule. Runners rushed forward with the new price discovery report.

And somewhere along the lakeshore, making fast for Chicago, was a bargeload of grain that would take the bottom clean out of the shortage.

11:05 a.m.

Rumors rippled through the crowd in the pit like the wind through a field of ripe wheat. Kathleen counted precisely three seconds of sick, disbelieving silence. Then the floor exploded again, shifting from rampant buying to frantic selling.

The recorders resembled men before a firing squad as they posted plummeting prices. Costello desperately tried to unload the grain he had bought at such inflated prices, but could find no buyers. Everyone else was selling, too.

Farmers in the gallery swore and stomped away. Vincent Costello clenched both fists to his chest, raised his face to the ceiling and let out an animal bellow of rage.

And Dylan Kennedy, Kathleen saw with a surge of pride, stood at the barred counter, reckoning his earnings. She sagged back on the bleachers, clutching Father Michael’s hand. “It’s over,” she said. “He got your money back for you, Father.”

Yet even as she embraced their victory, she could not stop a welling of sadness. Dylan would leave after this. He had said as much and she could think of no way in the world to stop him.








THE PAYOFF


When I consider life, ‘tis all a cheat; Yet, fooled with hope, men favor the deceit; Trust on, and think tomorrow will repay. Tomorrow’s falser than the former day.

 John Dryden









EIGHTEEN



On the sandy shore of the lake, Dylan and Bull made a bonfire to chase away the chill of the autumn night. The amber glow cast a wavering circle of soft light over the thick wool blankets they had spread out on the sand. The remains of a meal of roasted chicken, contraband wine and fresh bread lay surrounded by four sprawling forms replete with good food and illicit drink.

Dylan sat with one arm propped behind him and the other around Kathleen. His feet, casually crossed at the ankles, rested on a strongbox containing their earnings in paper cash and coin.

He studied the play of firelight over the box. “You know,” he said, “I’m no stranger to a fortune this size. I’ve seen it before. Why does this one seem so much sweeter than the others?”

Father Michael’s beatific smile had been knocked askew by copious amounts of wine, obtained by means he refused to divulge. “’Cause you were doing God’s work, my son.”

Dylan chuckled and toyed with a silky lock of Kathleen’s hair. “Was I?”

“Of course,” Kathleen murmured, her voice sleepy with the wine she had imbibed. “Mr. Costello’s money was stolen from the church. By earning it back, you restored the church’s money.”

“It’s not that simple. We made more than that. We doubled the amount that was stolen.”

“Only because I made you wait for the right price,” she said.

“Only because I convinced Costello there’d be a shortage,” Bull said loudly.

“Only because I did such a good job in the trading pit,” Dylan chimed in.

“Children, children.” Father Michael made a quelling motion with his hands. “Don’t poison the sweetness of this victory with pride. Why not concede that the Lord himself delivered good fortune into our unsher—unswerving—undeserving hands?”

“I didn’t see the Lord in the trading pit, sweating bullets,” Dylan grumbled, taking a swig of wine.

“May God forgive you for your arrogish—arrog—pride.” The priest seized the bottle and polished off the wine.

“He will,” said Dylan. “That’s his job.”

“What about the other traders, the honest ones?” Father Michael asked with a troubled frown. “They lost money today, too.”

“Hazard of the game,” Dylan said easily. “They knew that, and they’ll be back to trade another day. Costello was the big loser. He was our mark.”


“I feel awful for his daughter,” Kathleen remarked. “Imagine, having such a scoundrel for a father.”

Dylan couldn’t imagine having a father at all. “Faith will be all right. She always is.” He didn’t mention that he’d had a private conference with Barry Lynch, making certain that Faith would have the means to carry on, no matter what happened to Vince. For years, Dylan had carried a very quiet, protective devotion for Faith in his heart. It didn’t mean he wanted to marry her, but he never wished her ill.

Kathleen rested her head on his shoulder. He liked the soft weight of it there. He liked the smell of the soap she used and the gentle rise and fall of her bosom as she relaxed against him.

Bull lit a match and held it to the bowl of his burl pipe. A ripple of smoke swirled around him, and then the night wind snatched it away. “If you had a fortune this big before,” he said, “why didn’t you hold on to it?”

Dylan stared into the heart of the fire. “I guess I’ve never been much good at holding on to things.”

They sat together in contemplative silence for a time. Some distance up the shore, lights had been strung along Government Pier. The lighthouse emitted its long beam over the restless waters of Lake Michigan. It made a fine sight, particularly with the knowledge that bargeloads of grain were making their way to port.

“Is Mr. Costello a vengeful sort?” Kathleen asked.

“He can do nothing,” Dylan lied, lightly caressing her back. “He cannot reveal the source of his capital because it was stolen. And he cannot complain that he was given false price discoveries because that was confidential.” Dylan decided not to disclose his prediction as to what Vince might do on a personal level. He was a proud man, harsh and ruthless. During their burlesque days, Dylan’s physical condition had mattered, so Vince left him alone. More recently, he had counted on Faith to keep her father’s temper in check. But lately, Faith seemed to be taking more interest in a certain accounting clerk than in Dylan Kennedy.

Now there was nothing to stop Costello from taking revenge. That was yet another reason Dylan had to disappear. Of course, he thought, sliding a glance at Kathleen, it wasn’t the only reason.

Father Michael climbed to his feet and patted his middle. “My friends,” he announced, trying to hold on to steady dignity, “I must be going. There is mush—much work to be done tomorrow.”

He staggered, and Bull got up to help him. “I’ll get him back to St. Brendan’s.”

Dylan reached for the strongbox. Father Michael lifted his hand. “We’re too drunk, and it’s too dark out, to deal with that now. Bring the money ‘round in the morning.”

Dylan felt a flash of amazement. He wasn’t used to being trusted. Then he saw Bull exchange a glance with Kathleen, and he understood. They bade goodnight all around, and Bull and the priest left. Outside the circle of firelight, the huge man and the drunken priest melted into the velvety night. The waves lapping at the shore filled the ensuing silent void, pierced by the occasional lonely whistle of a train, invisible on the distant prairie.

The sound made him think of all the empty nights to come, and how they would feel even emptier now that he had known a woman like Kathleen.


Without really planning what he would do, he shifted position to face her. He took her lips with his mouth, savoring her softness and the impulse that made her part her lips, maybe in protest, maybe in surprise. He deepened the kiss with pressure and sent a bold suggestion with the motion of his tongue.

She melted into his embrace. He was amazed at how sweetly pliant she was. They had their differences, the two of them, but not when it came to this sort of pleasure. He gave her no chance to protest. They had a mile of empty shoreline and the night was cold, but here in the circle of the fire, it was warm and intimate. He parted the bodice of her dress and drew it down and away from her, then loosened her corset and the shift beneath. Her breasts looked beautiful in the golden light. He put his mouth there, and the heat generated by the intimate contact lit his desire to a fever pitch. She was a magnificent creature, and he lost himself in her, lost all sense of time and space. Nothing existed outside this world of firelight and sensation, of flesh straining for contact and comfort. He loved the taste of her and told her so without words, drawing his tongue over her delicate skin while his hands worked efficiently, divesting her, and then himself, of the encumbering garments that lay between them. He kissed her everywhere, overriding a few halfhearted protests as he turned her this way and that on the blanket. He learned that if he kept hold of her, she never had a chance to escape him, for in truth she didn’t want to escape. He warmed her with his hands and mouth and body, discovering the soft shadows and folds of her most secret places.

She tortured him in turn, laughing quietly when he gasped and convulsed with the effort to prolong their lovemaking. She learned his body with an earnest will that drove him mad. She had never been shy with him, not even that first time, and now in the flickering firelight she pressed her advantage. Her small clever hands grasped and caressed, setting him afire. It was a game in which there were no winners or losers, only sensation and the delight of a torment that promised everything.

“God, you are exquisite,” he whispered, leaning down to give her the most intimate kiss of all. She shuddered beneath him, and then cried out for him to fill her. He took his time, though her fingers dug into him and her hips lifted toward his. He kissed her lightly, sweetly, lowering himself by inches. “This is how you taste,” he whispered, sharing. “You taste like pleasure. You taste like love.”

He filled her at last, and moved with a long slow rhythm, still holding back but starting to strain from the effort. When he could wait no longer he poured himself into her, giving everything he had and wishing he had more to offer.

The strange silence of the aftermath went on for long moments. He drew the pile of discarded clothing partially over them and pressed her cheek into the hollow of his chest. He had no idea why he liked holding her as much as he liked making love to her, but he did. It brought a certain rare quiet to his soul.

Finally he confessed it, because he realized he could say anything to her and it wouldn’t sound stupid or weak. “When I hold you like this,” he whispered, “the whole world seems to stop.”

She twisted to her side, propping her chin in her hand to gaze into his face. “I know,” she said. “I feel that, too.” Taking a deep breath, she said, “I wish—”


“Sh.” He touched a finger to her lips. “Don’t wish for anything.”

“Why not?”

“Then you’ll never be disappointed.” He didn’t want to hear her wishes, because he could not make any of them come true. Besides, she had an uncanny knack for forcing him to make, and keep, promises—something he would rather not do.

She watched him with sympathy and curiosity and confusion. He wanted to explain himself to her but he didn’t know how. He didn’t know what he was feeling because he had never felt this way before. It was like an illness that wouldn’t go away. Love? He had declared love for a woman many a time. It had never occurred to him that love was more than just a word to be used like a key in a lock. He suddenly remembered his feelings when the flames were marching toward the courthouse. The fire was something he couldn’t control or manipulate or talk his way out of. Loving Kathleen posed the same dilemma.

“You know I have to go away now,” he said.

“You don’t have to do anything of the sort.” She looked him straight in the eye. “You’re a good trader, Dylan. You proved that today.” She studied him for a long time, seeming to sense the futility of arguing with him. “But it seems you’re better at running away.”

“I’m not—” He broke off. “There’s nothing but trouble for me, and anyone associated with me, if I stay. Costello is probably already looking for me.”

“He doesn’t scare you. Don’t pretend he does.” She sat up and hugged her knees to her chest, regarding him with a look as intense as the lighthouse beam. “You claim you are a man who loves risk. But you’re afraid of the biggest gamble of all.”

Wary, he squinted at her. “And what is that?”

“The risk of giving every part of yourself in a lasting bond. You’re good at the shallow gratification of the game, but when it comes to the enduring challenge of love, you’re afraid. Because as hard as it is to leave, it’s even harder to stay. As much as it hurts to leave, it hurts even more to keep loving me.”

“Who said I loved you?” he demanded.

Her smile was mysterious and sad. “You said so just now. Not with words, but that’s the reason you’re leaving. It’s the reason you’re so scared and the reason you can’t stay. So pretend if you like that you won’t settle down because you’d get bored. Pretend you have to flee because you’ve made a powerful enemy. That’s a pretty story to tell people and it makes you look manly and interesting as you drift from place to place, game to game. But you and I both know you’re running away because you’re afraid of staying with me.”

He formed his fists into hard knots, when he actually wanted to clap them over his ears. He didn’t need to hear this, damn her. With an effort, he relaxed and spoke with negligent offhandedness. “Very dramatic, but untrue. I don’t believe in the kind of love you’re talking about. It doesn’t exist for me. It never has. No one ever showed me how it’s done.”

“Oh, Dylan. You know. You know how it’s done. You have to believe you’re worth it.”

His mind whirred with confusion. He couldn’t be the object of her devotion unless he knew how to return it. And he couldn’t return it until he understood what he felt. “I don’t know how. I’d only hurt you.”


“You’ll hurt me by leaving.” She slowly dressed herself. As Dylan did the same, he hoped she wouldn’t cry, for her tears struck him like bullets from a firing squad. To distract her, he moved to another subject. “What will we do about the money?”

“What do you mean, what will we do? It belongs to the church.”

“Only ten thousand of it. The other ten came from the trading.”

“But you were trading for the church’s money. If not for that, you’d never have the ten thousand.”

“Your logic is stunning.”

“You promised,” she said. “The night of the fire, you promised to rebuild the steeple of St. Brendan’s Church. You’ve earned the money to do it, but you have to give it all, not just half.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Serious as a toothache.”

“You’re the fool of the world, then. With your share of the profits, you could get your family back on its feet. But you’re letting it slip through your fingers, all because you believed a liar’s promise.”

“That’s just it, Dylan. I can no longer live a lie. I used to be unhappy with who I was, because I thought I wanted so much more. But at least that poor Irish lass was honest and hardworking. If I have to go back to that life, then so be it.”

“But what about the fact that we’re married?” Dylan demanded.

“Hah. A fine time for you to bring that up. You’ve managed to bury all the secrets in the world, Dylan Kennedy. What is one more?” She turned away in a huff. “You are incorrigible. You’ll never change.”


He watched her until she disappeared into the night. He didn’t try to stop her, but for the first time in his life, he hesitated, pondering his options. He realized that he had to choose: riches or Kathleen. He couldn’t have both.

* * *

When Kathleen awakened the next day, she knew he was gone for good even before she opened her eyes. There was a certain quality to the air, a quietness and an emptiness, as if all the energy had been sucked out of the room.

She lay unmoving in the berth, deep beneath the feather bed, with her eyes still shut. She tried not to remember the night before but every stinging little ache and warm twinge reminded her of all the ways he had touched her.

She flung her forearm over her eyes, reluctant to let in the light of day. She wondered how he could touch her with such intimacy, how he could whisper words of love in her ear, and then walk out of her life as if she were no more important to him than a horse he had borrowed for an afternoon pleasure ride. He had given her everything she wanted, except the one thing she needed most.

Enough, she told herself, hearing the stern echo of Gran’s command in her mind. Enough of the self-pity, colleen.

She wondered what he had done with the money and braced herself for disappointment. Knowing Dylan, he would repay only what the church had lost, and keep the rest for himself. He was an opportunist, after all.

Aching from the wounds of having loved so foolishly, she almost wished they had not made love at the lakeshore. Almost. For her, the experience had been bittersweet; she had known it would be the last time. And she had been wrong ever to think she was unworthy of Dylan’s love. She was worthy. The reason he had left had nothing to do with her, and everything to do with him.

My mother dumped me like a stray cat in a drowning bag. His words whispered through her mind, filling her with pity and understanding. Behind that cocksure, devil-may-care attitude, he believed himself unworthy, unlovable. His own mother had abandoned him. Now, as a grown man, he made certain he was the one to leave. That way, he would never be abandoned again.

With an effort of will, Kathleen flung aside the covers and sat up. Her clothes lay discarded in a heap on a parlor chair. She washed and dressed with great care and control, unwilling to allow herself to shed a single tear. “He was the adventure you always wanted, girleen,” she muttered under her breath, sounding exactly like her grandmother. “Don’t go having regrets because you made your own dream come true. Most people don’t even have that.”

She bathed her face with water from the basin and stared into the small oval shaving mirror that hung above the washstand. It was the same face she saw every day—pale skin, green eyes, freckles. She thought getting her heart broken would change her profoundly, but she looked the same on the outside.

She had no belongings to pack. None of this—not the train car, these clothes, these furnishings, this life—belonged to her. They were all fleeting, borrowed possessions. She had known that from the start.

She left the rail yard and made her way to Madison. Once aboard the horse car, she leaned an elbow on the rail and watched the city roll slowly by. Though still a wasteland, sad and chill in the autumn morning, Chicago was being rebuilt. Brick by brick, her pulsing life force would be excavated by those who refused to let her die.

Kathleen shut her eyes and let the memories come. She had clung to Dylan’s hand and raced through the burning city, knowing from the start that her life would never be the same. She remembered him in all his guises—laughing at danger, then sobered by tragedy, at rare times quiet and pensive. But always, every moment they had been together, he had made her feel as if she were the most important person in the world.

That was why he was so good at his game, she told herself. Because he could make a person feel special and beloved, even when she should know better.

As the car lurched over the bridge, she stared down at the flat gray water, strewn with floating debris. Everyone’s life had been changed by the fire. She was not so unique. Like everyone else, she would have to start over.

She had already concluded that she could not go back to being a lady’s maid. That had led to her downfall in the first place. Working in a wealthy household had given her a window into a world she could never be a part of. She had sold her soul to belong to that world, and too late had learned the cost was too high.

It was wicked, but, sometimes when she thought back on all that had happened since the fire, she believed it was almost worth the price.

Now it was time to find her proper place in the world and to be content with her lot rather than always craving more. Dylan had taught her that she was smarter and braver than she had ever suspected. He had taught her that she had a foolish heart that could love until it nearly burst with hurt and keep on loving, futilely, even though it was broken.

With her chin held high, she exited the horse car and walked the rest of the way down Clinton Street. There was her parents’ home, gray and battered like a ship that had weathered a storm. The little ones played a game of chase in the roadway, while the older boys squatted around a string circle, shooting marbles.

Behind the house, her parents worked together on the barn, raising a new building where the old milking shed had been. Already, four walls and a roof had been framed in. Her mother held a door in place while her father positioned the hinges. Clearly unaware that anyone was watching, Patrick O’Leary put his head around the side of the door and stole a kiss from his wife, who laughed and blushed like a girl.

She was still laughing when Kathleen walked into the yard.

“Mam, Da,” she said, “I’ve come home.”

Something in Kathleen’s face or voice made her mother set aside her work. “Ah, colleen, what’s the matter?” she asked, taking both of Kathleen’s hands. “You look as though you’ve lost your best friend.”

The remark rang through Kathleen with stunning truth. She realized she had found the one genuine thing about her and Dylan. In the middle of all their dangerous games and wild adventures he had become the last thing she’d expected. And now that he was gone, she had not just lost the man she loved. She had lost her best friend.








NINETEEN



April, 1872

Sir Percival Blake stepped down from the train platform and inspected the newly built terminal. Like all of Chicago, the station wore the spit-polished glory of a phoenix rising from the ashes. After being in a place of ancient monuments and preserved antiques, the newness of Chicago struck him with a restless vibrance and energy he hadn’t felt in a very long time.

At the end of the platform, a small slender woman waited for him. She stood with her hands clasped in nervousness as she craned her neck, searching the crowd.

His heart softened at the sight of her, and he was grateful she’d managed to track him down clear across the Atlantic. It was hard to believe she still affected him after all this time. But she did.

Striding forward to greet her, he took her chilly hands in his and bent to kiss her pale smooth cheek.


“Thank you for coming,” she said softly. “I didn’t know who else to send for.”

He squeezed her hand and whistled for a porter to bring his trunk. It was a handsome leather affair from Louis Vuitton, all the rage in Monte Carlo, where he had spent the winter. Drinking.

Trying to forget.

And failing.

When her wire had come, summoning him for help, he had left immediately. The journey had seemed endless. There were very few people he would cross the ocean and half a continent for, but she was one of them.

“I had no idea this would happen,” she said worriedly. “I had no idea my father would react with such a rage, simply because I married Barry Lynch.”

So she’d gone and done it. She’d wed the lanky clerk after all. It fit, somehow. The two of them belonged together.

She stopped walking as tears spilled down her face. “Father won’t listen to me, Dylan,” she said, using a name he had not heard in months. “I don’t know what to do.”

He took out a clean handkerchief and blotted her cheeks. “It will be all right. I’ll speak with your father. He’ll come around, my dear.”

Faith Costello Lynch sent him a watery, grateful smile. “You must have thought me such a ninny, sending you that hysterical wire,” she said. “But I didn’t know what else to do. You and Father have had your differences, but he always listens to you.”

“I never thought you were a ninny, Faith.”


“Not even when I fancied myself in love with you?”

He laughed, but not unkindly. “I thought you were wrong then, but never a ninny.”

“What’s wrong with loving you?”

“Everything.” He had a fleeting thought of Kathleen and it was like an arrow to the heart. Good God, would his feelings for her never mellow? Even now, months after he had walked out of her life, his memories were as harsh as this morning’s frost.

“I thought you were a god, but you’re mortal like the rest of us,” Faith conceded bluntly. “I always saw Barry for exactly who he was, and that was enough.” Her mouth formed the beautiful, mysterious smile of a plain woman who knows she is loved. “Father was furious about Barry’s role in recovering the church money. Barry stood up to him, though. He is studying to be a lawyer now. Fancy that.”

“Tell me what happened,” he said, stepping to the edge of the street to hail a hansom cab, “and then we’ll figure out what to do.”

Faith began talking, and from her very first words, it was clear to Dylan that she belonged heart and soul with poor, but honest, Barry Lynch. Vince was too stupid to see that, so he’d had Lynch arrested on trumped-up charges, blaming the relief fund scandal on him.

“He kept pressuring me to marry rich,” Faith continued. “He needed capital to get himself back on his feet. I knew I had to act quickly or I’d be stuck with some horrible wealthy old coot. So I wed Barry in secret.”

Dylan grinned. “I’m impressed.”

“Thank you, but it doesn’t do me a bit of good if the man I love is rotting in jail. Father refuses to understand.”

Dylan took her small, gloved hand in his as a cab stopped at the curb. “We’ll make him understand, my dear.”

“But how?”

He allowed a wink and a smile. “You’ll have to trust me.”

* * *

By the time Dylan burst into Vincent Costello’s office at the Lind, he was spoiling for a fight. How dare Vince stand in the way of true love? Didn’t he know how rare it was, how precious? Didn’t he believe something might actually be worth more than money?

“You son of a bitch.” Costello shot up from the desk and bore down on him. “I figured out your trading trick—”

“You’re dreaming, Vince. There was no trick. I got lucky in the futures market, that’s all.”

“That wasn’t luck, damn it. That was a swindle.” He drew back his fist. “And here’s what I think of it.”

Dylan caught Costello’s fist before the blow landed. “Look, Vince, don’t make me thrash you in front of your daughter.”

Costello’s face turned beet red with the effort to escape. He made a terrible sound in his throat but failed to stifle a curse that made Faith gasp in shock.

“For once in your life, listen,” she said in a commanding tone Dylan had never heard her use before. “Or I swear you’ll never see me again, Father.”

Costello scowled, but relaxed and stepped back. Dylan slowly released his grip. “The past is over, Vince. Seems to me you’d better be thinking about the future.”


“Thanks to you, I’m broke.”

“You’ve got worse problems than that,” Dylan pointed out, indicating Faith. “You never wanted her to be miserable before. Why would you go and do a thing like putting her husband in jail?”

“Because she doesn’t know her own mind. She’ll never be happy with a poor man.”

“Really?” Dylan lifted an eyebrow. “Since when was money important to Faith?”

“Since she married a man who’s hardly got a pot to piss in.”

“That’s enough,” Faith said. “Father, if you refuse to retract your ridiculous accusations against Barry, I shall never speak to you again.”

“Damn it, girl—”

“Let’s stop right there,” Dylan cut in. “No need to go spouting things you don’t mean. Seems to me you and Lynch are in the same boat—both broke. You ought to form a partnership, get back on your feet together.”

“Hah.” Costello tugged at his moustache. “I’m through with partners.”

“You had the wrong one,” Dylan admitted.

“Barry’s not like Dylan,” Faith said, seizing on the idea. “He’s—” She stopped short of saying “honest,” but Dylan read the thought. He wasn’t offended. She simply knew the truth.

“Chicago’s ripe with opportunity,” Dylan said, though he had no notion of the truth of that statement. “You and your son-in-law should start a new enterprise.”

“Like what?” Vince demanded.

“I suppose you’re barred from the Board of Trade. But you could set up an exchange for some other commodity. Something that fills an immediate need. What about a butter and egg exchange?”

“Butter?” Costello lifted an eyebrow.

“I have my sources,” Dylan lied.

Faith clasped her hands. “What a perfect idea. I could ask Kathleen to introduce you to her mother.” She glanced at Dylan and seemed to derive satisfaction from his sudden pallor. “Kathleen and I have become very good friends,” she added smugly, then turned to Costello. “Will you do it, Father?” she asked. “Will you?”

Costello’s shoulders drooped. “It might work.”

Dylan’s head rang with the sound of Kathleen’s name. She was everywhere, no matter how far he traveled or how fast he ran. He’d never escape her.

“And you’ll include Barry,” Faith said to her father.

He hesitated, then nodded.

She let out a long sigh of relief.

Suspicion flared in Dylan. Faith seemed to be having no trouble speaking her mind, he thought. She didn’t have to send all the way to Paris for him. Suddenly his mind clouded with dark thoughts.

“Why did you really send for me?” he asked her. “If you think I’m going to turn myself in and take the blame—”

“It’d be no more than you deserve,” Vince blustered.

“Oh, stop it.” Faith tucked her arm around her father’s, and her touch seemed to soothe him. Watching Faith manage him, Dylan realized that maybe she wasn’t so helpless after all.

“We have plans to make, then,” she announced, straightening her bonnet. Then she turned to Dylan. “I thought you should see the restoration work at the site of St. Brendan’s Church, since you are responsible for funding it.” Then she came forward and stepped up on tiptoe to softly kiss his cheek. “I’m glad you’re back. Now go. I think you’ll be amazed at what you find there.”

* * *

Springtime in Chicago meant far more than budding trees and new flowers. The whole burned district had come back to life with a swift vibrance that lifted his spirits. When the cab reached St. Brendan’s, he stepped out without looking down, for his eyes were raised to the sky.

The church had been almost completely restored. The gardens, surrounded by figured wrought iron fences and gates, were ripe with the first flush of the springtime. A new gazebo draped with budding wisteria adorned the chapel garden like a crown.

And high atop the west end of the roof rose a gleaming new steeple.

Inside, the restoration work continued as workmen on scaffolds repaired the plasterwork, glaziers replaced windows and stonemasons mortared chinks in the walls. The smells of fresh varnish and damp plaster mingled with the church scent of frankincense.

Not for the first time, Dylan felt an eerie prescience, like fingertips touching his scalp. Shadowy recollections haunted him each time he entered a church. Images hovering at the edge of his memory resolved into shapes he almost recognized. Long ago he had trained himself not to think about the incident of his childhood that had defined him. He had grown so adept at forgetting that he truly had forgotten, but at moments like this, in church, he began to remember despite his resolve.

“Well, what do you think?” said a voice with a rolling brogue.

Dylan grinned, stretching out his hand to Father Michael. Dressed as a carpenter rather than a priest, he looked as fit and healthy as a lumberjack. “It’s beautiful.”

“Don’t forget your part in it,” the priest reminded him. “A pity you weren’t here to see the work.”

Curse the priest. He was as meddlesome as Faith. “I wintered in Monte Carlo, if you must know. Those grain shares I kept back turned out to be pure gold, and I lived like a king.”

“It’s good to know you’re clever about some things,” Father Michael said. “But even kings get lonely. Come, I’ll show you around.”

The weird feeling persisted and strengthened as he walked along the aisle, admiring the new pews, side chapels and shrines to those who had perished in the fire. Memories battered at him like wings against a window, and he sensed they were about to break through.

“Sit down,” Father Michael said, studying his face. “You’ve something on your mind.”

Dylan sat, but tried his best to dismiss the feeling. “It’s probably fatigue from all the travel.”

Father Michael leaned down, his voice very soft as he said, “It’s more than that. Open your mind, my friend. Unburden your heart.”

“I can’t stop thinking about Kathleen,” he blurted out, appalled by his own admission.

“That’s the way love works,” the priest said, completely unsurprised. “It’s no sin.”


“How the hell am I supposed to know what love is? A word. Something I say to a woman to get what I want from her.” Panic hissed in his ears. “And why the hell would anyone—” He broke off, angry with himself for what he had almost said.

But Father Michael finished the thought for him. “Why would anyone love you? I suppose because of the worthy person you are.”

He moved aside, and Dylan looked up at a colored window, high over the altar. And then the strangest thing happened. He felt himself going toward that round disk of light, to a place that smelled of old stone and incense. He shut his eyes, trying to run from the memory, but that only made it more vivid. Soft, mournful music echoed through his mind. Time rolled away and he was nine years old again, a small boy left in a railway waiting room by a mother who had never come back.

All these years he had refused to understand what had transpired. Now finally, in this searing moment, the truth became clear. She had left him to wait at the station while she sought help, but by the time she had found a church, she must have been too ill to return. Perhaps she’d only had time to send a priest to fetch her son before collapsing. He had been taken to a church that night. He remembered now, remembered his pale mother lying in a pine box while the priest asked him her name, and Dylan had refused to give it. From that moment onward, he had regarded himself as something damaged, something not worth keeping.

“I never knew she was so sick,” he whispered, lost in the pain-tinged memories. “I never knew.” When he opened his eyes, Father Michael was gone and Dylan’s cheeks were wet. He felt drained, but curiously at peace. For the first time in memory, he knew beyond doubt that, long ago, someone had loved him. Her name had been Frances Kennedy. She was lost to him, but the knowledge of her love burned like a fire inside him.

Father Michael returned, looking not at all surprised by Dylan’s state. “I believe this belongs to you.” He handed him a worn, folded paper. “I saved it from the night of the fire.”

Dylan looked down at the battered paper in his hand, studying the ornate document and the signature of Kirby Lane, the court clerk who had died that night with a smile and a woman’s name on his lips.








TWENTY



Under her homemade dimity dress, Kathleen secretly wore a French garter made of silk and lace. Not the most appropriate article of clothing for doing barn chores, but she had kept the frilly thing, taken from the Pullman car, as a memento of her love affair with Dylan Kennedy. Some lovers gave each other elaborate tokens at their parting, but not Dylan. He had tried his best to leave without a trace. It was silly in the extreme to wear something so fine to do the milking, but no one would know.

Ah, but he had left an indelible memento, she realized, hefting a bucket in each hand. The memories of loving him were forever etched on her heart, her soul. Those images would never ever leave her. She tried not to think about the fact that the most exciting part of her life was over. She tried to take joy in the ordinary and not compare it to the extraordinary time she had spent with Dylan Kennedy.


But he would forever be a memory, she thought with a heavy heart. At least she had a family to give her the patience, the wisdom and the time for her wounds to heal. Now that she was home, working at the dairy, she was learning her place in the world. Her family had moved to Canaryville, east of the Union Stockyards. She had folded her dreams away and gone with them.

Finally, she understood that life was about loving what she had, not coveting something that dangled out of reach.

Over the hard, busy winter and spring, she had learned to savor the small joys of everyday living—a new litter of kittens in the barn, her little sister’s lost tooth, the sound of her parents laughing together on the front stoop. Things such as these had meant nothing to her before. Now they provided a source of contentment and comfort in the wake of her wild affair with Dylan Kennedy.

The price of her newfound wisdom was the pain of having loved him beyond all reason. She kept waiting for the hurt to go away, but sometimes, on a dazzling April day like this, it seemed even worse.

She finished her chores and went to the kitchen to give the little ones their morning tea. Her father sat at the table, a stark white envelope in his hand.

“What’s that, Da?” she asked.

“Pegleg Sullivan dropped it off last night.” He held it out to her. “Here. I ain’t much for reading.” But the gleam in his eye hinted that he knew what was in the letter.

Her hand trembled a little as she opened it. The words blurred, and she had to blink to clear her vision. “It’s an invitation, Da. We’re all to come to a dedication of the new steeple at St. Brendan’s.”

Her father eyed the card. “We don’t dare disobey a summons from the Lord, then, do we, colleen?”

* * *

The spire rose over the tops of the trees, stark and stately in contrast to the puffy clouds riding the lake wind. Kathleen couldn’t stifle a jolt of emotion when she saw the steeple. She recalled Dylan’s mad gymnastics the night of the fire, then his rash promise to restore the ruined steeple. He had surprised them all by keeping that promise. When he’d disappeared, he had left every cent of his earnings with the church.

In the shadow of the new steeple, a flower garden bloomed, and parishioners and honored guests milled about. Kathleen stepped through the wrought iron gates, spying a lovely gazebo drenched in sunlight. She bit her lip to hold back tears, for the chapel garden was so like the one she had once described to Dylan that it brought back every moment she had spent with him. Swallowing hard, she called herself a fool for turning so soft and sentimental.

Father Michael appeared, wearing his finest raiments, his young face wreathed in smiles. “A lovely day,” he declared, greeting everyone. “A lovely day for a wedding. Right this way, please, there we are….”

Kathleen frowned, turning to her parents. “I had no idea about a wedding,” she whispered.

“It’s supposed to be a surprise.” Bull Waxman’s deep voice was round and mellow with good cheer. He wore a new suit of clothes and a shiny top hat, looking dapper as he led the way to rows of white benches. Father Michael had convinced Bull to stay in Chicago, and he worked at the Quimper Shipyards.

She was startled to see Vincent Costello standing beside his daughter Faith and Barry Lynch. It couldn’t be their wedding, for they were already married.

Her confusion mounted as she greeted Judge Roth and Mayor Mason, whom she had not seen since the night of the fire. Lucy Hathaway and Phoebe Palmer from Miss Boylan’s were there, dewy-eyed and whispering behind their hands. Miss Emma Wade Boylan herself, birdlike and excruciatingly proper, tried to glare the others into silence. Kathleen’s former mistress, Deborah Sinclair, had astonished everyone with her marriage to a backwoodsman, and she now lived on a lake island far to the north. So many changes, thought Kathleen with a twinge of wistfulness. Nothing ever stayed the same.

“Pardon me, miss,” said a masculine voice behind her, “but I believe there is something in your hat.”

Kathleen froze in her tracks as a chill raced up her spine. She told herself to turn and look, but couldn’t move. Vaguely she was aware that her family moved past her and took their places in the chapel garden. And then he was there.

Dylan Francis Kennedy—looking even more urbane and handsome than he did in her dreams. With the low, throaty laughter she remembered from their first meeting, he reached beneath the brim of her bonnet and produced a small, shiny object. “Ah, you see. There was something in your hat.”

She tried to remember how to speak, and finally managed to say, “I—I had no idea you’d be here.”

“I was afraid you wouldn’t come if you knew.”

They stared at each other while the moment filled with birdsong and murmuring voices from the gathering. Without taking his eyes off her face, Dylan lifted her hand and slid on the ring he had “found” in her hat.

“What in heaven’s name are you doing?” she whispered, trying not to feel the wild hope in her heart.

“Ah, love. You know.” He astonished her further by dropping down on one knee, eliciting a few female gasps from the crowd. Then the world fell away as Kathleen gazed down at him, into the face she loved so well, into the beautiful blue eyes she had never forgotten. “I have nothing to offer you,” Dylan said. “Nothing but this ring, and my heart.”

She had wished for riches and fine things, but when he stood and took her in his arms, she knew how wrong she had been.

“That’s all I need, Dylan,” she said, so full of wonder that she thought she might burst. “It’s all I’ve ever needed, you great fool. Didn’t you know that?”

He stood and kissed her, then leaned down and put his mouth very close to her ear. “You’ll have to remind me.”

Feeling as though she were walking on clouds, she took his hand and walked to the sun-dappled gazebo. There, in the company of friends and family, she renewed the vows she had made to him the night of the fire. Phoebe and Lucy sobbed daintily into embroidered handkerchiefs, while Kathleen’s parents bawled happily and lustily, grinning through their tears.

“I love you,” Dylan whispered, for her ears only. “I’ve always loved you.” He leaned down and brushed his lips over hers, a featherlight promise of deeper kisses to come.


Kathleen closed her eyes, dizzy with joy. This is it, Gran, she thought. This is my dream.

And in a final miracle that could only be a gift from her dear gran, a dozen white doves, released into the cloudless sky, took flight.



 

 


Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen six, result happiness.

 Charles Dickens











EPILOGUE



April, 1873

It was an hour before dawn, but Kathleen’s baby daughter had no regard for her parents’ slumber. Little Bridget Frances Kennedy howled as if pursued by a chariot full of banshees, making more noise at three months of age than the city’s new alarm relay system. Kathleen groaned and reached for a pillow to pull over her head. But there was no pillow to be had. Dylan had captured both of them, one for each ear.

She sighed and lit a lamp. “You’re a lazy article, you are, Dylan Kennedy,” she grumbled, “and your daughter’s inherited your impatient, demanding nature.” She donned her scuffs and robe. She and Dylan had discussed hiring a nurse and a nanny for little Bridget, but Kathleen couldn’t bear the thought of surrendering her baby to the care of another. Certainly it was the way rich folk did things, and at one time, it had been her dream to be rich. Now she understood that she had riches beyond measure, and the most precious gifts had nothing to do with money. It was the lessons she learned in the bosom of her family, not in the employ of the very rich, that stayed with her now. Regardless of fashion, she wanted to be present for every second of her daughter’s life. They had shared a heartbeat; now they would share each day to come.

But at four-thirty in the morning, she was open to further discussions about the nurse.

Dylan had given her all that she wanted, and more. He’d kept his seat on the Board of Trade, and had bought her a snug house with a garden, a shed with a milk cow, a few chickens and a horse that went too fast for Kathleen’s taste. But there would always be a bit of the daredevil in her husband.

When she walked into the baby’s room and saw the dainty limbs flailing, her heart constricted with love. “There, there, girleen,” she crooned, crossing the room.

The baby hushed instantly at the sound of her mother’s voice. By the time Kathleen had changed her nappy and was seated in the rocking chair, Bridget was smiling and cooing with a charm so delightful that Kathleen couldn’t help laughing. “Ah, I love you so, I do,” she whispered, putting the baby to her breast. “You are the very best part of me, Bridget Kennedy, and always will be.”

Her happiness brought a wave of emotion as it often did since she had become a mother. Bridget drew from her all the aching tenderness of a new mother’s heart, and lately she seemed to find a special sentimentality for the beauty of simple things—the bluish sparkle of the stars at midnight, the quiet cooing of her child’s voice, the warmth of her husband in bed each night. In the past, the sight of a beautifully crafted piece of jewelry used to move her. Now she wept at the shadows of moonlight on her baby’s cheek.

Bridget finished nursing and blinked sleepily at the semidarkness. Kathleen grew hungry as well. Nursing a baby gave her cravings the pregnancy never had. She wanted a glass of warm milk, and was about to put down the baby and go out to the shed when a tall shadow fell across the room.

Her heart lifted when she saw him, her handsome, clever devil of a husband. “Typical man,” she scolded softly. “Late as usual.”

“You have a talent for troweling on the guilt, Kathleen O’Leary Kennedy,” he muttered. “Pillows or not, I can’t sleep when I know my two beautiful ladies are awake.”

“That was the idea,” she said unapologetically.

“Give the little one to me. I’ll rock her to sleep and put her to bed.”

A toothless smile lit the baby’s face when Dylan took her in his large, careful hands. Kathleen let him have the rocker and stood watching them. They were the most wonderful thing she had ever seen, the big man with the tiny baby cradled next to his heart, her little fist batting at his smiling face.

“Are you all right with her, then?” Kathleen asked.

“We’re fine, love.”

“I was just going to get some warm milk,” she said. “Nursing makes me hungry.”

“I’ll go—”

“Heavens to betsy, no. I can surely fetch a pail of milk on my own, Dylan Kennedy. It’s in my blood, after all.”

“My point exactly,” he said.

She tried not to crack a smile as she lifted her chin with mock haughtiness. Holding the light in front of her, she said, “I am off to milk the cow.”

“Fine,” he said, “but be careful of that lantern, my love.”

* * * * *








Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

Though no other fire created the sensation of the Great Fire of 1871, there were several more catastrophic blazes in Chicago in the 1870s. However, I’m relieved to report that none of them started in anyone’s milking shed.

In The Firebrand, Lucy Hathaway loses her fortune but gains a chance to follow her dream of opening a bookshop. Five years after the fire, Lucy unravels the haunting mystery surrounding the child she rescued and adopted. When wealthy banker Randolph Higgins claims to be the little girl’s long-lost father, their mutual love for the child brings together the most mismatched couple in town. Will Lucy do battle for her child, or surrender her heart to her enemy?

Please watch for The Firebrand.

Until then, happy reading,
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I have a great desire to see a variety of employments thrown open to women, and if they may sell anything, why not books? The business seems to partake of the dignity of literature.

—Miss Elizabeth Peabody, Boston bookseller, 1848
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Thanks to Barb, Joyce and Betty for knowing what’s right and finding what’s wrong, to Martha Keenan for her expert editing and to the Chicago Historical Society for keeping bygone days alive.
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PART ONE


I suppose I need hardly say that I like Chicago—like it in spite of lake-wind sharpness and prairie flatness, damp tunnels, swinging bridges, hard water, and easy divorces.

—Sara Jane Clarke Lippincott
 (aka Grace Greenwood), 1871









PROLOGUE



Chicago
 Sunday, 8 October 1871

The city was like a matchstick, waiting to be struck. The shipyards were stacked with lumber from the north woods, soon to be transformed into warehouses, tenements, breweries and shanties. In just a few short years, the prairie town had sprawled into an ungainly maze of wooden structures.

Many of the buildings looked grand. Some even appeared rock-solid. But in fact, most structures were clad in the false and fancy dress of ornate facades. Their insincere faces were painted to resemble stone or marble, copper or tin. But scratch beneath the surface, and the flimsy substance would be revealed—wood, as dry as tinder, capped by a deceptive veil of shingles glued on by flammable tar.

The roadways radiated like arteries from the giant, churning heart of the lake. Six hundred miles of wooden sidewalks and sixty miles of pine-block roadways spread through the business district and working-class neighborhoods where immigrant mothers tried to hush their fretful children, suffering in the unseasonably dry heat. Rickety boardwalks and causeways spread across manufacturing centers and even dared to encroach upon the fashionable wealthy areas north of the river.

The barons of industry and commerce had put up varnish factories, alcohol distilleries, coalyards, lumber mills and gasworks with more regard for fast profit than for fire prevention. They lived for show, in houses built to resemble the centuries-old manors of aristocrats. Blooded coach horses occupied stables crammed with dry straw and timothy hay. Avenues of trees, stripped dry by the summer-long drought, connected neighbor to neighbor, each trying to outdo the other in ostentation. Those who had established themselves in the city a mere fifteen years ago liked to call themselves Old Settlers, and the new arrivals had no grounds to challenge the designation. Instead they set to work earning their own fortunes so that one day they might buy their way into the ranks of the merchant princes.

Many of these newcomers stayed at the Sterling House Hotel, which was considered the very height of fashion. Literally. Crowned by a dome of colored glass, the five-story structure boasted a steam elevator and commanded an impressive view of the river.

Feverish and impatient with ambition, no one cared that Sunday was supposed to be a day of rest and reflection. No one heeded the fire alarms that had been shrieking through drought-choked neighborhoods all week. The wheels of commerce ground on with dogged relentlessness, and only those too timid to dream greatly would pause to worry that Chicago was a city built of tinder; or that sparks from a hundred thousand chimneys infested the gusting night air; or that the fire-fighting companies had already worked themselves into exhaustion.

To be sure, no one could have predicted the vicious speed with which the fire took hold. No one could have imagined that, with such a modern system of alarms and waterworks, the Great Fire would burn without interruption Sunday night, and on through Monday, and deep into the middle of Tuesday. No one looking at the falsely solid brickfronts could have believed the city would be so vulnerable.

But like anything built on an unstable foundation, the city had only the thinnest of defenses. Chicago was not long for this world.









PART TWO


We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

—Thomas Jefferson
 “Declaration of Independence,” 1776



We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men and women are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

—Elizabeth Cady Stanton
 “Declaration of Sentiments,” 1848

















ONE



Lucy Hathaway perched on the edge of her seat, pretending to hang on every word spoken by the evangelist. Anyone in the crowded salon who saw her attentive posture would admire her piety. Observers would find the sight of the dark-haired young woman, with her hands clasped in religious fervor, uplifting. Inspirational, even. Commendable, most assuredly.

“Your eyes are glazing over,” said a deep, amused voice beside her.

She didn’t recognize the voice, which was unusual, for Lucy Hathaway made it her business to know everyone. The man must have slid into the seat beside her after the start of the lecture. But she didn’t turn to look at him. She pretended not to notice that he’d spoken at all.

“…St. Paul is clear on this point,” Reverend Moody intoned from the podium. “A wife must submit to her husband’s leadership in the same way she submits to the Lord….” The message rang through the room full of people who had braved a dry windstorm to attend the event at the fashionable Hotel Royale.

Lucy blinked slowly, trying to unglaze her eyes. She kept them trained straight ahead with unwavering attention. She tried to govern her mind as well, batting away the preacher’s words like bees at a picnic, when she really wanted to leap to her feet and object to this claptrap about the superiority of man over woman.

And now, despite her best intentions, she found herself wondering about the insolent man sitting next to her.

The man whose whisper had come so close that she could feel the warmth of his words in her ear.

“You know,” he said, leaning even closer. “You might try—”

“Go away,” she said between clenched teeth, not even moving her lips as she spoke. He smelled of bay rum and leather.

“—leaning on me,” he continued insolently. “That way, when you fall asleep from boredom, you won’t attract attention by collapsing on the floor.”

“I will not fall asleep,” she hissed.

“Good,” the man whispered back. “You’re much more interesting wide-awake.”

Ye gods. She mustn’t listen to another word of this.

The Reverend Dr. Moody came to a lull in his address, pausing to fortify himself with a glass of lemonade from a pitcher.

She sensed the man next to her shifting in his seat and then leaning back to prop his ankle on his knee in an easy, relaxed pose. By peeking through lowered eyelashes, she caught a glimpse of his pantleg. Charcoal superfine, perfectly creased, fashionably loose-fitting.

Lucy herself was being slowly strangled by a corset designed, she was certain, for use in the Spanish Inquisition, and she resented him more than ever.

“We should leave,” he suggested, “while we have the chance.”

She glared stoically ahead. This was the first lull in forty minutes of the stultifying lecture, and the temptation to flee burned like a mortal sin inside her. “It’s interesting,” she said, trying hard to convince herself.

“Which part?”

“What?”

“Which part did you find so interesting?”

Lucy was chagrined to realize that she could not recall one single word of the past forty minutes. “All of it,” she said hastily.

“Right.” He leaned in closer. “So now I know what bores you. Suppose you tell me what excites you.”

She narrowed her eyes in suspicion, for no man had ever voluntarily made small talk with her. He was probably setting her up for some sort of humiliating moment. Some social faux pas so he and his cronies could have a chuckle at her expense. So what? she thought. It wouldn’t be the first time someone made her the butt of a joke. She’d survived moments like that before. Many moments.

“Ha,” she muttered. “As if I would tell you.”

“I’m leaving,” he said. “Come with me.”

Lucy ignored him. If she got up now, people would notice. They might think she was following him. They might even believe she had “designs” on him.

As if Lucy Hathaway would ever have such a thing as designs on a man.

“Quickly,” he urged, his whisper barely audible. “Before he gets his second wind.”

The audience, restless and trying not to show it, buzzed with low, polite conversation while the evangelist refreshed himself. At last Lucy could resist no longer. She had to see who this rude, mellow-voiced stranger was. With the bold curiosity that caused her such trouble in social situations, she turned to stare at him.

Heavens to Betsy. He was as handsome as a sun god.


Her eyes, no longer glazing over, studied him with unabashed fascination. Long-legged. Broad-shouldered. Deep brown hair, neatly combed. An impeccably tailored suit of clothes. A face of flawless, square-jawed strength and symmetry such as one saw on civic monuments and statues of war heroes. Yet this particular face was stamped with just a hint of wicked humor. Who the devil was he?

She didn’t know him at all, had never seen him before.

If she had, she would have remembered. Because the unfamiliar warmth that curled through her when she looked at him was not a sensation one would easily forget. Lucy Hathaway was suddenly contemplating “designs.”

He smiled, not unkindly. She caught herself staring at his mouth, its shape marvelously set off by the most intriguing cleft in his chin. “Randolph Birch Higgins,” he said with a very slight inclination of his head.

Guiltily she glanced around, but to her relief noticed that they sat alone in the rear of the salon. She cleared her throat. “I beg your pardon?”

“Please don’t. I was simply introducing myself. My name is Randolph Higgins.”

“Oh.” She felt as gauche as a schoolgirl unprepared for lessons.

“I believe the usual response is ‘How do you do?’ followed by a reciprocal introduction,” he suggested.

What a condescending, pompous ass, she thought. She resented the marvelous color of his eyes. Such an arrogant man did not deserve to have perfect leaf-green eyes. Even more, she resented him for making her wish she was not so skinny and black-haired, pinch-mouthed and awkward. She was not an attractive woman and she knew it. Ordinarily that would not bother her. Yet tonight, she wished with humiliating fervor that she could be pretty.

“Miss Lucy Hathaway,” she said stiffly.


“Pleasure to meet you, Miss Hathaway.” He turned slightly toward her, waiting.

She had the oddest sensation of being alone with this man. On some level she perceived people milling around the large outer salon behind them. Through the arched passageway, she vaguely noticed ladies laughing and flirting, men stepping through the French doors to light up their cigars in the blustery night. In the lecture room, people spoke in low tones as they awaited the next portion of the address. Yet a strange electricity stung the air around Lucy and the man called Randolph Higgins, seeming to wall them off into a place of their own.

“Now you’re supposed to say ‘It’s a pleasure to make your ac—’”

“I don’t need lessons in idle conversation,” she said. Lord knew, her mother had taught her that well enough. Ensconced in a North Division mansion, Viola Hathaway had elevated frivolity to an art form.

“Then we should move on to meaningful conversation,” he said.

“What makes you think you and I could have a meaningful conversation?” she asked. Her parents had spent a fortune to drill her in manners, but all the deportment lessons in the world had failed to keep Lucy from speaking her mind.

She wished Mr. Higgins would go away. Far away. A man who produced this sort of discomfiting reaction in her had no possible use except…

Lucy was nothing if not honest with herself. Perhaps she should quit trying to feel peevish and admit that she was most inappropriately intrigued. A sudden, sinful inspiration took hold. Perhaps he could be useful. As a New Woman who adhered fervently—if only in theory, alas—to the radical notion of free love, Lucy felt obliged to practice what she preached. Thus far, however, men found her unattractive and annoyingly intellectual. Mr. Higgins, at least, seemed to find her interesting. This was a first for Lucy, and she didn’t want to let the opportunity slip away.

“You’re looking at me like a cat in the creamery,” he whispered. “Why is that?”

She snapped her head around and faced front, appalled by her own intoxicating fantasy. “You’re imagining things, sir. You do not know me at all.”

The lecture started up again, a boring recitation about the ancient founders—male, of course—of the Christian faith. She tilted her chin up and fixed an expression of tolerant interest on her face. She’d promised Miss Boylan not to argue with the preacher; her radical views often got her in trouble, tainting the reputation of Miss Boylan’s school. Instead she kept thinking about the stranger beside her. What wonderful hands he had—large and strong, beautifully made for hard work or the most delicate of tasks.

Lucy tried to push her attraction away to the hidden place in her heart where she kept all her shameful secrets.

Men were trouble. No one knew this better than Lucy Hathaway. She was that most awkward of creatures, the social misfit. Maligned, mocked, misunderstood. At dancing lessons when she was younger, the boys used to draw straws in order to determine who would have the ill luck to partner the tall, dark, intense girl whose only asset was her father’s fortune. At the debutante balls and soirees she attended in later years, young men would place wagers on how many feet she would trample while waltzing, how many people she would embarrass with her blunt questions and how many times her poor mother would disappear behind her fan to hide the blush of shame her daughter induced.

In a last-ditch effort to find their daughter a proper place in the world, Colonel and Mrs. Hathaway had sent her away to be “finished.” Like a wedding cake in need of icing, she was dispatched to the limestone bastion called the Emma Wade Boylan School for Young Ladies, and expected to come out adorned in feminine virtues.

Women whose well-heeled papas could afford the exorbitant tuition attended the lakeside institution. There they hoped to attain the bright polish of refinement that would attract a husband. Even those who were pocked by imperfection might eventually acquire the necessary veneer. Lucy found it bizarre that a young woman’s adolescence could end with instructions on how best to arrange one’s bustle for sitting, or all the possible shades of meaning created by a crease in a calling card, yet she’d sat through lengthy lectures on precisely those topics. To her parents’ dismay, she was like the wedding cake that had crumbled while being carried from oven to table. No amount of sugar coating could cover up her flaws.

Whenever possible, Lucy buried her social shortcomings between the delicious, diverting pages of a book. She adored books. Ever since she was small, books had been her greatest treasures and constant companions, offering comfort for her loneliness and escape from a world she didn’t fit into. She lived deeply in the stories she read; caught up in the pages of a book, she became an adventuress, an explorer, a warrior, an object of adoration.

And ironically, her many failures at Miss Boylan’s had endeared her to some of the other young women. There, she’d made friends she would cherish all her life. The masters at the school had long given up on Lucy, which gave her vast stretches of free time. While others were learning the proper use of salt cellars and fish forks, Lucy had discovered the cause that would direct and give meaning to her life—the cause of equal rights for women.

She certainly didn’t need a man for that.

“We stray too far from the virtues our church founders commanded us to preserve and uphold,” boomed the Reverend Moody, intruding into Lucy’s thoughts. She stifled a surge of annoyance at the preacher’s words and pressed her teeth down on her tongue. She mustn’t speak out; she’d promised. “The task is ours to embrace tradition…”

Lucy had a secret. Deep in the darkest, loneliest corner of her heart, she yearned to know what it was like to have a man look at her the way men looked at her friend Deborah Sinclair, who was as golden and radiant as an angel. She wanted to know what it was like to laugh and flirt with careless abandon, as Deborah’s maid, Kathleen O’Leary, was wont to do belowstairs with tradesmen and footmen. She wanted to know what it was like to be certain, with every fiber of her being, that her sole purpose in life was to make a spectacular marriage, the way Phoebe Palmer knew it.

She wanted to know what it would be like to lean her head on a man’s solid shoulder, to feel those large, capable hands on her—

Exasperated with herself, she tried to focus on the mind-numbing lecture.

“Consider the teachings of St. Sylvius,” the preacher said, “who taught that ‘Woman is the gate of the devil, the path of wickedness, the sting of the serpent, in a word a perilous object.’ And yet, my friends, it has been proposed that in some congregations women be allowed to hold office. Imagine, a perilous object holding office in church—”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” Lucy shot up as if her chair had suddenly caught fire.

Moody stopped. “Is there some discussion, Miss Hathaway?”

Unable to suppress her opinions any longer, she girded herself for battle. She’d promised Miss Boylan she wouldn’t make waves, but he’d pushed her too far. She gripped the back of the empty chair in front of her. “As a matter of fact, we might discuss why our beliefs are dictated by men like St. Sylvius, who kept paramours under the age of fourteen and sired children concurrently with three different women.”

Scandalized gasps and a few titters swept through the audience. Lucy was accustomed to being ridiculed and often told herself that all visionaries were misunderstood. Still, that didn’t take the sting out of it.

“How do you know that?” a man in the front row demanded.

Well-practiced in the art of airing unpopular views, she stated, “I read it in a book.”

“I’d wager you just made it up,” Higgins accused, muttering under his breath.

She swung to face him, her bustle knocking against the row of chairs in front of her. Someone snickered, but she ignored the derisive sound. “Are you opposed to women having ideas of their own, Mr. Higgins?”

Half his mouth curved upward in a smile of wicked insolence. He was enjoying this, damn his emerald-green eyes. “So long as those ideas revolve around hearth and home and family, I applaud them. A woman should take pride in her femininity rather than pretend to be the crude equal of a man.”

“Hear, hear,” several voices called approvingly.

“That’s a tired argument,” she snapped. “A husband and children do not necessarily constitute the sum total of a woman’s life, no matter how convenient the arrangement is for a man.”

“I reckon I can guess your opinion of men,” he said, aiming a bold wink at her. “But don’t you like children, Miss Hathaway?”

She didn’t, truth be told. She didn’t even know any children. She had always considered babies to be demanding and incomprehensible, and older children to be silly and nonsensical.

“Do you?” she challenged, and didn’t bother waiting for a reply. “Would you ever judge a man by that standard? Of course you wouldn’t. Then why judge a woman by it?”

He made the picture of masculine ease and confidence as he stood and bowed to Reverend Moody. “Shall we remove this discussion to a more appropriate locale?” he inquired. “A sparring ring, perhaps?”

Laughing, Moody stepped back from the podium. “On the contrary, we are fascinated. I yield the floor to open discussion.”

Fine, thought Lucy. They all expected her to disgrace herself. She could manage that with very little effort. She swept the room with her gaze, noting the presence of several prominent guests—Mr. Cyrus McCormick and Mr. George Pullman, whose enterprises had made them nearly as wealthy as Lucy’s own father, Colonel Hathaway, hero of the War Between the States. She spied Mr. Robert Todd Lincoln, son of the late great Emancipator and one of the leading social lights of the city. Jasper Lamott, head of the Brethren of Orderly Righteousness, sat in smug superiority. Watching them, she felt an ugly little stab of envy. How simple it was for men to stand around discussing great matters, secure in the knowledge that the world was theirs for the taking.

“I believe,” she said, “that women have as much right as men to hold office in the church or the government. In fact, I intend to support Mrs. Victoria Woodhull’s campaign for president of the United States,” she concluded grandly.

Higgins’s brow descended with disapproval. “That woman is a menace to decent people everywhere.”

Lucy felt a surge of outrage, but the heated emotion mingled strangely with something unexpected—the tingling excitement touched off by his nearness. “Most unenlightened men think so.”

“Her ideas about free love are disgusting,” Jasper Lamott called across the room, instigating rumbles of assent from the listeners.

“You only think that because you don’t understand her,” Lucy stated.

“I understand that free love means immorality and promiscuity,” Higgins said.

“It most certainly does not.” She spoke with conviction, trying to do honor to the great woman’s ideas, even though she knew her mother would be calling for smelling salts if she heard Lucy debating promiscuity with a strange man in front of a crowd of avid listeners.

“Isn’t that exactly what she means?” Randolph Higgins asked. “That a woman should be allowed to follow her basest instincts, even abandoning her husband and family if she wishes it?”

“Not in the least.” In the audience, heads swung back and forth as if they were watching a tennis match. “The true meaning of free love is the pursuit of happiness. For men and women both.”

“A woman’s happiness is found in marriage and family,” he stated. “Every tradition we have bears this out.”

“Where in heaven’s name do we get this tradition of pretending a marriage is happy when one of the parties is miserable? Marriage is a matter of the heart, Mr. Higgins, not the law. When a marriage is over spiritually, then it should be over in fact.”

“You’re almost as much of a menace as she is,” he said with a harsh laugh. “Next you’ll be telling me you approve of divorce.”

“And you’ll be telling me you believe a fourteen-year-old girl forced to wed an alcoholic should stay with him all her life.” That was precisely what had befallen Victoria Woodhull. But rather than being beaten down by circumstances, she’d begun a crusade to free women from the tyranny and degradation of men.

“People must learn to live with the choices they’ve made,” he said. “Or is it your conviction that a woman need not take responsibility for her own decisions?”

“Like many women, Mrs. Woodhull wasn’t allowed to decide. And sir, you know nothing about me nor my convictions.”

“You’re a spoiled, overprivileged debutante who deals with boredom by stirring up trouble,” he stated. “If you really cared about the plight of women, you’d be over in the West Division, feeding the hungry.”

A smattering of applause came from some of the men.

“Women would be better served if men would simply concede their right to vote.”

“You should relocate to the Wyoming Territory. They allow women to vote there.”

“Then they don’t need me there,” Lucy insisted. “They have already won.”

“Such passion,” he said.

“Whether you’ll admit it or not, the entire universe revolves around feelings of passion.”

“My dear Miss Hathaway,” Mr. Higgins said reasonably, “that is exactly why we have the institution you revile—marriage.”

A curious feeling came over Lucy as she sparred with him. She expected to feel offended by his challenges, but instead, she was intrigued. When she looked into his eyes, a shivery warmth came over her. She kept catching herself staring at his mouth, too, and thinking about the way it had felt when he had whispered in her ear. The feeling was quite…sexual in nature.


“The institution of marriage has been the cornerstone of mankind since time was counted,” he said. “It will take more than an unhappy crackpot female to convince the world otherwise.”

“The only crackpot here is—”

“I beg your pardon.” Like a storm of rose petals, Phoebe Palmer entered the salon, her face a mask of polite deference. The finishing school’s self-appointed doyenne of decency always managed to reel Lucy in when she teetered on the verge of disgrace. “Miss Lucy is needed and it’s ever so urgent. Come along, dear, there we are.” For a woman of the daintiest appearance, Phoebe had a grip of steel as she took Lucy by the arm. Without making a scene, Lucy had no choice but to follow.

“There is a name for the institution you advocate, Mr. Higgins,” she said, firing a parting shot over her shoulder. “Fortunately, slavery was rendered illegal eight years ago by the Emancipation Proclamation.”

Phoebe gave a final tug on her arm and pulled her through the doorway. “I declare,” she said, scolding even before they left the room, “I can’t leave you alone for a moment. I thought a Christian lecture would be safe enough, but I see that I was wrong.”

“You should have heard what they were saying,” Lucy said. “They said we were the gate of the devil.”

“Who?”

“Women, that’s who. You would have spoken up, too.”

Phoebe’s mouth twitched, resisting a smile. “Ah, Lucy. You’re always shooting your mouth off and getting in trouble. And I am constantly trying to stop you from committing social suicide.”

“I think I did that already, last August when I burned my corset at that suffrage rally.” Lucy extracted her arm from Phoebe’s grip. “Speaking of trouble, how is Kathleen getting along?”


“That’s why I came to get you.” Phoebe gestured toward the French doors, draped by fringed velvet curtains. “She is flirting outrageously with Dylan Kennedy.”

Lucy followed her gesture and spied Kathleen O’Leary in an emerald gown, her head of blazing red hair bright against the backdrop of Mr. Dylan Kennedy’s dark suit. Watching them, she felt a keen sense of satisfaction. Kathleen was much more than a lady’s maid. She was their friend. And tonight, she was their pet project.

Their prank was a social experiment, actually. Lucy claimed it was possible to take an Irish maid, dress her up in finery, and no one would ever guess at her humble background. Phoebe, an unrepentant snob, swore that people of quality would see right through the disguise.

Framed by the French doors, Kathleen tilted her head and smiled at Mr. Kennedy, one of the most eligible bachelors in Chicago. The night sky in the background seemed to glow and pulse with the city lights. As she watched, Lucy felt a tug of wistfulness. They were both so attractive and romantic, so luminous with the sparkling energy that surrounded them. She could not imagine what it would be like to have a man admire her that way.

“Well,” she said briskly to Phoebe. “One thing is clear. I have won the wager. You must donate a hundred dollars to the Women’s Suffrage Movement.”

“There’s still time for Kathleen to stick her foot in her mouth.” Phoebe sent Lucy a wry smile. “However, tonight that seems to be your specialty.”

Lucy laughed. “Only tonight?”

“I was trying to be polite.” She linked arms with Lucy again. “I wish Deborah had come with us this evening.”

A frisson of anxiety chased away Lucy’s good humor. “She seemed quite ill when we left Miss Boylan’s.”

“I’m sure she will be fi—Good heavens, it’s Lord de Vere.” Without a backward glance, Phoebe sailed off to greet the weak-chinned English nobleman, whom she hoped and prayed she might marry one day.

Lucy caught herself thinking about Mr. Higgins, and the way their public disagreement had led to private thoughts. It was a rare thing, to meet a man who made her think. She should not have antagonized him so, but she couldn’t help herself. He was provocative, and she was easily provoked.

As more people filed out of the lecture salon, she spotted him moving toward the adjoining room, and felt herself edging toward an admission. An admission, followed by a plan of action, for that was Lucy’s way. She saw no point in believing in something without acting on that belief.

What she admitted to herself, what she had come to believe, was that she was wildly attracted to Mr. Randolph Higgins. Until tonight, she’d never met a man who made her feel the lightning sting of attraction. It had to mean something. It had to mean that he was the one.

That was where her plan of action came in. She wanted him for her lover.

When he went over to a long table, laden with punch and hors d’oeuvres, she marched straight across the room to him. He gave no sign that he’d seen her, but when he turned away from the table, he held two cups of lemonade.

“You,” he said, handing her a cup, “are the most annoying creature I have ever met.”

“Really?” She took a sip of the sweet-tart lemonade. “I take that as a compliment.”

“So you are both annoying and slow-witted,” he said.

“You don’t really think that.” Watching him over the rim of her cup, she added. “I am complimented because I have made you think.”


Lord, but he was a fine specimen of a man. She felt such a surge of triumph that she could not govern the wide grin on her face. She’d found him at last. After a lifetime of believing she would never meet someone who could arouse her passion, share her dreams, bring her joy, she’d finally found him. A man she could admire, perhaps even love.

“Do I amuse you?” he asked, frowning good-naturedly.

“Why would you think that?”

“Because you keep smiling at me even though I have just called you annoying and—”

“Slow-witted,” she reminded him.

“Yes,” he said. “Rude of me.”

“It was. But I forgive you.” She glanced furtively from side to side. “Mr. Higgins, do you suppose we could go somewhere…a little less public?” Before he could answer, she took his hand and pulled him toward the now-empty lecture room. The dry windstorm that had been swirling through the city all evening battered at the windows. Gaslight sconces glowed on the walls, and orange light flickered mysteriously in the windowpanes. Rows of gilded chairs flanked a central aisle, and just for a moment, as she led him along the crimson carpet runner toward the front of the room, she had the fanciful notion that this was a wedding.

“Miss Hathaway, what is this about?” he asked, taking his hand from hers.

“I wanted to speak to you in private.” Her heart raced. This was a simple matter, she told herself. Men and women arranged trysts all the time. She should not get over-wrought about it.

“Very well.” He propped his hip on the back of a chair, the pose so negligently masculine and evocative that she nearly forgot her purpose. “I’m listening.”


“Did you enjoy the lecture tonight, Mr. Higgins?”

“Honestly?”

“Honestly.”

“It was a crashing bore.”

Clearly he didn’t share her passion for debate. She pulled in a deep breath. “I see. Well, then—”

“—until a certain young lady began to speak her mind,” he added. “Then I found it truly interesting.”

“Interesting?”

“Yes.”

“And…provocative?”

“Most definitely.”

“Did you think it was…stimulating?”

He laughed aloud. “Now that you mention it.”

Her spirits soared. “Oh, I am glad, Mr. Higgins. So glad indeed. May I call you Randolph?”

“Actually my friends call me Rand.”

She most definitely wanted to be his friend. “Very well, Rand. And you must call me Lucy.”

“This is a very odd conversation, Lucy.”

“I agree. And I haven’t even made my point yet.”

“Perhaps you should do so, then.”

“Make my point.”

“Yes.”

Ye gods, she was afraid. But she wanted him so much. “Well, it’s like this, Mr.—Rand. Earlier when I spoke of passionate feelings, I was referring to you.”

His face went dead white. His mouth moved, but no sound came out.

“You see,” she rushed on, “I’ve always wanted to have a lover. I never did encounter a man I wanted to spend my life with, and if I took a lover I would simply have no need of a husband.”

“Lucky you.” Some of the color, and arrogance, returned to his handsome face.


She could sense suppressed laughter beneath his wry comment. “But I wouldn’t want a love affair just for the sake of having one. I’ve been waiting to meet a man I felt attracted to.” She looked him square in the eye. “And I’ve found you at last.”

The humor left his expression. “Lucy.” The low timbre of his voice passed over her like a caress.

“Yes?”

“Lucy, my dear, you are a most attractive girl.”

She clasped her hands, thoroughly enchanted. “Do you think so?”

“Indeed I do.”

“That is wonderful. No one has ever thought me attractive before.” She was babbling, but couldn’t help herself. “My mother says I am too intense, and far too outspoken, and that I—”

“Lucy.” He grasped her upper arms.

She nearly melted, but held herself upright, awaiting his kiss. She’d never been kissed by a man before. When she was younger, Cornelius Cotton had kissed her, but she later found out his older brother had paid him to do it, so that didn’t count. This was going to be different. Her first honest-to-goodness kiss from the handsomest man ever created.

Late at night, she and the other young ladies of Miss Boylan’s would stay up after lights-out, whispering of what it was like to kiss a man, and of the ways a man might touch a woman. One thing she remembered was to close her eyes. It seemed a shame to close them when he was so wonderful to look at, but she wanted to do this right. She shut her eyes.

“Lucy,” he said again, an edge of desperation in his voice. “Lucy, look at me.”

She readily opened her eyes. What a glorious face he had, so alive with character and robust health and touching sincerity. So filled with sensual promise, the way his lips curved into a smile, the way his eyes were brimming with…pity? Could that be pity she saw in his eyes? Surely not.

“Rand—”

“Hush.” Ever so gently, he touched a finger to her lips to silence her.

She burned from his caress, but he quickly took his finger away.

“Lucy,” he said, “before you say anymore, there’s something I must tell you—”

“Randolph!” a voice called from the doorway. “There you are, Randolph. I’ve been looking all over for you.”

Lucy turned to the back of the salon. There, in the doorway, stood the most stunning woman she’d ever seen. Petite, blond and willowy, she held her lithe body in the shape of a question mark, clad in a beautiful gown bearing the trademark rosettes of Worth’s Salon de Lumière. In a rustle of perfumed silk, she moved toward them, hand outstretched toward Rand.

“I’ve found you at last,” the gorgeous blond woman said, her words an ironic echo of Lucy’s.

Rand’s pallor quickly changed to dull red as he bowed over her hand. “Miss Lucy Hathaway,” he said, straightening up and stepping out of the way, “I’d like you to meet Diana Higgins.” He slipped an arm around her slender waist. “My wife.”








TWO



For a few seconds, only the wailing of the night wind filled the silent void. Something, some bizarre state of nerves in those endless seconds, gave Rand a heightened sensitivity. The pads of his fingers, resting at the small of his wife’s back, detected the smooth, taut silk over the armored shell of her corset. From a corner of his eye, he saw Diana’s expression change from mild curiosity to keen nosiness. And although she probably did not mean to be audible, he heard Miss Lucy Hathaway breathe the words, “Oh. My.”

Just that, coupled with an expression probably shared by Joan of Arc at the moment of her martyrdom. She looked as though she was about to vomit.

Foolish baggage, he thought. This was no less than she deserved for making outrageous proposals to strange men.

“How do you do, Miss Hathaway?” Diana said, unfailingly polite as she always was in social situations.

“Very well, thank you, Mrs. Higgins. It’s a distinct pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Lucy didn’t shrink from Diana’s probing gaze.

Despite his opinion of the radical young woman’s views, Rand could not deny his interest. She was not only the most annoying creature he’d ever met, she was also the most compelling. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, she had a heart-shaped face. Her pointed chin, high brow and wide eyes gave her an expression of perpetual wonder. The passion and sensual awareness she’d spoken of so boldly seemed to reside in the depths of those velvety dark eyes, and in the fullness of her lips.

Yet as quickly as she’d shocked him with her outrageous proposal, she seemed to come to heel like a spaniel trained to obedience when thrust into a social situation. She dutifully exchanged pleasantries with Diana, who described their recent move from Philadelphia, and chatted about the unseasonable heat that plagued the city, robbing Chicago of the clear, chill days of autumn.

“Well, I must thank you for keeping my husband entertained,” Diana remarked. “He was quite certain this would be a hopelessly dreary evening.”

Rand shifted beneath a mixed burden of guilt and irritation. During the argument they’d had prior to his coming to the evening’s event, he’d claimed she’d be bored by a bombastic evangelical reading, and that the only reason he was attending was to make the acquaintance of the prominent businessmen of Chicago.

The irony was, he’d really meant it.

Lucy Hathaway clasped her hands demurely in front of her. “I’m afraid I’ve failed, then,” she said. “Your husband doesn’t find me at all entertaining. Quite the contrary. I fear I’ve offended him with my…political opinions.”

“You’re not offensive, Miss Hathaway,” Rand said smoothly. “Merely wrong.”

“Isn’t he charming?” Diana laughed. Only Rand, who knew her well, heard the contempt in her voice.

Miss Hathaway moved toward the door. “I really must be going. I don’t like the look of the weather tonight.” She curtsied in that curious trained-spaniel manner. “It was a pleasure to meet you both, and to welcome you to Chicago. I hope you’ll be very happy here.” In a swish of skirts and wounded dignity, she walked out of the salon.

“What an odd bird,” Diana remarked in an undertone.

What a strangely charming bundle of contradictions, Rand thought. He was intrigued by women like Lucy. But he was also discomfited by a surprising and unwelcome lust for her. He’d engaged her in what he thought was a harmless flirtation, nothing more, but she had taken him seriously.

“How on earth did you get stuck with her?” asked his wife.

He’d seen her sitting alone at the back of the salon, and pure impulse had compelled him to sit down beside her. He thought about the way Lucy had taken his hand later, captured his gaze with her own and confessed her attraction to him. But to his wife, he said, “I have no idea.”

“Anyway, you did well,” Diana declared. “It’s important to impress the right people, and the Hathaways are undoubtedly the right people.”

“What are you doing here? Is Christine all right?” he asked.

“The child is fine,” Diana said. “And I came because I am the one who is sick, not our daughter. I am positively ill with boredom, Randolph. All I’ve done all day long is sit by the window watching the boats on the river and the traffic going over the bridge to the North Division. I’m so tired of living like a gypsy in a hotel. Shouldn’t you have started work on the house by now?”

“You’re sure Christine’s fine,” he said, ignoring her diatribe. Their fifteen-month-old daughter was the bright and shining center of his life. Earlier in the evening she’d been fretful, a little feverish, and he’d convinced Diana to stay at Sterling House rather than leave Christine with the nurse.

“The baby was fast asleep when I left,” Diana said. “Becky Damson was in the parlor, knitting. I thought you’d be delighted to see me, and here you are, flirting away with the most famous heiress in Chicago.”

“Who? Lucy?”

“And on a first-name basis, no less. The Hathaways are an Old Settler family. Her father is a war hero, and her grandfather made a fortune in grain futures. If you hope to be a successful banker, you’re supposed to know these things.”

“Ah, but I have you to keep track of them for me.”

“Apparently I need someone to keep track of you,” she observed.

Already regretting the brief flirtation, he vowed to devote more attention to his increasingly unhappy wife. No matter what he did, it wasn’t enough. She’d been dissatisfied with their life back in Philadelphia, so he’d moved her and their baby daughter to Chicago.

He was trying to launch a career in banking while Diana frantically shopped and planned for the grand house they intended to build on the fashionable north shore. But even the prospect of a palatial new residence failed to keep her discontent at bay.

“Come and meet Mr. Lamott,” Rand suggested, knowing she would be impressed, and that Jasper Lamott—like every other man—would find his wife enchanting.

As he escorted her into the reception salon, Rand fought down a feeling of disappointment. When he and Diana had married, he’d been full of idealistic visions of what their life together would be like. He had pictured a comfortable home, a large, happy family putting down roots in the fertile ground of convention. They were things he used to dream about when he was very young, things he’d never had for himself. But as the early years of their marriage slipped by, Diana paid little attention to roots or family. She seemed more interested in shopping and travel than in devoting herself to her husband and child.


He kept hoping the move to Chicago would improve matters, but with each passing day, he was coming to understand that a change of venue was not the solution to a problem that stemmed from the complicated inner geography of his heart.

He caught himself brooding about Lucy Hathaway’s bold contention that women were stifled by the unfair demands foisted upon them by men who shackled them with the duties of a wife and mother.

“Do you feel stifled?” he asked Diana.

She frowned, her pale, lovely face uncomprehending. “What on earth are you talking about, Randolph?”

“By Christine and me. Do you feel stifled, or shackled?”

She frowned more deeply. “What a very odd question.”

“Do you?”

She took a step back. “I have no idea, Randolph.” Then she fixed a bright, beautiful, artificial smile on her face and walked into the reception room.

* * *

Rand couldn’t help himself. He kept trying to catch a glimpse of Lucy Hathaway, but apparently she and her friends had already left the hotel. For the past forty minutes, he’d wanted to do the same, anxious to get back to Sterling House and his daughter. She would be asleep by now, but that didn’t matter. He loved to watch Christine sleep. The sight of her downy blond curls upon a tiny pillow, her chubby hands opened like stars against the quilt, always filled him with a piercing tenderness and a sense that all was right with the world.

Diana had never been quite so well-entertained by their daughter, although she was proud of Christine’s beauty and loved the admiring comments people made when they saw the baby. At the moment she was gossiping happily with the mayor’s nieces and showed no sign of wanting to leave.


Restless, Rand went to the tall windows that framed a view of the city. Gaslight created blurry stars along the straight arteries of the main thoroughfares and the numerous tall buildings of the business district gathered around the impressive cupola of the massive courthouse.

“Quite a sight, isn’t it?” asked a slender, vaguely sly-looking young man.

Philip Ascot, Rand recalled. Ascot, with some combination of Roman numerals after his name to prove to the world that the family hadn’t come up with an original name in several generations.

It was a mean, petty thought, borne of impatience. Still, he had a low opinion of Ascot, who claimed to be in the publishing business but who, as far as Rand could tell, intended to make his fortune by marrying one of the debutantes of Miss Boylan’s finishing school. Lucy? he wondered, recalling Diana’s assessment that the Hathaways were stinking rich.

Rand stifled a grin. Lucy would make duck soup of a fellow like Philip Ascot.

“It is indeed,” he said at last. Flipping open the gold top of his pocket watch with his thumb, he checked the time. “It’s a bit late for sunset, though.”

“Oh, that’s another fire in the West Division,” Ascot informed him. “Didn’t you hear?”

A cold touch of alarm brushed the back of his neck. “I heard there was one last night, but that it had been brought under control.”

“It’s been a bad season for fires all around. But I can’t say I’m sorry to see the West Division burn. It’s a shanty-town, full of immigrant poor. Could stand a good clearing out.” Ascot tossed back a glass of whiskey. “Nothing to worry about, Higgins. It’ll never get across the river.”

Even as he spoke, an explosion split open the night. From his vantage point, Rand saw a distant flash of pure blue-white light followed by a roaring column of pale yellow flame.

“It’s the gasworks,” someone yelled. “The gasworks have blown!”

Rand crossed the reception room in three strides, grabbing his wife by the arm. “Let’s go,” he said.

“Randolph, you mustn’t be rude—”

“We’re leaving,” he said. “We’ve got to get home to Christine.”








THREE



The big, blocky coach with the crest of Miss Boylan’s school on the door lumbered through streets jammed with people. Every few feet, the driver was obliged to stop and make way for the firefighters’ steam engines or hose carts.

“It’s spreading so quickly.” Phoebe Palmer pressed her gloved hands to the glass viewing window. “Who could imagine a fire could move so fast?”

She clearly expected no answer and didn’t get one. Both Lucy and Kathleen O’Leary were lost in their own thoughts. Kathleen was particularly worried about her family.

“I knew I shouldn’t have come,” she said, her customary easy confidence shaken by the sight of the fleeing crowds. “I shall burn in hell entirely for pretending to be a great lady.”

“If we don’t start moving any faster,” Phoebe said, “we shall burn right here in Chicago.” She yanked at the end of the speaking tube and yelled at the driver to hurry. “There’s an abandoned horsecar in the middle of the avenue,” she reported, cupping her hands around her eyes to see through the fog of smoke and sparks. “Driver,” she yelled again into the tube, “go around that horsecar. Quickly.” With a neck-snapping jerk, the big coach surged forward. Phoebe scowled. “He’s usually better at the reins,” she commented peevishly. “I shall have to speak to Miss Boylan about him.”

As the coach picked up speed, Lucy patted Kathleen’s hand. “None of this is your fault, and you’re surely not being punished for a silly prank.” To distract her, she added, “And it went well, didn’t it? Everyone at the reception believed you were a famous heiress from Baltimore.”

Just for a moment, excitement flashed in Kathleen’s eyes. How beautiful she was, Lucy thought. What would it be like to be that beautiful?

But then Kathleen sobered. “I lost my reticule. Miss Deborah’s reticule, actually, for haven’t I borrowed every stitch I have on except my bloomers? And I made a fool of myself altogether over Dylan Kennedy.”

“So did half the female population of Chicago,” Phoebe pointed out, sounding unusually conciliatory.

“All those worries seem so small now.” Kathleen turned her face to the window. “Blessed Mary, the whole West Division is in flames. What’s become of my mam and da?”

“I’m sure they’re fine,” Lucy said. “You’ll find them once everything is sorted out.”

“’Tis easy enough for the two of you to relax. Your families, bless them, are safe in the North Division. But mine…” She bit her lip and let her voice trail off.

Lucy’s heart constricted. Inasmuch as she envied Kathleen’s beauty, Kathleen coveted Lucy’s wealth. How terrible it must be to worry and wonder about her parents and brothers and sisters, living in a little wood frame cottage, her mother’s cow barn stuffed with mill shavings and hay.

Lucy thought of her own parents, and Phoebe’s, secure in their mansions surrounded by lush lawns and wrought-iron gates. The fire would surely be stopped before it reached the fashionable north side.

She’d grown up insulated from the everyday concerns of a working family. She knew better now, and in a perverse way, she wanted to repent for her privileges, as if by being wealthy she was somehow responsible for the ills of the world. Phoebe thought her quite mad for staggering around beneath a burden of guilt. Phoebe just didn’t understand. Because women of their station were complacent, ills befell those who had no power, women forced to endure drunken abuse from their husbands, giving birth year in and year out to children they could not afford to raise.

Lucy patted Kathleen’s hand. “I’ll help you find your family if you like.”

Phoebe pointed out the window. “Not tonight you won’t. Honestly, Lucy, I believe you would try to save the entire city if you could. You and your crusades.”

“If we don’t take the lead, then who will?” she asked. “The washerwoman bent over her ironing board? She doesn’t have time to eat a proper meal much less lead a march for equal rights. We’re the ones who have the time, Phoebe. We know the right people, for Lord’s sake, we were just at a gathering with every person of influence in the city. And what did we talk about?” She flushed, thinking of her conversation with Randolph Higgins. “The weather. The opening of Crosby’s Opera House tomorrow night. The contention that women are gates of the devil. It’s absurd, I say. I, for one, intend to make some changes.”

“Ah, Lucy.” Phoebe sighed dramatically. “Why? It’s so…so comfortable to be who we are.”

Lucy felt a stab of envy. Phoebe was content to be a society fribble, to let her father hand her—and a huge dowry—in marriage to some impoverished European nobleman, simply for the status of it all. Phoebe actually seemed to be looking forward to it.

Lucy felt a stronger affinity with Kathleen, an Irish maid who felt certain she’d been born into the wrong sort of life and had other places to go.

As she looked out the window and saw well-dressed families in express wagons and carriages practically running over stragglers clad in rags, outrage took hold of her.

“There is plenty of room in this coach,” she said, a little alarmed at the speed now. “We must stop and take on passengers.”

“Oh, no, you don’t.” Phoebe grabbed the speaking tube. “You’ll start a riot, the horses will balk and then no one will get where they’re going.”

Lucy spied a woman in a shawl, burdened with an infant in one arm and a toddler clinging to her other hand. Rolling up the leather flap covering the side window, she shot Phoebe a defiant look and leaned out the door. A flurry of sparks stung her face, and she blinked hard against a thick fog of smoke. “Driver,” she called. “Driver, stop for a mo—”

Then she stopped cold. She was speaking to nothing but smoky air. The driver had fled. There was no one controlling the team of horses.

She drew herself back into the coach. “I don’t suppose,” she said as calmly as she could, “either of you know of a way to get the team under control.”

Phoebe gave a little squeak and groped for her smelling salts.

Kathleen stuck her head outside the window. The coach swayed dangerously, and she clutched at the side. “Saints and crooked angels,” she said. “There’s no driver.”

She said something else, but Lucy couldn’t hear her because an explosion shook the night. Fueled by some forgotten store of kerosene or gas, a fireball roared down the street toward them. The coach jerked forward, narrowly evading the incendiary.

Lucy grabbed Kathleen’s skirt and pulled her in. Kathleen’s face was pale but firm. Phoebe moaned, looking dizzy and sick as buildings and people passed in a blur of speed. Then she pressed herself back against the tufted seat and shut her eyes, lips moving in desperate prayer.

Kathleen detached the stiff leather windshield of the coach, letting in a hot storm of sparks and smoke. Phoebe coughed and screamed, but Lucy made herself useful, helping Kathleen up to the driver’s seat. Kathleen, who had learned to drive on her mother’s milk wagon, tried to get hold of the reins, yelling “Ho!” at the top of her lungs.

The panicked team plunged down the street. The tallest structures in Chicago were burning, their high windows disgorging flames that lit the night sky. People were trapped in the upper stories, calling out the windows for help. Some of them dropped bundles of blankets containing valuables and breakables. Lucy was shocked to see that one of the bundles contained a live dog, which fought itself free of the bedding and ran off in a panic.

The horses churned along in confusion, knocking aside pedestrians and other vehicles as they headed straight for the heart of the fire. Phoebe screamed until Lucy grabbed her shoulders and shook her.

“That’s not helping, you goose,” she shouted, then prepared to climb up next to Kathleen, who had managed to catch hold of a flailing leather ribbon. Digging in her heels, she hauled back with all her might. Lucy grabbed the rein and added her strength to the tugging. The horses plunged and fought, but finally slowed.

Lucy let out a giddy laugh of relief. “Oh, thank—”

A second explosion crashed through the smoky night. The conflagration drew so much air that, for a moment, the flames around them died. The hot void left no air to breathe, then returned with a roaring vengeance. From the corner of her eye, Lucy saw Kathleen blown from her seat.


Lucy called to her, but the horses bolted again. Now she could do nothing but cling to the reins and pray.

Up ahead, the road veered sharply. The runaway team made the turn, but the coach teetered on two wheels, then went over. Lucy launched herself at Phoebe and they clung together. The coach landed on its side with teeth-jarring impact. The horses strained and whistled, trying to flee, but with the rockaway on its side, they could hardly move. The lead horse went up on its hind legs, raking the air with its hooves.

“Phoebe?” Lucy said, still holding her.

“Remind me to report the driver for negligence,” Phoebe said shakily.

Good, thought Lucy. If she was well enough to complain, then she was well enough to climb out.

“I’m going to try to get the door open,” she said. The door was now above her, and the latch had been torn away. She pounded with her fists, then put the strength of her back into it. Finally the small half door opened like a hatchway on the deck of a ship.

To her relief, Kathleen stood at the roadside, singed and disheveled, peering in.

“Are you all right?” the Irish girl asked.

“We are.” Lucy took her proffered hand and pulled herself out of the fallen coach. The panicked horses created a menace with their rearing and shrill whinnies.

“Help me,” Phoebe cried, her glass-beaded gown tearing.

Lucy and Kathleen pulled her out, and she began exhorting passersby for help. But the pedestrians had their own concerns and ignored her.

“It’s every man—every woman—for herself,” Lucy declared, feeling oddly liberated by the notion. “Let’s try to get the horses loose.”

“Loose?” Phoebe blew a lock of brown hair out of her face. “If we do that, they’ll run off and we’ll be stranded. We should try to get the coach upright again.” She studied the ominous blazing sky in the west. “We can’t outrun this fire on foot.”

“Everyone else is.” Lucy gestured at the bobbing heads of the crowd, borne along as if by a river current.

“Sir!” Phoebe shrieked at a man hurrying past.

He swung around to face her, and even Lucy felt intimidated. He was huge, clad in fringed buckskins, with long, wild hair. Even more terrifying was the large knife he took from the top of his boot. Phoebe’s knees buckled and she shrank against Lucy. “Dear God, he’s going to—”

The wild man cut the leather reins of the team. A second later, the horses galloped away, disappearing into a bank of smoke along with the stranger.

“He—he—the horses!” Phoebe said.

“At least they have a chance now.” Lucy grabbed Phoebe’s hand. “This way. We’ll go on foot.”

“I’ll do nothing of the sort.” Phoebe dug in her heels. “I won’t get half a block in these shoes.”

Lucy was losing patience, but the sight of bellowing flames, marching like an army toward them, kept her focused on escape. She spied a flatbed wagon and hailed the driver, yanking off a ruby brooch as he approached. “Can you give us a ride?” she asked.

He snatched the jewel, swept his gaze over her and jerked a thumb toward the rear of the cart. “Don’t let anything fall off,” he said.

The load of rolled carpets, gilt paintings and furnishings teetered precariously as the wagon lurched along the road. The sky burned so brightly that Lucy had to squint to look at it.

She was doing just that when Kathleen jumped off the back of the cart and ran toward a bridge to the West Division. Lucy screamed her name, but this time it was Phoebe who was the voice of reason. “Let her go.” Phoebe coughed violently. “She won’t rest until she gets home, and we must do the same. Our way is north, Lucy. You know it is.”

Shaken, Lucy clutched her friend’s hands and tried not to wonder if they would ever see Kathleen again.

The Chicago River cut a line from east to west across the city before turning south, where the conflagration had started. The howling windstorm had fanned an ordinary fire into a holocaust riding a gale, moving with voracious speed, devouring everything in sight.

Lucy had never seen such a powerful force of nature. The fire smashed through whole neighborhoods at a time, destroyed reputedly fireproof buildings and then did the unthinkable—it leaped across the south branch of the river.

The wind was the fire’s greatest ally, driving the flames from rooftop to rooftop. Wooden shingles offered fuel for the blaze to feast upon. In the famous shopping district known as Booksellers Row, the buildings burned from the ground upward.

All those lovely books. Lucy winced at the thought of them being incinerated.

A towering dervish of flame reared at the end of the block, illuminating and then overtaking a throng of people.

Phoebe’s face turned pale in the angry light. “Did you see that?” she asked Lucy.

“I did.” As far as Lucy could tell, they were on Water Street, heading eastward toward the lake. She supposed that the driver would attempt to cross the river at the State or Rush Street Bridges into the North Division.

“The flames are moving faster than a person can run.” Phoebe craned her neck and shouted over the stacked bundles in the wagon, “Driver, do hurry! The fire is closing in!”


“I can’t go any faster than the crowd in front of me,” he yelled in a hoarse voice, ragged from the smoke.

The closer they came to the lake, the denser the mob grew. The river was choked with boats and barges trying to get out onto the open water. The taller ones couldn’t clear the bridges, and many caught fire as they waited for the bridges to rotate. As Lucy watched, a boy climbed the rigging of a sloop and scrambled up to the bridge, hoisted by someone in the crowd. But for the most part, people stampeded across in heedless terror, dropping things along the way, pushing strangers aside in ruthless terror.

Lucy’s father, Colonel Hiram B. Hathaway, always said that a disaster brought out the best and worst in people, and she realized that she was witnessing the truth of it—timid men performing acts of heroism, pillars of society trampling the wounded in their haste to get to safety.

Her parents lived in the tree-shaded splendor of an elegant neighborhood to the north, but that didn’t mean her family was safe. Aggressive, blustering and imperative, the Colonel, as he was known even though he was retired, had a public spirit that would not rest. If the city was burning, he was bound to launch himself into the thick of things.

A decorated war veteran, he was an expert in ammunition and explosives. This would make him particularly useful to those in charge of fighting the fire. The fire companies had resorted to blowing up the buildings in the path of the fire, robbing it of fuel. No doubt the Colonel would be directing the operations, his bewhiskered face ablaze with energy as he planned strategy to battle the flames.

In the midst of danger and mayhem, the thought of her father brought Lucy a needed measure of fortitude. Though he often grew exasperated with his outspoken daughter, the Colonel never treated her with anything less than respect. From a long line of old New England blue-bloods, he was a gentleman to his core. He’d attended West Point, married the most socially prominent girl in Chicago and had distinguished himself in battle at Kenaha Falls, Bull Run and Vicksburg.

But as she grew up, Lucy came to realize that his love and devotion to her and her mother manifested itself in a protectiveness so fierce it was stifling. The Colonel tried to shield his daughter from everything—hunger, hurt, ugliness. He didn’t understand that, in protecting her from what he considered life’s ills, he was walling her off from life itself.

When she asked after the state of his business affairs, he would brush aside her queries, declaring that she needn’t worry her pretty head about such vulgar matters. While her mother was ready enough to accept his patronizing ways, Lucy was indignant.

“For one thing,” she once said to him, “my head is not pretty. For another, I can decide for myself what is worrisome and what is not.”

Yet for all their differences, they shared a deep love and respect for each other, and Lucy said a silent prayer for her father’s safety.

Reflecting on the evening at the Hotel Royale, she felt more foolish than ever. Of all the social outrages she had committed, tonight’s faux pas had been the worst. When people looked back on this date, they would recall it as the night Chicago had burned to the ground.

But not Lucy. For the rest of her life, she would remember a far different disaster—this was the night she had brazenly propositioned a married man.








FOUR



“Did you see what Mrs. Pullman was wearing?” Diana asked as she and Rand left the Hotel Royale. Brushing impatiently at a flurry of sparks that flew around the hem of her gown, she added, “Her jewels were positively vulgar. She wasn’t nearly as vulgar as that snippy little suffragist you were entertaining, though. If not for her family name, she’d be a pariah, wouldn’t she, Randolph?”

Knowing she didn’t expect a response, Rand tucked her hand more firmly into the crook of his arm and scanned the roadway. They had only been in Chicago for a short while, so he was unfamiliar with the city. But the streets were laid out in a neat grid, and he knew they had to head north to Water Street, where Sterling House was located.

An express wagon rattled by, but the driver ignored Rand’s raised arm. A few hansom cabs, crammed with occupants, passed them without slowing. “We’re wasting time trying to hire a ride,” he said. “We’d best go on foot.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Randolph. I never walk anywhere.” She drew her mouth into the sweetest of pouts. “Let’s wait until something returns to the livery stables.”

He clenched his teeth in frustration. On the one hand, he didn’t want to alarm her about the fire. But on the other, he wanted her to understand the need to hurry. They had to get to their daughter and make sure she was all right.

The one option he never considered was leaving Diana. He’d sling his wife over his shoulder like a caveman if he had to, but he would never leave her. “We’re walking,” he finally said, pulling her along. “You can yell at me on the way.”

Diana apparently decided that silence was a better punishment. She didn’t speak to him, though she clutched his arm and leaned on him every few steps. Her fashionable, imported shoes were unsuited for walking any distance.

It was just as well she didn’t speak, for he wasn’t all that kindly disposed to his wife at the moment. He’d counted on her to stay with Christine. Instead, she’d grown bored and joined him at the lecture. Some men might have been flattered, but Rand knew Diana all too well. She hadn’t come looking for him. She’d come seeking a diversion from her boredom and had left their daughter in the care of someone they barely knew. Becky Damson seemed a fine young woman, but he had learned long ago not to trust appearances.

After this night was over, Rand decided, he would find a way to turn Diana’s attention and enthusiasm to the needs of her family. He wasn’t certain how to go about it. Some women derived fulfillment from their duties as wives and mothers. He’d seen it himself, though not in his own mother.

The memory ignited a bitterness in Rand that never seemed to mellow. When he was ten years old, Pamela Higgins had walked away from her husband and young son, never to return. Rand had been raised by Grace Templeton Higgins, his paternal grandmother.

But his mother’s departure had left a hidden wound in his soul that he’d carried around all his life. When he’d started a family of his own, he had sworn he would never have the sort of wife who would abandon her family.


A blast sounded in the next block, and a fountain of sparks mushroomed in the sky. Whipping off his frock coat, Rand covered Diana’s head and shoulders with it. She huddled close against him, and despite their annoyance at each other, he felt a surge of tenderness toward her.

“We’ll be home soon,” he said. “I imagine it’s only a few more blocks.”

“That’s what you said a few blocks ago.”

Another blast ripped through the neighborhood, tearing the awnings from buildings and leaves from the few trees still standing. In the smoky distance, Rand made out a crew of militia men with a two-wheeled cart loaded with explosives.

“What on earth is happening?” Diana asked.

“They’re blasting away buildings to create a firebreak.”

In the road ahead, the fire spun and whirled across rooftops. His gut tightened, and he quickened his pace. His instincts screamed for him to run toward his baby daughter, but he couldn’t leave Diana.

People jostled one another in a mad dash for the river or the lakefront. Family groups moved in tight clusters—men with their arms around their wives, women carrying babies or clutching toddlers by the hand. The sight of the children tore at him. He heard Christine’s name in the hiss of the wind.

He thought about how casually he’d left her tonight, how casually he always left her, certain that he would return. Now, as he fought and jostled his way through the packed street, he was haunted by images of his daughter.

On the day she was born, his heart had soared. At last he had what he’d always dreamed of—a family. He’d created something enduring and true. That very day he’d bought two cases of rare champagne, packing them away to bring out on the occasion of her wedding. It was a sentimental gesture, though he was not a sentimental man. But Christine had found a place in his heart where softness dwelled, and he cherished her for finding that part of him.

Tightening his grip on Diana’s hand, he felt his wife’s mounting fear, heard it in the little gulping breaths she took. As he forged ahead, Rand bargained with fate: He would devote more time to Christine. He’d work harder to please Diana, quit flirting with women no matter how provocative he found them and find a way to make Diana more content in her role as wife and mother. If only he could save his child.

Everything came to a standstill at a jammed intersection near Courthouse Square. Too many streets converged here, and chaos ruled. Disoriented, Rand wasn’t sure of the way north.

“Which way to Water Street?” he bellowed at a passing drayman with a lurching, overloaded cart. The man didn’t look at him but pointed. “You’ve got three blocks to cover and it’ll be hard going. There’s a bad flare-up ahead.” A gap opened up and he drove his cart through it.

Rand pressed on. He noticed that Diana had fallen silent again, and he slipped his arm around her waist. “We’ll get there,” he promised, but a sudden explosion drowned his words.

“Look at the sky.” She pointed at the wavering, burnished horizon ahead. “The whole city is on fire.”

He led the way up a side street. In the middle of the roadway, a police paddy wagon had broken its axle. Swearing, the driver opened the wagon and fled while the conveyance disgorged a dozen convicts in striped shirts and trousers. Some of the prisoners swarmed into burning shops, but one of them advanced on Rand and Diana. Firelight flashed in his flat, dangerous eyes as his gaze traveled over Diana’s gown and jewels.


He raised a rocklike fist. “Give me all your valuables. Now.”

Diana gave a squeal of alarm and buried her face in Rand’s shoulder.

Rand pulled away from her. In an instant, his fear for Christine and frustration with the crowds crystallized into a pure and lethal rage. He didn’t will himself to act, but the next thing he knew, he had the convict shoved up against a concrete wall, his hand clamped over the man’s windpipe.

“Get the hell away from us,” Rand said, his voice harsh with a deadly purpose.

The looter gagged, clawing at the hand on his neck. Rand let him go and backed off, sick at the thought of what he’d nearly done. The convict staggered away and disappeared into the crowd.

“Heavens, Randolph, I’ve never seen you like that,” Diana said.

The breathless admiration in her voice did not please him. He took her hand again. “We’re almost there. Hurry.”

“I can’t see a thing through this smoke.”

Rand pulled her along as fast as he could. Buildings burned from the roof down and others from the ground up. People dropped bundles from windows and exterior staircases. A ladder crew helped women trapped in a tall building, and the rescued ladies scattered like ants when they reached the street.

“Surely Sterling House has already been evacuated. Becky Damson would have fled to safety.” Diana’s eyes streamed as she spoke between panting breaths. “Yes, Becky’s got a good head on her shoulders. She is probably already at the lakeshore with Christine, waiting for us to find them. That is where we must go—to the lake.”

Rand could think of no reply and she didn’t seem to expect one. He prayed Diana was right about the nurse-maid. Miss Damson had been recommended by the concierge of the hotel. But Rand had assumed she would be an adjunct to Diana, not a substitute.

He ground his teeth together, for he knew if he spoke they would be words of recrimination. And what was the point of that, especially here and now?

The wind picked up, and there was no way to stay ahead of the flames. He could hardly see his own wife in the thick curtain of smoke. For a few detached moments he felt adrift, his sense of direction unseated by a force too huge to control.

Rand didn’t like things he couldn’t control.

He drove himself harder, pulling insistently at Diana, who by now was so exhausted that she lacked the energy to complain. He focused on one thing and one thing only—getting to Christine.

They passed Ficelle’s Paint and Varnish Factory, a long, low building that covered half a block. Firebrands rained down on the roof of the factory, and an ominous glow throbbed behind its small, square windows.

“I think we’re almost there,” Rand told his wife. “Only a block to go.”

Diana coughed. “I can’t see anything.”

“It’s just there, see?” His heart lifted as he spotted the distinctive dome of Sterling House.

Then a roaring gust of wind cleared the smoke like the parting of a curtain. It gave Rand a glimpse of hell. Sterling House, where he’d left his baby daughter, was engulfed in flames.

“No!” he bellowed, and for the first time, he let go of Diana’s hand.

As he started to run, an unnatural and toxic burst of white heat flared inside the varnish factory. A flash, followed by an earsplitting explosion, shattered the night. The detonation sucked the oxygen from the air, from his lungs, even.

The force of it picked him up off his feet and blasted him backward. The landing broke his arm; he could feel the dull snap of the bone, the stunning pain. Gritting his teeth, he dragged himself up and dove for Diana, who lay slumped on the pavement.

As he covered her body with his own, chunks of brick from the collapsing building rained over him. With his good arm, he tried to hold on to his wife and pull them both away, but the shower of bricks turned to a deluge. Rand could feel the breaking of his ribs, and then his shoulder was struck numb. The falling rubble kept coming in a thick, deadly avalanche, burying him and Diana.

No oh no oh please… The disjointed plea was drowned by the lethal crash of the building. Diana made a sound—his name, perhaps—and her hands clutched at him. Something hard and sharp struck his skull.

He had the sensation of floating, though he could not have moved amid all the falling bricks. There was no pain anymore. Only light. A hole in the sky, its edges burning, a white glow in the center.

And then there was nothing.








FIVE



“Look at that,” Phoebe said, indicating a building by the river. “The hose crew has simply abandoned Sterling House.”

The fashionable hotel’s distinctive glass dome glowed bright yellow as flames licked up its walls. In the smoke-filled street in front of the residence, a cart was reeling in its hoses and moving on.

“I imagine they realized they could never control the fire,” Lucy said. They’d seen so much destruction on the slow journey to the bridge that she began to feel as beaten down as the crew. “Let’s pray the building was evacuated,” she added. Most of the hotel’s windows disgorged mouthfuls of flame. But on the second story, a single window stared at her like a blank, dark eye.

As they drew closer to the river, she spied an elderly man struggling along the roadside with painful slowness. When a woman bumped him in her rush to the bridge, he stumbled.

“Driver, stop for a moment!” Lucy jumped out of the cart. “I’m going to give my seat to that gentleman,” she said. Phoebe opened her mouth to deliver the expected protest, but Lucy held up her hand. “Don’t waste time arguing,” she said, pulling the shaken, wheezing man to the cart and tucking a saddle blanket around him. “You’ve got to get across the river before the bridge gets even more crowded.”

“But if you do something noble, then I shall have to,” Phoebe wailed.

“Dear, you must stay with the cart,” Lucy said, accustomed to mollifying her friend. “The most noble thing you can do is hold fast to this gentleman and keep him in the cart. I’ll follow on foot.”

The elderly man shuddered and closed his eyes. Lucy put Phoebe’s arm around his shoulders and signaled to the driver to move on. Just then an earsplitting explosion knocked her to her knees. Phoebe squealed and the cart lurched forward, disappearing into a wall of boiling smoke. Someone shouted that a varnish factory had just exploded.

Lucy stayed down on hands and knees, trying to recover the breath that had been knocked out of her. Her lungs seized up, unable to fill. She was suffocating. Light-headed, half-mad thoughts shot through her mind, but her air-starved brain couldn’t grasp them.

The firelit images around her left a trail through the night sky, like the tails of bright comets. The wind had an eerie voice all its own, keening through the flaming row of doomed buildings. Flying debris—paper, clothing, sheets of metal—littered the air. Everyone else had disappeared. The last of the stragglers had gone to the bridge and there was no one in sight. Focus, she told herself. She stared at a burning building across the way. She’d gone to the very exclusive Sterling House for tea a time or two, her stomach in knots from the lecture her mother had given her on acting like a lady, sipping her tea demurely, nodding in agreement with anything a man cared to say, keeping her scandalous opinions to herself.

She wasn’t sorry to see the last of that place.

What she saw next reinflated her lungs with a gasp of terror. The second-story window, the one she’d seen earlier, was now filled with flame—and a woman holding a bundle, screaming.

Without any conscious effort, Lucy propelled herself across the street.

The fire lashed out with a roar, its long tentacles of flame reaching for the hysterical woman trapped in the window, grasping her.

Lucy stood alone under the window, the heat singeing her eyebrows and lashes. She had no idea how to help the poor woman. The hotel entry was impassable, its doors blasted out by the flames, the marble lobby melting in the inferno. She looked around wildly for a ladder, a rope, anything.

The woman’s screaming spiked to a shrill peal of hysteria. Her dress or nightgown had caught fire. A second later, the screaming stopped. Then something fell from the window.

Simple reflex caused Lucy to hold out her arms. The impact knocked her to the pavement, and once again the air rushed from her lungs. A cracking sound, like the report of a shotgun, split the air. The walls of the hotel shook, and the roof caved in, sucking down the big glass dome, and then the flaming rubble of the building itself. The woman disappeared, swallowed like a pagan sacrifice into the devouring flames.

Lucy sensed a movement in the bundle she held, but there was no time to check. She forced herself to scramble to her feet. Still clutching the bedding, she ran for her life, hearing the swish of raining glass and the boom of gas lines igniting. With a glance over her shoulder, she saw a geyser of smoke and sparks where the hotel used to be. Racing to the river, she hurtled down the bank toward the water. She slipped in the mud, landed on her backside and slid downward into darkness. Firelight glimmered on the churning surface of the water, but the immediate area was sheltered from the flames.


Something buried within the bundle of bedding moved again.

Lucy shrieked and set it down. Planting her hands behind her, she crab-walked away.

Then she heard a sound, the mewing of a kitten.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she said, disgusted with herself. “The poor woman was trying to save her cat.” What a noble deed, she thought. The woman must have known she could not survive the fire, and as her last act on earth she’d bundled up her pet and tossed it to a stranger for safekeeping.

Hurrying now, Lucy knelt down beside the untidy parcel. The least she could do for the doomed woman was look after the cat. Firelight fell over her, and she felt a fresh stab of panic, knowing she’d best get over the bridge to safety.

The bulky parcel had been tied with satin ribbons of good quality, a man’s leather belt and a long organdy sash. A lady’s robe or peignoir formed the outer wrapping, and inside that were two pillows, a quilt and what appeared to be an infant’s receiving blanket.

With more urgency than a child on Christmas morning, Lucy removed the wrappings, hoping the cat wouldn’t bolt once she freed it.

It didn’t bolt. It wasn’t a cat.

Lucy shrieked again, this time with surprise, not fear.

Her shriek caused the little creature to wail in terror, round mouth open like the maw of a hatchling wanting to be fed.

Except it wasn’t a hatchling, either. It was a baby. No, a toddler.

Lucy couldn’t speak, couldn’t even think. The firelight winked over the child, who kept wailing and pedaling chubby legs under a long pale gown.

“Oh, God,” Lucy whispered. “Oh, Lord above.” She could think of nothing more to say, and had no idea what to do. A baby. She’d saved somebody’s baby.


She couldn’t tell if it was male or female, though she saw with some relief that it was moving and bawling with great vigor. The fall from the window hadn’t hurt it in the least. It must be hardier than it looked, then.

“Who…what on earth am I going to do with you?” Lucy asked, looking the child in the eye.

Something in her tone or her look must have caught the baby’s attention, for it stopped crying and simply stared at her.

“Well?” she asked, encouraged.

The baby took a deep breath. Lucy actually thought it might speak to her, though she realized it was a very young child. Then it let loose with another wail. As she watched, it rolled over and crawled away, trailing the little blanket in the mud.

Lucy was completely at a loss. She’d never seen a baby up close before, but the sight of it, so helpless and lost, sparked a powerful instinct in her. She reached out and touched it, then tried to gather it up in her arms.

It was awkward, like trying to hold a wriggling litter of puppies, all waving limbs, surprisingly powerful.

“Come now,” Lucy said. “There, there.”

The baby quieted when she spoke, and stilled its flailing for a moment. The heated sky glowed ominously, and she knew she had to get them both to safety. When she stood, the child clung to her, its tiny hands clutching at her and its legs circling her waist.

“You poor thing,” she said, eyeing the burning sky. “We have to go. Once you’re safe, we’ll find out who you belong to.”

But in her heart of hearts, she already knew that the child’s mother had perished in the collapsing hotel. Somehow she would have to find its surviving family. Not now, though. Now, her challenge was to make her way to her parents’ home.


“Come along,” she said. Her hand curved around the baby’s head. The curly, fair hair was soft as down. “I’ll take care of you.” Keeping up a patter of encouraging words, she struggled with the ungainly burden of the child, climbing the riverbank toward the bridge. “You’ll be safe with me.”

* * *

“Oh, thank the Heavenly Father above, you’re safe.” Patience Gloriana Washington opened the door of the huge mansion on North Avenue to let Lucy in. Patience wore her plain preacher’s garb, a habit she’d adopted when she’d embraced poverty, but no somber robe could mask her naturally regal air. Though she had never set foot outside Chicago, she resembled an African princess. Famous for her magnetic preaching in Chicago’s largest Negro church, Patience was a close friend of the Hathaway family. Her older sister, Willa Jean, had been the Hathaways’ housekeeper since the war ended, and Lucy and Patience had practically grown up together.

“Land a-mercy, what you got there, girl?” she asked, regarding the muddy, bedraggled bundle in Lucy’s arms.

Lucy sagged against the door, exhausted, her arms shaking from carrying the baby all the way from the bridge. About ten blocks ago, it had fallen dead asleep, its head heavy on her shoulder, and now it rested there, ungainly as a sack of potatoes.

“It’s a baby,” she whispered, pushing aside the blanket to reveal a head of wispy golden curls. “Its mother bundled it up and dropped it from a window while the building burned and I—I caught it.” She took a long, shuddering breath. “Then the building collapsed, and I fear the woman died.”

“I swear, that’s a miracle for sure.” A soft glow suffused Patience’s face. “It purely is. Especially since—” She broke off. “Boy or girl?”

Lucy blinked. “I don’t know. There wasn’t time to check.”


“Land sakes, let’s take a look.” With expert hands, Patience took the sleeping baby into the parlor and gently laid it on an ottoman. The child stirred and whimpered, but didn’t fully awaken. She unpinned its diaper. “A girl,” she said. “A precious baby girl. Looks to be about a year old, more or less.”

Lucy stared in awe as Patience swaddled the child. A baby girl. She couldn’t believe she’d rescued a baby girl. The child stretched and yawned, then blinked. When she saw Patience’s face, she let out a thin wail.

“Oh, please,” Lucy said. “Please don’t cry, baby.”

When she spoke, the baby turned to her, and an amazing thing happened. Something like recognition shone in the little round face, and she reached up with chubby hands. The deep, fierce instinct swept over Lucy again, and she picked the little girl up. “There now,” she said. “There, there.” Nonsense words, but they made the crying stop.

Patience watched them both, her eyes filled with a sad sort of knowing. “The Almighty is at work tonight,” she murmured. “Sure enough, he is.”

For the first time, Lucy noticed streaks of hastily dried tears on Patience’s face. A chill slid through her, and she stood up, still holding the tiny girl. “What’s happened?”

Patience touched her cheek, her warm, dry hand trembling a little. “You best go see your mama, honey. Your daddy was bad hurt fighting the fire.”

Lucy felt the rhythm of dread pounding in her chest like a dirge.

“I’ll take the baby,” Patience offered.

“I’ve got her.” Lucy led the way up the stairs and rushed to her father’s bedroom, adjoined by double doors to his wife’s suite of rooms. Dr. Hauptmann was bent over the four-poster bed, and Viola Hathaway sat in a chair beside it. Patience’s sister, Willa Jean, knelt on the floor, crooning a soft spiritual.

Lucy had never seen her mother in such a disheveled state. She wore a dressing gown and her hair hung loose around her face. Holding her arms clasped across her middle, she rocked rhythmically back and forth, taking in little sobs of air with the motion.

“Mama!” Lucy hurried over to her. “Are you all right? What happened to the Colonel?”

The doctor stood up, pinching the bridge of his nose as if trying to hold in emotion. “I’m so sorry,” he murmured. “So very sorry.”

“Lucy, my dear Lucy,” her mother said, never taking her eyes off her husband. “He’s gone. Our dear dear Colonel is gone.”

Lucy’s arms tightened around the child, who had stopped crying and was making soft cooing sounds. She pressed close to the bed.

Colonel Hiram Hathaway lay like a marble effigy, as handsome and commanding in death as he’d been in life. In flashes of remembrance, she saw that face lit with laughter, those big hands holding hers. How could he be gone? How could someone as strong and powerful as the Colonel be dead?

“He went out to fight the fire,” Patience said. “You know your daddy. He’d never sit still while the whole city was on fire. He was with a crew of military men, knocking down buildings with dynamite. They brought him home an hour ago. Said he got hit on the head. He was unconscious, never even woke up, and right after we put him to bed he just…just went to glory.”

A choking, devastating disbelief surged through Lucy as she sank to her knees. “Oh, Colonel.” She used the name she’d called him since she was old enough to speak. “Why did you have to be a hero? Why couldn’t you have stayed safe at home?” She freed one hand from the baby’s blanket and gently touched the pale, cool cheek with its bushy side-whiskers. “Oh, Colonel. Were you scared?” she asked, her hand starting to shake. “Did it hurt?” She couldn’t find any more words. What had they said to each other last time they were together?

She couldn’t remember, she realized with rising panic. “Patience,” she whispered. “I can’t remember the last time I told my father I loved him.”

“He knew, honey,” Patience said. “Don’t you worry about that. He just knew.”

Lucy wanted to throw herself upon him, to weep out her heartbreak, but a curious calm took hold of her. Resolution settled like a rock in her chest. She would not cry. The Colonel had taught her never to weep for something that couldn’t be changed. No tears, then, to dishonor his teachings.

“Good night, Colonel,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to his cold hand. He still smelled of gunpowder.

Her mother sat devastated by shock, rocking in her chair. “What shall I do?” she said. “Whatever shall I do without him?”

“We’ll manage,” Lucy heard herself say. “We’ll find a way.”

“I shall die without him,” her mother said as if she hadn’t heard. “I shall simply lie down and die.”

“Now, don’t you take on like that, Miss Viola,” Willa Jean said. She had a deep voice, compelling as a song. But it was a small, bleating whimper from the baby that caught Viola’s attention.

Lucy’s mother stopped rocking and stared at the bundle in Lucy’s arms. “What on earth—Who is that?” she asked.

Lucy turned so she could see. “It’s a baby, Mama. A little lost girl. I rescued her from the fire.”


“Heavenly days, so it is. Oh, Hiram,” she said, addressing her dead husband while still staring at the child, who stared back. “Oh, Hiram, look. Our Lucy has brought us a baby.”









PART THREE


A woman’s ability to earn money is better protection against the tyranny and brutality of men than her ability to vote.

—Victoria Claflin Woodhull



















SIX



Chicago
 May 1876

“Where do babies come from, Mama? Really.”

Lucy looked across the breakfast table at her daughter and smiled at the little face that greeted her each morning. Having breakfast together was part of their daily routine in the small apartment over the shop. Usually she read the Chicago Tribune while Maggie looked at a picture book, sounding out the words. But her daughter’s question was much more intriguing than the daily report from the Board of Trade.

“I know where you came from,” Lucy said. “You fell from the sky, right into my arms. Just like an angel from heaven.” It was Maggie’s favorite story, one she never tired of hearing—or repeating for anyone who would listen.

The little girl stirred her graham gems and frowned. She was stubbornly left-handed, a trait that often reminded Lucy of the mystery surrounding her. “Sally Saltonstall says that’s an old wives’ tale.”

“I’m not an old wife.” Lucy gave a bemused chuckle. “I’m not even a young wife. I’m not anyone’s wife.”


“Sally says you can’t be my mama if you’re not nobody’s wife.”

“Anybody’s wife. And Sally is full of duck fluff for telling you that.”

Maggie passed Lucy the stereoscope she’d received for her birthday last fall. They didn’t know her exact birthday, of course, so they had chosen October 8, the date of the Great Fire that had changed so many lives. Each year, Lucy gave a party for Margaret Sterling Hathaway, commemorating the night they had found each other.

“Look at the picture in there,” Maggie said. “It shows a family, and the mama has a husband called the papa.”

Lucy obliged her daughter by peering into the two lenses of the stereoscope. The shadowy, three-dimensional image depicted an idealized family—the mother in her demure dress, the upright, proper, bewhiskered father in boiled collar and cuffs and two perfectly groomed children, a boy and a girl.

“These are just strangers dressed up to look like a family,” she said, ignoring a nameless chill that swept through her. “We are a proper family. I’m your mother, you are my daughter, forever and ever. Isn’t that what a family is?”

“But the papa’s missing.” Maggie thoughtfully wiggled her top front tooth, which was very loose now and about to come out. “Could Willa Jean be the papa?”

Willa Jean Washington, the Hathaways’ former maid, now worked as the bookkeeper of Lucy’s shop.

Lucy shook her head. “Traditionally the papa is a man, darling.”

“But you always say you’re rearing me in a nontraditional way.”

Lucy couldn’t help laughing at the sound of such a sophisticated phrase coming from her young, precocious daughter. “You know, you’re right. Maybe we’ll ask Willa Jean if she’ll be the papa.”

“Do you think she knows how?” Maggie asked. “What does a papa do, anyway?”

With a gentle bruise of remembrance, Lucy thought of her own father. The Colonel had issued directives. He’d demanded obedience. Insisted upon excellence. And in his own commanding way, he’d loved her with every bit of his heart.

“I suppose,” she said, “that a papa teaches things to his children, and loves and protects and provides for them.”

“Just like you do,” Maggie said.

Lucy felt a surge of pride. What had she ever done to deserve such a wonderful child? Maggie truly was an angel from heaven. Lucy set down the stereoscope. “Come here, you. I have to get down to the shop, and you and Grammy Vi have sums to do this morning.”

“Sums!” Her face fell comically.

“Yes, sums. If you get them all correct, we can go riding on our bicycles later.”

“Hurrah!” Maggie scrambled into her lap and wrapped her arms around Lucy’s neck.

Lucy savored the sweet weight of her and inhaled the fragrance of her tousled hair, which had darkened from blond to brown as she grew. It was hard to imagine that there had been a time, five years before, when Lucy hadn’t known how to hold a child in her arms. Now it was as natural to her as breathing.

The Great Fire had raged for days, though it had spared the block of elegant houses in the Hathaways’ neighborhood. Hundreds of people had shown up for the Colonel’s funeral, and Viola had received a telegram of condolence from President Grant. The day after they had buried the Colonel, Lucy had taken the baby to the Half-Orphan Asylum.


She shuddered, remembering the bilious smell of the institution, the pandemonium in the rickety old building, the cries of lost children and frantic parents searching for one another, the stern wardens taking charge of those without families. She’d hurried away from the asylum, vowing to find a more humane way to look after the child.

In the weeks following the fire, Lucy and her mother had been forced to flee the city to escape an epidemic of typhoid brought on by the lack of good drinking water. Even from a distance, Lucy kept sending out notices to find the child’s family, to no avail. No trace was found of the woman who had perished after dropping her bundled child from the window. Despite advertisements Lucy had placed in the papers and frequent inquiries at the asylum and all the churches and hospitals in town, she’d found no clue to the orphaned baby’s identity.

As she straightened the kitchen and took off her apron, she reflected on how much their lives had changed since the fire. Every aspect of their world was different. It was as if the hand of God had swept down and, with a fist of flame, wiped out their former lives.

After the smoke had finally cleared and a desultory, unreliable rain shower had spat out the last of the embers, Lucy, her mother and a fretful baby had gathered around a table with the bankers and lawyers, to learn that the Colonel had left them destitute. The fire had not only taken the Colonel, but his fortune as well, which had been invested in a Hersholt’s Brewery and Liquor Warehouse. Uninsured, it had burned to the ground that hot, windy October night.

Her mother was lost without her beloved Colonel. As much as Lucy had loved her father and grieved for him, she’d also raged at him. His love for her and her mother had been as crippling as leg irons. He had willfully and deliberately kept them ignorant of finance, believing they were better off not knowing the precarious state of the family fortune. His smothering shield had walled them off from the truth.

For days after the devastating news had been delivered, Lucy and her mother, burdened with a demanding little stranger, had sat frozen in a state of dull shock while the estate liquidators had carted off the antiques, the furniture, the art treasures. Lucy and her mother had been forced to sell the house, their jewels, their good clothing—everything down to the last salt cellar had to go. By the time the estate managers and creditors had finished, they had nothing but the clothes on their backs and a box of tin utensils. Viola had taken ill; to this day Lucy was convinced that humiliation was more of a pestilence to her than the typhoid.

There was nothing quite so devastating as feeling helpless, she discovered. Like three bobbing corks in an endless sea, she and her mother and the baby had drifted from day to day.

Lucy had found temporary relief quarters in a shanty-town by the river. She would have prevailed upon friends, but Viola claimed the shame was more than she could bear, so they huddled alone around a rusty stove and tried to bring their lives into some sort of order. Not an easy task when all Viola knew in the world was the pampering and sheltering of her strong, controlling husband; all Lucy knew was political rhetoric.

It was providence, Lucy always thought, that she’d been poking through rubbish for paper to start a fire, and had come across a copy of Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly, published by Tennessee Claflin and her sister, Victoria Woodhull, known in those days as The Firebrand of Wall Street. Since she’d appeared before Congress and run for president the year of the Great Fire, the flamboyant crusader had captivated Lucy’s imagination and inflamed her sense of righteousness. But that cold winter day, while huddled over a miserable fire, Lucy had read the words that had changed the course of her life. A woman’s ability to earn money is better protection against the tyranny and brutality of men than her ability to vote.

Suddenly Lucy knew what she must do—something she believed in with all her heart, something she’d loved since she was a tiny child.

Everything had fallen into place after that epiphany. In the fast-recovering city, Lucy had taken a bank loan, leased a shop in Gantry Street, occupied the small apartment above it and hung out her tradesman’s shingle: The Firebrand—L. Hathaway, Bookseller.

Running a bookshop hadn’t made her a wealthy woman, not in the financial sense, anyway. But the independence it afforded, and the knowledge that she purveyed books that made a difference in people’s lives, brought her more fulfillment than a railroad fortune.

The trouble was, one could not dine upon spiritual satisfaction. One could not clothe one’s fast-growing daughter with moral righteousness. Not during a Chicago winter, anyway.

Silky, the calico cat they had adopted a few years back, slunk into the room, sniffing the air in queenly fashion. Maggie jumped down from Lucy’s lap and stroked the cat, which showed great tolerance for the little girl’s zealous attentions.

“Run along, then,” she said, kissing the top of Maggie’s head. “Tell Grammy Vi that I’ve gone down to the shop.”

“And bicycles later,” Maggie reminded her.

“Bicycles later,” said Lucy.

Tucking the paper under her arm, she took the back stairs down to the tiny courtyard behind the shop. A low concrete wall surrounded an anemic patch of grass. A single crabapple tree grew from the center, and just this year it had grown stout enough to support a rope swing for Maggie. The tiny garden bore no resemblance to the lush expanses of lawn that had surrounded the mansion where Lucy had grown up, but the shop was just across the way from Lloyd Park, where white-capped nannies and black-gowned governesses brought their charges to play each day. When the weather was fine, Maggie spent hours there, racing around, heedless of the censorious glares of the governesses who were clearly scandalized by hoydenish behavior.

Lucy allowed herself a wicked smile as she thought of this. She was raising Maggie to be free and unfettered. No corsets and stays for her daughter. No eye-pulling braids or heat-induced ringlets. Maggie wore loose Turkish-style trousers, her hair cropped short and an exuberant grin on her face.

But sometimes, when she wondered about where she’d come from, she asked hard questions.

* * *

Lucy took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and walked into the shop. The bell over the door chimed, drawing the attention of Willa Jean.

“Good morning,” Lucy said cheerfully. No matter what her troubles, the very sensation of being in the middle of the bookstore, her bookstore, lifted her heart. There was something about books. The smell of leather and ink. The neat, solid rows of volumes, carefully catalogued spine-out on the shelves. The lemony scent of furniture oil on the tables and the friendly creak of the pine plank floor. The gentle hiss of gaslight, the scratching of Willa Jean’s pencil. Most of all, Lucy supposed, she loved the sense that she stood in the middle of something she’d built, all on her own. She’d spun it out of a dream, dug it out of disaster and lavished her love upon it the way many women did when building a home.

This was her home. And if, from time to time, she felt an ache of loneliness that not even Maggie could fill, she still told herself she had more than most women could expect in a lifetime, and she should be grateful. Those secret yearnings shamed her. She was supposed to be a New Woman, fulfilled by her own industry.

The one thing she couldn’t figure out was how a New Woman dealt with needs as old as time. In certain quiet moments, the old loneliness stole over her. With veiled envy she watched young couples strolling together or stealing kisses when they thought no one was watching. Too often, she caught herself yearning to know a man’s touch, his affectionate regard and his passion. The one drawback to free love, she’d discovered, was that with so many choices available, no man seemed likely to choose her.

“’Bout time you got yourself down here.” Willa Jean peered accusingly from beneath the green bill of her bookkeeper’s cap. “We got to go over the figures for the bank.”

A cold clutch of apprehension took hold of Lucy’s gut. She’d had the entire weekend to prepare for this, but in fact she’d tried not to think about it. Perhaps that was a bit of her mother coming out in her. If she didn’t think about troubles then they didn’t exist.

But here was a problem she couldn’t wish away.

“All right,” she said. “Show me the books, and tell me exactly what I should say to the bank.”

Willa Jean flopped open a tall ledger on the desk in front of her. Willa Jean was as clever with numbers as her sister Patience was with scripture. Willa Jean was gruff, blunt and usually right.

This morning, her bluntness was particularly apparent. “If you don’t get an extension on your loan, you’ll default and lose the shop,” she concluded.

Lucy pushed her hand against her chest, trying to still the wing beats of panic there. “I don’t expect the bank to cooperate. Our loan was sold to the Union Trust three months ago.”

“All banks are the same, girl. They want to make money off you. Your job is to prove you’re a good risk.”

“Am I a good risk, Willa Jean?”

A bark of laughter escaped the older woman. “A bookseller? Honey, it ain’t like you’re selling grain futures here.” She gestured around the shop. “These are books, see? People don’t eat them, they don’t manufacture furniture out of them, they don’t keep them to increase in value. They read them. And who has time to read? Everyone’s so all-fired busy trying to make a living, they don’t read anymore.”

“So my job is to convince a strange man that I can make a profit in a dying enterprise.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Remind me. Why did I get up this morning?”

Willa Jean held out an appointment card. “There’s the name of the person you’re to see. It’s the bank president, girl. At least that’s something.”

Lucy glanced at the card, then froze in amazement. She was looking at a name she hadn’t seen in a very long time, but one she had never forgotten. Mr. Randolph B. Higgins.








SEVEN



“Mr. Higgins?”

Rand glanced up from his desk to see his secretary in the doorway to the office. “Yes, Mr. Crowe?”

The earnest young man crossed the room and held out a small note. “A message from Mrs. Higgins, sir.”

“Thank you, Mr. Crowe. Do I have any other appointments this afternoon?”

“One more, sir. It’s about a loan extension.” He set down a flat cardstock file, bound with a brown satin ribbon. “One of those loans in the batch you acquired from Commonwealth Securities.”

“Thank you,” Rand said again, keeping his expression impassive. He never betrayed his opinion about a professional matter, even to his secretary. It was this fierce discretion that had secured his reputation in the banking business, and he wasn’t about to compromise that.

In the years since the fire, Rand had discovered within himself not just a talent for banking, but a passion for it. He welcomed the responsibility of looking after people’s money and embraced the task of lending to those who demonstrated a brilliant idea, an acute need or a promising enterprise. Sometimes he thought his love of banking was the only reason he’d carried on following those shadowy, pain-filled months after the fire.

When Crowe left, Rand opened the note, written in a fine, spiderweb hand on cream stock imported from England. At the top was the Higgins crest, a pretentious little vanity created by his great-grandfather decades ago. The gold embossed emblem of an eagle winked in the strong sunlight of late afternoon. Rand stood by the window to read the note.

Another invitation, of course. She was constantly trying to broaden his social horizons, trolling the elite gatherings of the city like fishermen trolled Lake Michigan for pike, and setting her netted catch before Rand.

The trouble was, he thought wryly, that after a while the catch began to stink. It wasn’t that he had no interest in social advancement—he knew as well as anyone that, in his business, connections mattered. It was just that he found them tedious and, deep down, hurtful.

This evening’s soiree was a reception for a popular politician, arranged by Jasper Lamott, who also happened to be on the board of the Union Trust. Lamott’s group, a conservative organization called the Brethren of Orderly Righteousness, was raising funds to oppose a bill before the legislature giving women dangerously broad rights to file suit against their own husbands. Like all decent men, Rand was alarmed by the rapid spread of the women’s suffrage movement, which was causing families to break apart all across the country. He believed women were best suited to their place as keepers of hearth and home, with men serving as providers and protectors. Perhaps he would attend the event after all. He would most certainly make a generous donation to the cause. The fact that women no longer knew or respected their place had brought him no end of trouble, and he supported those who labored to correct the situation for society in general.

Taking advantage of a rare lull in the day’s activities, he turned to the picture window, with its leaded fanlights. Resting his hands on the cool marble windowsill, he looked out.

It was a dazzling spring afternoon, the sunlight shimmering across the lake and illuminating the neatly laid-out streets of the business district. Across from the bank was a park surrounded by a handsome wrought-iron fence. In the center, a larger-than-life statue of Colonel Hiram B. Hathaway commemorated his heroism in the War Between the States. Slender poplar and maple trees lined the walkways. The green of the grass was particularly intense. Newcomers to town often commented on the deep emerald shade of the grass in the rebuilt city. Some theorized that the Great Fire of ‘71 left the soil highly fertile, so that all the new growth was surpassingly healthy.

Rand looked down at his scarred hands and felt the ache of the old unhealed injury in his shoulder.

He started to turn away from the window to neaten his desk for the next appointment when he spied something that made him pivot back and stare. Out in the street, wobbling along like a pair of circus performers, were two bicyclists. It was a common enough sight of late. Bicycles were all the rage, and recent improvements in the design had made the new models slightly less hazardous than the extreme high-wheelers. In the lead rode a black-haired woman, followed by a scruffy little boy on a child-size bicycle of his own.

They looked absurd, yet he couldn’t take his gaze away. Patently absurd. The woman’s dress was all rucked up in the middle, bloomers bared to the knees for anyone to see. The boy resembled a beggar in patched knickers and a flat cap set askew atop his curly brown hair.


Yet even so, the sight of the child struck Rand in the only soft spot left inside him. The only place the fire hadn’t burned to hard, numb scar tissue. The lad looked to be about the age Christine would have been, had she lived.

Briefly Rand shut his eyes, but the memories pursued him as they always did. The images from the past were inside him, and he could never shut them out. He was filled with bitter regrets, and they had made him a bitter man, the sort who resented the sight of a healthy young boy and an audacious woman riding bicycles.

Each morning when he woke up, he played a cruel and terrible game with himself. He imagined how old Christine would be. He imagined the little frock she would wear, and how the morning sunlight would look shining down on her bright curls. He imagined having breakfast with her; she would probably still favor graham gems with cream. And each day, before he left for the office, he would imagine the sweetness of his daughter’s kiss upon his cheek.

Then he would force himself to open his eyes and face the harsh truth.

He opened his eyes now and studied the only picture he kept in his office. Gilt cherubs framed a photograph of Christine at fourteen months of age, clutching a favorite blanket in her left hand, startled by whatever antics the photographer had performed to get her attention. As soon as the flash had gone off in the pan, Rand recalled, she’d burst into tears of fright, but the picture showed the child who had brought him the ultimate joy with the simple fact of her existence.

He pulled in an unsteady breath. There were some moments when it was hard to resist wishing he’d lingered longer with his daughter each morning, watching the play of sunlight in her wispy curls.

He glared at the outrageous woman on the bicycle, resenting her for having the one thing he could never get back.


She wobbled to a halt in front of the bank building and dismounted gracelessly, launching herself off the bicycle like a cowboy being bucked from a horse. The lad was more nimble, landing on both feet with catlike lightness.

They leaned their bicycles against the brass-headed hitch post the bank had installed for the convenience of well-heeled customers. Then the black-haired woman shook out her skirts, straightened her ridiculous hat and marched up the marble steps to the bank. Her son came, too, clinging to her gloved hand.

Rand noticed something vaguely familiar about the woman. A chill of apprehension sped through him, and something made him pick up the file his secretary had delivered, containing the papers pertinent to his next appointment. He untied the brown satin ribbon and flipped open the file.

His next appointment was with someone he hadn’t thought about in years, but whom he’d never quite forgotten: Lucy Hathaway.

What the devil was she doing, applying to him for a loan extension?

What the hell did she need a loan for, anyway?

And what was her name now that she was a wife and mother?

Some days, he thought, scowling down at Lucy Hathaway’s file, banking offered unexpected challenges.

He stood behind his desk and waited for Crowe to show her in. She arrived like a small tempest, wrinkled skirts swinging, the feather on her hat bobbing over her brow and the little boy in tow. The lad stared openly at him, then whispered, “He’s a giant, Mama, just like—”

“Hush,” she said quickly. But her manner was all business as she held out her hand. “Mr. Higgins, how do you do?”

Oh, he remembered that husky, cultured voice from their first meeting that long-ago evening. He remembered that direct, dark-eyed stare, that challenging set to her chin. He remembered how provocative he had found her, how intrigued he’d been by her unconventional ways.

He remembered that she’d asked him to be her lover. And he remembered the look on her face when she learned he was married.

As he offered her a chair, he knew he would not have to worry about her being attracted to him now, scarred and dour creature that he had become. She gave his imperfect face, camouflaged with a mustache these days, a polite but cursory glance, nothing more.

“Very well, thank you,” he said, then glanced pointedly at the boy, who boldly peered around the plain leather-and-wood office, looking like mischief waiting to happen. “And this is…?”

“My daughter, Margaret,” said Lucy.

Margaret stuck out a grubby hand. “How do you do? My friends call me Maggie.”

Rand was thoroughly confused now. She called her son Margaret? Then it struck him—the child in the rough knickers, short hair and flat bicycle cap was a little girl. He tried not to look too startled. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Maggie.”

“I’m afraid I had no choice but to bring her along,” Lucy said. “Ordinarily there’s someone to look after her when I have meetings.”

“But today is Grammy Vi’s dominoes day,” Maggie said.

She really was a rather pretty child beneath the bad haircut and shapeless clothing. He tried to picture her in a little pinafore done up in ribbons and bows, but she moved too fast for him to form a picture. She darted around the office, spinning the globe and lifting a paperweight so that a breeze from the open side window swept a sheaf of papers to the floor.


“Maggie, don’t touch anything,” Lucy said half a second too late.

“No harm done.” Rand bent to retrieve the papers. At the same time, the little girl squatted down to help. Their hands touched, and she caught at his, rubbing her small thumb over the shiny scar tissue there.

“Did you hurt yourself?” she asked, her face as open as a flower.

“Maggie—”

“It’s all right,” Rand said with rare patience. He was accustomed to people staring, and to youngsters who didn’t know any better asking questions. Some children turned away in fright, but not this one. She regarded him with a matter-of-fact compassion that comforted rather than discomfited. He studied her small, perfect hand covering his large, damaged one. “I did hurt myself,” he said, “a long time ago.”

“Oh.” She handed him the rest of the papers. “Does it still hurt?”

Every day.

He straightened up, put the papers back under the paperweight, then saw Crowe standing in the doorway.

“Is everything all right, sir?” Crowe asked.

“Everything’s fine,” Rand said.

“I wondered if the little b—”

“Miss Maggie would love to join you in the outer office,” Rand said hastily, cutting him off. He winked at Maggie. “Mr. Crowe is known to keep a supply of peppermints in his desk, for special visitors.”

“Can I, Mama?” Maggie’s eyes sparkled like blue flames, and suddenly she didn’t look at all like a boy.

“Run along,” Lucy said. “Don’t get into anything.”

After the door closed, Rand said, “Congratulations. You have a very lively little girl.”

“Thank you.”


“You and your husband must be very proud of her.”

“I’m afraid Maggie’s father is deceased,” she said soberly.

His heart lurched. “I’m terribly sorry.”

“Thank you, but I never knew the man,” she replied. Then she laughed at his astonished expression. “Forgive me, Mr. Higgins. I’m doing a poor job explaining myself. Maggie is my adopted daughter. She was orphaned in the fire of ‘71.”

“Ah, now I see.” What a singular woman she was, adopting an orphan on her own. Months after the fire, Rand had actually considered taking in an orphaned child or two, but discovered he had no heart for it. Losing Christine had taken away all he’d ever had to give to a child.

“I consider myself fortunate,” Lucy went on, “for I never did encounter a man I wanted to spend my life with, and this way I simply have no need of one.”

“Lucky you.”

Her face colored with a vivid blush, like a thermometer filling with mercury, and Rand knew he’d made his point. Clearly she now remembered the outrageous proposition she’d made to him at their last meeting.

Perhaps she recalled it as vividly as he did. No matter how hard he tried, he hadn’t forgotten the forbidden attraction that had flared between them. She’d been the steel to his flint, two entirely different substances that struck sparks off each other.

“Tell me,” he said, “do you often gallivant about town on bicycles?”

“I’ve never been accused of gallivanting before,” she said with a little laugh. “I find it a useful means of transportation. Our bicycles are the most modern ever, built by an acquaintance of mine. Mr. Gianinni made them as prototypes for the Centennial Exhibition this July. The design still has a ways to go but at least the cycles are less ornery than horses.”

“I see.”

“They eat less, too, and I don’t have to stable them.”

He straightened the papers on his desk in preparation for getting down to business. He regarded Lucy Hathaway with a mixture of disapproval and interest, feeling drawn to her in spite of himself. She dressed her daughter in trousers and rode a bicycle. Yet she had the most fascinating dark eyes he’d ever seen, eyes that penetrated deep as she inspected him with unblinking curiosity.

It had taken him years to inure himself to the staring of strangers and acquaintances alike. Now Lucy’s perusal made him freshly aware of the old wounds. “Is something the matter?” he asked.

“I was just wondering,” she said, “if you knew you were missing a cuff link.”

In spite of everything, Rand felt a short bark of laughter in his throat, but he swallowed it. Here she sat, looking at a monster, and her only observation was that he was missing a cuff link. “A habit of mine,” he said. “Being left-handed, I tend to drag my cuff through the ink as I write, so I roll my sleeve back when I work.”

“I see. It’s unusual to be left-handed.”

“Indeed so.” It was the one habit Rand’s father hadn’t been able to break him of as a boy, though his father had tried extreme measures to get him to conform in all things. “But I assure you, I am a very ordinary man.”

“I’m pleased to hear that, Mr. Higgins. Shall we get started?” She peeled off her gloves. He should have watched her without any particular interest, but instead he found the operation intriguing. With unhurried movements, she rolled the thin brown leather down the inside of her wrist over the palm of her hand. Then she neatly bit the tip of her middle finger, her small white teeth gently tugging at the leather.

Rand had the discomfiting feeling that he was watching a private ritual. The strange thing was, she never took her eyes off him as she worked the glove free, finger by finger, her red-lipped mouth forming a soft O as her little nipping teeth took hold of the leather. He found himself remembering her views on free love; she probably had a stable of lovers at her beck and call.

Feeling suddenly hostile, he picked up a steel-nibbed pen and noted the date and time on her loan file. “Indeed,” he said. “Down to business. I confess I’m surprised to see you here, Miss Hathaway. You’ll forgive me for saying so, but it’s well-known that you come from a family with quite a noteworthy fortune.”

She smiled, but there was no humor in the expression. “I come from a family better at preserving appearances than finances. I will be blunt, Mr. Higgins. My father was killed in the Great Fire, his fortune burned to nothing. My mother and I were left destitute. With what little I had, I established The Firebrand—that’s my bookshop.”

The name of her establishment didn’t surprise him in the least. Neither, in fact, did her enterprising nature. The usual response for a woman who found herself in dire straits was to hunt down a husband with a worthy fortune. But Lucy Hathaway was an unusual woman.

“And that is your purpose today, to discuss the loan on your shop.”

“Yes, sir, it is.”

In the outer office, a thud sounded, followed by the patter of running feet and a gale of childish laughter.

Lucy looked over her shoulder. “Oh, dear—”

“Please, don’t concern yourself. Mr. Crowe enjoys children. Occasionally.”


“Thank you for understanding. I wouldn’t ordinarily bring Maggie to a business meeting, but unfortunately, I find myself without a wife, so I have brought my daughter along. What luxury that would be, to have a wife. Perhaps a woman should aspire to have one rather than to be one.” She touched the edge of the desk. “Have you any children, Mr. Higgins?”

“I—” He would never learn the proper way to answer that question. “No. I do not.”

“But if you did, they would certainly be left in the care of your wife while you attend to business,” she said.

“Miss Hathaway—”

“I apologize. I sometimes get carried away with my own ideas.”

He could not recall the last time he’d spoken to a woman who was so irritating—or so entertaining. But of course he could recall it, he reminded himself. It was the last time he’d met Lucy Hathaway.

The sooner he concluded his business with her, the better. Perusing the profit and loss statements, he tapped his pen on the file. “Please remember, it is my business to cultivate productive loans for this institution.”

“I was never in any danger of forgetting it, Mr. Higgins.”

Her comment assured him that she knew exactly what was coming.

Bluntly he said, “I don’t believe a woman alone is capable of managing a business on the scale you envision for your bookshop.”

“I have managed for three years.”

“And you’ve fallen deeper into debt each year.”

“That’s not unusual in a new enterprise,” she countered.

“I see no end in sight.” He flipped to a recent balance sheet. “Your receipts show no sign of outpacing your expenditures. Eventually your credit will be cut off, artery by artery.” He pressed his hands together, peering at her over his scarred fingers. “It sounds harsh, but that is the way of commerce. Businesses fail every day, Miss Hathaway. There is no shame in it.”

He braced himself for tears, but she was as stoic as any young man pulling himself up by his bootstraps. “You are looking at columns of numbers, Mr. Higgins,” she stated. “That’s your mistake.”

“I don’t make mistakes in banking, Miss Hathaway.” His arrogance was justified. Sound judgment, strict rules and a tireless capacity for work formed the cornerstones of his success. Banking was his life, the source of his greatest satisfaction. He knew nothing else.

“You should be looking at the heart of the matter, not just the numbers.”

He tried not to seem patronizing as he leaned back in his chair to listen to her womanish ramblings.

“There is something that I bring to the table,” she said, “that cannot be shown in any ledger. Something that will make the difference between success and failure.”

“And what, pray, is that?”

She leaned forward, pressing her dainty hands on the desk again. The angle of her pose proved the truth of what he had suspected the moment she’d walked into the room—she wasn’t wearing a corset. “Passion,” she said in her naturally husky voice.

Rand cleared his throat. “I beg your pardon.”

“Passion,” she repeated, pushing back from the desk. “That is what I have for my enterprise. You cannot put a value on it, but it is the most tangible of all my assets.”

He tried not to stare at her uncorseted…assets. “And you contend that your passion for selling books will turn these figures around.”

“Exactly.”


“Have you any proof of that?”

“I do. You see, my shop is not merely a place where people come to buy books.”

“That would be entirely too simple.”

She sniffed. “The Firebrand is a meeting place where people exchange ideas. They talk about the books they’ve read, and of course buy them.”

“Then why aren’t you showing a profit?”

“Look at my balance sheet. The foreign tariffs on my imports are exorbitant.”

“Then why import foreign publications? Sell American works.”

“Spoken as a true chauvinist. I’ll have you know I am the only bookseller in the area who carries French periodicals. Everyone else thinks they’re immoral, just as everyone else thinks the science tracts from Germany are ungodly and English periodicals are tedious. I proudly carry them all.”

“And pay a small fortune in tariffs. Tell me more about these immoral French magazines. I’m fascinated.”

She turned bright red but didn’t shrink from replying. “The most recent issue is about techniques of physical love. If you like, I could send you a copy.”

“No, thank you.” He felt his face turning redder than hers. “We don’t all share your views on free love.”

She grinned, but her blush deepened. “So you do remember.”

He took refuge in anger. “Tell me, did you ever manage to find what you were looking for the night we met? Did you find a lover, Miss Hathaway?”

“Of course,” she said, her hands twisting in her lap. “Dozens of them! Mainly Frenchmen, for obvious reasons.”

“In that case, you should qualify for a reduction of your tariffs. They’re cutting into your profits.”


“When it comes to the hearts and minds of my customers, sir, I can wait for profit.”

The odd thing was, Rand realized, she did have a passion for what she was saying. She had built her shop out of idealistic dreams. A bookseller. What a perfect occupation for this woman. How she must love knowing what everyone was reading. How she must love telling people what they should read next.

The receipts from the shop were unusually high, which indicated that she was indeed selling books. He suspected it was quite impossible to get away from Lucy Hathaway without buying at least one book.

“An admirable sentiment,” he said, not allowing his judgment to be swayed by the force of her personality. “But the trouble is, the bank won’t wait. Your notes are due.”

“I expect receipts to pick up,” she said as if she hadn’t heard him. “I’ve had lectures from some of the most respected leaders of our age—Miss Clementina Black, Mrs. Kate Chopin and Mrs. Lillian Paul in the past year alone.”

“Radical activists are always a lucrative draw.”

She dismissed his sarcasm with a wave of her hand. “I’ve been corresponding with Miss Harriet Beecher Stowe, who has agreed to present a lecture and sign books when she comes to Chicago.”

“And this event is scheduled?”

“Not…exactly. Miss Stowe is currently in South America, observing the mating habits of the Andean llama.”

“Fascinating.”

“I also create events for my customers to draw them into the shop. Mrs. Victoria Woodhull is coming for the Centennial March this summer, and last year, I set up a registry for voters.”

He removed a newspaper clipping from the file. His predecessor had been thorough in keeping records on this particular client. “It says here you were arrested for encouraging women to register illegally to vote.”

“And does it say that I protested the arrest on the grounds that I was simply exercising my constitutional rights?”

“It says you created a public scandal.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “A public scandal occurs with every election in which women are denied the right to vote.”

“According to this report, you had a mob of radical suffragists in your shop trying to corrupt decent women.”

She laughed, looking genuinely incredulous. “I had a group of voting registrars, assisting American citizens in registering to vote.”

“You were arrested.”

“My constitutional rights were trodden upon.”

“You were made to pay a fine.”

“By a twisted, unfair, corrupt judge. And I never did pay.”

He slapped the file shut. “So this shop is where you advocate free love and divorce on demand? Where you meet your lovers?”

“So what if I do?” she retorted.

“My point, Miss Hathaway, is that the loan committee is bound to view your so-called passion in quite a different light. To them, your actions will seem a sign of irresponsibility and immaturity, making you a bad risk.” He wondered why he was taking the time to explain all this when it should be a foregone conclusion. “I’m sorry, Miss Hathaway. The loan is due, and there can be no extension.”

She sat very, very still. Her absolute stillness discomfited him. As did her direct stare. Finally she spoke. “I love my bookshop with a passion you will never understand. I don’t know why I’ve tried to explain it to you. Sir, you have a heart of stone. You have never loved a thing.”

Her bald statement seared into him like a brand, igniting a rage and resentment he hadn’t known he possessed. “Love has nothing to do with it,” he snapped. “But I wouldn’t expect a woman to understand that. Like all of your sex, you are a creature governed by sentiment, not sense. You belong at home rather than struggling through a morass of crass commerce. Look to your duties as a mother, and leave the commerce to men.”

“I have heard such views voiced before,” Lucy said, unaware of the absurd bobbing motion of the feather in her hat. “I have heard such views from Southerners who favor slavery. They claim slaves are incapable of looking after themselves and need to belong in bondage to men who will ‘care’ for them. Tell me, Mr. Higgins, do you favor slavery?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. No thinking man approves of slavery. It took a war to settle that, but it’s settled.”

“Then perhaps it will take a war to settle rights for women.”

“I don’t doubt that you shall do your part.” In spite of his outrage, he felt a reluctant compassion for her. “Look, Miss Hathaway. You seem a genuinely determined woman. Perhaps, given time, you might be able to eke out a living as a bookseller. But I’ll never convince my associates of that. They are a conservative lot, as intractable as they come.”

She leaned forward again, her eyes bright with optimism. “You must be my advocate, then, Mr. Higgins. You must convince them that I am a good risk.”

“You’re 486 in arrears, Miss Hathaway. I cannot tell them it is light when it’s dark, or it’s Wednesday when it’s Friday.”

“I see. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.” She shoved herself back from the desk. With the motion, her fingers pushed at the leather-and-felt ink blotter, and the single framed picture on his desk fell facedown.

They both reached for it at the same time.


“I didn’t mean to—”

“No harm done—”

They both spoke at the same time.

Their hands touched. And just for an instant, a current of recognition sizzled between them. Rand felt it all the way through him, hand and heart and body, and it astonished him. He hadn’t felt anything remotely like this in years.

Lucy glanced down at the sepia-toned photographic portrait, but looked immediately back at him, eyes wide as if she, too, felt the bright heat of their connection. “I thought you said you had no children.”

“I…” Clumsily he propped the picture up, facing him. “My daughter, Christine, was killed in the fire.”

“Oh, good heavens.” She captured his hands in both of hers. “Oh, Mr. Higgins, I am so terribly sorry.”

He sensed the questions she was too polite to ask aloud, the questions so many had asked with their suspicious stares. Where were you when your child was in danger? Why didn’t you save her?

He’d asked himself the same questions every single day.

He extracted his hands from hers, expecting her to take her leave. Instead she snatched up the portrait of Christine and stared at the picture as if she’d never seen a baby before. Her cheeks drained to a sick pallor, and she sank back down into her chair. “Mr. Higgins,” she said, “is it terribly painful to speak of your loss?”

“Of course it is.”

She shut her eyes, and her chin trembled. He was amazed at how moved she was. She’d never known Christine—she barely knew him—yet she looked devastated. “Sir, may I ask…what were the circumstances of your baby’s, uh, accident?”

Rand knew he had every right to dismiss her question and order her from his office. But she seemed so genuinely distressed that he found himself, perversely, willing to speak of that night.

“My wife—we left Christine in the care of a nurse at Sterling House. As you might recall, we attended a meeting at the Hotel Royale and stayed until it grew quite late.”

“Yes,” she said faintly. “Yes, I did the same.”

“By the time we realized the fire was heading our way, it was almost impossible to get through the city. Diana and I went on foot, and we nearly made it to Sterling House. But there was an explosion, a varnish factory.” Rand took another deep breath as nightmare images streaked through his mind. “I knew nothing until I awakened weeks later in a hospital. No one expected me to survive. But I…I did. I survived.”

“And your wife?”

“Diana recovered sooner than I. It was she who first heard about the disaster at Sterling House. The damage to the area was so great that very few…remains were recovered.” He and Diana had been strangers in the middle of the burnt-out city struggling to rebuild itself. No one came forward to comfort them in their loss, and those few who had probably didn’t recognize Rand, mummified by layers of bandages.

Lucy got to her feet and took an awkward step backward. “I really must be going. I’m sorry we could not come to an accord. I’m sorry…for everything. Good day, Mr. Higgins.”

Before he could even rise to see her out, she was gone. He turned to the window in time to see her and the little girl called Maggie wobbling down the street on their bicycles.








EIGHT



“I was transported by the book,” declared Mrs. Dottie Frey, bustling into the shop. “Utterly transported. I swan, I haven’t been so entertained since Mr. Frey decided to take up golf. Thank you for recommending it to me, Miss Hathaway.”

“My pleasure, of course,” Lucy told her customer. “I’m delighted to hear you liked it.”

“I count on your recommendations, dear.” Mrs. Frey, who hailed from Buffalo, was one of her favorite customers, always ready with a lively, insightful review of a book she’d just read.

When she’d first come to the shop, Mrs. Frey had never read a novel. Her devoutly Baptist husband disapproved of secular entertainment. Lucy had invited her to join a discussion group of Hope Leslie by Catharine Maria Sedgwick, and the lady had been a devotee of reading ever since. Her husband, who loved his wife better than he loved conservative dogma, wisely held his tongue.

“Tell me, has the author ever written any others?”

On any normal day, Lucy would have taken great pleasure in leading Mrs. Frey to the fiction shelves. But today her smile felt stiff and forced as she went through the motions. “Mrs. Frey, you are in luck. Barbara Dodd is a very prolific writer, and we have several more of her titles in stock.”

“Oh, I must have them.”

All day long, Lucy had been battling a persistent feeling of dread. She tried to deny what she knew in her heart to be true, but her conscience wouldn’t leave her alone. Preoccupied, she led the way to the fiction shelves and climbed halfway up the wheeled brass ladder to reach the books.

“Here you are. Fire on the Wind and Candle in the Window. Two of my favorites.”

The bright, cherubic older lady took the books and hugged them to her chest. “Mr. Frey won’t be back from St. Louis for a week, and it’s wretchedly lonely without him. I don’t know what I’d do without a good book to read.” She flipped through the new volumes she’d chosen and sighed. “Ah, to be young again, as Beatrice was in the Stokely Hall series. I was such a hopeless twit when I was young, and I had such a wonderful time. There is something to be said for being a twit at times.”

As Lucy wrapped the parcel, she held her smile in place with an effort.

“So how have you been, dear?” Mrs. Frey inquired as she paid for her purchase. A mischievous gleam twinkled in her eye. “Any suitors come to call?” Mrs. Frey was an incurable romantic who believed in the happy endings of the novels she read.

“Not this week,” Lucy said. They traded the exchange on a regular basis. It was well-known in the neighborhood that Lucy Hathaway, avowed crusader for free love, had no suitors. For years she’d been telling herself she didn’t need a man. She didn’t know what devilish impulse had possessed her to blithely lie to Mr. Higgins about her legions of French lovers. The truth was, men preferred women who were quiet and demure, not outspoken and ambitious. They liked women who were dainty and fair, not sharp-featured and dark.

But Mrs. Frey had never been one to give up hope. “Look at me, dear,” she said, spreading her arms. “Plain as biscuit dough, I am, and always have been, but Mr. Frey saw something in me no one else saw. There’s someone out there for everyone. Look at Jane Eyre and poor Mr. Rochester, for heaven’s sake. They were both so troubled, yet so perfect for each other. And so shall you find someone—”

“Mrs. Frey, you’re very kind, but I don’t need anyone.”

“Nonsense. Every woman does. Every man does, too, so don’t go spouting your ideas about independent womanhood. Men and women need each other equally. That’s what equality is.”

In spite of the huge matter weighing on her mind, Lucy laughed. “I give up, Mrs. Frey. You are right. You always are. Enjoy the books.”

As her customer left, Lucy released the sigh she’d been holding in. Then she impulsively turned over the sign in the door, indicating that the shop was closed. It was only an hour to closing time anyway, and she hadn’t been busy. Some days, she needed quiet time for herself.

Like today.

She rushed over to the counter, where a little corner formed a work area. Snatching up a framed photograph, she stared at it with all her might. Her heart lurched, for there was no denying what she’d discovered.

Her Maggie was not an orphan after all.

She was the daughter of Randolph Higgins.

There could be no mistake, though Lucy had prayed for one. The picture on Higgins’s desk constituted incontrovertible evidence. She was undeniably the baby Lucy had rescued from the fire.

Soon after the disaster, Lucy had a picture made for circulating to the papers and posting at the local orphanages and churches. Each day, she’d waited for someone to claim the little girl, but as the days stretched to weeks and then months, she’d concluded that Maggie’s family had perished in the fire.

Lucy had greeted the notion with a certain guilty relief. She’d come to love the baby. As time went on, she stopped thinking about the missing parents, though every so often she would wonder at some unique aspect of Maggie. Where did she get her blue eyes, and why was she left-handed? Was her pert way of cocking her head an echo of her lost mother?

A passerby peered in the shop window. Ordinarily Lucy would get up to greet a prospective customer with a smile and perhaps a tidbit about a new book, but today she couldn’t think about business. She couldn’t think about anything but the stunning discovery she’d made at the bank.

She sank down into a chair behind the counter and buried her face in her hands. She could barely remember the bicycle ride home from the bank. While Maggie had chattered blithely away, Lucy’s entire being had been awash with fearful amazement. Upon returning to the shop, she’d sent Maggie off to play in the narrow row garden behind the house until Lucy’s mother returned from her dominoes game. Then Lucy had racked her brain, trying to decide what to do.

Still undecided, she sat for a long time, her mind sluggish with shock. She felt a dull horror at her own thoughts.

She was the only one who knew the truth about Maggie. The only one. And if she never told a soul…

She heard the shop door open and shut. A swift instinct, driven by a sharp protectiveness, made her slap the photograph facedown on the desk.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” said Viola Hathaway, setting a big wicker basket on the library table. “It’s just me.”


“Where is Maggie?” Lucy asked. Wing beats of panic rose in her chest. “Mother, where is she?”

“Don’t get your bloomers in a bunch, dear. She and Silky have had their lunch, and they are fast asleep on the parlor sofa.” Viola had a peculiar gift—under any circumstances whatsoever, she was able to conjure up a pot of tea, complete with cream and sugar. From her basket, she took the chipped old Wedgwood pot, a linen napkin and a stack of cups and saucers, laying the table with the finesse of a duchess. “I declare, letting that child ride around town on that monstrous bicycle is a hazard. She is always so exhausted after such an outing.”

Lucy chose not to bicker with her mother, not today. Despite all that had befallen her since the death of the Colonel, Viola still clung to antiquated ideas about what a girl should and should not do. Bicycling was definitely a “should-not” in her code of etiquette. Lucy wanted to sink behind the counter and disappear. She wanted to take Maggie and run away, and never come back.

No, she thought, that was the coward’s way out.

The little brass bell over the door chimed again. Lucy wanted to scream with frustration, but Viola hastened to open the door. “Come in, come in,” she said in a bright chirp. “I’m so glad you could join us.”

Lucy was surprised to see Patience Gloriana Washington along with two women she’d known since finishing school—Deborah Silver and Kathleen Kennedy. Deborah, now five years married and the mother of two, was as blond and beautiful as ever. Flame-haired Kathleen had produced a set of twins and two others during her four-year marriage to the roguish Dylan Kennedy. Only Phoebe Palmer was missing from the alumni of Miss Boylan’s. Years earlier, she’d set her sights on marrying an English lord, and she’d held out for the real thing. Finally her wish had come true. She had wed Lord de Grey, heir to a British duke. She now lived in his ancestral home on a windswept moor in the north of England.

“I thought you might need a bit of tea and sympathy,” Viola explained as Lucy greeted her friends, “after what happened at the bank this morning.”

Lucy blanched. “What do you know about that?”

Her mother waved a hand, then offered everyone a seat around the scrubbed oak display table. With practiced grace, she poured the tea. “I am not as ignorant as you think I am, Lucy. And besides that, I am your mother. I took one look at your face at lunchtime and knew things had gone ill for you at the bank. So I sent a message ‘round to Patience, Kathleen and Deborah. Friends are so essential in times of trouble.”

Patience added three lumps from the sugar loaf to her tea. “What happened at the bank, girl?”

“Tell them, dear,” Viola said gently. “Unburden yourself.”

Lucy was speechless. She had no idea how her mother had learned about Randolph Higgins.

When she said nothing, Viola spoke for her. “I’m very much afraid,” she announced, “that Lucy’s request for the loan extension was refused by the bank. The Firebrand will have to close.”

“Oh, sweet Lord in heaven, no,” Kathleen said. “This is your dream, Lucy. You can’t give it up.”

“Closing down is a terrible idea,” Deborah added, “not to mention unnecessary. I shall personally lend you—”

“Never mind.” Lucy held up a hand, not knowing whether to laugh or weep. Of course her mother couldn’t have guessed. “Something did happen at the bank, but it wasn’t about the loan.” Her financial concerns seemed so petty, given the issue that weighed on her mind now.

“Then why the long face?” Patience asked.


Lucy took a deep breath. For a few moments, she’d actually entertained the thought of keeping silent on the matter, but she could not. It was not only cowardly but dishonorable. No matter how much she loved Maggie, no matter how fiercely she wanted to protect her, she would never be able to live with such a deception.

“Something extraordinary has occurred.” She looked around the table at each of her friends and then at her mother. “I have found Maggie’s parents.”

The silence was as absolute as eternal damnation. Everyone sat completely still. Lucy fancied she could hear her own heart beating.

Then, with a clacking of cups and saucers set down in astonishment, everyone began talking at once. “How can you be sure?” “Who are they?” “Why didn’t they find her after the fire?” “What will you do now?”

Lucy waited for the noise to subside. A thick heat filled her throat and she feared she might cry. But Lucy never cried. She was the Colonel’s daughter, and she would keep control.

“I realized the truth,” she explained, “when I was in Mr. Randolph Higgins’s office at the bank.” Her listeners sat stone-still, staring in amazement. After five years, Lucy had discovered the solution to a haunting mystery. All of them had wondered from time to time where Maggie had come from, and now they were about to find out.

“As we were discussing the loan, I learned that he and his wife had lost a child in the fire.” She flushed, remembering her blunt questions and how callous they had seemed in light of what she’d learned about Mr. Higgins. She thought of his scars, his rigid self-control as he’d spoken to her of the tragedy. “I offered my condolences, but thought no more of it until I saw, on his desk, a five-year-old photograph of his child.” With a shaking hand, she held up her own baby picture of Maggie. “It was my Maggie. He said the baby in the photograph was his daughter, Christine, who was killed along with her nurse-maid in the collapse of the Sterling House Hotel.”

Another long, shocked silence greeted the revelation.

“That’s astounding,” said Deborah. “Extraordinary.”

“Did you tell him straightaway?” her mother asked.

“Of course not. Good God, I’ve not even recovered from the shock myself.”

“But Maggie went to the bank with you. He saw her. Didn’t he recognize his own child?”

Lucy gave a pained smile. “He mistook her for a boy until I introduced them. Then he—” She considered his gentle, indulgent manner with Maggie. “He was lovely to her. Sent her off to beg candy from his assistant. It’s been almost five years. Maggie’s changed from a towheaded baby into a young girl. Can any of us say for sure we’d recognize her, under the circumstances?”

“And you’re certain she’s the one?” Kathleen asked after a pause.

“Completely. The photograph was more than enough to convince me. It was Maggie, down to the last eyelash, and she was even clutching the baby blanket she had when I saved her. Add to that the Sterling House connection, and the scene is com…complete.” She stumbled over the word and was ashamed to feel tears burning in her eyes. Determinedly she blinked until they went away.

In contrast, Viola was an unrepentant leaky spigot. She saturated both her handkerchiefs as she wept. “This is a disaster.”

“Or a miracle,” Patience said.

“What if this encounter was supposed to happen?” Kathleen asked. “It could be an act of fate, or a preordained event.”

“What if it’s a blessing in disguise?” Deborah ventured.


“The Lord’s work,” Patience murmured.

“How can it be?” Viola asked. “What possible good can come of this?”

Lucy stared down at the table. “I have no idea. I am trying to keep an open mind.”

“Maggie is ours. It’s too late for anyone else to claim her. Isn’t there a statute of limitations on this sort of thing?”

“I doubt it, Mother.”

“Those people are strangers to her.”

“They are her parents, who gave her life,” Patience pointed out.

“Why the devil didn’t they move heaven and earth to find the poor mite?” Kathleen asked. “Lord knows you posted notices in every paper, and registered the baby with every church and orphanage in the region.”

“You did everything in your power to find the baby’s parents,” Deborah assured her. “Yet they never contacted you.”

“Why?” Viola asked.

“I wondered the same thing myself,” Lucy said. “Mr. Higgins…bears quite a few scars. He spoke very little of the fire and I hesitated to pry, but I gather he lay senseless with his injuries for weeks afterward. And by that time, you’ll recall, Mother and I had taken the baby out of Chicago because of the typhoid epidemic.”

“But you still sent notices to the papers,” Viola said.

“What about Mrs. Higgins?” asked Kathleen. “Was she senseless with her injuries, too?”

“She was injured, though I didn’t dare ask how badly,” Lucy explained. “As you can imagine, I didn’t quite have my wits about me. He would have grown suspicious if I’d kept probing.” She ran a hand through her hair, finding it even more curly and unkempt than usual. “Now I must decide what to do,” she added quietly.


“First off,” said Deborah, “you must engage a solicitor to look out for your interests.”

“Barry Lynch would do nicely,” Kathleen suggested. “He’s an old friend. I’ve known him since he was a dockyard clerk.”

Lucy guessed he had been one of her many suitors from years past. With her looks and charm, Kathleen had attracted men from every walk of life.

“He studied the law after he married,” Kathleen explained, “and now he has a busy practice.”

“I would guess that he’s never seen a case quite like this,” Deborah murmured.

Viola put a hand on her daughter’s arm. “Lucy, please don’t be hasty. If you do nothing, we could go on as before.”

“Mother—”

“Hear me out. Years have passed. Mr. Higgins has become a successful banker. Surely he’s moved on from a terrible tragedy.”

Lucy wasn’t so certain. He wasn’t a raving lunatic, of course. His sadness was…deeper. It seemed to pervade every cell of his body.

“Mr. Higgins has come to terms with the loss of his daughter, and no doubt his wife has done the same,” Viola argued. “If they never learn she survived, you won’t be hurting them anymore than they’ve already suffered.”

The same cold-blooded thought had occurred to Lucy. “But Mother, I can end their suffering by telling them about Maggie.”

“Oh, really?” Viola drew herself up. “What about Maggie’s suffering if you’re forced to give her back? You would make a sacrificial lamb of my granddaughter. She is the one who would be hurt the most. We’re the only family she’s ever known. What would she think if we suddenly thrust her into the arms of strangers?”


“Don’t you think I’ve been agonizing over this?” Lucy asked.

“If you tell them about Maggie, what do you predict will happen? Put yourself in their shoes. They’ve been grieving for a baby five years gone, and suddenly a miracle occurs. Do you think they’re going to pat the child on the head, wish her well in life and then go on as before? Of course not. They will take her away.”

Lucy’s blood chilled. “I am her mother. They are strangers to her.”

“My point precisely.”

Deborah covered Lucy’s hands with her own. “Mr. and Mrs. Higgins brought her into the world. They lost her in the most horrible way imaginable. They’re going to want her back.”

Kathleen nodded. “They might canonize you for a blessed saint, but they’ll fight you to kingdom come for that child.”

Lucy pushed up her chin. “I’ll fight back.”

“What if you lose?” Patience asked. “Are you prepared to accept that?”

The air rushed out of Lucy as though someone had punched her in the gut. In the hollow silence, Viola said, “This is all so unnecessary. Mr. and Mrs. Higgins have settled this in their hearts. Surely they have all they could want.”

“Perhaps they’ve had more children,” Deborah suggested.

“No.” Lucy found her voice again. “I asked.”

She could still feel the solemn resignation that had pervaded the office when Randolph Higgins had denied having any children. She wondered why he and his wife hadn’t had more. Perhaps it was a health issue with Mrs. Higgins. She thought about the woman she’d met ever so briefly the night of the fire. Blond hair, alabaster skin, eyes the color of Delft china. The color of Maggie’s eyes.


What sort of mother would Diana Higgins have been to Maggie?

What sort of person would Maggie have been, raised by the Higgins family?

The questions and uncertainties built up in her head until she thought she would explode.

Patience’s warm hand settled on her shoulder. Lucy turned to her old friend. “Help me,” she said in an agonized whisper. “Tell me what to do, Patience. Tell me what is right.”

“Child, you’ll figure it out. Just listen to your heart.”

“My heart tells me that I have a beautiful, healthy, exuberant daughter,” Lucy said. “A daughter I would die for.”

Deborah dabbed at her eyes and Kathleen blew her nose.

“And what does your heart tell you about Mr. and Mrs. Higgins?” Patience asked quietly.

The doorbell jangled yet again. “Mama?”

At the sound of Maggie’s voice, Lucy shot to her feet, feeling inexplicably guilty. Her mother, Kathleen and Deborah busied themselves adding sugar and cream to their tea and dabbing their faces with napkins.

“Hello, sweetheart.” Lucy crossed the shop to her daughter. How could she shatter this child’s world? “Did you have a good sleep?”

“I did! I did! And I dreamed I could fly like a bird. Do you think I will one day, Mama?”

Lucy opened her arms, familiar with the routine. “I think you already can.”

Maggie raced toward her and launched herself, springing up into Lucy’s arms with the agility of a monkey. She clung there, laughing, her soft brown curls fragrant with soap and the faint, evocative essence that was Maggie and Maggie alone. Lucy swung her around while the little girl sang out with pure joy, leaning her head back to watch the ceiling spin.


* * *

The next day, when Mr. Higgins’s assistant told her to wait in the outer office, Lucy concentrated on her firm purpose. She’d returned to find out more about Mr. Higgins. She and her mother had decided, in a whispered conversation late the night before, that she needed to investigate him further before deciding what to do. Perversely, she wanted to believe the straitlaced banker was a bad man. A man who didn’t deserve to know what had become of his child. But she kept remembering the scars he bore and the pain buried in his eyes. How different he was from the cocky, flirtatious young rogue she had met the night of the fire.

“How much longer must I wait?” she asked Mr. Crowe.

He peered at her from beneath his green celluloid visor. “You didn’t have an appointment, ma’am.”

“But if you’d just tell him I’m—”

“He’s in an important meeting and cannot be interrupted.”

She leaned back against the leather chair and drummed her fingers on the arm. Mr. Crowe glared at her, but she didn’t stop. “Is he in his office?” she persisted.

“I told you, Miss Hathaway. He is in a meeting.”

“But where is this meeting?”

Mr. Crowe dabbed at his forehead with a folded handkerchief. “It’s in the conference room down the hall, ma’am. You might be pleased to know that your request is their main topic of discussion. I can’t say how long he will be, but I assure you, the moment he has concluded his business, you’ll be the first to know.”

She kept drumming her fingers, then she jiggled her foot. Perhaps she would annoy him to the point where he left his desk just to escape her, and then she could snoop around at will.

Anxiety tingled along her nerves. She’d lain awake half the night, trying to figure out what to do, but she wasn’t the least bit tired. First thing in the morning, she’d gone to visit Barry Lynch, the solicitor Kathleen had recommended. He’d listened with growing astonishment to her story, and like her mother and her friends, had declared it entirely unique. Unprecedented. It would take a judge’s ruling to untangle the mess.

That was where she’d balked. In her experience, judges on any level were a conservative, reactionary lot. Old-fashioned and superior, they made their pronouncements with little compassion, particularly for women. The judges of Cook County seemed bound and determined to halt all forward social progress.

She could hardly expect a judge to rule in favor of an adoptive mother who had no husband, no fortune and a failing bookstore.

Lynch had told her, obliquely but in no uncertain terms, the same thing her mother had. A little girl’s future was at stake. She had to do what was best for Maggie.

That was all she’d ever done. It was all she’d ever wanted to do. Lucy was not a particularly spiritual woman, but she believed with all her heart that she’d been put upon the earth for the sole purpose of being at Sterling House the moment Maggie had been dropped from a window.

Surely she was meant to keep and protect the child forever.

All night long she’d wavered back and forth, back and forth, wishing for an answer that was simple, that wouldn’t change anything or hurt anyone.

That was when she had remembered her father. Oh, she remembered the Colonel every day, to be sure, because dead or alive, he was not a man to be forgotten or dismissed. But he had a way of coming to her when she was quiet in her mind, and reminding her of certain important matters. True, he’d been an aggravating traditionalist; he had wanted nothing more for his daughter than the shackles and servitude of marriage and family, but he’d loved her. And in his blustering way, he’d been wise.

She recalled a time when she’d been about twelve years old, and her father had posed her a riddle. A barking dog awakens the sleeping household of an Egyptian palace. Antony and Cleopatra lie dead on the floor. Shards of a broken bowl are scattered over the wet floor. There is no mark on either body, and they were not poisoned. How did they die?

The Colonel often did this, taking a fierce pleasure in pushing Lucy to tackle difficult, seemingly impossible puzzles.

She recalled pacing the schoolroom floor in a fury, certain the Colonel hadn’t given her enough information to solve the problem. The Colonel had sat with her and examined the question from all angles, and finally the correct answer came to her.

She’d savored the look on her father’s face when it dawned on her: Antony and Cleopatra are goldfish, and the dog knocked over their bowl.

“All the information you needed was there, right before your eyes,” the Colonel had said, stroking his side-whiskers. “You simply had to devise a new way of looking at it.”

There had been many more puzzles, and many more days like that. Yet only when she grew older did Lucy realize the true meaning of the seemingly frivolous riddles. Her father was more than a good man. He was a wise man who had loved his daughter. And he had taught her to think, to do what was right.

That thought had troubled her through the night. It had brought her back to the bank this morning to learn more about Randolph Higgins. Because she wasn’t sure she had the right to deprive Maggie of a father.


Or, for that matter, her natural mother. Perhaps, as Kathleen had suggested, this was meant to be.

“Can I bring you something to drink, Miss Hathaway?” Mr. Crowe asked. “You look a bit pale.”

“No,” she said, “I—Yes. I’ve changed my mind. I believe I’d like a cup of tea.” He rose from his desk. “With cream,” she added, “and a barley sugar on the side. And please be sure the tea is quite hot, because I can’t abide lukewarm tea.”

“Of course.” Mr. Crowe pasted on an accommodating smile and left the outer office.

Praying the task would keep him occupied for several minutes, Lucy went off in search of Mr. Higgins. Several doors flanked a high-ceilinged hallway. The windows were covered in slatted blinds, and each office was empty, save the last.

Edging along the wall so she wouldn’t be seen, she peered into the room. A group of men sat around a long, gleaming table. She recognized Randolph Higgins instantly. He was a large man, tall and broad-shouldered, with that head of thick, russet-colored hair. From this angle, he looked exactly the same as he had the night they had met, except for the mustache—aggressively handsome, almost haughty. But she knew from their encounter the day before that the years had changed him more profoundly than she could imagine.

Pausing in the deserted corridor, she heard strains of their conversation and clenched her fist in apprehension. If she caught him off guard, she would learn his true character. Now she would discover the sort of man he truly was. Perhaps he was evicting poor people from their homes. Foreclosing on the mortgages of widows or ex-slaves from the South. Lending money to a wealthy industrialist so he could tear down schools and hospitals to make way for heavy commerce.


That was what bankers did. If Mr. Higgins proved to be a heartless beast, she could keep her secret with a clear conscience.

“…Miss Hathaway’s request,” said a man’s voice. “That is what we are discussing, is it not?”

Lucy stiffened as if someone had poked her in the backside. She clapped her hand over her mouth just in time to stifle a gasp. They were discussing her! It was too perfect. Now she would hear the real Mr. Higgins, denigrating her on the basis of her gender alone. It would be easy to dismiss such a man.

“There is nothing more to discuss,” said another man. “I read the assessment of the loan committee. She’s a losing proposition. She’ll default, there’ll be nothing for us to repossess and we’ll lose everything we’ve lent her.”

“Did you even look at the figures, Mr. Crabtree?” Higgins said, sounding annoyed.

“She’s losing money each month. The woman’s a bleeding artery. That’s all I need to see.”

Lucy’s throat ached with the need to defend herself. The Firebrand had only been in operation for three years. Cyrus McCormick had taken longer than that to show a profit but she doubted he had trouble obtaining a loan.

“We’re wasting time, gentlemen,” someone objected. “This is a matter for the loan committee, anyway. They’ve rendered their decision. No extension. No increase. No one should have lent that woman money in the first place.” A general shuffling of papers followed.

It was business, Lucy told herself even as her heart plummeted to her shoes. A business decision should not hurt her to the core of her being, and yet it did. Her worth as a person had somehow become all tangled up in her business dealings.

Shaken, she gazed at the paintings along the walls, focusing on an idyllic scene of a prosperous-looking family strolling through a pastoral landscape. Something was happening to Lucy. Ordinarily a sentimental picture would not make her want to weep, but there were times when she felt so empty and lost. She just wanted, for once, to have someone to turn to, because ever since the fire, everyone had been turning to her. She would never admit to being lonely, but oh, how she ached with it.

Damn Randolph Higgins for making her feel these maudlin sentiments. She was about to barge into the meeting when he spoke sharply to his associates.

“I advise that we reconsider Miss Hathaway’s request,” Mr. Higgins said with an excess of patience. “Her revenues are increasing every month. The reason she’s not showing a profit yet is that she’s driving all the monies back into her shop.”

She froze. Was he justifying her position?

“She’s probably driving them all into new hats and gowns,” someone grumbled. “It’s what women do.”

Lucy scowled, resisting the urge to pace in agitation. Did they speak of loans to men in his manner? No, of course not.

“Don’t judge her by her gender, Mr. Lamott.”

Jasper Lamott, she realized. Archenemy of the Women’s Suffrage Movement. Her cause was as good as dead.

“Judge her by her actions in the past,” Mr. Higgins temporized, “and her vision of the future. Did you read her proposal?”

“It’s entirely preposterous. No bookstore can be a gathering place for people without turning into a mob scene. The sooner we close her down, the better.”

“Isn’t that the idea for any retailer? To attract a crowd?” Mr. Higgins asked.

Noncommittal murmurs rippled around the table.


“I suggest you take these materials and reread them,” he said, shuffling papers. “If we lose Miss Hathaway as a client, she’ll take her business to First National and we’ll regret it.”

Lucy pressed herself back against the wall, dropped her hand and shut her eyes. Pride and wonder filled the places that had felt so empty only moments ago. Her lips curved into a smile. This must be how Guinevere felt when Lancelot had fought for her honor. It was a magical feeling, to have someone stand up for her, and she pressed her hands to her chest, cherishing a rare, tingling warmth.

“Are you ill?” asked a familiar voice.

Her eyes flew open. “Mr. Higgins!”

“I take it you’ve been eavesdropping long enough to hear that there is no news with regard to your application.” He spoke impersonally, almost brusquely. “We have tabled our discussion until Thursday.”

Hot color flooded her face, but Lucy was used to being humiliated. She embarrassed herself all the time in the name of the cause she supported. She pursued him down the hallway. “Mr. Higgins, I’d like to thank you for speaking up for me.”

“I spoke up for a loan I consider an acceptable risk.” He seemed put off by her gratitude, uncomfortable with it.

She was unexpectedly moved by this gruff, scarred man. The trouble was, he wouldn’t show her enough of himself for her to understand him. “No one has ever believed in me before.”

He stopped walking and glared down at her from his prodigious height. “I don’t believe in you, Miss Hathaway. Your radical politics are harmful, your shop a blight upon the neighborhood and your morals questionable.”

Her jaw dropped. For once she was speechless. Why, oh why had she invented that story about the French lovers?


“However,” he continued, “I believe you are capable of turning your shop into a profitable enterprise. Since earning money for the bank is my business, it makes sense to support you.”

Mr. Crowe returned with a cup of tea. Assuming it was for him, Mr. Higgins helped himself to it and stepped into his office. “Good day, Miss Hathaway.”

He shut the door with the toe of his expensive shoe. She considered pursuing him, but she had more thinking to do. Perhaps the next step was to inspect his home. Meet his wife.

Suppressing a nervous shudder, she bade Mr. Crowe good day.

As she was exiting the bank building, she encountered quite possibly the last person she wanted to see.

Jasper Lamott was a tidy little man who hardly resembled the bane of anyone’s existence. His assistant, the obsequious Guy Smollett, was as unobtrusive as a shadow as he followed his employer through the door. Lucy knew Lamott all too well. His Brethren of Orderly Righteousness worked tirelessly to derail all the efforts of the Suffrage Movement. With the money and political power of his cartel of businessmen, he advanced candidates and judges who subscribed to his dogma. More than once he and his black-clad cronies had disrupted peaceful rallies and voting registration efforts.

“It’s a good thing you’re leaving, Miss Hathaway,” he said in a voice that stung like a lash. “You’ll spare me the trouble of having you thrown out.”

She glared at him. “Do you treat all the bank’s clients with such courtesy?”

“This institution doesn’t need your patronage. Come along, Smollett. This is a waste of time.” The assistant glared at her and held the door for Lamott. The older man turned for a parting shot. “You are a disgrace to womanhood, Miss Hathaway, you and the whorish radicals who congregate in your bookstore. It’s a pestilence, spreading sedition, and no decent Christian will be sorry to see it wiped out.”

“I am leaving,” she stated, trying not to show how rattled she was by his virulent hatred. “But I assure you, The Firebrand is not going anywhere.”








NINE



“Maggie,” said Lucy as they sat together at the beach, “remember how you asked what it would be like to have a papa?”

The little girl was playing in the sand at the shore of Lake Michigan. It was one of those crystal-clear Sundays of late spring, with weather so perfect it created an ache in the heart. The unrelieved blue of the sky met the deep azure of the lake in a sharp, straight seam. Mayflowers and buttercups painted the verges and parkways with sunny color.

Maggie didn’t look up from digging her roadways and trenches as she answered, “You said Willa Jean could be the papa. I asked her if she would, and she gave me a hug and said she’d be anything I wanted her to be.”

Lucy grinned. How typical of Willa Jean. And how accepting Maggie was.

“Suppose you had a father like the man in the stereoscope picture,” Lucy suggested cautiously.

Maggie shrugged and balanced two sticks to make a bridge. “Everybody’s father looks like that,” she observed. “Those side-whiskers look enormously bristly.”


Randolph Higgins didn’t have side-whiskers.

The image of his trim mustache and unsmiling mouth flashed through Lucy’s mind. The first night they’d met, she’d thought him the handsomest man she’d ever seen. She’d been foolish about him, not to mention quite mad, asking him to be her lover. Married or not, a man with looks like that would never be interested in a plain, gawky creature like Lucy Hathaway.

Now he bore the scars of suffering and loss. His looks had changed, yet, when she was with him, she still felt the unreasoning, sharp-edged attraction that had consumed her that long-ago night. He was married, she kept telling herself. She had no right to feel this way. Besides, he was about to become the enemy, and she could see no way to keep that from happening.

Idly brushing grains of sand from the blanket she sat on, she looked out across the lake. Catboats and little day sailors plied back and forth between the shore and Government Pier. The white wings of the sails flew along like birds about to take flight.

Lucy had delayed long enough. Her chest pounded with apprehension at the thought of risking her child. But she’d always been truthful with Maggie. She had to follow her conscience.

“Time to go,” she said to Maggie.

“But my village—”

“We’ll come back to see if it’s still here tomorrow.”

“It never is. Someone always ruins it.”

“And you always build it back up.”

Maggie stood and brushed off her trousers. “Where are we going?”

Lucy shook out the blanket, lifting it high to hide the anguish in her face. “We are going visiting.”


* * *

After the fire, Bellevue Avenue had been transformed into a fashionable enclave of the comfortably well-off. As Lucy and Maggie passed through the soaring wrought-iron gates of the district and rode their bicycles up the paved lane, they passed formal gardens that looked too verdant, too perfectly groomed, to be real. It was like riding directly into a Watteau painting; they expected at any moment to see people in powdered wigs strolling the grounds.

Yet as she counted off the house numbers, Lucy felt like a condemned prisoner crossing the final mile to the executioner’s block: 362, 366, 372…her destination. Taking a deep breath, she turned her bicycle into the curved driveway of the Higgins house.

“Look, Mama, a statue!” Maggie veered off the driveway, wobbling along a footpath flanked by box hedge trimmed as precisely as cut stone.

Lucy was going to call her back. Trespassing and snooping was not their purpose today. But she shared Maggie’s curiosity. Built after the fire, the homes and estates were even grander than they had been in her father’s day. The home in which she’d been raised now housed a relative of the railroad car magnate, Mr. George Pullman. She hadn’t been back in years.

The fact was, the people of the affluent enclaves shunned her. They were shocked by her radical politics and considered her a bohemian. She’d trained herself not to feel stung by their disregard, but her mother cared deeply. Sometimes Lucy felt guilty for being an embarrassment to the woman who had once dreamed of her daughter making her debut at a White Ball in New York City. The once-proud Colonel’s wife had been one of Chicago’s leading hostesses. Viola had lost more than her husband in the fire, she had lost a way of life.


Maggie dismounted in her usual spring-loaded fashion, leaping from the seat and landing on the grass while the cycle toppled behind her.

She scampered over to the small statue, an alabaster angel with a cherubic face and blank eyes turned to heaven. A small fountain burbled at her feet, the stream spilling into a little lily pond. “See how pretty it is, Mama.” Skirting the pond, Maggie dropped to her knees at the edge, parted the reeds with both hands and leaned over to peer into the water. “I wonder if there are fish in here.”

She didn’t wonder long—Maggie didn’t do anything for long—but jumped up and went to inspect the statue.

“She’s all bare-naked,” Maggie announced loudly, using one of her favorite words. “Naked as a jaybird. Naked! Naked!” She ran in circles, startling a few robins from a nearby tree.

“That will do,” Lucy said, biting her lip to stifle a laugh. “We had better go to the door before we’re arrested for trespassing.”

“Like you got arrested for voting that time,” Maggie declared. She traced a grubby finger around the base of the statue. “There are words carved in the stone.” She brushed away some old leaves. “Ch-Chris—Does it say Christmas, Mama?”

Lucy peered over her shoulder and nearly choked on her own breath.

“Does it, Mama? Does it say Christmas?”

“It says ‘In loving memory of Christine Grace Higgins. June 24, 1870 to October 8, 1871.’ And there’s a phrase. ‘All hopes and dreams lie buried here.’”

“Your voice sounds funny, Mama. Why does your voice sound funny?”

Lucy kept staring at the date. That’s your birthday, Maggie. I know your real birthday now. She knew the true date Maggie had been born, and the name she’d been given.

“Come on, sweetheart,” she said, holding out her hand. “We really should—”

A deep, malevolent growl bit the air.

Lucy whirled around to see a massive creature bounding toward them, jaws opened wide to reveal rows of sharp, dripping teeth.

“Look, Mama.” Maggie clapped her hands. “A doggie.”

She rushed forward before Lucy could snatch her up. Child and hellhound met and clashed on the lawn. Lucy dived for her daughter but stumbled and missed, falling to the ground. The dog tackled the child. Lucy dragged herself up, horrified to see Maggie pinned to the ground by the marauding beast.

But instead of screaming, Maggie giggled. The huge dog licked her, then lay belly up in the grass as she scratched its chest.

“Maggie, be careful,” Lucy said.

“He’s harmless,” said a deep voice. “Though I can’t vouch for the child.”

Lucy picked herself up, plucking bits of grass off her cycling dress. Randolph Higgins strode across the lawn toward her. In the verdant setting, he looked even more imposing than he had at the bank. The perfection of the spring day highlighted his rugged appeal. He wore dungarees and a loose blue shirt, the morning breeze lightly toying with his rich brown hair. The informal garb suited him, somehow.

Her heart skipped a beat. It didn’t seem to matter that years had passed since she’d first felt this wild attraction to him. It didn’t seem to matter that he was married and that extraordinary circumstances had brought her here today. He simply made her light-headed with a feeling only he could inspire.

“I apologize for Ivan,” he said, indicating the dog. “His appearance is startling, but I assure you, he is as gentle as a spring lamb.”

“Look, Mama,” Maggie crowed. “He likes me.” The dog stretched and quivered in ecstasy when she petted it. Maggie had always wanted a dog. She’d begged for a puppy for years, but in their tiny quarters over the shop, they had no room for one. Silky the cat was a beloved pet, yet Maggie still longed for a dog.

“He gave me quite a scare,” Lucy said. “He’s a great brute of a thing.”

“Ivan is an English mastiff,” Mr. Higgins said. “Though I believe his dam dallied with some sort of retriever or bird dog. He can sniff out anything.”

She couldn’t keep her gaze from Mr. Higgins. His sleeves were rolled back to bare his forearms, and sweat glistened on his neck and in the open V of the shirt collar.

“We weren’t expecting visitors,” said Mr. Higgins, mistaking her stare for disapproval. “I was just doing some gardening. I like…to grow things.” He seemed to regret revealing something personal, so he turned gruff again. “Tell me, is showing up unannounced a habit of yours?”

“He is too a giant,” Maggie whispered. “A real live giant, just like in the story.”

Ignoring her, Lucy checked to see that her small satchel was still secure in the basket of her bicycle. She brushed at her wrinkled skirts, trying to compose herself. “I realize we’re intruding, sir.” Heavens, how was she ever going to do this? “But I have a matter of some importance to discuss.”

“Your loan is still under consideration, I assure you,” he said. “Nothing’s changed from yesterday, so there is no need to—”

“May we come in?” Lucy blurted.

His lips thinned in an expression of displeasure.

“Please,” she added. “It’s important. I assure you, I have something monumental to tell you.”

“I want to hear the monumental thing, too,” Maggie said, trying out the new word.

“Very well,” he said, helping Maggie pick up her bicycle and wheel it along. “I suppose I can offer you a glass of lemonade. This way.”

Behind him, Lucy watched the small child next to the large man, and she felt a chill that had nothing to do with the breeze gusting in off the lake. Rolling the bicycle between them, Maggie and Mr. Higgins walked side by side with no notion whatever of their relationship.

She followed him to the house. For Lucy, an eerie familiarity haunted the wide sandstone steps leading to the entranceway. She’d grown up in a house like this; she recognized its staid formality and hushed halls gleaming with beeswax polish. A gauntlet of servants used to assemble in the vestibule in preparation for the Colonel’s daily inspection. Mr. Higgins’s home was much the same in formality and perfection of order, she observed. His wife must be an expert household manager.

“Look, Mama.” Maggie’s voice rang through the paneled halls as she raced into the foyer and skidded to a stop in front of a statue set in a niche at the base of the stairs. “That boy is peeing.” She dissolved into gales of laughter as she regarded a small fountain fashioned to replicate the famous Mannequin Pis of Brussels.

Lucy’s lips twitched with the urge to laugh or at least smile, but then she glanced at Mr. Higgins. He appeared baffled, as if Maggie were a life form he’d never encountered before. Lucy had been watching him for a single spark of recognition, but there was none. Too much time had passed.

But still, this man had known her as a baby. He’d held her, surely, touched her hair and smelled her smell. How could he fail to recognize his own child?

Perhaps, thought Lucy, the moth—Mrs. Higgins would respond to Maggie. A woman knew her baby more intimately than a man, particularly in a tradition-bound family. Mr. Higgins had probably stayed well away from the nursery, seeing his child for only a few moments each day.

“What in heaven’s name is all this ruckus?” demanded a stern, female voice from the top of the stairs. The tip of a walking cane punctuated each descending step, stabbing at the carpeted stair. Lucy heard a thunk and then a shuffle, the eerie, measured rhythm filling the cavernous space of the foyer.

Never one to possess any patience, Maggie bounded up the stairs, shouting, “I want to see the ruckus, too!”

Lucy could find no voice to call her daughter back. She stood stiffly, as if taken by a sudden frost. The hem of a dark dress appeared, belled out by layers of petticoats and followed by a gloved hand grasping the head of the cane. Lucy didn’t dare move as she waited to see the lovely, fair face of Mr. Higgins’s wife.

“I’m Maggie,” the child said, meeting her halfway up the stairs at the turn of the landing.

“You are loud,” the woman said.

“What’s your name?” Maggie inquired.

“You may call me Mrs. Higgins.”

Lucy could find no air to breathe as she waited.

Maggie grabbed the woman’s free hand and they descended the stairs together. When the two of them emerged from the shadows, Lucy stared in shock.


Dear God, Randolph Higgins’s wife had turned into a crone.

Lucy forced herself to close her gaping mouth. The terrible ordeal had changed the coolly beautiful Mrs. Higgins into this wretched old—

“Grandmother,” Rand said when she reached the vestibule, “I’d like you to meet Miss Lucy Hathaway. Miss Hathaway, this is my grandmother, Grace Templeton Higgins.”

Lucy thawed out so quickly that her knees felt like water. Holding in a sigh of relief, she extended her hand. “How do you do, ma’am?”

“I cannot shake hands with you,” the old lady said imperiously. “Both of mine are occupied. One with my cane, and one with this…this…”

“Maggie,” Maggie repeated. “I told you, that’s my name. Here. You can have your hand back.”

“Thank you.”

“Why do you wear those black things?” Maggie demanded.

“These are lace mitts made in Belgium. They are considered fashionable, and they also keep my grip from slipping on my cane.”

“Oh. When I want to grip my baseball bat, I just spit on my hands, like this—”

“Maggie, please don’t spit in the house,” Lucy said.

“I was going to spit in my hands.”

“What sort of creature is this?” Mrs. Higgins demanded. “Where on earth did she get such atrocious manners?”

“Mama keeps meaning to order me some from the mail catalogue, but she hasn’t done it yet.” Maggie had always thought the reply enormously clever and delighted in using it. But Mrs. Higgins looked so severe that Maggie flushed. “I thought you might want some help getting down the stairs, on account of you’re crippled with that cane.”

“I am crippled without the cane. With it, I can get around quite well, thank you very much.”

“You’re welcome.” Maggie seemed determined to make up for her manners now.

Lucy simply held her silence. Maggie was…Maggie. She always had been. Her exuberance often burgeoned into mischievous behavior or cheeky remarks, though she didn’t have a malicious bone in her body. Sooner or later, the Higginses were going to learn her true nature, and it might as well be sooner.

Lucy was surprised by the expression on Mr. Higgins’s face. His lips strained taut as if he were holding in a cough…or laughter.

“What is that you’re wearing, child?” the old woman demanded. “Trousers?”

Maggie plucked at the rough fabric. “I always wear trousers. Mama and I believe in equal rights for women, and she lets me dress as comfortably as any boy.”

“Hmph. So you think boys’ clothes are more comfortable.”

“Yes, and I can ride my bicycle easier, too.”

“Bicycle.”

“I have a two-wheeler and I can ride all the way down State Street to the river, faster than the horsecar.”

“Boys wear neckties,” Mrs. Higgins pointed out. She put an imperious hand on Maggie’s shoulder and steered her down a hallway toward the back of the house. “Why aren’t you wearing a necktie?”

“Neckties are dumb,” Maggie said, gamely going along with her. “No one should ever wear one, boy or girl.”

“Where are they going?” Lucy whispered to Mr. Higgins.

“I imagine Grandmother will take her on her daily walk, if that’s all right with you.”


“Of course,” she said, relieved that Maggie wouldn’t be around when she made her announcement.

“Don’t worry about a thing. Grandmother isn’t any more vicious than Ivan. But she can be just as frightening to those who don’t know her.”

“Maggie isn’t afraid.”

“True. Your daughter seems quite fearless.”

“Thank you. I take that as a compliment.”

“It’s meant as one.”

She shifted the leather case in her arms. “Mr. Higgins, do you suppose we could sit down somewhere?”

He brushed at his grass-stained shirt. “As I told you earlier, I wasn’t expecting company.”

“I realize that. But as you might guess, Maggie and I are rather informal.”

“Very well.” He pressed a small bell in the vestibule. A moment later, a maid appeared and he requested a pitcher of lemonade. “On the side porch,” he added, then led the way through a parlor, opening a set of French doors.

The parlor was silent and spotless, with an ormolu clock, fringed drapes and furniture, tufted silk carpets and cut crystal chimneys on the gaslights. Lucy paused to study the portrait that hung over the mantel. The hairs on the back of her neck lifted. The painting depicted Diana Higgins seated upon a draped stool, holding a beautiful baby in her arms. Rendered in rich, shadowy oils the style of a Dutch master, the picture captured the cool perfection of Diana’s features, the precise grooming of her fingernails and hair, the dreamy, soft innocence of the baby.

The baby had Maggie’s face. The resemblance was so uncanny that Lucy couldn’t believe Mr. Higgins didn’t see it. I can’t do this, Lucy thought, panic knocking in her chest.

“It’s a very beautiful portrait,” she said, clutching her bag a bit closer.


“Thank you.”

She tried to imagine what he and his wife thought about each day when they saw the picture of their child. Swallowing hard, she went through the French doors to a porch that faced the lake. A velvety green swath of lawn, sectioned by tree-lined walkways, connected the elegant neighborhood to the beach, crossing over Lakeside Drive. The crisp beauty and intense light of the view filled her with nostalgic memories of long walks along the shore with her father.

Lucy cleared her throat. “I would like for Mrs. Higgins to join us.”

“My grandmother is quite content to entertain your daughter, I think.”

The maid arrived with a tray of lemonade in a crystal pitcher.

“I was speaking of the other Mrs. Higgins,” Lucy said, smiling anxiously at the mixup. “Your wife.”

Crystal clinked nervously, and the maid’s hand trembled as she poured. Cutting quick glances at Lucy, she finished her task and scuttled away.

Randolph Higgins seemed to grow even taller. “What the hell is this all about?” he demanded.

She blinked, then thrust up her chin, defensive at his bluster. “It’s a simple request. I would like to speak to you about a matter of importance, and your wife should be present.”

A strange stillness gripped him. He tilted his head slightly, as if she’d spoken in a foreign tongue.

Discomfited, Lucy shifted in the wicker chair, causing it to creak in the unnatural silence. Out on the broad side lawn, three figures appeared—Maggie racing along with Ivan the dog, followed by Grace Higgins, looking like a large black crow in a dark bonnet and shawl, holding her cane in one hand and a fringed black parasol in the other.


“Well,” she prodded Mr. Higgins. “Will you send for your wife?”

“Miss Hathaway, your attempt to gain my sympathy in the matter of your loan has gone too far—”

“This is not about the cursed loan,” she snapped, nervousness sharpening her tone.

“Then what other business could we possibly have?” His brows lowered in suspicion. “Let me guess. You’re hoping to convert one more bitter, frustrated woman to your cause of social chaos and French paramours.”

She planted her hands on her hips. “Is your wife bitter and frustrated, sir?”

“Not anymore,” he said softly, his lips thin with a fury she didn’t understand.

Lucy wasn’t certain she’d heard correctly. “I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing,” he said.

“Why are you being so disagreeable and difficult?”

“Why are you being so meddlesome and annoying?”

“Because I have every right to be.” Lucy grabbed a chilled glass of lemonade with a mint leaf garnish and took a long drink, letting the cool liquid soothe her throat. Clearly this was going to take all the patience she possessed. “Now,” she said, setting down the glass. “Please send for your wife. I want to discuss this with both of you.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” His icy hostility leached the warmth from the bright spring day. “I do not have a wife, Miss Hathaway.”

This man had the unique ability to render her speechless. He was the only one capable of it. Her heart ached for him and her hand heated with the uncanny urge to touch him. It was not enough that he’d lost a daughter. His wife was dead, too.

When she found her voice, she could only manage to say, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. You have my condolences, Mr. Higgins.”

He hissed a breath through his teeth. “You don’t understand. My wife is not dead. She has divorced me.”

Divorce.

The word hung almost visibly in the air between them. To Lucy’s ears, the term possessed the energy of something rare and bold. As a member of the Women’s Suffrage Movement, she lent her support to the option of divorce. No woman should be forced to endure a man who mistreated or abandoned her. But she’d never imagined that a divorce would happen to the handsome, golden Higginses who had glowed so brightly that long-ago night.

Her first thought was that tragedy had torn them apart. The laughing, clever young man she’d met that night had been transformed by loss; perhaps his beautiful wife could not abide the changes. “I don’t know what to say,” she finally blurted out.

“You needn’t say anything. My private life is none of your affair. It is something that happened in the past, and it is over.”

Was it? Although Diana was no longer his wife, she would always be the woman who had given birth to Maggie. How powerful was the bond of sharing blood and breath and food? Lucy was terrified of finding out the answer, yet she knew she had to. “This complicates things, then,” she forced herself to say, “for I feel I should speak to your w—your former wife as well.”

“Believe me, she subscribes lock, stock and barrel to your infernal cause. However, you won’t be able to enlist her.” He glared out at the elegant expanse of lawn. “She lives in San Francisco now.”

“I see.” Lucy sipped her drink, trying to reorganize her thoughts. What if the former Mrs. Higgins decided to take Maggie off to California?

“Let me be plain, Miss Hathaway,” Mr. Higgins said. “For reasons you refuse to disclose, you are prying into my private affairs. Would I not be well within my rights to show you the door? To make you put your sweet little backside on that bicycle and leave the premises?”

She nearly choked on a mint leaf. How dare he comment on her backside? How dare he call it sweet? She tried to summon indignation, but mingling with her worry about Maggie was a fierce interest in this man. With inappropriate, shameful curiosity, she wanted to know every last detail of the divorce. She deserved to know, she assured herself. What had become of Maggie’s natural mother? Why had she left? Could she hand Maggie over to a broken family?

Impulsively she reached out and covered his hand with hers. His skin was taut and waxy with scars. “Believe me, Mr. Higgins,” she said, “you do not want to send me away.”

He reacted swiftly, yanking his hand away. “Yes, I do,” he stated.

What if the divorce was his fault? Lucy wondered, hearing hostility in his voice. Was he cruel? Neglectful? Autocratic?

“Please. I know it’s painful to speak of, but I must learn more about your—Mrs.—Why you divorced.”

“Since you have taken such an inexplicable interest in the matter, you should be able to guess what happened,” he said with a clipped detachment that chilled her. “Thanks to radical groups like your Suffrage Movement, the laws of Illinois are particularly favorable to divorce. Chicago is crammed with lawyers who make it easy.”

“Was it?” Lucy asked softly. “Was it easy for you?”

He looked at her for a long time, and she lost herself in the vivid clarity of his eyes. A thousand stories lurked inside him, and she found herself wanting to know them all. At last he spoke. “No one’s ever asked me that before.”

“Maybe someone should have.”

Another pause. He took a gulp of his lemonade and stared into the blue distance. “We were very young when we wed. Full of dreams.” He cleared his throat. “Full of…a terrible hope. We had a good life in Philadelphia, but Diana wanted more.”

“More what?” asked Lucy.

His eyes flickered. “No one’s ever asked me that, either. She always seemed to be looking for something that lay just beyond the horizon. I thought once the baby came along, she would be content.”

Lucy was struck by the idea that he’d come halfway across the country to find a better life for Diana. Was it a blessing or a burden, she wondered, to have one’s happiness matter so much to a man?

A humorless half smile lifted his mouth. “But here’s the irony of that. I was the one who found contentment when Christine was born, not Diana. They say it is the woman whose nesting instincts are aroused. In my case it was being a father. It seemed to fulfill every dream I ever had.”

His candor amazed her. The blunt, probing questions she’d asked had opened a floodgate of confessions. Perhaps he’d never had anyone to tell this to before. Lucy didn’t dare speak, hoping he’d continue. She felt torn, admiring his honesty even as a part of her wished he’d prove himself an unfit father so she could keep her secret.

“We came west because I thought Diana might enjoy the excitement of a new city and the challenge of building a new home for our family. I intended to establish myself at the bank, and she would build a grand new house. The one thing we never could have anticipated was the fire.” He leaned forward, resting his lanky wrists on his knees and staring at the ground, seeing things Lucy didn’t dare to imagine.

She suddenly wanted him to stop talking, for she didn’t wish to share his pain. Yet for Maggie’s sake, Lucy knew she had to hear everything.

“This will sound odd to you, Mr. Higgins, but I truly do wish to know what your life has been like.”

“Why?” he demanded. “Why would you care? Have you another sexual proposition?”

She chose not to dignify him with an answer, but responded with another question, one she hoped would shift the mood from bitterness to honesty. “What happened after the fire?” She pictured them that night, handsome and golden, standing in the glow of everyone’s admiration. After her idiotic blunder, she’d stood back and watched, thinking them the most romantic, luckiest couple in the world.

And an unholy envy had burned in her heart.

“After we lost Christine, I couldn’t even be present to comfort Diana,” he admitted. “I lay unconscious while she made a full recovery. Her wounds were fortunately superficial—or so I was told. But something broke the night we lost Christine. In the worst moment of our lives I failed to console her. Perhaps that is why she left.” His face flushed. “Though on the legal decree she gave quite a different reason.”

Lucy couldn’t bring herself to ask what that reason was. Not yet. His former wife had a side to this story, too, Lucy reminded herself. “A great tragedy can change the very fabric of life,” she said, thinking of her mother.

He steepled his fingers together and held her gaze with his. “I had this house built for her, but it was an act of futility. With Christine gone, Diana and I had nothing to hold us together.”

Lucy didn’t comprehend how love could simply stop in the face of adversity, yet she held her tongue, troubled by the idea that he had no wife. She’d come here today thinking to find a loving family. If she made her great revelation now, she would be making it to a bitter, wounded man who had lost the ability to love.

Without a mother in the picture, she must proceed with care. Perhaps, she thought, this was a test of her true convictions. She had always claimed women and men to be equal. She had to believe a man could be every bit as good a parent as a woman.

Agitated, she stood and went to the porch rail, standing with her back to him. It wasn’t too late to change her mind. He still didn’t know. He might never know. Oh, how she wanted to run away and never tell him.

Silence hung between them as the moments passed, the lemonade glasses sweating and forgotten, the breeze scented with the blue freshness of the lake. Lucy tried to imagine how he’d felt, having lost his daughter and then his wife as he lay wounded.

In the distance, Maggie and the dog skipped along the beach. The little girl waved at them, then ran in circles around Grace Higgins, who sat on a painted bench, watching Maggie’s antics from beneath the fringed parasol.

Turning, Lucy contemplated Mr. Higgins and wondered why his sadness hurt her.

He was too damaged, she thought in apprehension. Even learning the truth about Maggie would not banish the pain in his eyes.

Then a thought struck her. Perhaps he and his former wife would reconcile if they realized they hadn’t lost their daughter after all.

“She is quite a lively child,” he said at length, and she realized he’d been watching Maggie, too.

Gathering her courage, she asked, “Do you disapprove of liveliness in a child?”


His face closed. “It is not for me to approve or disapprove. My knowledge of child rearing is extremely limited.”

“Maggie is the greatest blessing of my life.” In anguish, Lucy sat down and braced her hands on the arms of the chair. “Do you understand that? The greatest and most precious part of me. She is all my heart and soul.”

He looked startled, then his expression softened. “Actually, Miss Hathaway, I do understand.”

She caught her lower lip in her teeth, trying to keep in the request she knew she must make. And then she made herself say it. “Tell me about your child. Not how you lost her, but…how you loved her.”

He fell still, and she sensed his hesitation. He turned his glass around and around in his hand. “Did you really come here to ask me these things? Surely you have better things to do with your time than to poke around in my past.”

Lucy took a chance. “Can it make you feel any worse to speak of it?”

He glared at her, and she feared she’d lost him. But then he began to speak. “The day Christine was born, I bought two dozen bottles of Sire de Gaucourt champagne. I drank an entire bottle myself in celebration, but I put the rest aside. I thought what a fine thing it would be to serve that champagne on the day she married.”

Lucy felt the depth of his loss in each softly spoken word. “Do you still have the champagne?”

He nodded. “After the fire, it was shipped from Philadelphia with the rest of our household goods. Now each year on the date of her birth, I make a fire in the study hearth, prop up a photograph of the two of us together and drink a bottle of that champagne.” His eyes, now dull with grief, didn’t even seem to see her. “I’m not sure why I do it. I suppose because the taste of the champagne always brings back the joy of that first day I held my tiny baby in my arms.”


Lucy nearly reeled with his dizzying anguish. It seemed to pulse in the long silence. Until today, she’d never known her daughter’s true birthday. But this man had always kept the day in his heart.

When she looked up at him, his image blurred within a shimmering veil of tears. But she did not shed them, and her chest hurt with the effort.

Birds warbled in the trees as the breeze sifted through the chestnut leaves. Down on the lawn, Maggie brought Mrs. Higgins an offering in her cupped hands. They bent their heads together, Maggie’s brown curls a bright contrast with the old lady’s somber black bonnet. Maggie opened her hands and a frog popped out with a frantic leap. Maggie went bounding after the frog while Grace snapped open a fan and fanned herself as she sagged back against the bench.

Lucy stole a glance at Mr. Higgins, and his expression shocked her. Far from the stern disapproval she’d expected, he was grinning from ear to ear, shoulders shaking with quiet laughter. “Now there’s something we don’t often see around here. How old is your daughter, Miss Hathaway?”

“She is five years old.” Lucy paused and swallowed hard, plucking courage out of abject terror. Her next words would change all their lives forever. “She will turn six on…June 24.”

She held her breath and watched his reaction. The smile that had lit his face froze until it was no longer a smile but a hostile grimace.

“There’s no simple way to put this,” Lucy said, plunging ahead, afraid to stop. “So I must be blunt. Mr. Higgins, your daughter did not die in the fire.”








TEN



There was a sort of pain so deep and intense that for a moment it was indistinguishable from ecstasy. Rand knew this anguish with the same familiarity as others knew the sound of their own voices. Unlike ecstasy, the agony that came after the first shock had the power to crush his soul.

Nothing changed outwardly at first. He still sat on the porch in the white wicker chair, watching the sunlight filtering through the trees. He still smelled the light peppery scent of the daisies that bordered the verge surrounding the porch. He was still aware of the woman sitting just a few feet away, watching him intently.

Who the hell was this creature? She’d made him bare his soul to her. She’d drawn from him things he’d never told anyone, and when she’d excavated the weakest, most damaged part of him, she had moved in for the kill.

With an iron control clamping down on the howling grief inside him, he set aside his glass. “Why—” His voice broke over the word. He had to clear his throat and swallow before starting over. “Why in God’s name would you lie like this?”

Her jaw dropped. A small explosive sound of disbelief came from her. “I would never lie about such a thing, Mr. Higgins. What do you take me for?”

Icy heat crawled over his skin, awakening vivid and searing memories of the dark, lost time after the fire. Upon learning of Christine’s death and of Diana’s divorce suit, he’d wished with unholy fervor for death. Only the propitious arrival of his grandmother, demanding in her imperious way that he look after her in her old age, had persuaded him to rise from his sickbed.

But he had still wanted to die.

“I take you,” he said slowly, “for a sadistic little radical who would go to any lengths to save The Firebrand. Get the hell out of my house.”

She made her hands into fists on the arms of the chair. “You think I’m telling you this in order to get you to approve my loan?”

He didn’t trust himself to reply.

“Sweet, sweet heaven,” she whispered. Her eyes drifted halfway closed as if she might faint. It was a stunning performance; she looked appalled and devastated by his accusation, even as she hid her disappointment that the trick had failed.

“Or perhaps—” He thought for a moment. “Perhaps you’re more clever than I give you credit for. It’s significant that you would broach the topic upon learning I’m no longer married. Could it be that you’re trying to trap me into marrying you?”

“M…marry?” Her voice was little more than a squeak. “You?”

He was well aware that he was considered hideous by women. His ruined looks, combined with the gossip in the wake of his divorce, had effectively driven off any prospects. It was just as well. He didn’t want to remarry. Ever. Why would he risk himself like that again?


“I understand most decent ladies wouldn’t consider marrying a monster like me,” he said, “but I imagine at your advanced stage of spinsterhood, you cannot afford to be too particular.”

“How dare you—”

“Your bastard needs a rich father, no respectable man will have you, and so you’ve come to me with this cock-and-bull story. I have only one precious thing, Miss Hathaway—the memory of my daughter. Clearly you have no respect for that.”

Her face was very white, a stark contrast to her dark hair and rosy lips. “How did you ever get such a low opinion of me?”

“You earned it, Miss Hathaway.” He felt weary, drained, as if he’d been in a fight and lost. “Now take the little hoyden and leave. Please.”

“Believe me, I’m tempted. If only you knew how hard it was for me to come here, to bring you the truth when it would have been so much easier to hide it from you forever.”

He glared stonily out at the lake, where water and sky met in a hard, flat blue line. Lucy Hathaway rose from her seat and opened the leather bag she’d been dragging along. A small, soft parcel wrapped in tissue paper landed in his lap.

“Take that away,” he snapped.

“You’d best see what it is first.”

He wanted to fling the thing aside, whatever it was, but when he grabbed it, the tissue fell away, leaving behind the faint scent of dried lavender and bergamot. The tissue wrapping drifted to the porch, and his big rough hands were suddenly filled with the softness of a woven blanket.

Soft yellow lambswool fibers. A one-inch fringe all around. A carefully hand-stitched border—

His head snapped up. “Where the devil did you get this?”


She held up a sepia-toned photograph in a small oval frame and turned it toward him. “Your baby was lost that night, but by a miracle she did not die. That blanket was wrapped around her when she was dropped from a window of the Sterling House Hotel.”

Rand studied the picture. His heart plunged, and for a moment he couldn’t breathe. A terrible heat burned in his chest.

Christine.

It was his baby, holding the familiar blanket, wearing an unfamiliar little gown and a pair of tiny shoes.

“I had it taken,” Lucy Hathaway explained with incredible gentleness, “a week after the fire. So I could circulate her picture to the papers.”

Christine.

He looked from the photograph in Lucy’s hand to the child laughing and playing on the lawn. Deep inside his head, he heard a roar, gathering strength as it spilled like a storm through him. During the explosion that had almost killed him, the all-encompassing light had imparted the sense that he existed somewhere outside of himself. That same sensation burst through him now, and it was almost like another kind of pain.

And then he did the unthinkable. He pressed the woven blanket to his face and nearly exploded as he tried to take in the revelation. His baby had survived after all. He felt a searing regret for all the years he’d missed with her, yet sheer wonder shone through. She was alive.

Lowering the blanket, he stared at the child in the yard, trying to reconcile her with the image he’d carried in his heart for nearly five years. But he was looking at a little stranger. How could he fail to recognize his daughter?

He felt a tentative touch, like a bird alighting on his shoulder. Lucy Hathaway’s hand patted him awkwardly as she spoke in low tones. “Oh, Mr. Higgins. I can’t imagine the shock of this. I didn’t know how else to tell you.”

“How long have you known?” he asked. “Goddammit, how long have you kept this from me?”

She bridled, taking a step back. “I can’t believe you’d think me capable of carrying on a deception.”

“I have no idea what you are capable of. Why would you come forward now?”

“I only just found out myself. My first inkling was at our meeting in your office. Until I saw the picture of your child, I believed Maggie to be an orphan. The photograph proves she is not.”

“It does,” he whispered, his gaze riveted on the child. Then he unfroze from his shock and leaped to his feet, striding across the lawn. Christine. Christine was alive! He could think of nothing but taking her in his arms, claiming her as his own.

“Wait,” cried Lucy, racing to catch up with him. “What the devil do you think you’re doing?”

“I am going to my daughter,” he said, the words tasting as sweet as young wine.

She planted herself in front of him and grabbed his arms. He had no choice but to stop short or bowl the determined creature over. “What?” he asked, annoyed by the delay. Yet at the same time, her proximity was as profoundly unsettling as ever.

“You will do nothing of the sort,” she said in a low voice so deadly serious that it cut through his agitation. “I’ve said nothing to Maggie. It would be cruel to deliver this shocking news with no preparation and no plan for what will happen next.”

“There is no need for a plan,” he said. “Christine will return to the family where she belongs.”

Lucy’s face turned paper-white. “No—”


“Get out of my way,” he said.

“Maggie is mine, too,” she said with a voice of steel. “You’re a stranger to her.”

The blunt words hammered through his single-minded determination, and suddenly he understood what was at stake. She’d raised his child as her own. She’d been Christine’s mother.

Like a slap, the realization cleared his mind. He couldn’t simply grab the child and claim her like a portmanteau left at the hatcheck. He forced himself to subdue the instincts screaming at him to seize the child skipping along the lakeshore walk.

“You must think me a complete ass,” he said.

“Well,” she said, “not completely.” She pulled him over to a granite garden bench, motioning for him to sit beside her. “If I thought that, I would never have brought Maggie to you. But I’m counting on you to be reasonable.” He started to say something, but she held up her hand, stern as a schoolmarm. “No, you will listen. I’ll tell you when it’s your turn to speak.”

He forced himself to wait, conceding to her logic. This was too new; he didn’t want to frighten Christine. He took a deep, shuddering breath, catching the scent of the blanket again. He’d never lost control like this before, not even in private. He wondered why he didn’t feel more humiliated by his show of emotion, his rash behavior. Perhaps it was because Lucy was being so matter-of-fact about it all.

He forced himself to stay seated. “Tell me how you found Christine.”

“I was making my way home through the fire,” she said. “I headed for the bridge in front of the Sterling House. The hotel was burning out of control, and I found myself quite alone.” A distant horror shone in her eyes.

Rand remembered the young idealist she had been, and he could easily picture her standing alone before the inferno. Any other woman would have run. But not Lucy.

“There was a movement in a window,” she continued. “I think it was two floors up.”

“Our suite of rooms was on the second story.” He tightened his fists in the blanket. He kept staring at the little girl on the lawn across the way, expecting some magical shimmer to bond them instantly. But even to his searching, hungry eyes, she resembled any child of nearly six, not one special child in particular.

“There was a woman holding a bundle of bedding,” she said.

“That would have been Miss Damson, the nurse Diana had engaged to look after Christine.” He shut his eyes, imagining the scene. Becky, frantic, the baby wrapped up to cushion the fall. He remembered his annoyance at Diana for leaving Christine that night. But if Diana had stayed home, then she might have died, too, as poor Becky Damson had.

“Earlier in the evening, I had seen stranded people dropping pets and belongings from windows when there was no other way to leave the building,” Lucy explained. “So when I saw the bundle, I didn’t even really think. I held out my arms to catch it. Immediately afterward, the building—” She paused and blinked fast, and he realized the fire had been traumatic for her, too. “The building collapsed. In seconds it went from a tower of fire to a pile of burning rubble. I ran to get clear of the flames, and then I—” She took a deep breath. “Then I discovered what—who I was holding. She was frightened but unharmed.

“My only thought was to reach a place of safety. My parents’ home was spared by the fire. I brought the baby there.” She bit her lip. “When I arrived home, I learned that my father had been injured battling the flames. He died moments before I got there.”


“I’m sorry, Miss Hathaway,” Rand said. The night had held its terrors for her, too, then. Only hours before the fire, she had boldly aired her views for a well-heeled crowd and brazenly propositioned Rand, never flinching as she tilted back her head and regarded him with a sparkling defiance. It was hard to imagine anything bad happening to such a woman, yet she’d lost someone dear to her that night. And she’d found someone dear to him. She’d saved his baby’s life. He wanted to fall to his knees, kiss her feet, call her a miracle worker.

“I made every effort to find the baby’s family,” she said. “We posted bills at every camp, published the photograph in the papers, registered with churches and orphanages, tracked down people who had fled from Sterling House. But there was no response.”

All the while, Rand thought, he’d lain senseless and half-dead in the hospital. Later, he’d hired a private insurance investigator just to be certain, but that had only confirmed his worst fears—there were no survivors.

Now here was this miracle of a woman, telling him Christine was alive and well. Again, his gaze sought out the child on the beach. She raced at a flock of gulls, scattering the white birds into flight.

A pair of hands cradled his cheeks, startling him. With her usual forthright lack of manners, Lucy turned his face to her. “Mr. Higgins,” she commanded. “I want your full attention.”

She was touching his scars.

She was touching his scars, and she didn’t even seem disgusted.

There were things he hadn’t experienced since the night of the fire—joy, elation, hope. They were coming back to him now, rushing through him like fast liquor. “All right,” he said. Carefully, self-consciously, he took her hands and set them away from him.


Her small, pointed face softened. “I knew this would be a shock, but I also knew you would have the sense not to rush off half-cocked and upset Maggie.” She inhaled deeply and began to speak in a way that made him suspect she’d been rehearsing the words. “It is a physical certainty that you and your wife—ex-wife—are her parents. But it is equally certain that I am the only mother Maggie knows. I am the one who nursed her through fevers and comforted her after nightmares. I’m the one who laughed with her and tickled her. I taught her to whistle and swim and ride a bicycle. She’s beginning to read and write. All that she knows, all that she is, comes from having me as a mother for the past five years.”

Each word thudded into him, reminding him of all he had missed. He started to speak, but she shushed him again.

“I’m not saying this to aggrandize myself or to exaggerate my own importance. To tell you the truth, I spent the first six months with Maggie trying to give her away.” She caught the look on his face and said, “I was searching high and low for her family, not trying to abandon her like an unwanted kitten. Though Lord knows, I was the last woman on earth who needed a child. I had no husband, my father had died and my mother had gone bankrupt. The three of us had no means of getting on in the world. But something unexpected, almost magical, occurred. Maggie saved me. She forced me to be stronger, better than I ever thought I could be.” Her face glowed when she spoke, and she was beautiful in the way all mothers were when speaking of their children. “Her needs gave me the power to move mountains. Because she needed me, I started the bookstore, invested all I had in it. I’m convinced I wouldn’t have done it if Maggie hadn’t been depending on me.”

She reached into the voluminous satchel and drew out a packet of papers tied with string. “That is what being a mother is. That, and being as protective as a she-dog. Maggie looks quite sturdy, but I know her. There is a part of her that is a fragile, glass thread. I won’t allow her to be hurt.”

“I never thought I would find myself agreeing with you, Miss Hathaway, but I do.” For the first time since grasping the news, he felt more like himself. Competent. Decisive. Firm in his convictions. “Christine must be protected.”

He was grateful she’d held him back from seizing his daughter straightaway. With his scarred face and large size, with such a fierce joy and amazement spurring him on, he might have frightened the life out of the poor child. He nodded at the papers in Lucy’s hand. “What have you there?”

“I thought you might like to get a glimpse of Maggie’s life.”

The part he had missed.

“Of course,” he said, forgetting to breathe as she untied the string and produced several photographs mounted on card stock.

“I dated each picture on the back. Since I never knew Maggie’s true date of birth, I could only guess at her age, but now we’ll know how old she really is in each photograph.”

She handed him a picture of herself holding Christine as a toddler, and standing beside a handsome older women. The three of them posed in front of an elegant house that looked vaguely familiar to him. “This is the house in which I grew up. My mother was forced to sell it after the death of my father. She used the proceeds to pay off his debts, and there was nothing left for us. She sold it at a fraction of its actual value.”

“Why would she do that?”

“Because she was cheated.”

“Why did she allow it?”

“It wasn’t a matter of her allowing it so much as her being entirely unaware that she was grossly undervaluing the property. I will be frank with you, Mr. Higgins. My mother is a very traditional woman. She never challenged the assumption that a woman is incapable of managing property and finance. My father believed in keeping her in happy ignorance. Upon his death, she was as innocent as a child in the ways of the world. When a speculator came along with an offer, she was only too happy to put her trust in him. By the time I realized what was going on, he’d taken possession of all she had.” She handed him another photograph. “We were left virtually destitute.”

He studied the picture of the three of them on a boardwalk in front of a building he didn’t recognize. “What did you do?”

“We took refuge in this temporary shanty village by the river.” She touched his sleeve. “Now, don’t look like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you pity us for suffering the fires of hell.”

“But look at you—”

“Dressed in old clothes, living in a shack—Yes, yes, I’ve heard it all before. Some of my dearest friends discovered our circumstances and insisted on helping, but do you know, in all the years of tutors and governesses and finishing school, I never had so fine an education as I had in that shanty-town right there.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Nor did I, so long as I was some idealistic debutante with no knowledge of the real world. Here, among the lowliest poor, I discovered the true evils of injustice. And the true strength of a determined woman. I saw women abandoned to raise seven children on their own, and they managed, sometimes through sheer faith alone. I discovered that at the heart of their deprivation was a desperate ignorance. They had a need I believed I could fill. I would create a place where women could read and learn. One evening a week, I hold a reading class for those who never learned, and women of all ages come. So I don’t regret the months we spent there, Mr. Higgins, and Lord knows neither does Maggie. She was always warm and had plenty to eat, and more than enough children to play with. When a child feels loved and secure, she has no notion that she is deprived.”

Looking at the picture, he had to admit that Christine appeared perfectly content, plump and clear-eyed in Lucy’s arms.

The next picture showed them in yet another unfamiliar place, this one a wild, rocky shoreline with a backdrop of towering pine trees.

“That is Isle Royale, in northern Lake Superior. Our friends, Deborah and Tom Silver, kindly provided hospitality over the summer of 1872.” Her dark eyes grew dreamy with memories Rand could not share. “How Maggie loved it there, running free and barefoot, eating fish roasted on an outdoor fire and sleeping under handmade quilts.”

Rand couldn’t even imagine it. His daughter. Barefoot and free as a savage.

The next picture showed a much older Christine in a little cloth coat, standing on a sidewalk and holding Lucy’s hand. Behind them was a shop window and overhead hung a carefully lettered tradesman’s shingle: The Firebrand—L. Hathaway, Bookseller.

Both Lucy and the child were grinning broadly, as if being dignified for the camera was too much of an effort.

“I’m afraid we hadn’t the time or the means for frequent photographs,” Lucy confessed. “Honestly, the years just flew by.” She pointed to a spot in the corner of the picture. “Our apartment is here, on the second floor. That’s our cat Silky in the window. And beyond that low wall is the garden.”

Rand couldn’t sit still anymore. He handed back the photographs and stood to pace, agitated, trying to take everything in. His gaze kept wandering to the green belt across the esplanade. His grandmother sat with her hands folded around the head of her cane; she had a habit of nodding off and was probably napping. In contrast, Christine’s tireless energy matched that of the dog. She’d found a stick and kept flinging it out into the water. Ivan obligingly fetched it each time, making her collapse with laughter as he shook off water in all directions. Rand ached with the need to go to her, to grab her and hold her against his heart.

“So,” he said, suppressing the urge, “you have raised my daughter over a shop with a calico cat and a concrete garden.”

“Indeed I have.”

“She’s had no nurse, nanny nor governess. No formal education.”

“She is five years old,” Lucy pointed out.

“Nearly six,” he said. “Five years, ten months and four days.” As soon as he saw the pity in her eyes, he regretted revealing so much of himself. She’d raised his daughter, yes, but she was a stranger. She didn’t need to know that he measured the days and weeks and years of his life by the age Christine would be, had she lived.

“You disapprove,” she said, sounding defensive.

“Do you blame me?” he asked. “Christine is my child. When she was born, I had such dreams for her. I had great aspirations as to how she would be raised, and you’ll excuse me for saying so, but I never did imagine her as a shopkeeper’s child.”

She laughed again, that incredulous burst of sound she employed when she wanted to make him seem ridiculous. “Are you saying Maggie would have fared better here?” She encompassed the property with a sweep of her arm. “Imagine my happy, active daughter living in this chilly mausoleum.”


The way she spoke made him wonder about her own childhood in her father’s palatial house.

“Mama, look, Mama, Mama!” The little girl came crashing toward her with heedless abandon. Grinning from ear to ear, she held a twig in her grubby hand. “Look very hard, Mama, and you’ll see it.”

Lucy went down on one knee, as lacking in dignity as a washerwoman to inspect the stick. “What am I supposed to see?”

Christine pursed her lips. “Look harder.” Losing patience, she thrust the twig at Rand, startling him. “You look. Do you see what I’ve got?”

Rand was completely taken in by the appeal in those wide eyes. He squatted down close to her. “A praying mantis.”

She frowned adorably, and his heart melted. She said, “A what?”

“It’s an insect.” He pointed without touching. “There’s its head, and its hind legs are all bent. The forelegs seem like they’re clasped together, praying.”

She beamed at Lucy. “I found a praying mantis, Mama!”

Lucy cut a suspicious glance at Rand. “So you have. The female bites the head off the male after mating.”

“Eeuw.” Christine held the twig at arm’s length. “Mating is revolting.”

Rand felt himself redden, but he didn’t want to lose this moment of connection with his daughter. His Christine. “More revolting than biting a head off?”

She thought for a moment, then nodded. “I think it probably is.”

She looked so grave and earnest that he had to swallow a laugh. At that moment, Ivan came trotting over. He raked at the ground with his giant paws like a bull gearing up to charge.

“I think he wants you to throw that stick,” Rand said.


“Not with the praying mantel on it!” She handed it to Lucy.

Stretching his mouth into the unfamiliar expression of a smile, he found a larger stick. “Let’s see how far he can go.”

Christine laughed and clapped her hands. “Throw it far! Throw it as far as ever you can!”

Rand drew back his arm and flung the stick. It rotated high in the bright sky, and the foolish dog took off after it with no notion as to where it would land. Rand’s arm ached with the motion. He hadn’t had occasion to throw anything since cricket matches at university. But at a single command from his daughter, he would move mountains if bidden.

Christine scurried off after the dog. Lucy regarded Rand with a wary expression.

“What?” he asked.

“She likes you.”

An aching warmth flooded his chest. “Do you think so?”

“Yes. Yes, I do.”

He watched her putting the photographs away, and surprised both her and himself by saying, “As long as you are here, Miss Hathaway, I should tell you that you’ll have the loan extension you requested for your shop. I’ll see to it personally.”

She froze, and her expressive face drained to white. Then, despite her size, she seemed to swell and grow. “Mr. Higgins.” His name exploded from her like an oath. “My child is not for sale.”

Her emphasis on the word my ignited his temper. “No,” he informed her, “I have a legal right to keep my daughter, and to tell you the truth, I’m not obliged to offer you so much as a by-your-leave.”

She made a choking sound, then managed a voiceless “What?”

“I will concede that you have raised a healthy child, and for that you have my gratitude. The fact that you came forward with Christine once you solved the puzzle proves you do have the integrity to be trusted with the loan.”

“You’re making me sorry I came forward,” she said in a low, threatening voice.

He forced himself to calm down. She was right, of course. He needed to be measured in response to this. “Look, Diana and I never could have imagined our baby was dropped into a stranger’s arms. Our worst fears were confirmed by the Board of Fire and a private investigator. They assured us Christine and her nurse could not have survived. We never saw the announcements you claim you sent out. Even months later, when I was well enough to read, I never could abide all those melodramatic tales of survival that were so popular in the press at the time. Damn it, I was too busy grieving for Christine and struggling with—” He almost said losing Diana. He remembered lying in bed, staring at the pockmarked ceiling of St. Elspeth’s Hospital, pondering his idea of what a family should be and wondering why such a simple thing had eluded him. He had built this house in his mind long before he’d built it in fact; he’d actually believed if it was big enough, beautiful enough, Diana would come back to him.

“I never paused to consider that a miracle had occurred,” he concluded.

“Well, now we must decide how best to proceed.”

“I’ll send a wire to Diana straightaway.” As he spoke, he tracked the little girl with his gaze. Christine. He could scarcely believe it was her.

“Agreed,” she said.

The strain in her voice caught his attention. “I’m sorry. This must be difficult for you.”

“I confess my first instinct was to keep Maggie for myself.”


“So why did you come forward?”

“Because…it would be morally wrong to hide the truth from Maggie. It would make me no better than the unenlightened patriarchs who keep women in ignorance and deny them their rights. I will still be Maggie’s mother and fiercest protector, but I won’t hide the identity of her natural parents from her. Therefore, my coming forward to you has certain conditions attached.”

Amazing. She managed to be high-minded and annoying in the same breath.

“My first condition is that we must keep Maggie and her needs in mind. We must do what is best for her, first and foremost.”

“I agree.”

“Good. I was hoping you would.”

He prepared to get up. “So shall we go and tell her?”

She grabbed his sleeve and yanked at it. “Tell her what?”

“That she is my daughter and henceforth will be living here with me.”

She kept a stranglehold on his sleeve. “Wait.”

“I see no reason to delay.” He stood up.

“Here is your reason, Mr. Higgins.” She slapped a parchment document into his hand.

He unfolded the paper and his blood chilled. “This is—”

“Yes,” she said, “it is. A legal adoption. Maggie is my daughter in the eyes of the law.”








ELEVEN



Lucy held her breath until her chest hurt and a pulse hammered in her ears. Then slowly, half afraid she would deflate like a spent balloon, she let out the air and stepped away so he could read every word of the adoption papers.

Almighty heaven, what had she been thinking?

She should have listened to her mother, whose occasional bursts of wisdom were too often ignored. Lucy had always been one for opening doors and poking her nose into places she shouldn’t. When most would leave well enough alone, she tended to dig and pick at things until she exposed them. This was no great virtue, her mother had pointed out, particularly in the current situation. Her campaign for justice was about to cost her the one thing she could not give up—her daughter.

And all because she could not keep her mouth shut.

It had always been that way with her. From the time she was small, she’d always spoken up when she perceived an injustice. And that, of course, was what had befallen Randolph and Diana Higgins. A tragic injustice of the cruelest sort. And she, in her usual crusading manner, had felt compelled to rectify it.


But Lord, why? Why couldn’t she, for once in her life, have kept her own counsel and maintained the status quo?

She was still not even certain he was the sort of person she would want in Maggie’s life.

He stood like an oak tree on the lawn, solid and quietly powerful-looking as he perused the long legal document she’d handed him. He was tall indeed, but she knew his strength was a deceptive thing. In certain places in his heart, he was as fragile as spun glass. He’d nearly been killed in the fire and had awakened to find that his baby was gone, his wife divorcing him. He lived alone in this large house with a sour old woman. His strength was the strength of endurance, of forbearance.

Lucy got up from the garden bench and paced, waiting for him to finish inspecting the document. Her gaze automatically turned to Maggie, and an unbidden smile softened her mouth. She never tired of watching her daughter. The child possessed an uncanny ability to become completely absorbed in her world, whether she was telling stories to Silky, building cities in the sand or simply staring out the window. At the moment, she was making some sort of game only she understood, which involved overturning certain rocks on the pathway and arranging them in a crooked line. Lucy found the mind of her daughter endlessly fascinating, and she never questioned Maggie or expected her to justify her imaginative forays.

When Lucy was small, the Colonel had subscribed to the traditional notion that a child not visibly occupied in a productive pursuit—study, prayer or domestic arts—was a sinner waiting for opportunity. He’d scheduled her day to the last minute, so much so that from the moment she awakened until the moment she fell asleep—with her hair twisted into ringlet rags, her hands tied on top of the covers so she wouldn’t interfere with herself—her hours were filled with lessons deemed important to the development of a proper young lady.

Lucy had rebelled every chance she got, and she’d sworn that if she ever became a mother, she would not put her children through such a regimen, restricting them and binding them up as if they were espaliered vines. She’d never forgotten that vow, and Maggie was free to play however she pleased.

The breeze blew through the birches and chestnuts, and the leaves shimmered, making a chiming sound. She pictured the childhood a little girl might experience in this elegant, shaded house, with a stern great-grandmama and unsmiling servants moving through the halls.

She could never let Maggie live here, only come for visits.

Mr. Higgins finished reading and approached Lucy. He walked with a slight limp, and she guessed that it was another injury from the fire.

But the deepest wounds were hidden inside him.

What was it like, she wondered, to be divorced? To have pledged love and devotion for a lifetime, only to have his wife recant her vows? Lucy was all in favor of divorce, naturally. Too many women were shackled to horrible men through the institution called marriage, and they deserved a way to extricate themselves. But in the case of Mr. Higgins, she hardly thought he was a drunk or a bully. He was just…too sad and too scarred to bring his wife joy.

He held out the papers to her, and she took them and put them away.

“I suppose,” he said, “you think this means you have the same rights as Christine’s mother.”

Her hackles rose at his choice of words. “Christine’s natural mother has suffered a great loss, but that doesn’t give her more rights than I have. My child’s name is Maggie now, and I am her mother. In the eyes of the State of Illinois, and most particularly, in the eyes of Maggie herself.”

“This adoption is based on the assumption that she was orphaned in the fire. That assumption is erroneous. Therefore, the adoption is invalid.”

Lucy forced herself to remain very still and calm. Her solicitor had declared that her situation was unique. It would take a skilled and sensitive judge to sort it all out, and Mr. Lynch’s advice had echoed her mother’s: Let sleeping dogs lie.

Too late, she thought, eyeing Mr. Higgins.

“I will dispute that,” she said, “to my dying breath.”

“There’s no need for histrionics, Miss Hathaway. The situation is simple. My lost daughter has been found. She will come and live with me as nature intended. I’ll see to it you’re adequately compensated for your—”

“Oh, stop it,” she said, covering her rising panic with bravado. “Who’s being melodramatic now? From my point of view, the situation is equally simple. When Maggie thinks of her mother, she thinks of me.”

The lake breeze lifted his thick dark hair. The untended locks curled at the nape of his neck in a way Lucy recognized. Maggie’s hair curled in that precise fashion. Lucy knew then that she would never look at her daughter in the same way again.

“Miss Hathaway, if you’re so set on fighting me,” Mr. Higgins said, “what were you thinking by bringing her here, telling me your story?”

“How ironic to hear you ask that.” She stood and followed him in his pacing, taking two steps to each one of his. “I was wondering the same thing myself. I certainly didn’t intend for you to steal my child,” she said fiercely. “I only thought it my moral duty to come forward with the truth. Once I saw the photograph in your office, I felt obligated to do the right thing. But that does not mean you can rip Maggie from my arms.”

“Nor does it mean you can keep a child who wasn’t yours in the first place,” he snapped.

“She’d be dead if not for me.” She could feel the air crackle between them. “Standing here and arguing about it won’t accomplish a thing.”

“Then what do you propose we do?”

“We have to come to an arrangement we can all accept. One that keeps Maggie’s needs and her happiness in mind. Will you at least agree to that?”

“It is precisely her needs that I am thinking of.”

Lucy willed herself to be patient and calm. For Maggie’s sake, she had to be civil to this man. “It’s time to take my daughter home now,” she stated. “You’ll want to send for your—for Diana. Then we will determine the best way to proceed.” She could not resist adding, “And make no mistake, I never shared breath or blood with Maggie, or nourished her with the milk of my breast. But I am her mother in every sense that matters.”

“Your love for Christine is genuine and admirable,” he said with obvious reluctance. “But we do have much to discuss.”

“Indeed we do. We mustn’t tell her yet. She’ll be too frightened and confused. Promise me.”

“All right. For now.” He seemed calm and resolute as he offered her his arm. To seal their truce, she put her hand into the crook of his elbow and they strolled along the walkway. She found that she enjoyed the connection, which was strange, since this man posed such a threat to her. Yet his solidity and warmth appealed to her in a deeply physical way.

She gave a little wordless laugh.

“If you’ve found something amusing,” he said, “I wish you’d share it.”


“I was just thinking—last time I walked arm in arm with a man, I was in handcuffs.” She remembered hiding her terror behind a mask of bravado.

“The voting incident,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And where was my daughter while you were being thrown in jail?”

Lucy yanked her hand away from him. “She was perfectly safe, I assure you. What are you trying to say, Mr. Higgins?”

He gestured at Maggie with his free hand. “She’s very young yet, and unschooled. Before long, it will be time for her to get on in the world, and she’ll need—” He paused.

“You can say it, Mr. Higgins. It won’t be the first time I’ve borne criticism. She will need more than I can give her.” Saying the words herself somehow numbed the sting. “I used to lie awake at night wondering if I was doing right by Maggie, raising her in the only manner I am able. But I don’t worry anymore, and do you know why?”

“Why?”

“Because Maggie herself gives me the answer every day. She is a bright, joyful child with a heart full of love, an adventurous spirit and a great curiosity about the world. So I must be doing something right.”

“Of course you are,” he conceded readily as he escorted her across the esplanade. “But as she gets older, her needs will grow more complex. Think about it, Miss Hathaway. You want a good education for her. You no doubt want safety and stability and complete freedom from deprivation.”

“Of course. Every mother wants that for her child.”

“Look around you.” With a gentle pressure, he turned her to face the staid elegance of the lakefront neighborhood. Well-dressed gentlemen drove buggies toward the bridge, and nannies in crisp white aprons pushed prams along the neatly laid out sidewalks. Uniformed maids swept porches and women sat watching the boats and barges on the lake. “All that is here,” said Mr. Higgins. “Just waiting for her.”

Lucy couldn’t answer as she pictured the cramped flat over the shop, the noise and dust of Gantry Street and her worries about making the food budget stretch to the end of the month. She moved away from him and walked toward her daughter.

Maggie stood by the line of stones she’d laid out near the bench where the old lady sat. Waving her arms in circles, she screeched like a seagull. Mrs. Higgins awakened with a snort and a scowl. “Child, what in the world are you doing?”

“I’m a bird!” Maggie cried, angling her arms and racing toward the old woman. “I can fly!”

“Nonsense, you are a girl, and girls don’t fly.”

“We do, too,” Maggie insisted. “Well, I do, at leas—Yikes!” She clapped her hand over her mouth.

Lucy and Mr. Higgins hurried over, but Grace Templeton Higgins was more spry than she looked. Using her cane for leverage, she sprang up and went to the child. “What is it? Are you hurt?”

“Mmm-mmm.” Maggie kept her hand in place and spoke in a muffled voice. “My tooth ith very looth.”

“Let me see.” Putting aside Maggie’s hands, Grace tilted up her chin and said, “Open.”

“Grandmother—” Mr. Higgins began.

Lucy touched his sleeve, holding him back. As her fingers brushed his bare arm, that peculiar sensation rolled through her again. “It’s all right,” she said, amazed to see the severe old lady getting along so well with Maggie.

“Wider,” Grace said, and untucked a dainty handkerchief from her sash. “Let me see which tooth it is. Could it be…this one?”


She held the handkerchief flat on her palm.

“It’s out!” Maggie cried, dancing a little jig. “It’s out out out!” She paused to spit upon the ground.

Grace looked aghast, but when Maggie grabbed her hand and said thank you, she quickly recovered from her disgust.

“Mama, Mr. Higgins, look at this!” Maggie said, wrenching a finger into the side of her mouth to give them a wide view. “My tooth came out.”

“Congratulations,” said Mr. Higgins, looking suitably impressed.

Lucy realized that it was a milestone he’d not yet witnessed. What a wonder this must be to him, seeing his baby suddenly transformed into a little girl.

Maggie wadded up the handkerchief with the tooth and handed it to Mrs. Higgins. “You can keep it if you like.”

The old lady blinked behind her steel-rimmed spectacles. “Thank you,” she said, tucking the handkerchief in her sash. “I think perhaps I shall.”

* * *

“Honestly, I have no idea why you sell such drivel.” Mrs. Mackey held a dime novel between thumb and forefinger, letting it dangle there like a dormouse. “Waste of shelf space, if you ask me.”

Lucy was in no mood to spar with one of her least pleasant customers, but it was hard to let the remark pass. She took the slim booklet, printed on foolscap, from Mrs. Mackey. “Actually there are several reasons,” she said. “I am a bookseller, ma’am. These are books, and so I sell them. Dime novels sell briskly and in great numbers. I would be a poor businesswoman indeed if I ignored them.”

Mrs. Mackey, splendidly dressed as always in a mustard-colored morning dress and matching bonnet, sucked her tongue in disapproval. “But they are such…such awful little stories. Sentimental and simplistic. Don’t you see it as your mission to uplift and enlighten the hearts and minds of readers?”

“Of course,” Lucy said. “And that’s why I would never presume to determine what a woman should or shouldn’t read.” Some booksellers considered themselves too high-minded to stock such popular offerings; they saw themselves as gatekeepers of literary taste and roundly censored books of which they did not approve. But not Lucy. She understood all too well the dangers of censorship, banning books or sitting in judgment of someone’s reading choices.

Smiling in her most professional manner, she took one of the small books from the shelf and held it out to Mrs. Mackey. This one was called The Hostage, or Isle Royale Paradise by a lady author no one had ever heard of. “Have you ever read one?”

The bird feathers on her bonnet trembled indignantly. “Certainly not. Nor have I read anything remotely like it.”

“Then,” Lucy said with a wry smile, “you are well-qualified to criticize them.”

“Well, I—it’s just that they are just so…so preposterous,” Mrs. Mackey insisted. “Why would I waste my time reading something so preposterous?”

Lucy pressed the book into her hand. “There’s a reason these books are so popular. People like them. They like the drama and the sentiment. Take this book, Mrs. Mackey. If you don’t like it, bring it back.”

She hesitated, then accepted the garishly illustrated paperbound volume. “Very well. I suppose there’s no harm in taking a peek.”

Lucy caught Willa Jean’s eye and gave her a wink. Perhaps Mrs. Mackey would turn into a loyal devotee of the genre, which meant more frequent visits to the bookstore.

Though she enthusiastically sold the cheap, popular novels, Lucy didn’t understand them herself. Who on earth could believe such an outlandish plot as a bride taken hostage to an island paradise, and who could admire a woman who spent a whole book pining away for a man? But she had to admit, no matter what trials and perils the perfect blond beauty went through, she always reached a moment of blissful triumph in the end. Perhaps that was the appeal, the notion that out of the ashes of despair could come a grand passion and a shining new hope.

Lucy spent the rest of the day tending shop as usual, trying to convince herself that all would be well. She normally joined in the weekly reading circle, particularly when the theme was as compelling as this week’s topic of the upcoming Centennial march, to be led by Victoria Woodhull herself. Mrs. McNelis came in to purchase her monthly copy of The Voting Woman, but when she wanted to discuss the July Fourth event, Lucy was too preoccupied to give it her full energies. Today, it was all she could do to remember how to add a column of sums. After lunch, she simply gave up, letting Willa Jean handle the trade while she tried not to go absolutely mad with worry and apprehension.

Maggie was still oblivious to the turmoil surrounding her. Lucy’s mother had promised to go on as if everything was normal, helping the little girl through her morning lessons and taking her to play in the park after lunch. Soon, however, Lucy would have to break the news to Maggie.

Standing behind the tradesman’s counter, Lucy pretended to organize a stack of papers. In reality, she brooded upon her most recent meeting with Barry Lynch. On her behalf, he’d consulted a judge, and the news hadn’t been good. The law preferred the rights of the natural parents over the adoptive ones, and of course it favored the rights of a man over a woman. That was no surprise. The fact that Lucy had saved a helpless child and provided a safe and happy home for Maggie would arouse the court’s sympathy and admiration, but a ruling in Lucy’s favor was a longshot. Her best hope was to negotiate privately with the parents.

The notion daunted Lucy. She couldn’t even negotiate a bank loan with Randolph Higgins.

Near closing time, Patience Washington bustled in, her robes billowing with the summer wind and her face sober and fierce with concern. She greeted her sister, then turned her attention to Lucy. “I just got your message, child, and came right over,” she said.

Lucy motioned her into the tiny office cubicle behind the desk. Publishers’ broadsheets and book review journals lay scattered in untidy but well-organized heaps. On the wall was a newfangled bell system for calling up to the apartment. There was just enough room for Lucy and Patience to sit together.

“I went to see him,” she said without preamble. “I told Mr. Higgins about his daughter.”

“Oh, blessed day.” Patience beamed. “I knew you would.”

Lucy told her about Mr. Higgins’s stunned reaction, the furious suspicion followed by such wonder and gratitude that even recounting the tale, she felt an uncomfortable prickle in her throat. She described the rolling lawns of the neighborhood, the lake beach, the sad stone angel monument to Christine, the stern grandmama who had kept Maggie’s tooth, and most of all her concern about the absent wife, the former Mrs. Higgins.

“She divorced him,” Lucy said in a scandalized voice. “Left him when he could barely rise from his bed.”

“I thought you believed a woman is entitled to divorce her husband at will.”

“Of course I do, but not when it involves my child’s parents.” She stopped, wondering at the irony of her own child having other parents.


“Do you think he treated her bad, maybe beat her?”

Lucy considered the tall, brooding man who was master of the cold, tree-shaded mansion. “I cannot imagine him mistreating anyone. He is so…careful and controlled. So very gentle with Maggie. He was gardening when we arrived. I showed him the photographs of her growing up and he—” She remembered the reverent way he’d held the blanket to his face and handled the pictures. Even in his frustration over missing his daughter’s life, he had never given way to rage.

“Mr. Higgins thinks Maggie’s life is unsettled and strange. She lacks a proper nurse or governess, she lives over a shop…” His words haunted Lucy and undermined her confidence. She pulled in a long, apprehensive breath of air. “Patience, it is just as I feared. Simply knowing Maggie is alive and well is not enough for Mr. Higgins. He wants her back.”

Patience folded her hands and stared down at the desk. “We didn’t expect anything else, honey.”

“It’s more than that.” Lucy felt a fresh wave of panic. Every instinct a mother could have leaped up in denial inside her. “He wants more than the occasional visit. He intends to take her away.”

Patience’s head snapped up. “Land of mercy. Child, I don’t know what to say.”

“Please.” Lucy reached across the desk and grasped the hard-knuckled dark hands that had always touched her with kindness. She gazed pleadingly into eyes that had looked upon her with wisdom and affection since they were girls together. “You have to know what to do.”

“Nobody knows that.”

“Mr. Lynch consulted Judge Roth on my behalf to see if I have any legal recourse whatsoever.”

“And do you?”


“Not likely.” Lucy nearly choked on the words. “He thought perhaps I might be entitled to some manner of compensation for my troubles, but that is all.” She let loose with a sharp, humorless laugh. “How much is a mother to be paid for loving a child? A thousand dollars? Ten thousand? Six million? How can you put a price on such a thing?”

“What does your heart tell you to do?” asked Patience.

“Run,” Lucy answered instantly. “As fast and as far as I can, to a place where he will never find us.”

“Girl, that’s not your heart speaking. That’s instinct. You got to ask yourself what your life would be like, always running, always looking over your shoulder. You’d never feel safe. Is that any sort of a life for a child?”

“I know you’re right, Patience. I can’t flee. My whole world is here. The Firebrand, my mother, our customers.” She gave the preacher’s hands a squeeze before letting them go. “My friends and my church. Without that, life would not be worth a copper penny.”

“So…?”

“So I suppose I must fight Randolph Higgins on any grounds possible.” She shut her burning eyes; she hadn’t slept a wink the night before. “I would fight to the death to keep Maggie.”

Patience was silent for so long that Lucy dragged her eyes open. Patience had a tender, thoughtful expression on her handsome face; she waited with an abiding forbearance that made her name so fitting.

“What?” Lucy demanded.

“You better think about what Maggie’s going to go through during this here fight of yours.” She stood slowly, her lumbering movements a distant echo of the toil and abuse she’d endured growing up poorer than poor until the Hathaways had taken her and her sister in.

“Is that all you have to say?” Lucy asked.


“Good Book’s got something to say. First Book of Kings, chapter three, girl. See if the Lord will show you the way.”

The moment she was gone, Lucy raced to the bookcase in the shop containing religious and spiritual titles and took out a heavy King James. Ignoring Willa Jean’s probing stare, Lucy opened the book to the chapter and verse Patience had cited.

She was painfully familiar with the story. Two women laid claim to the same infant. To figure out the identity of the true mother, King Solomon commanded that the baby be cut in half and distributed in equal parts to the two mothers. One woman instantly shrieked out a protest and begged the king to give the child to her rival. In that moment, the king knew the protesting woman was the infant’s mother because no true mother would sacrifice her child for the sake of her own selfish needs.

Lucy replaced the Bible on the shelf. The message was clear. If she chose to put up a fight, the casualty would be Maggie.

She walked to the shop window, her footsteps clicking on the scrubbed plank floor. Standing at the window, she viewed the park across the way, where her mother sat with her knitting in her lap and Maggie played a disorganized round of baseball with a group of neighborhood boys. A powerful wave of love nearly sent Lucy to her knees, but she stood firm.

She knew what she had to do.








TWELVE



Based on the scandalous reputation of The Firebrand, Rand half expected to encounter chanting, wild-eyed Amazons on the sidewalk outside the establishment. Instead the little shop appeared to be a rather ordinary, even pleasant-looking place. Situated amid a row of merchants’ shops on the west side of Gantry Street, it faced a stand of sycamores on the opposite verge, which bordered a small city park. The brick front facade framed a picture window he knew had been wildly expensive. But in her loan papers, Lucy Hathaway had written that the outward appearance of her establishment was a critical factor in its success, and in building its false front she’d spared no expense.

Typical woman, he thought. More concerned with appearance than substance. And clearly, judging by the cryptic message he’d received from her, enamored of high drama.

She had summoned him by telegraph messenger. Everyone, even the janitor at the bank, knew Randolph Higgins did not enjoy correspondence by telegraph, yet apparently Miss Hathaway was a dedicated user of the newfangled system, sending young men dressed like organ grinders’ monkeys out to deliver her messages.


Miss Hathaway desires that you call at her shop at ten o’clock in the morning….

It had the tone of a royal summons. From anyone else in the world, Rand would ignore it as the self-important imperative of a bank client, but this was different. This was Lucy. This was the person Christine called “Mama.”

He forced himself to sit still while his driver fitted the brake blocks in front of the wheels of the coach, though he did crane his neck around, looking for his daughter.

His daughter. Alive and well. To a man who had never before dared to believe in miracles, this had made a believer of him.

The hard part was the waiting, the holding back. Only minutes after Lucy and Christine had left his house, he’d summoned a team of solicitors from the best law firm in the city. Since it was a Sunday, he’d gathered them from their family dinners and rounds of golf. After recovering from their initial amazement, the lawyers had advised him to progress methodically through the steps of reclaiming his child. One legal misstep, and he could lose her again. They did assure him, however, that he would get her back. What judge in the city would dare to question the rights of a natural parent, particularly a man of Randolph Higgins’s status?

What about the fact that his wife had divorced him? He’d been forced to ask it.

The lawyers were not worried about that. Besides, they pointed out, when she learned of Christine’s survival, Diana would surely come rushing back to him.

And surely, thought Rand morosely, the moon would fall out of the sky.

Still, miracles did happen, and Christine was proof of that. The task ahead was to find the best and fairest way to bring her back into his life. That imperative, more than any lawyer’s advice, governed his impulses now. The child was about to undergo a big change in her way of life, and he wanted to make the transition as smooth as possible.

But as he thought of Lucy Hathaway, he could not imagine anything going smoothly. The woman was a human cyclone, ripping through his life and leaving chaos in her wake. But she’d saved Christine. She’d raised a happy, healthy child. For that, he owed her a debt beyond counting.

Holding a black leather case stuffed with hastily prepared legal briefs, he took out his pocket watch, thumbing open the gold dome of the cover. He was five minutes early. He flipped the watch shut and put it into the shallow pocket of his waistcoat, remembering the day he’d received it. His father, Bradwell Higgins, had given it to him on the occasion of his engagement to Diana Layton, the most sought-after debutante in Philadelphia. Rand remembered his father’s approval and his own feeling that for once he’d done something right.

His father was notoriously difficult to please. Grandmother Higgins had always said it was because of Rand’s mother. Her name hadn’t been spoken aloud by any Higgins since Rand was ten years old.

His memories of her were few and vague. He remembered Pamela Byrd Higgins as a gentle, soft-eyed woman who rarely spoke or smiled. He recalled the soothing tenderness of a woman’s hand upon his brow when he was sick. Sometimes, if he closed his eyes, he could still summon the faint, haunting fragrance of lily of the valley, with which she scented her handkerchiefs. Rand kept his memories of her secreted away, like things kept in a trunk he never looked in but could not bear to part with.

His father had destroyed all traces of Pamela when she had left, offering no explanation and disappearing like a melting snowflake, never to return.

Only the intervention of Grandmother Higgins had soothed Bradwell’s savage temper. She’d pointed out that Pamela had always been unstable and unpredictable. Hadn’t she slid into a deep depression after Rand’s birth, refusing to speak for nearly a year? Didn’t she spend hours hunched over her writing desk, churning out Lord knew what?

Rand paced back and forth on the sidewalk, trying unsuccessfully to shake off the memories. He knew why they had been haunting him. He was a man who had met with success in every area of his life except the only one that truly mattered, and that was family. His mother had left his father, Diana had left him and his daughter had been raised by a stranger.

He wondered if he’d done a terrible thing in a past life, to be so cursed. And truly, the only thing he wanted was a happiness most men acquired without a great deal of trouble. Was it so much to ask for a contented wife and family?

At precisely ten o’clock, Rand opened the door of the shop, setting off a high-pitched brass bell as he stepped inside. A small Negro woman looked up from her post behind a plank counter.

“You must be Mr. Higgins,” she said.

Her unsmiling scrutiny made him conscious of his scars, yet she seemed to be taking his measure, not wondering about his wounds. This woman probably knew more than his name. Lucy Hathaway had likely told her associates that he meant to steal “her” daughter. He inclined his head in slightly formal fashion. “I’m here to see Miss Hathaway,” he said needlessly.

“I’ll let her know you’re here.” The woman kept her eyes on him as she left the counter and stepped through a glass-paned door behind her.

His nerves alive with anticipation, Rand turned his attention to the small shop. He was curious about the establishment, so adamantly opposed by the men associated with his bank. Near the front window was a comfortable rocker, and the walls and aisles were lined and sectioned by shelves. A brass ladder on rollers was positioned at the end of one aisle, and several customers browsed through books of varying quality. The shoppers wore dresses with prominent bustles; they hardly resembled the suffrage-minded viragos depicted by the satirists in the Chicago Tribune. They appeared as ordinary and proper as the wives of his banking clients. These ladies did not seem the sort to beat their breasts or breathe fire with passion for their cause. Yet somehow, their very ordinariness made them all the more powerful. They sent sideways glances his way, no doubt wondering what a man was doing in their midst. He nodded briefly to acknowledge the ladies and turned away.

Contrary to the picture he’d formed in his mind of an unkempt and lawless environment, he found the shop to be surprisingly orderly. The books were organized by subjects indicated by hand-lettered signs. A long table surrounded by battered yellow maple chairs dominated the room. Stacks of books and pamphlets covered the table. He picked one up, glanced at the title: “The Science of Preventing Conception.” He dropped the pamphlet as if it had stung him.

Propped at the end of the shelves was a slate board with a message in chalk: “No state shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States. —Fourteenth Amendment of the United States Constitution. Patrons are kindly reminded to vote…” He recognized Lucy Hathaway’s handwriting and her egalitarian spirit. Below that, in a scrawl of block letters, was a sketch of a cat and the word “Silky.”

Christine’s work, no doubt. A sense of wonder touched him. When he’d lost her, she’d barely been able to talk. Now she was writing words on a chalkboard. Clearly Miss Hathaway had done her best, but Christine needed a complete education, not just the haphazard schooling of a political radical.

He strolled over to a window that framed a view of the tiny concrete garden at the rear of the shop. There was Christine, playing with a cat while an older lady sat nearby, knitting.

His daughter was alive and well. More than well, she seemed filled with a special energy as she dangled a ball of yarn in front of the cat, which tracked the loose end with intense, predatory purpose. The older lady, a softer, more mellow version of Lucy, smiled indulgently and didn’t seem to mind that a cat was attacking her yarn.

When Christine jammed her foot into the crotch of the old apple tree and hoisted herself up, his instincts told him to rush outside and stop her. But Mrs. Hathaway simply tilted up her head, spoke briefly and then returned to her knitting. Christine climbed like a monkey through the branches, paying out the yarn as she went. The cat shot after the dangling end, and the child laughed as the inept hunter kept missing its mark.

Despite being raised in unorthodox circumstances, Christine appeared happy. Of course, he assured himself, she’d never known a conventional way of life. Once she made the transition, she would find an even deeper, safer happiness, he was certain of it.

“Don’t worry about the tree climbing,” Lucy said, suddenly standing behind him. “She is an expert.”

He swung around, startled even though he was expecting her. “I have a natural apprehension about children behaving in risky ways.”

Lucy studied the little girl out the window. A peculiar softness suffused her face, making her look almost pretty. “All of life is a risk, Mr. Higgins.”

She led the way into a cluttered office little bigger than a closet. “Here you have it,” she said, seating herself behind a desk littered with correspondence and invoices. “The heart of my enterprise.”

Pulling the door shut, he sat on a narrow bench and set down his case with a thud. They had an uncomfortable discussion to get through. Lucy Hathaway was no fool, and had probably made certain preparations of her own. He braced himself to do battle for his child. How far would he have to go? His lawyers had warned him that he might have to discredit her, even if it meant attacking her character. Her lovers from France, her precarious finances, her activism in the suffrage movement—all were fair game in the fight to keep Christine.

“Thank you for coming so promptly,” she began, folding her small hands upon the desk. They were rather nice hands, he observed, unassuming and prone to nervous flutters if she didn’t keep them clasped and in view.

“I am as eager to get this settled as you are,” he assured her.

“Yes, well, yes. Settled. Let me begin by saying that I see this situation from one point of view only—the point of view of someone who cares about Maggie above all else. My decision has been made with her well-being in mind, even when that is at odds with my own desires.”

So far, she sounded bloody reasonable. He wasn’t quite sure what to do with a reasonable woman.

“Naturally, that is my paramount concern as well. Christine’s future is the most important work I have ever undertaken.”

Her breath caught with a barely audible hitch. “I see,” she said. “Then I must ask you to consider letting Maggie stay with me. You will be welcome to visit anytime you wish, but she belongs here.”

He gritted his teeth. “Out of the question. My child will not be raised over a shop. By a woman who boasts of her sexual exploits with French lovers.”

Her cheeks burned scarlet. “Sir, you seem preoccupied with my private life. Don’t tell me you have been celibate all these years.”

Her comment darted into him, unexpected as a sneak attack. “Very well, I won’t tell you that.”

She narrowed her eyes. “That tells me nothing.”

Exactly as he’d intended. He pressed his hands on the edge of the desk. “I know where my bitterness comes from, Miss Hathaway. What is the source of yours?”

She glared at him. “Perhaps your accusations make me edgy—”

He raised a hand to silence her before she continued. “We should cease this arguing. For Christine’s sake, we must be rational in our approach to this dilemma. My position is clear. My daughter will live with me.”

She swallowed hard. “I feared you’d say that. But you understand, I had to try. Now, since you refuse to yield to my judgment, I’ve devised an alternative arrangement.” She pushed a long document across the desk to him. “Here are my terms.”

His instinct was to crush the papers into a ball. Who the devil did she think she was, dictating the terms of his reunification with his own flesh-and-blood daughter? Still, he reminded himself, this was Christine’s foster mother, and he would grant her the courtesy of reading her agreement.

“May I have a moment?” he asked.

“Of course.” Her skin was very white, her lips taut. “Take as long as you need.”

But he didn’t need much time at all. By the time he finished the first page, he understood the gist of it. His heart thumped wildly and a chill passed over his skin.

“You are surrendering her to my custody.”


“Yes.” Her face was a mask he could not read.

He swallowed past the dryness in his throat. “Forgive me for sitting here like an idiot, but I didn’t expect this.”

“You expected me to fight like a wet cat in a corner.”

The accuracy of her prediction amused him a little. “Well, actually—”

“Believe me, Mr. Higgins, I considered it.” She clasped and unclasped her hands. “I considered many possibilities, including disappearing to a place where you would never find us. But I discounted that. I will not live in exile.”

He was amazed she was giving the child up so easily. Perhaps, like many radical suffragists, she’d felt shackled by the responsibility of raising a child. Perhaps she felt liberated by the notion of giving Christine up.

As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he dismissed it. Lucy Hathaway was a stranger in many ways, but one thing had been clear from the start. She adored the little girl and was devoted to her. “I have to ask why,” he said.

“Of course. You probably think I feel oppressed by the burden of motherhood and wish to be rid of it as soon as possible.”

A rueful smile tightened his lips. “You see right through me, Miss Hathaway. I confess, the notion did cross my mind. But I rejected the thought. I may disagree with your politics, but I’ll not deny your love for my daughter.”

She was quiet for a moment, and he sensed her struggling with something. It was strange, this affinity he had for her, this way of knowing she was in pain.

Then she nodded. “I kept coming back to one matter—what is best for Maggie. I don’t want to force her to endure the life of a fugitive just because of my own selfishness. Nor do I want her to feel like a piece of disputed property. She would be hurt by a protracted battle, so I’ve chosen not to fight.”

Rand leaned back against the wall, trying to sort out his feelings. He’d been prepared for every possible resistance from her and had prepared every possible justification for reclaiming his daughter. His attorneys had drafted arguments in support of his claim, proving him the superior parent by virtue not only of the nature and law but of his stature in the community. He’d drawn up reams of proof of his financial and social viability. He would have dragged Lucy’s reputation through the mud, publicly, in order to win a favorable ruling from a judge. But thanks to Lucy, he hadn’t needed to fight.

Elation soared through him, yes, and triumph and joy sweetened the victory. But he could not quell a vague twinge of regret. He hadn’t wanted to do battle with this woman. However, he also didn’t want her to make herself a martyr over this.

“You’ve made a wonderfully wise and generous choice,” he said at last. “I do admire you greatly for this, Miss Hathaway.”

“I didn’t do it to gain your admiration,” she assured him. “I did it to make this as easy for Maggie as possible.” Her voice sounded cold and flat, and he suspected she was trying hard to stay calm. “Look over the rest of the document, Mr. Higgins. I expect you’ll find it agreeable.”

Her terms were far more liberal than those in the restrictive documents in his briefcase, but he was willing to make concessions because she’d taken the high road herself. Although the child’s chief domicile would be with Rand, Lucy had assigned herself generous rights to visit. The document spelled out the terms of the custodial arrangement, from visitation to maintaining membership in a church Maggie had attended since 1872. One condition, he noticed, was that the child was not to be taken from Chicago without Lucy’s approval.

“May I take this?” he asked, holding up the agreement.

“Of course.” She pressed her palms carefully on the blotter. “But I warn you, I will not change a word of it.”

He opened his briefcase. “I brought a document of my own, but it was drawn up with a contest in mind.”

“My daughter is not a prize to be won. That’s why I gave her up without a fight. I’m doing this the only way I know how.”

He’d expected tears and hysterics. Instead she seemed as steady as a marble icon.

“What have you heard from your former wife?”

As always, Lucy Hathaway aimed straight for the heart of the matter. “I had a wire last night from San Francisco.” Over the past years, his feelings for Diana had run the gamut, from an abiding commitment to blind hatred to a profound indifference.

“When will she return?” Lucy asked. “Did she say?”

“Actually,” Rand said, hating the admission, “she did not. She declared her surprise and joy to learn that our daughter is alive and well, but there was no mention of her coming back for a reunion.” He didn’t reveal that the wire had been filled with suspicions even darker than the ones Rand had entertained when Lucy had first come to him. Diana believed the claim to be fraudulent. She accused Lucy of being a blackmailer and manipulator.

Wishful thinking will not bring Christine back, Diana had concluded. Take care you’re not duped by an opportunist.

“There is something we must consider,” Lucy said, leaning across the desk. As he so often did, he felt drawn to her. She was a thin woman with busy hands and probing eyes, intense in a way that captured his interest and held it riveted.

“What is that, Miss Hathaway?”


“I assume she could arrive at any moment—for heaven’s sake, how could she stay away?”

“Indeed.” Yet Diana had given no indication of further interest in the subject. He settled back, waiting for her to make her point.

“And when she comes, what if she—” Lucy broke off, trouble furrowing her brow.

“Go on,” he said. Christ, did she expect him to read her mind? “What were you going to say?”

She looked him square in the eye. “I mean you no insult whatever, and I beg you not to take this wrong.”

“Just say it, Miss Hathaway. Now is the time for complete candor.”

“Suppose your ex-wife is unwilling to renew her marriage vows with you?”

He let out an explosive sound that was not quite a laugh. “Do you think I was expecting that?”

“Actually, yes. I assumed that the impact of the tragedy broke you apart, and now that you have found your child again, you would come back together.”

Rand used to hope for a reconciliation. He’d built his house—a grand behemoth he could ill afford—in the hopes that it would lure her back to him. Finally he’d concluded that whatever bonds he and Diana had shared had been broken long before the tragedy. It took the drama and agony of the accident to sever the ties completely.

But Lucy couldn’t know that. All she knew was that his scars had made him a monster no woman could possibly want, not even the mother of his child.

“Diana is not likely to want a reconciliation,” he said.

“That is why I stated in the agreement that Maggie is to be raised in Chicago. Mr. Higgins, I beg you to support me in this.”

“Diana will not take my daughter from Chicago,” Rand promised her. “But for now, there’s no point in speculating about her plans. The next task is to share the news with Christine.”

“Christine.” The name came from her on a whisper, as if she were almost afraid to utter it. She shut her eyes, and the expression on her face was so taut with uncertainty and yearning that he had a sudden urge to touch her, to rub his thumb along the tense line of her jaw and tell her everything was going to be all right. He didn’t, of course. He didn’t touch anyone anymore.

“When shall we tell her?” he asked.

“Not yet,” she said, her eyes flying open. “You’ll want time to look over my terms. We must sign the agreement and have it notarized. Everything must be in place before she—” Lucy broke off. “Everything must be in place.”

“Miss Hathaway, I have barely slept three hours since you gave me this miracle. What do you suppose I’ve been doing in that time?”

“I don’t know you, Mr. Higgins. You’ll have to tell me.”

“I’ve been getting the house ready. A crew of workmen has been laboring ‘round the clock, preparing a suite of rooms for her. Christine will live like a princess in a fairy tale.”

“I’ll want to inspect the premises myself.”

“Of course.” He stood up, briefcase in hand. He’d come here expecting the worst. Instead he was getting his child back. He wanted to laugh, to smile. To shout with joy.

“And I want for us to tell her together.”

“Of course,” he said again, and felt a blessed relief. He was not too proud to admit that the prospect was daunting. In taking his place as Christine’s father once again, he would need all the help he could get.

* * *

The knowledge that Randolph Higgins would be taking Maggie away sat like a stone on Lucy’s chest. She devoted the remaining week to her daughter, knowing she would have to live the rest of her life on the precious memories they made in their final days together. Mr. Higgins would permit her to visit, of course, and she would always be a part of Maggie’s life, but it wouldn’t be the same as living together, day in and day out.

But she would never forget, never. And if there was a benevolent God—Patience swore there was—Lucy would remember even the small moments that seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. She would always savor the simple joy of bathing Maggie’s healthy body, the sound of the child’s unrestrained laughter, the patter of her feet as she and Lucy danced and whirled, pretending they were princesses. She would remember standing over Maggie’s little spool-spindle bedstead and watching her daughter sleep with her hand clutched around Amelia, her rag doll. She would never let herself forget the little-girl smell of her, equal parts grass and fruit and something uniquely Maggie. She’d have to learn to close her eyes and conjure up cherished images to banish her loneliness—the expression on Maggie’s face when she spied a nest of ducklings by the pond in the park, her round-eyed look of wonder on Christmas morning, the way her little hand fit so perfectly into Lucy’s and the way that hand always seemed to be there, right when Lucy needed it most.

Being a mother had taught Lucy that a child gave as much as she took. More, even, for she was completely unaware of the importance of her gift as she held up a scrawled drawing of a sailboat, plucked a daisy for her grandmother or kept Willa Jean company by singing “Camptown Races.” These were all things Maggie gave without calculation or purpose. She gave selflessly simply because she was a child with a loving heart.

For Maggie’s sake, everyone kept up a cheerful facade. Viola still supervised baking day and washing day with a song on her lips, though her gaze lingered extra long on Maggie as the little girl folded the tea towels with clumsy diligence.

Willa Jean entered figures in the account books, and as she worked, her attention kept wandering to the wall calendar. Everyone knew time was short, but no one spoke of it.

On the appointed day, Deborah and Kathleen came to visit, finding Lucy in the kitchen with a large spoon and an old bucket.

“Wait a minute.” Kathleen tilted her head at a comical angle. “Has hell frozen over?”

Lucy laughed; her aversion to cooking was well known. “Don’t worry,” she said, “it’s not lunch. I’m getting ready to do an art project with Maggie.”

Deborah touched her arm. “How are you?”

“Wretched,” Lucy admitted. “I feel as though—” she peered out the window, making sure Maggie was out of earshot “—we’re waiting around for someone to die.”

“Don’t be morbid,” Kathleen said. “Maggie will be fine. I told my husband to find out everything he could about the man.”

Dylan Kennedy had always had a fine nose for uncovering information. “And?”

“Dylan says he’s a hardworking, decent man. Smart in business, though he associates with that ee-jit, Jasper Lamott. Outside of banking, your Mr. Higgins has had a share of troubles.”

“Does Dylan know anything about the former Mrs. Higgins?” Lucy asked.

Kathleen and Deborah exchanged a glance heavy with apprehension.

“Tell me,” Lucy insisted. “You absolutely must. This is Maggie’s future we’re talking about.”

“They say Diana Higgins divorced him with indecent haste and claimed nearly all he had.”


Deborah smoothed her skirts in her lap. “People say all sorts of things in a divorce suit. I don’t think her getting the fortune means a thing. It certainly doesn’t mean he’s an unfit father. Perhaps it means he’s…overly decent.”

“A man?” Kathleen snorted. Then she sobered and took Lucy’s hands. “The night of the Great Fire was a turning point for all of us, wasn’t it? Deborah was taken hostage and fell in love with her captor.”

“You make it sound so easy,” Deborah said.

“And I got married, of all things, though I didn’t learn to love Dylan until later.”

“We all found someone to love that night,” Lucy said brokenly. “But now I’m losing my Maggie.”

“You mustn’t think of it that way,” Kathleen said, her clear green eyes deep with an abiding and very Irish belief in magic. “Something good will come of this, you’ll see. That was the night that shaped our lives.”

“Of the three of us, you were the bravest of all,” Deborah said. “Kathleen’s right. You were meant to bring Maggie back to Mr. Higgins, and you won’t be abandoned for it.”

“He’s very suspicious of me,” Lucy confessed, thinking of the modifications he’d made to their agreement.

“Most men don’t trust a woman with a mind of her own.”

A dull red heat crept up Lucy’s cheeks. “I’m afraid I once said a foolish thing to him. He was mocking the free love movement, so I happened to mention all my lovers from France. He believes I have a whole raft of them.”

Kathleen laughed and slapped her knee. “I wish you did.”

“Sometimes I wish that, too,” Lucy admitted. “But men don’t like me.”

“You just haven’t met the right man yet. Or perhaps you have and you don’t know it. The gas man, the postman, the printer, the Harper Brothers sales representative.”


In spite of herself, Lucy laughed as she measured water into the bucket, then bade her friends goodbye.

“You’ll be all right, Lucy,” Deborah promised her. “You always are.”

Kathleen hugged her hard. “Remember what I said, girleen. Something good will come of this.”

After they left, Maggie came in, her cheeks bright from being out in the crisp spring day. “What is this stuff, Mama?” she asked, peering into the battered bucket.

“Plaster of Paris,” Lucy said. “You’ll love it.”

Maggie stuck a finger into the thick mixture and brought it to her mouth.

“It’s not to eat,” Lucy said quickly. “It’s for making things.”

“Like what?”

“Just watch.” Lucy poured the wet plaster into three cardboard trays on the worktable.

“Look, Grammy Vi,” Maggie shouted as Viola joined them. “Plaster apparent!”

Lucy’s mother looked intrigued. “What on earth are you making?”

Silky the cat slipped in, leaping silently to the table to inspect the mixture.

“It’s a surprise,” said Lucy, trying in vain to shoo the cat away. “But we mustn’t waste time. It hardens quickly. Give me your hand, Maggie.”

The child eagerly complied. Lucy kissed the little hand, eliciting a giggle from Maggie. “Hold your fingers apart, like so,” Lucy instructed, demonstrating. “We’re going to bring your hand straight down.”

Maggie grinned as her hand sank into the white plaster. “It’s warm,” she exclaimed. “Feels like mud.”

“I knew you’d love it. Now, lift it straight out, don’t wiggle around.”

Maggie raised her hand, leaving a detailed impression in the plaster. “It’s my hand,” she crowed. “My wonderful bunderful hand! My hand!”

“Yes, my sweet, your wonderful hand. Now Grammy Vi and I are going to do the same. We’re going to make impressions of our hands.”

“I’ll just take my rings off and put them in a safe place.” Viola left the room.

“We must put your name and the date in the plaster,” Lucy said. “I’ll get a stick to use for writing.”

She was only gone a moment, but a moment was all it took. An angry feline yowl filled the kitchen. Maggie had decided to use the leftover plaster in the bucket to make an impression of Silky. With plaster clinging to her paws, the protesting cat raced straight up the front of Maggie and crawled over her head before leaping across the table and disappearing. Maggie had plaster on her cheeks, in her hair, on her clothing—everywhere.

The little girl’s face grew red, and her chin trembled. “I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t mean—”

Lucy burst out laughing, knowing she was close to shedding tears the child wouldn’t understand. She opened her arms and sat down, folding Maggie in an embrace. “Don’t you worry, brat. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

Maggie snuggled happily against her.

“Take this stylus and print your name right here,” Lucy said, indicating the impression of her hand. “Just scratch it into the plaster.”

With deep concentration, Maggie wrote her name, carefully drawing each letter. Lucy felt dizzy, trying to conceal her grief as she wrote the date.

“Why, Mama?” Maggie set aside the stylus and admired her work. “Why are we making our hands in plaster?”

Lucy felt as if everything vital had been sucked out of her. Somehow, she found her voice and said, “So that, no matter where you go, I’ll always have your little hand to hold.”








PART FOUR


No one can say of his house, “There is no Trouble here.”

—Oriental proverb
























THIRTEEN



Maggie knew Mama wasn’t really mad at her about the plaster, because she gave her a big hug and a kiss, and when she pulled back, there was plaster in Mama’s hair, too. Grammy Vi came into the kitchen and looked at them both in that Grammy way of hers, shaking her head. And when Silky ran out from behind the stove, still covered in plaster, they all started giggling.

That was when Maggie heard heavy footsteps on the stair and then a sharp knock.

“I’ll get it!” she yelled, and ran for the door. She loved visitors. You never knew who was coming to call. Important People came for long, serious talks with Mama about Politics and The Movement. Maggie found such discussions boring, but the Important People usually had a sweet or two in their pockets and when company came, Grammy Vi would make jam tarts for tea.

Silky always got excited when Maggie ran, and chased after her. Snatching up the plaster-covered cat, she held her draped over one arm and hauled open the door with the other. A huge shadow loomed in the hallway.

It was the giant! The giant had come to call!

Silky leaped out of her arms and jumped high as ever she could, landing smack in the middle of the visitor’s chest.

He made a grumbly sound and grabbed for the cat. Silky let out a yowl and ran down him as if he were the trunk of a tree. Then she streaked down the stairs, leaving white footprints all over the carpet runner.

Maggie stared up at him with very big eyes. She tried to remember his name but all she could think of was the giant in “Jack and the Beanstalk” who wanted to grind Jack’s bones to make his bread. All she could manage was a “Yikes!” and then she ran to get her mama.

But Mama was there already, coming through the kitchen door. She had plaster smudges and a funny look on her face as she said, “Hello, Mr. Higgins. Welcome to our home.”

Now Maggie remembered. The giant’s name was Mr. Higgins. He really wasn’t scary, just big. He looked confused about the plaster. She wondered if he knew he had white cat feet prints all over his black coat.

“Thank you,” he said, not “Fee fie fo fum,” as he stepped into the parlor.

Grammy Vi came in, looking terrifically proper. Mama introduced them, and the giant called her Mrs. Hathaway in a respectful way and gave a bow like a gentleman in a stage play. Standing in the middle of the parlor, on the faded flowery carpet, he made everything around him look tiny—the horsehair sofa, the glass lamp, the shelves of books against the wall. Even the tall case clock, which Maggie was learning to read, seemed little beside Mr. Higgins.

“We didn’t expect you so soon,” Mama said in her Polite but Firm voice. “May I take your coat?”

He set down his case. It looked like a leather carpetbag, only it was black. He took off his coat and handed it to Mama. She brushed at the white cat prints as she hung the coat on the hall tree.


“Thank you,” he said.

The way he stared at Mama reminded Maggie of something Sally Saltonstall had once told her. Some ladies had what were known as Gentleman Callers. Gentleman Callers usually brought gifts of lemon drops and fresh flowers. Mr. Higgins didn’t seem the sort at all, and his black bag appeared too Important to contain lemon drops.

Maggie thought about his enormous house and lovely garden and Ivan the dog, who never got tired of chasing sticks and rocks. She thought about his old, gray grandmother, who seemed as fierce as the Bad Queen in Maggie’s favorite fairy story.

“Let’s all sit down, shall we?” Mama said.

Maggie heard that funny note in Mama’s voice again—the one she’d been hearing for a few days. Mama was the same as usual, but Maggie was the sort of girl who noticed everything. She’d noticed that her mother’s voice got a bit higher and a little strained when she was Upset. Usually it was Injustice that upset her, but when Maggie asked her about it this week, Mama would simply say something like “I’m just thinking about how much I love you.”

The words made Maggie feel all warm and Important inside but a little nervous, too. Because she noticed everything, she noticed that lately Mama’s hugs lasted a few seconds longer. Her bedtime stories were softer and not so scary. And when she thought Maggie was fast asleep—Maggie was very good at pretending to sleep—Mama stood by the bed an extralong time.

Grammy Vi sat perfectly straight on the sofa, patting the seat next to her for Maggie, who clambered up. She was delighted to escape a scolding about the plaster, even though it was drying to a white powder and making little clouds in the room. Maggie swung her legs, watching the plaster dry on her bare feet, while Mama and Mr. Higgins sat down in the straight-back wooden chairs on each side of the squatty parlor stove. Mr. Higgins’s knees came up high in front of him.

“I bet you have a very tall bicycle,” Maggie said admiringly. “The ones with the biggest wheels go the fastest.”

“Actually I’ve never ridden on a bicycle,” he said. His voice was very deep. “I don’t know how.”

“It’s the best thing ever,” Maggie said.

“Is it?” He made an expression with his mouth that might have been a smile, but Maggie didn’t know him well enough to tell. “Better than strawberry ice cream?”

Now she was sure it was a smile. And his watchful eyes had a nice twinkle in them. “Maybe the same as strawberry ice cream,” she admitted.

Grammy Vi patted her hand, making a tiny puff of white powder on the sofa.

“This is a very special meeting,” Mama said.

Maggie stopped swinging her feet. A Meeting? She was at a Meeting? Mama had lots of those, but Maggie had never been invited to one. Suddenly she felt very grown-up.

“Will we have a March?” she asked excitedly. “Will we have a Protest? Will Patience come and teach us hymns of solid—solid—” She looked at Grammy Vi and whispered, “I forgot the word.”

“Solidarity,” Grammy Vi said. “And no, it’s not that sort of meeting.”

“Maggie,” said Mama, “Mr. Higgins is here because he is part of the most wonderful story in the whole wide world. You know which story I mean, don’t you?”

Maggie wiggled up and down on the sofa. “The baby from heaven story?”

“Yes.”

“But that is our story,” Maggie said. “There was a great, terrible fire, and I fell from the sky, and you caught me, and that is how I came to be your daughter.” She looked from the strange, big man to her mama. “Right?”

“That’s our part of the story. But there’s another part, too. Mr. Higgins can tell you about it.”

She stopped wiggling and regarded him with new interest. “Really?”

“Yes,” he said in his giant’s voice. “Before the fire, you had a mother and father who loved you very much.”

“I know that. My mama has always told me so.”

He lifted one eyebrow, an expression that made him seem extremely interested. “Has she?”

“Of course,” Mama said, speaking to Mr. Higgins. “I never wanted her to feel she’d been abandoned, ever.”

Maggie wasn’t sure what abandoned meant.

“Now a very surprising thing has occurred,” Mama continued.

“A miraculous thing,” Mr. Higgins said, and the way he regarded Maggie made her feel like the most Important girl in the world. She got a funny prickle in her chest, like the feeling she got on Christmas morning as she lay in her bed, waiting for Grammy Vi to call her into the parlor to see her presents.

“What is the miraculous thing, Mama?” she demanded, unable to contain her excitement. The rusty springs of the sofa creaked as she bounced up and down. “I want to know the miraculous thing!”

“Well, now there is something new to add to our story.” Mama was quiet for a second as she took a deep breath of air. “We always thought—It was always assumed that the loving mother and father had died trying to save their little girl from the fire.”

“Because they were too big to be wrapped up in blankets and mattresses,” Maggie said. She didn’t like to think about it, but her mama had said it was a tragical part of the story. She caught Mr. Higgins’s eye. “Last October on my birthday, Mama let me pick out two stars in the night sky. She said those two stars were the lost mother and father, who would always watch over me.”

“That’s a nice story,” he said. “But we have some good news for you. Those people didn’t die after all.”

Maggie took a moment to think about this. “The mother and father?” She had always pictured them like people in a stereoscope photograph—frozen strangers posed side by side, wearing the same clothes and the same statue expressions every time she peered through the scope at them.

“That’s exactly what I mean,” he said. He kept catching Mama’s eye, and each time he did, she would nod in a nervous way. “Your mother and father were hurt in the fire, and for weeks and weeks, they had to stay in the hospital. They were asleep almost the whole time.”

“Like Rip van Winkle,” Maggie observed.

“A little. But bit by bit, they got better. It took a long time. They went to the hotel building where they had last seen their daughter, and it was gone. The city officials told them everyone in the building had died.”

Maggie heard a rough break in his voice. He splayed his big hands on his knees, and she could see shiny scars on his knuckles and fingers.

“They were the saddest people in the world when they heard this news,” Mr. Higgins went on. “For all the years since the fire, they have been missing their little daughter.” His hands squeezed his knees as if looking for something to hang on to. “They never knew she was safe and sound, living with a foster mother and a grandmother up over a bookshop.”

The Christmas-morning feeling in Maggie turned to something different. She began to feel a shy, odd cramping inside. Mr. Higgins kept staring at her in a way that was funny and sad and hungry all at once.

“Maggie, sweetheart,” Mama said in her softest voice. “A most remarkable thing has happened. Mr. Higgins is your papa, who lost you in the fire.”

Maggie pulled her knees up to her chest, trying to make herself very small. Looping her arms around her knees, she said nothing.

“You always wanted a papa of your own,” Mama pointed out.

“But Willa Jean is the papa,” Maggie objected, her voice very loud. “You said.”

“That was just pretend,” Mama said. “This is for real.”

Everyone was very, very quiet for a long time. They all seemed to be waiting for Maggie to say something. Finally she set her chin on her knees and said, “I already have a mama.” She couldn’t imagine any other, except as a faraway star in the night sky.

Mama’s eyes turned enormously bright as she said, “Now you have two who love you. Isn’t that lucky?”

Maggie didn’t feel lucky at all. She lowered her eyelashes and peeked at the man sitting in the chair with his hands on his knees. He didn’t really look like the papa in the stereoscope pictures. He didn’t even have side-whiskers like Sally’s father or a bristly beard like Mr. Kennedy, whose red-haired wife had a new baby every year.

And that made her realize why Mr. Higgins didn’t look like a father—he had no children with him, none crawling in his lap or whispering in his ear or bringing him treasures from the lakeshore.

Maggie stood up, raining bits of plaster on the floor, and walked over to Mr. Higgins. If he really was her papa then she wanted to look at him up close.

He put out both of his hands and held them palms up. There were some whitish scars on his fingers; she’d noticed them that first day at the bank. Maggie stared at his face and saw the scars there, too.

“Did it hurt very much?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. “It did.”

Sometimes grown-ups didn’t answer questions directly. She was glad Mr. Higgins did.

“Can I touch them?” she asked.

“Of course you can.”

She put her hands into his. They fit together nicely, and his hands were dry and warm and smooth. Just for a second, he shut his eyes, and when he opened them, she thought they looked extra shiny.

“Where’s the—” Maggie stopped herself from asking the question. She didn’t know what to call the other mama, even though they told her she was so lucky for having two.

“Your mother?” he asked, guessing her thoughts.

“The—my other mother.” She hoped he knew it was an important distinction.

“She lives far away in a place called California. Do you know where that is?”

“Of course I know,” she said with an excess of patience. “It’s in San Francisco.”

“Actually your…other mother does live in San Francisco. It’s a big city by the sea.”

“Why does she live there? Isn’t she your wife?”

“No,” he said. His voice was flat, but he didn’t seem cross at all. “She’s not my wife anymore because we had something called a divorce.”

“Is that anything like the mumps? Sally Saltonstall had mumps and we couldn’t be together for days and days.”

He made a rusty sound, and it took her a moment to realize it was a laugh. “Being divorced means we’re not married anymore. But Diana will always be your mother.”


She’s never been my mother, thought Maggie, but she didn’t dare to say that aloud. She knew somehow that it would be bad manners.

She smiled to let him know she liked him. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Higgins. Maybe you’ll come and visit again.”

As she turned away, he said a funny thing. He said, “Christine.”

The tone of his voice made her turn back to face him. “Who is Christine?”

He smiled. It was a nice smile but it was stiff around the edges, as though his mouth wasn’t used to smiling. “You are,” he said. “That’s your name—Christine Grace Higgins.”

She jumped back as if he’d breathed fire like a dragon. In her mind, she saw the stone angel with the name Christine on it. “My name is Maggie,” she said stoutly. “Margaret Sterling Hathaway. Maggie Maggie Maggie.” She stamped her bare foot each time for emphasis, raining specks of plaster on the floor.

He didn’t get mad, but smiled again, just a little. “Maggie’s a very nice name. We’ll call you Maggie if you like.”

She’d been expecting an argument. She folded her arms and said, “Very well.”

“Very well,” he said back at her. They stared at each other for quite a long time, until a funny feeling came over Maggie and she couldn’t help herself. She giggled. And then Mr. Higgins laughed, too, and Mama and Grammy Vi smiled and whispered something between them.

But after a while, Mama started to look serious, as she had when she was telling the story. “Maggie, darling, there’s something else we have to tell you.”

“What?”

“We’ve talked about what’s best for you now that we know where you came from. We talked to important judges and lawyers trying to figure out how to arrange this so that all of your parents have a chance to love you. You’re going to be living with Mr.—with your papa. Won’t that be nice?”

There was a silence in the room as big as Lake Michigan. She pictured Mr. Higgins’s giant house and his old grandmother.

Maggie thought maybe she had bees in her belly, because something was buzzing around in there. Then she realized it wasn’t bees at all, but a scream. When she opened her mouth, out it came—the loudest, longest, most desperate scream she’d ever screamed.








FOURTEEN



Rand had known that starting Maggie on her new life was not going to be easy. He’d expected it to bother him when she clung to Lucy and begged, “Please don’t make me go!” He understood that, blood ties notwithstanding, his daughter was bound by the heart to Lucy Hathaway.

He thought he’d braced himself for a wrenching transition. But he wasn’t prepared for how helpless he felt.

He was, by nature, a problem solver. He was the sort to fix things, find remedies. But as he regarded the wailing little girl who clutched at her mother’s skirts, he had no idea what to do.

Miss Lowell, the governess he had engaged to look after Christine, had admonished him to be firm with the girl, to ignore any childish objections and get on with the business of bringing her back where she belonged. Miss Lowell, who had twenty-five years’ experience managing children, had made it sound so simple. But how could it be simple to tear a child away from the only mother she knew?

He caught Lucy Hathaway’s eye over the head of the weeping child. Lucy appeared pale but calm as she held Maggie and kissed the top of her head and made soothing sounds. But Rand knew that inside she must be breaking apart.

He imagined that, in this moment, Lucy was like a shipwreck in a storm—her destruction slow and violent, inexorable, sinking into coldness. He knew, because that was how he’d felt when he’d lost Christine.

She is Maggie now, he told himself. With all the other upheaval, he would not try to force a strange name on her.

Viola Hathaway sat very still, the only motion a steady stream of tears down her cheeks.

He still could not believe how easily Lucy had ceded custody of Maggie. Now, as he watched her holding the little girl, he understood why. It wasn’t that Lucy had something to hide, or that she wished to shed herself of the cumbersome inconvenience of a child. Quite the opposite. She lived and breathed for Maggie. Lucy had known that any resistance to Rand’s suit would hurt Maggie, and so she’d surrendered quickly and completely.

She must have understood from the very start that it would come to this. So why had she come forward, when she could have let him go on believing his daughter dead? Why wouldn’t she let him go on year after year, sitting with an old photograph and drinking a single bottle of champagne on Christine’s birthday?

He knew now, and the understanding humbled him.

After what seemed like a long time, Lucy put Maggie on the floor, held her by the shoulders and gazed solemnly into the miserable little face. “This is the way it has to be,” she said. “Before there was me, there was your papa, and he needs you now.”

Maggie shot him a look over her shoulder. “He doesn’t need me. He’s got Ivan and his old grandmama and that great big house.”

Rand held her gaze. “You’re wrong, Maggie. I need you very much.”


She blinked, her eyelashes spiky with tears. “Why?”

“Because you are the most precious thing in my life, and I thought I’d lost you forever. Now that you’re back, you’re all I think about.”

“Could you maybe think about me while I stay here?” she suggested. “And I could come and visit you sometimes?”

She spoke with such adult logic that she nearly did him in, but Lucy took charge. “Come, sweetheart. Grammy Vi and I got all your favorite things ready. I want you to be all settled in your new room so that when I come to visit you, I’ll know you feel right at home.”

Rand stood out of politeness, but he had no idea what to do with himself.

“I’ll never feel at home there. Never!” Maggie stomped her foot. “I’ll hate it there. I’ll hate it forever!”

Remarkably, Lucy pretended not to hear, and even more remarkably, the tantrum subsided. Maggie followed Lucy out of the parlor down a narrow hallway.

“A tantrum is only a tantrum if there’s someone watching,” Viola Hathaway murmured to him, dabbing at her cheeks with a lace-edged handkerchief. “Remember that technique. I suspect you’ll need it.”

He nodded. “I feel like a monster.”

She didn’t try to soothe or placate or deny it. “Perhaps now you understand my daughter,” she said with a touch of pride. “Justice and honor are everything to her. She puts them before everything, even her personal desires.”

“There is no humane way to do this.” He wanted to pace the room, but it was so tiny and cramped he feared he might break something.

A knock sounded at the door, and it opened before anyone could respond. Into the room burst a large, handsome black woman dressed in a dark dress. “Oh, good,” she said in a rich, almost musical voice, “he’s still here.” With the attention of a cow buyer at the Union Stockyards, she inspected Rand from head to toe. She nearly matched him in height, and her regard was filled with the special authority of a person who knew exactly what she was about.

“Patience,” said Viola, “this is Mr. Higgins.”

“I know.” Her hand was large and smooth, her grip strong. “How do you do?”

“Mr. Higgins,” Viola continued, “this is the Reverend Patience Gloriana Washington.”

“I’m honored, ma’am,” he said.

“Patience!” Maggie raced out of her room and flung herself at the tall woman. “Patience, help! This man is my papa and he’s taking me away!”

“I know that, child.” As if Maggie weighed nothing, Patience lifted her up to one hip and held her there. “It’s a blessed miracle. Your mama told me all about it.”

“Don’t let him take me, Patience! Don’t!” Maggie pushed her head into Patience’s shoulder and peered at Rand.

“Land sakes, girl. I never knew you to be such a baby,” Patience said. “Here the good Lord gives you back your daddy, and you act like you don’t even want him.”

“I do want him, Patience, but I—” She pushed back and looked directly at him. “I do want you, Mr. Higgins.” Her voice was curiously controlled, reminding him sharply of Lucy. “I just don’t want to leave my mama.”

“Honey child,” Patience said, “everything’s going to be just fine, you’ll see. The Lord fixes things in ways we don’t understand.”

“Why? Why would he do that?”

“To test the strength of our faith.”

“Well, I failed the test.”

“Almighty, but you got a mouth on you, girl. This is a chance to see if we’ll trust the Lord’s wisdom and obey his law.” She had a magnetic way of speaking. Even the little girl seemed drawn in. “You’re going to find a brand-new way of life with your daddy, but you’ll always have this life, too,” Patience said. “You must learn to call him Papa, and you’ll learn to love him as much as he loves you.”

“Aw, Patience, I can’t.”

“Sure you can, honey. Sure you can.” As she spoke, the preacher brought Maggie over to Rand and handed her to him.

Maggie stiffened, but Patience made a clucking noise and the little girl relaxed against him. Rand was nearly overwhelmed by the sensation of holding his daughter in his arms once again.

“You know,” he said, “when you were a baby, I used to hold you every night and walk around the room until you fell asleep.”

“Really?” she whispered.

“Yes. You had a nurse who used to scold me for spoiling you, but I did it anyway.”

“Why was there a nurse? Was I sick?”

“No, not that sort of nurse. Someone to help your mother take care of you.”

“My mama never needs help taking care of me. Why did my—the other one need help?”

“I’m not sure.” He patted her on the back. “You were a lot smaller then.”

Lucy arrived with a carpet bag in each hand. Her face was ashen, her smile false and strained. “Hello, Patience,” she said. “Thank you for coming.” Her heart was in those words; Rand could hear it. For all her steely reserve, Lucy Hathaway was inches from crumbling.

“Let’s all go down together,” Patience said.

Maggie strained toward her mother, fingers splayed so that her hands resembled tiny starfish, but Lucy pretended not to see and headed down the narrow stairway with the valises. Over her shoulder, she spoke to Rand. “Did you have time to go over that list I gave you?”

The list had been a mile long. “You mean the one that says Maggie likes to fall asleep with a lamp on, with the flame set very low?”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

He could feel the little girl’s interest pique. She expressed herself with her whole body, limbs stiffening and hands clenching when something caught her attention.

“And she dislikes a creaky bed, her favorite story is Cinderella, pork disagrees with her, she prefers to take her bath on Wednesday and Saturday night and she uses Dr. Denmark’s tooth powder. Oh, and she attends the Calvary Baptist Church.” He quickly rattled off the rest of the list—where she was in her sums and penmanship, the names of her friends, the title of the book Lucy was reading to her at night.

Lucy reached the bottom of the stairs and turned to gape at him. She set down the valises and patted Maggie’s back. “You did look over the list.”

He had memorized every word.

* * *

Rand had worked tirelessly to prepare for the arrival of his daughter. He wanted her to have the life he’d always envisioned for her. He wanted her days filled with sunshine and nights filled with pleasant dreams. He wanted to hear her laughter ringing through the halls and to see her busy at her sewing or dancing lessons. He wanted her dressed up pretty as a picture for supper each night, smiling across the table from him as she dined on fruit compote and buttered biscuits.

The only thing missing from the picture was a woman. His dreams and visions of the perfect family were incomplete. He couldn’t help wondering about Diana. Her first reply to his ecstatic wire had been suspicious. Her second had been cautious and oddly congratulatory, as if he’d reported getting a new coach horse or an important client at the bank. This morning he’d wired her that Christine was returning home. As soon as possible, he would have a photograph made of Maggie, and mail it to Diana. If that didn’t get her to Chicago, he didn’t know what would.

From the moment his coach lurched away from the curb, Rand realized that nothing was going to proceed as planned. Like a fool, he always mapped things out according to some idealized vision in his head, not according to the way things were.

Instead of sunshine, a storm rolled in off the lake. It was a typical lake squall—swift and vicious, dark and drenching. In minutes, the sky seemed to disappear and a high wind, laced by slanting rain, lashed through the streets. Lightning cracked close by. Maggie winced, then drew herself into a tight ball on the leather seat.

He put his arm around her, but the gesture felt awkward and forced. Touching people was a habit he would have to relearn. She didn’t move away, but tightened her posture like a turtle pulling itself into a hard shell. Rain slapped at the glass windscreen of the coach hood.

“Storms have always scared me,” he said over the wail of the wind and the drumming rain.

“You?” She lifted her head from her tucked arms. “But you’re a grown-up.”

“Being a grown-up doesn’t mean you never get scared.”

“My mama’s not afraid of anything. Ever.”

He smiled. “That doesn’t surprise me. But storms are scary. All that noise, crashing down when we don’t expect it.”

“What do you do when you’re scared?” she asked.

“I used to shut my eyes and hold my hands over my ears, like this.” He demonstrated, exaggerating his expression of sheer terror. When he opened his eyes again, she was laughing, though she stopped abruptly when he grinned at her. “Now that I have you,” he said, “it’s not so scary.”

“Because you’re not so all alone.”

“Right.”

The coach lurched and splashed through the streets of Chicago, heading north along the lakeshore. The strong wind caused the vehicle to sway. Maggie turned her face to the window, peering through a blur of raindrops at the lake. The choppy, gray waters were frosted with white wave crests, churning restlessly with the force of the storm.

The coach halted under the portico at the side of the house, well out of the rain. Rand opened the door and stepped down, reaching for his daughter. As he held her by her tiny waist, he was filled with such a feeling of joy that he laughed aloud, swinging her high in the air so that her little legs flew out. She looked startled, and then she laughed, too.

The driver, with hooded oilskins dripping and streaming water, leaped down and gaped at them.

“Is something wrong, Bowen?” asked Rand, still swinging her up and down.

“No, sir. You sounded as though you were choking, is all.”

“I was laughing,” Rand said.

“So I see, sir.”

He realized that Bowen, who had been his driver since he’d been wheeled out of St. Elspeth’s, had never heard him laugh.

Still holding Maggie, Rand headed for the entryway. She pushed her hand at his arm. “You’re very strong.”

“Am I?”

“The only one who’s ever picked me up that high before is Bull.”

“Bull?”

“I’m supposed to call him Mr. Waxman, but he lets me call him Bull.” She cupped her hands around his ear, seeming not to notice the burns. “He’s courting Willa Jean.”

The brass-and-glass double doors both opened at once as if they worked automatically. Glaring light flooded the foyer. Rand had ordered it so—all the lights on, all the help assembled to greet his daughter, and Grandmother in the center at the foot of the grand staircase.

Yet the effect was not what he’d planned. The white gaslight struck like lightning, abrupt and dazzling. Their footsteps echoed on the gleaming floor, the sound tomblike and intimidating. The servants and domestics and even Grandmother were garbed in funereal black and stark white.

Maggie dropped her chin to her chest and studied the floor.

Rand cleared his throat, preparing to make the best of it. “Look, sweetheart. Everyone has come to welcome you.”

Like a little squall-battered boat, she clung to him. Any port in a storm, he thought, but felt gratified by her tight grip.

Her silver-tipped cane measuring a slow rhythm, Grandmother came forward. “Christine,” she said, her voice as strong as ever. “What a miracle to find you again, after all these years.”

Rand patted her back. “We’re going to call her Maggie from now on.”

Grandmother’s mouth puckered like a prune. “Her name is Christine.”

“Maggie!” shouted Maggie, her entire body going stiff and hard in a combative stance.

Grandmother tapped her cane meaningfully. “We’ll see about that.”

Rand had spoken to his grandmother at length about the importance of making Maggie feel at home. But he hadn’t even thought about the name. Stupid, he thought. What else had he failed to foresee?


Everything, it seemed. The staff stared at him, waiting. So did Maggie.

“Let’s see if we can play a game,” he suggested.

Maggie relaxed again. “What sort of game?”

“A remembering game.” He took her hand. “I’ll introduce you to everyone here, and you see if you can remember their names.” He brought her to meet a petite, pale-haired woman with nervous hands and darting eyes. “Miss Lowell is new. She has come to live with us so she can be with you every day, helping you with your lessons. She is called a governess.”

“Hello, Maggie. Aren’t you a fine, big girl?” Miss Lowell asked in a well-modulated voice. Rand felt relieved. She’d come highly recommended by a member of the bank board, whose own daughter had been raised by her. “I’m new here, too. Did you know that? You and I shall get to know this place together, won’t we?”

“All right,” Maggie said in a tiny voice.

“Let’s meet everyone else, shall we?” Miss Lowell said.

“You ask a lot of questions,” Maggie pointed out.

“I suppose I do, don’t I, though it’s a bit rude of you to point it out. I ask questions because I’m curious about everything, aren’t you?”

“Yes.” Maggie’s cheeks turned bright red, and Rand felt sorry for her. She clearly didn’t understand why Miss Lowell considered her comment rude.

He stepped forward, resting his hand on her shoulder. “Here is Mr. Nichol, who looks after everyone in the house and sees that everything is run properly.”

“Hello, Miss Chr—Miss Maggie. Welcome.” Chilly and impeccable as always, the butler offered a proper bow.

Rand guided Maggie down the line, introducing the maids, the gardener, the kitchen help and Grandmother’s personal companion, Miss Benson. He knew the child would never remember everyone’s name, but with time, she would eventually learn. So he was startled when the introductions were over, and she said, “What about the remembering game?”

“Do you think you’re ready?”

She planted her hands on her hips. “You said I was supposed to remember everyone’s name.”

“Indeed I did.”

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“Ask me. Ask me someone’s name.”

He decided to pick out a few easy names, for he didn’t want to embarrass her. “What is the butler’s name?”

“Mr. Nichol,” she said without hesitation.

“And the cook?”

“Mrs. Meeks.”

He was impressed by her quickness, and some of the servants began smiling cautiously. “The upstairs maid.”

“Miss Fulsom.”

He decided to challenge her. “All right, what about the gardener?”

In the end, the little girl was able to name every last member of the staff.

“That’s quite remarkable,” Miss Lowell said. “Isn’t it, Mr. Higgins?”

“It certainly is. Maggie, how did you remember everyone so perfectly?”

“My mama taught me a game for remembering people in a hurry.” Her face glowed with pride as she explained, “My mama goes to a lot of important meetings and has to meet a lot of people involved in the Cause. She says people respect you if you learn their names right off.”

“She’s right, isn’t she?” Miss Lowell said. “What is the game, then? Can you show us?”


“I just remember a rhyme for everyone.”

Even Grandmother shuffled forward in curiosity. “What sort of rhyme, child?”

“A rhyme that matches the person to the name. Like Mr. Nichol.” She indicated the butler. “Nose like a pickle. And the cook is Mrs. Meeks, bright red cheeks.” She pointed out the maid. “Miss Fulsom, great big bosom.”

It wasn’t just shock that held all mouths silent. Everyone, furtively, was noticing that Nichol’s nose did seem to resemble a large, bumpy pickle, and the maid’s bosom was indeed prodigious. There was a general clearing of throats and a shuffling of feet.

“Did I do a naughty thing?” Maggie asked, cutting a fearful glance at Miss Lowell.

“No—” Rand began.

“Yes,” said the governess, then quickly added, “but you did a good job learning everyone’s name, didn’t you? Come. We had best show you to your room. Shall we?”

She held out her hand.

Maggie pretended not to see the outstretched hand. “What’s through here?” she asked, running down a passageway to a back door. Before anyone could stop her, she pulled it open.

In bounded Ivan, all one hundred soaking wet pounds of him. Toenails skittering on the marble floor, he galloped into the foyer and paused to shake himself vigorously, showering everything in a six-foot radius with rainwater. Then he headed straight for Maggie, knocking her down in his enthusiasm and licking her face while she laughed uproariously. For the second time in as many minutes, everyone simply gaped in surprise, until the cook’s helper, a tall girl of about thirteen, started to giggle. The cook scowled and hissed at her, and she struggled to sober herself.

Nichol yelled, “Bad dog,” and strode forward, reaching for Ivan’s collar. The dog shied away, but Nichol seized him and dragged him back the way he came.

“Can’t he stay?” Maggie asked. “I want Ivan to stay!”

“That is an outdoor dog, isn’t it, Mr. Higgins?” said Miss Lowell, patting her face with a handkerchief. “It belongs outside, doesn’t it?”

“But—” Maggie caught one freezing look from the governess and snapped her mouth shut. She looked crestfallen, a stark contrast to her untrammeled delight a moment earlier.

“Let him stay,” Rand ordered. “Dry him off, and he can stay in the house with Maggie.”








FIFTEEN



Miss Lowell was nothing less than a miracle worker. By suppertime that night, she’d transformed Maggie from a hoyden in trousers to a vision in blue silk. Standing formally beside his grandmother in the dining room, Rand heard the old lady gasp with admiration when Maggie and Miss Lowell joined them.

The patched knickers and loose shirt had been replaced by a dress with lace at the collar and cuffs, shiny little shoes peeping out from under the scalloped hem. Maggie’s short curls had been crimped, lacquered and anchored in place by steel combs.

But her bright, direct regard had turned guarded and tentative.

“And who,” Rand asked, “can this enchanting creature be?”

She favored him with a brief smile.

“I think it must be an angel from heaven,” he said. “Don’t you, Grandmother?”

“She certainly looks like one,” his grandmother agreed.

“It’s me,” Maggie burst out, spreading her arms. “Maggie! Don’t you recognize me, silly?”

Miss Lowell cleared her throat, and Maggie sobered. Like a bird shot from the sky, she sank into a deep curtsey.

“Good evening, Grandmother Grace,” she said with a precision of elocution that hinted at much practice. “Good evening, Mr.—Father.”

“And a very good evening to you,” he said. He held a chair for his grandmother, then for Miss Lowell, and finally Maggie.

“You should sit down, too, Cora,” Maggie said to the maid waiting by the green baize door to the kitchen. “Your foot’s bothering you.”

Cora flushed scarlet beneath her starched cap. Furtively she drew a battered leather brogan into the shadow of her skirt, but not before Rand saw the livid ulcer near her heel.

He felt a peculiar annoyance—at himself. How long had the poor girl been limping around in pain? Why hadn’t anyone noticed, and why hadn’t the girl dared to speak up?

“Go home, Cora,” he said quietly. “See to that foot.”

“But, sir, I can work, I swear I can.”

He pushed open the double-hinged door. She shrank from him, her fear piercing him like a small dart. “I’m not giving you the sack, Cora. You can come back when you’re better,” he said. “That’s a promise.”

“Thank you, sir,” the girl said, then ducked out.

“Well,” his grandmother said, “I hope Mrs. Meeks can manage on her own.” She scowled down at her place setting. “I’ve mislaid my spectacles again.”

“No, you haven’t,” Maggie said. “They’re right here.” She jumped up and found the glasses half hidden under a napkin.

“Ah.” Grandmother perched the spectacles on her nose, looking as jolly as Rand had ever seen her. “Thank you, my dear.”

Maggie sat down and jammed her hand into the bodice of her dress.


“You mustn’t fidget,” Miss Lowell murmured.

“I don’t like this corset. It’s stiff and it itches.”

Rand lifted an eyebrow in inquiry. “You put her in a corset?”

“A posture corset, sir. All young ladies must wear one.”

The watery distress in Maggie’s eyes tore at him. “Only on special occasions,” he said, gratified by his daughter’s relieved smile.

He put his hands together. “Shall I ask the blessing?” They all inclined their heads. “Thank you for the bounty of thy goodness,” he said. “Dear Lord, for the miracle of my beautiful daughter there can be no gratitude deeper than the thanks in my heart. May we be eternally humbled by the glory of this blessing, which you have brought. Amen.”

“A-men,” Maggie said so loudly that Grace jumped. Maggie caught a censorious look from Miss Lowell. “Well,” she explained, “Patience always says a prayer ain’t finished until you give it a good a-men.”

“A friend of hers,” Rand explained. “Patience Gloriana Washington.”

“She’s a preacher at my church,” Maggie said.

“Oh? And what church is that?” Grandmother asked. Everyone important attended First Congregational, the choice of Chicago’s Old Settlers.

“It’s the Calvary Church.”

Miss Lowell lifted her napkin and coughed spasmodically. “The church on Kearns Street?”

“Yes,” Maggie said brightly. “That’s the very one.”

“But—that’s a Negro church.”

“No it isn’t, silly,” Maggie said with exaggerated patience. “It’s a Baptist church.”

* * *

“A-men,” Maggie said firmly, concluding her bedtime prayer. Kneeling beside the pink-and-white bed, she looked up at Rand. “Did I remember everybody in the blessing?”

“I think so.” He held out his hand and drew her to her feet.

“I have a lot more people to bless nowadays, don’t I?”

“You do, and you remembered every single one. Even Ivan.”

At the sound of his name, the big dog thumped his tail against the expensive new carpet.

“I’m glad you’re letting him sleep in my room,” Maggie said. “Silky always sleeps right next to me on the bed.” She cast her eyes down. “She used to, anyway.”

“When I was a boy, I slept by myself, but I would have liked a cat.”

“Did your mama read you stories every night?”

His stomach clenched. He hadn’t prepared himself for this, either, but he should have realized she’d be curious about his background. When it came to questions about his mother, he could think of no answer Maggie would understand. How could he explain to a child that everything he was, all of his convictions, had been formed by the fact that his mother had walked away from him? A young boy’s heartbreak and yearning had gradually hardened into the man he had become.

“I don’t remember much about my mother,” he said.

“I remember every single-ingle thing about my mama,” she declared.

He was relieved that she’d changed the subject. “Of course you do. She’s right across town, and she’s coming to see you on Saturday.”

She bounced up and down on the bed. “How many days until Saturday?”

“Seven.”

She counted the days off on her fingers. Her lower lip quivered. “Can I write her a letter?”


“Of course. We’ll post it by special delivery.”

“Can I send her a wire?”

“She’d probably like that.”

“I want to send her a wire.” The lip quivered ominously again. “I want to ask her why she gave me away.”

“Ah, Maggie.” He picked her up and held her close. “Remember how I said I used to walk with you until you fell asleep?”

“Uh-huh.” She yawned and leaned her cheek on his shoulder.

“I didn’t really walk,” he whispered.

“You didn’t?”

“I danced. I hummed the Emperor’s Waltz.”

“Show me,” she said. “Do it again.”

He cradled her head in one hand, moved in a slow, rhythmic circle and hummed the old, familiar tune. He danced for a long time, until the last of twilight disappeared and the only light in the room was the faint glow of the lamp. At some point he felt her shudder into sleep, slumping heavily against him. His arms and shoulders strained and went numb with the weight of her, but he welcomed the burden with his whole heart. “We were happy together once,” he whispered, though he knew she didn’t hear, “and we will be again.”

Then, with painstaking care, he laid her on the bed and covered her up. “Maggie,” he whispered. “My Maggie. Your mother didn’t give you away. She gave you to me.”

* * *

Each day, Rand left the bank early and hurried home to see Maggie. He usually found her in her suite of rooms, diligently bent over a practice book while Miss Lowell supervised, occasionally reaching down to correct her posture or adjust her grip on the pen. Maggie accepted instruction with admirable aplomb. In all that she did, her bright spirit shone through. Even when a wave of longing for Lucy swept over her, she would struggle through the moment with dogged determination, no doubt clinging to thoughts of Saturday.

One afternoon Rand stood watching her from the doorway, telling himself she would be fine. She needed more time to adjust to the enormous changes in her life. He’d done his best to create the life he’d always envisioned for his daughter. She had servants and a governess to attend to all her needs and an ambitious schedule of special lessons in music, fancywork and deportment. Thus far, she seemed to regard her new life with curiosity and a good bit of humor.

Her room, flounced and fringed in pink and white, was filled with toys—a miniature house furnished with fragile figurines, an army of dolls, their porcelain faces staring out from a glass-fronted display shelf, a little pram for pushing them around.

Ivan sprawled on a braided rug with pink fringe, looking as out of place as a bull in a china shop. When Rand walked in, he lifted his big head in friendly expectancy.

“Am I interrupting?” Rand asked.

“Hello, there—oh.” Crestfallen, Maggie looked down at her paper. “I’ve blotted it again.”

“Then you shall have to do it over, shan’t you?” Miss Lowell said gently.

Rand picked up the copybook. “It’s not a bad blot. The clerks at my bank often do much worse.”

“They do?” Maggie brightened.

“Your father’s only trying to be polite, isn’t he?” Miss Lowell said.

“No, this is very good work.” He held up the book and read, “’An obedient child is a joy to her sire.’ See? I can read this just fine.” He grinned down at Maggie. “But I don’t know what ‘obedient’ means. It’s a big word.” Turning back a page or two, he found a sketch of a boat on the lake, then a drawing of Silky the cat. On the page before that, he found the start of a letter: Dear Mama, Pleas come—

Maggie saw what he was looking at, and her eyes grew bright with tears. She blinked fast and hard, as stoic as Lucy when it came to holding them back. Miss Lowell took the copybook and set it aside. “I’m sure we’ll do better next time, won’t we?”

Maggie’s little hand crept out and covered her knee. The furtive movement caught the governess’s eye.

“Sir,” said Miss Lowell, “I believe your daughter has something to tell you, don’t you, Maggie?”

Maggie took a deep, nervous breath. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

She moved her hand to reveal a grass-stained tear in her dress.

“I caught her climbing a tree in the garden, can you imagine?” Miss Lowell sounded incredulous.

“If you would let me wear dungarees instead of dresses, it wouldn’t catch on things,” Maggie said.

“She has the most inexcusable habit of answering back, doesn’t she?” Miss Lowell said. “We shall work on it, won’t we, Maggie?”

“Yes, Miss Lowell.”

Rand said, “Take some time for yourself, Miss Lowell. I shall visit with my daughter.” When the governess hesitated, he said, “Please, I insist.”

“I really am sorry about my dress,” Maggie said earnestly, once Miss Lowell was gone.

He sat on an upholstered bench beside her, feeling as out of place as the mastiff. He had an urge to take Maggie into his lap, but despite their nightly Emperor’s Waltz, he still felt awkward around her. He patted her on the head. “Don’t give it a thought.”


“Miss Lowell said it is a sign of disrespect to destroy something given to me.”

“You haven’t destroyed a thing. It’s just a little tear.” Rand didn’t like to see her fret over such a trivial matter. He handed her a packet wrapped in parchment and tied with string. “I’ve brought you something to look at.”

Her eyes lit up. “What is it?”

“See for yourself.”

With eager fingers she untied the string and pulled away the parchment. “Oh!” she said. “Photographs. I love looking at photographs.”

“I thought you’d like to see some pictures of yourself when you were tiny. And your family.”

“I would! I surely would!” She studied the first picture. “This is me, isn’t it? What a funny little baby I was.” She laughed at the wide eyes and fat cheeks.

“We were very proud of you,” Rand said.

She took out another picture. He could see her tongue poking thoughtfully at the gap in her mouth where she’d lost her tooth.

“Who do you think that could be?”

“A beautiful bride and groom.”

Rand had been deeply proud on his wedding day. All his life, his father had aimed him toward this event. The time had come for him to shoulder the mantle of tradition and responsibility. He’d been filled with a feeling of solemn purpose—to offer the world the next Higgins generation.

“That’s your mother,” he said.

Maggie studied the image of Diana, who looked as perfect as a marble icon, her cheeks flawless, her hair lacquered beneath a jeweled tiara holding a ghostly veil in place. She looked eerily like one of the painted dolls lined up on the shelf.

“She’s pretty,” Maggie said. “That’s a fancy dress, isn’t it?”


“Yes. There was a great fuss over it. She and her mother went to Paris, France, to buy her entire trousseau.”

“What’s a trousseau?”

“A lot of ladies’ clothes and things. I’m not exactly sure. No one has ever explained it to me. The man just gets to pay for it all.”

“They went all the way to France to buy clothes?” Maggie’s eyebrows shot up. “Didn’t they know you can buy ready-to-wear at Haver Brothers over on Mercer Street?”

“I suppose they wanted certain special clothes. It was a fancy wedding.”

“I’ve never been to a wedding.”

“You’d probably find it boring, sitting still and listening to a lot of reading and vows, but you might like it when the bride and groom kiss, and the music plays, and the bride carries a fine bouquet of flowers.”

“I’d like to see that. Can we have a wedding, Papa? Can we?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“There’s no bride. No groom. No one who wants to get married.”

She sat quietly for a few seconds. “What’s a bastard, Papa?” she asked suddenly, the question popping out of her like a champagne cork.

“Where did you learn a word like that?”

“Sally Saltonstall—she’s my best friend on account of I play with her every Wednesday—says I’m a bastard because my mama and papa ain’t married.”

“Aren’t married. And your friend is full of sh—succotash.” He rubbed his jaw, silently resolving to have a word with the Saltonstalls.

Maggie mouthed the word “succotash,” and seemed satisfied. Then she went back to studying the picture. He watched her face to see if she had any reaction at all to the image of her mother.

She poked a finger at the image. “Who is that man?”

For a moment, Rand froze. He could not even take the next breath as he stared at the picture, trying to see what she saw. A clear-eyed young man with very little character stamped on his face. Sculpted features, a firm mouth, his hair groomed to the last strand.

“That’s—” He cleared his throat. “That was me.”

She pulled back to look from him to the photograph. “Oh! It doesn’t look at all like you.”

In a single night he’d changed from a promising young man with the world at his feet to a desperate, grieving monster scarred inside and out. He tried to remember what it had been like to look into a mirror and see that face. What did that handsome, arrogant man used to think about, dream about? What were his hopes and his fears? He’d wanted a storybook life—a wife and child, a prosperous career, the admiration of society. He’d thought that having such things would fulfill him. But he’d been wrong. He’d achieved all that and he had not been happy. Satisfied, perhaps. Proud, even. But happy? Had he ever really known what that was? After the fire he’d known only its lack, a loneliness so acute that he felt hollowed out by a sharp object. Now, with Maggie, he glimpsed occasional flashes of happiness, like sunlight filtering down through a dark forest. She was the sunlight…but the darkness was still there.

He mentally shook himself and gave his attention back to her. “I’ve changed,” he said. “I’m older, and in the fire, the night I lost you, I was burned. The scars make me look different.”

“They do.”

“Does that bother you?”


“Bother me?”

“Does it worry you or…frighten you?” He forced out the words. He had learned to pretend not to notice that women averted their eyes from him or that neighborhood children played a game of running from “the beast,” diving for cover when they saw him coming.

Maggie did something most unexpected. She laughed. “No, silly. Spiders frighten me.” Still laughing, she jumped up and went to the door. “Hello, Mr. Nichol. Do you want to come and play?”

The usually unflappable butler stood in the doorway, his cheeks red with pleasure. “Perhaps later, miss, and thank you for the invitation. Mr. Mosher is waiting for you both in the garden.”

“Who’s Mr. Mosher?”

“A photographer.” Rand took her hand and led her downstairs. “I asked him to come and make a picture of us.”

“Hurrah!”

Charles Mosher and his assistant had set up their camera and tented darkroom. The photographer grinned when he saw Maggie. “No one told me I’d be photographing a real live princess,” he said.

“And my papa,” she said, looking at the lone stool. “You must put him in the photograph, too.”

Rand clenched his jaw. He had not been photographed since before the fire and never intended to again. “Sweetheart, I was planning on a picture of you all by yourself.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “I won’t. I won’t. I won’t.” Her voice crescendoed with each won’t.

Rand remembered what Viola had said about tantrums. He turned from his daughter, pretending great interest in the assistant’s strong-smelling chemical brews of collodion and nitrate of silver.


Mosher pulled on a pair of white gloves for handling the plates. “Sir, if I may say so, she might sit more still in your lap.”

Rand wanted to object, but the truth was, his looks didn’t matter. The whole point of today’s exercise was to produce a photograph to send to Diana. “All right,” he said. “Tell me where to sit.”

A few minutes later, he held Maggie in his lap. She squirmed, still cross with him. Mosher positioned himself behind the camera. “You have to sit still for the count of three,” he said.

“That goopy stuff smells,” Maggie complained.

“It’s a mixture of ether and alcohol,” Mosher explained. “And guncotton. I use it to keep the plates wet.” He framed his view. “You don’t have to smile, miss.”

“Good. I don’t feel like smiling.”

“Suit yourself.”

He exposed a few plates, then promised to bring the prints first thing in the morning. Maggie sat on the grass, her knees drawn up to her chin. When the photographer left, Rand squatted down beside her. “Maybe you’ll smile for the camera next time.”

She lifted her shoulders in a shrug.

Though he knew the answer, he felt compelled to ask, “What’s the matter, sweetheart?”

“I want my mama,” she stated. “And Silky. And Grammy Vi.”

“I know you miss them, but—”

“Why can’t we all be together? Isn’t that what a family is?”

Simple questions, but they made him feel as though he had dived into deep water and couldn’t find the surface. “Sometimes, yes. But there are different types of families. In this one, the parents live in separate houses.”


“I wish my mama was right here at the house, all the time. You have lots and lots of room.”

The thought of Lucy, living in his house, seized him with unexpected heat. “She would never agree to live here. She likes being on her own, independent.” All those lovers she boasted of so shamelessly would miss her if she moved to a respectable household, he reflected peevishly. “Even if she did, people would think it…strange.”

“What people?”

“Neighbors. Clients at the bank. People at church.”

“Mama says if you worry too much about other people’s opinions you’ll forget to think for yourself.”

Lucy’s wisdom, coming from this little girl, always surprised him. “I know what I think,” he said.

“What?”

“That I would like to take Ivan to the beach and throw sticks for him. Want to come?”

“Hurrah!” Jumping up, she kissed him on the nose. “I love Ivan, and I love you.” She scampered toward the esplanade.

He couldn’t get over the wonder of her. She was as capricious as the lake wind, and totally nonjudgmental. Totally accepting of him.

It struck him then that someone had taught her to be this way—open-minded and bighearted, unconcerned with appearances and more concerned with the things that matter, like a maid’s sore foot, his grandmother’s misplaced spectacles, a blooming rosebush in the garden.

He knew exactly who had taught his daughter to be like this, full of love, free of pretensions or unreasonable fears.

Lucy Hathaway.








SIXTEEN



Lucy clutched the summons from Randolph Higgins to her bosom and shut her eyes in an ecstasy of relief. “I knew it,” she whispered. “I knew he couldn’t manage without me.”

“Are you sure that’s what this means, dear?” Viola Hathaway held the rail of the horse trolley as it lurched up the avenue.

Lucy opened the note and read the words again. Mrs. Hathaway and Miss Hathaway are cordially invited to call… When the message had arrived at the shop an hour earlier, she’d sent for her mother and rushed to catch the horsecar.

“I can’t imagine what else,” she said with her first genuine smile since Maggie had left. She tried not to think about how empty her life felt, how lonely and meaningless without Maggie around. Without her daughter’s lively chatter, her constant presence, Lucy had felt half alive.

Before Maggie had come into her life, Lucy had held an idealized notion of independence. She thought a woman should be self-sufficient and not dependent on anyone for anything. Maggie had proven her wrong. There were some things even a modern, independent woman could not live without, such as the abiding love of a child. Maggie had taught her more about the nature of justice and independence than all her readings and rallies.

And just like that, with the stroke of a pen, she’d lost her.

Self-pity was never a pleasant sensation, and Lucy battled it with a will. She stayed busy with the shop and planning the upcoming Centennial March. But a part of her lived each moment with Maggie. What was she doing right now? Was she eating right, remembering to clean her teeth and say her prayers?

“Such a cryptic message could mean several things,” her mother said. “Your official visiting days are Saturday and Sunday, isn’t that so?”

“I’ve already ruled out some emergency with Maggie. I made him promise to summon me by wire for that.” Lucy eyed a prosperous-looking family walking along State Street, a lively little boy clutching his parents’ hands and swinging between them. “The sudden appearance of a child was bound to be a disruption in Mr. Higgins’s well-ordered life. I believe he’s found the rigors and challenges of fatherhood unexpectedly harsh. Men think child rearing is such a simple matter—which it is, so long as they have wives to do the real work.”

“Don’t be smug, dear. You could be wrong, just this once.”

Lucy noticed that her mother had put on her best blue serge dress and matching bonnet, the gloves she usually saved for church and an expression of almost heartbreaking eagerness. Viola loved visiting; when the Colonel was alive it had been the center of her life. After the fire, widowhood and poverty had taken their toll, robbing her of the privileges she used to enjoy. Invitations to the polished drawing rooms of Chicago’s fashionable neighborhoods had evaporated with cruel swiftness.

Viola’s eyes shone as they entered the gentrified area of turreted mansions, splendid greystones and trim esplanades between Bellevue and Burton Place. Stepping out of the trolley on the corner, they walked along the lakeside promenade, their steps quickening as they neared the Higgins’s house.

The massive door opened and Lucy stepped inside. Immediately she heard a squeal of delight followed by the patter of running feet. Shrieking “Mama! Mama!” Maggie raced along the railed upper gallery and down the stairs. Behind her, the large dog galloped. Lucy opened her arms and scooped up her daughter. The thin wiry legs wrapped around Lucy as she inhaled the little-girl smell and rubbed her chin on the top of Maggie’s head. Emotion overwhelmed Lucy. She lived and breathed for this child. How in heaven’s name could she abide being apart from her? Finally she found her voice. “Hello, sweetheart. I’ve missed you so.”

“I missed you, too, Mama. I was waiting and waiting until Saturday and it never ever came.”

Lucy set her down. “Look at you,” she said, careful not to voice her true thoughts. Maggie had been trussed into a child-size corset and laced into a dress with a stiff bodice and bustle, and leg-o’-mutton sleeves that gave her the look of a dressmaker’s doll. Her hair had been heated and curled into sausage ringlets, which looked absurd, given the short length of Maggie’s locks. She even smelled different, of gardenia eau de toilette. “You look very grown-up,” Lucy said.

“I don’t like to wear dresses and petticoats and combs in my hair,” Maggie said.

Lucy didn’t blame her, but stilled her tongue to keep from objecting. She tried not to feel shocked and disturbed but she was. Ever since she’d found Maggie, all decisions regarding the child had been hers alone to make. Suddenly there was someone else involved. Someone entitled to teach and guide Maggie. To determine what she wore, what she ate, what she learned. Maggie had only been away a short time and already Lucy had the dreaded sense that her daughter was becoming a stranger.

Stepping aside, Lucy said, “I have a surprise for you.”

“Grammy Vi!” Maggie hugged her hard around the waist. A moment later, Randolph Higgins arrived, looking very much the lord of the manor as he strode into the foyer.

Lucy greeted him with cautious reserve. Maggie gave him a bright grin and took his hand without hesitation. Lucy was startled. Something was happening between the two of them, some affinity that hadn’t been there only a few days ago.

A shadow from above fell over them. Lucy looked up to see a very buttoned-down and proper Miss Lowell in the gallery. Lucy had met the woman only once. Before sending Maggie to live here, Lucy had come to meet the governess and the household staff. Though tempted, Lucy had refrained from commenting that Mr. Higgins had hired an entire staff to do the job Lucy had been doing by herself for the past five years.

“Hello, Miss Hathaway,” the governess said. “Miss Maggie has not finished her penmanship practice today. We were just in the middle of our lesson, weren’t we?”

Maggie clung to Mr. Higgins’s hand and ducked behind him. Lucy bit her tongue. Under this roof, it wasn’t her place to make decisions for Maggie.

“The day is much too fine to stay indoors,” Mr. Higgins said easily. “And Miss Hathaway and her mother have come to visit. I think we might take a stroll out to the lake.”

“As you wish, sir.” Miss Lowell bowed and withdrew. Somehow, in her nod of acquiescence, Miss Lowell managed to convey a note of disapproval. It was very subtle and Lucy couldn’t tell if Mr. Higgins had noticed at all. She would have to think about that—should she protest a governess who disapproved of letting a child play out of doors on a beautiful day?

“Hurrah!” Maggie yelled, running to the door. “Come on, Grammy! It’s marvelous at the lake!”

Lucy decided to discuss the governess later. For now, she was simply grateful to see Maggie once again. Holding her grandmother’s hand, the little girl skipped and twirled along the path that wound through the parklike neighborhood. How vast this must seem to Maggie, who was used to the cramped garden behind the shop. Already, she seemed at home in her new world, Lucy realized with a jolt. She resembled a fairy, dancing along the pathway in her new silken skirts, with lace-edged bloomers showing beneath the hem.

As a knot tightened in her stomach, Lucy followed Maggie and Viola to the avenue, heading toward the beach.

“Can I take Grammy to see the otters?” Maggie looked to Lucy for approval, then seemed to remember, and turned to Mr. Higgins. Confusion dimmed the eagerness in her eyes.

Lucy’s heart ached for her. Everything had changed so fast.

“I would love to see the otters,” Viola declared, taking control of the situation. She indicated a row of wrought-iron benches. “Why don’t the two of you wait here?”

Her mother, Lucy reflected, was wise in ways she was only beginning to understand. She and Maggie made a perfect picture as they walked away, blithely chattering, the lake and summer sky creating a rich blue background.

As she took a seat on the bench, Lucy sent a tentative glance at Mr. Higgins and was surprised, as she always was, to feel a lurch of…something. She could not think why he moved her, but he did and had from the first moment she’d set eyes on him. He was so very different now from that handsome, teasing young man who had caused her to humiliate herself so completely. Yet in a way, he was much the same. Scarred, yes. And sobered by unimaginable pain and loss, yet…his eyes were still as clear and deep as leaves with the sun behind them.

Heavens. She’d come about the matter of her daughter and here she was indulging in all manner of speculation about Randolph Higgins. Clearing her throat, she said, “I must admit, I was surprised to receive your message. I didn’t expect to be permitted to visit Maggie until Saturday.”

“That was the original arrangement,” he said.

“Is there a problem?”

“I wouldn’t call it a problem.”

Then it struck her. She turned to him on the bench. “Your wife is coming back, isn’t she?”

“It’s nothing to do with that,” he said. “Diana has declared herself unable to travel from California. Frankly she claims the fire was such a traumatic time of her life that revisiting Chicago even to see her daughter might not be possible. I had a photograph made of Maggie and me, and sent it to her.”

Lucy was struck dumb. Floored. The woman had been informed that the child she believed dead had actually survived, and she wouldn’t even come for a reunion. What could it mean?

Lucy took a deep breath. “Is she—Your wife—”

“Ex-wife,” he reminded her.

“Is she—You said she recovered from her injuries after the fire. But was she—is she—”

His face, stamped with anguish and forbearance, deepened with color. “You mean is Diana as grotesquely disfigured as I am?”

“I—” Lucy stopped. She did mean that. And he wasn’t disfigured. Why on earth did he think a few scars could disfigure a man like him? Mr. Higgins had learned to live with his infirmities. In a way, the scars only seemed to add to his aura of quiet strength. But a woman of Diana’s beauty might never adjust to the changes.

“She looks the same now, or so I imagine, as she did the night you met her,” he said. “Diana’s reaction to the news of Christine’s survival is unexpected, I admit, but it has nothing to do with my asking you to come today.”

“Then perhaps you’d best tell me the reason.”

“This whole matter, miracle that it is, has proved to be more…complicated than I ever could have imagined.”

She had every right to gloat. For all his money and power, Randolph Higgins had found something he could not buy or influence. For all his cold competence in matters of commerce, he’d encountered a challenge beyond his skills. He’d discovered something Lucy had known all along. That being a parent was hard. In his arrogance he’d thought that simply creating a fairy tale chamber for Maggie and hiring an army of servants would magically transform him into a father.

He had quickly figured out that there was no luxury he could buy or expert he could hire to create a bond that took years to form.

But Lucy couldn’t gloat. His bafflement and his candor were somehow endearing and sincere.

“I will be direct,” he said. “I don’t know any other way to be. Maggie is wonderful. More wonderful than I ever dreamed.”

“I knew you’d think so. I’m very proud of her.”

“You should be.” He stared out at the lake as he spoke. “At first, I pretended that all would be well. Both Maggie and I are trying hard, but I can’t deny the obvious. She loves my dog but misses her cat. She would rather play baseball in the service alley than have a tea party in the summer parlor. She’s more at home climbing a tree than practicing dance steps, and prefers dungarees to dresses. She befriends the servants. She’s so delightful, so bright and inquisitive that I kept thinking everything would be all right.”

“And it’s not?”

He turned to her on the bench. “She’s desperately lonely for you. At night she cries for you, and she’s been counting the hours until your visit.”

She tried not to flinch at the thought of her daughter, crying and alone in her big new bed. “We all knew this would be an enormous adjustment.” Lucy tried to sound reasonable even as she burned with the need to know what he was leading up to.

“My aim was to live with the daughter I’d lost, not torture her.”

Oh, she wanted to hug him for his honesty, for not pretending all was well. Instead she stayed quiet, holding herself stiffly in check on the bench. Though accustomed to speaking her mind, she found it easy to listen to Randolph Higgins. “Go on,” she said.

“I was wrong to believe this arrangement was the best possible step for Maggie.”

Lucy gasped. Men didn’t admit being wrong, did they? She’d never met one who did. “You want to give her back?” she blurted out.

“No—nothing like that,” he said. “The thing is, Maggie needs you. I think, in time, she will come to need me as she once did. I want her to need us both.” He ran his splayed fingers through his hair. “I’m not saying this well. I want—that is, I think it would be best for Maggie if you were to live here.”

Shock stole her breath. She wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “Here,” she echoed. “At your house?”

“Yes. My sole concern is Maggie, her happiness and her welfare. And with each hour that passes, I understand even more clearly that her happiness depends on having you near. I must have you here, Miss Hathaway. Maggie and I both need you to live here.”

She stood up and turned, holding the railing. Her glance swept across the vast lawn, the pristine waterfront and the neat square house that looked as though it had sat there for centuries rather than years. And it looked…magical. For years she’d worked to convince herself that she had everything she needed at the little flat in Gantry Street and was perfectly content. But the truth was, she sometimes had a secret wish for a place of splendor and luxury—a place like Mr. Higgins’s home, the home he’d built for a woman who didn’t want him.

Lucy was instantly ashamed of her yearnings, for they violated her egalitarian principles and—She stopped herself. Mr. Higgins was not interested in her ethical dilemmas. He simply wanted her to come and make things easy for him and Maggie.

Bitterness filled her throat. She would be his employee. A servant to do his bidding, to be hired or sacked at his whim. Could she, for Maggie’s sake? Could she humble and subject herself to this man for the sole purpose of being close to her daughter?

“That would be impossible,” she said through stiff lips.

“You miss her. I know you do. If you lived here—”

“Maggie would never understand why her mother had suddenly become her servant.”

“You don’t understand.” He stood with a restless energy that made her nervous. “Hear me out. A child needs a mother, and Maggie regards you as her mother.”

“So you’re saying if I agreed to live here, that would solve the problem?”

He paused in his pacing and shot her a rueful look. “In truth, Miss Hathaway, I think it will introduce a whole new set of problems. But with you here, Maggie will have both parents in her life and that is the most important thing—”

“And once I get everything running smoothly, then what is my position?”

“You haven’t let me finish, Miss Hathaway.” He walked toward her to stand only inches away. “I’m offering you a permanent arrangement.” He put his hand over hers.

She caught her breath. He’d never voluntarily touched her before. Except the night they had met, the night she’d made her scandalous proposition.

“Miss Hathaway, I’ve thought long and hard about making you this offer. It’s the best possible solution.”

When he finished speaking, a peculiar stillness seized him. She thought he might be holding his breath. She found herself drawn into the complicated facets of his eyes, wishing she could decipher the mysteries there. Her heart pounded so loudly in her ears that she saw his lips move but couldn’t hear his words.

Ah, but she did hear him.

She heard exactly what he said: “Will you be my wife?”

Lucy had heard that the human heart could soar, but until this moment she’d never believed such sentimental nonsense. Now her own heart took wing, launched by Mr. Higgins’s proposal. Oh, she understood that he would never have asked her if not for Maggie, but still… For the first time in her life, she craved that most feminine of accoutrements, a fan. Her face and chest felt hot.

Kiss me, she thought. Oh, God, if you would kiss me, I would have only one possible answer for you.

He didn’t kiss her. They stood together staring at each other. She could not imagine what he was thinking, though she knew very well what she was feeling. Giddiness. Longing. Confusion. Shame. All her life she’d scorned the institution of marriage as a form of bondage for women. Yet in the most secret place inside her, she’d yearned to know the consuming magic of romantic love. Over the years she’d idealized it, fusing the concept of free love with a sort of medieval notion of what true devotion should be.

But she was a modern woman. She was not supposed to feel this way about Randolph Higgins, or any man.

Dragging herself to her senses, she snatched her hand away. “No!”

“What?”

“I will not dignify your outrageous proposal with any further discussion.” She prepared to march down the beach and collect her mother and daughter.

“Before you leave,” he said coldly, “at least listen to what it is you’re turning down.”

“I know what I’m turning down,” she retorted, pacing in agitation as he’d done a few moments ago. “I am turning down a life of servitude. I am turning down an invitation to surrender my right to property, liberty and prosperity for the dubious honor of subjugating my will to your needs.”

“As to those needs,” he interrupted. “If you would stop ranting for a minute you might learn something.”

“I’m not ranting, I—” But she was. In this, at least, he was right. She snapped her mouth shut and folded her arms.

“This is an arrangement for the sake of Maggie, not for you or me. We’d be marrying for love. Not for each other, but for a child. People have started with far less than that.”

“Wars have started with far less than that,” she countered.

His eyes narrowed dangerously. “I propose a marriage of mutual convenience. As to my ‘needs,’ which you seem so obsessed with, you won’t be bothered by them. Believe me, my ‘needs’ do not include bedding a cranky, disagreeable suffragist who talks too much and says too little.”

There was no other way to describe the sensation: her cheeks flamed. “Well,” she said in a huff.


“You’re not getting any younger, Lucy, and I’m not getting any better looking. I don’t see prospects lining up to court you. I might just be your last chance at marrying.”

“You’re assuming I even want that chance. I don’t have to stay and listen to this.” She turned on her heel.

“Not,” he snapped, “unless you want to be with Maggie.”

She stopped cold, spinning back to face him. Maggie. How dare he use the child as a tool of manipulation? Yet now she had no choice. “I’m listening.”

He eyed her warily. “Then don’t interrupt.”

“But I—”

“I said, don’t interrupt. This is getting tedious.”

Without a word, she sat back down on the bench and scowled at him as he took a seat beside her. “Have you ever contemplated the meaning of the wedding vows, Miss Hathaway? For better for worse…”

“For richer for poorer…”

“In sickness and in health…”

“Until death do us part,” she concluded. “I consider it the most solemn of vows. It implies an abiding commitment I have always felt ill prepared to give. That’s one reason I never married.” She shifted her gaze away, loath to admit that the other reason was that no man had ever wanted her.

“Perhaps you’re wiser than I credit you for.”

“Or perhaps,” she admitted, “I’m merely saying so because I am a complete failure in the marriage market. I was a sore trial to my parents. All they ever wanted was for me to marry well. I’ve done a good many other things, but never that.”

“Now you have a chance,” he said. “I’ll be frank, Miss Hathaway. I didn’t want to make you this offer. For obvious reasons, I am dubious about the reality of marital bliss. I looked at every possible option. I considered asking you to live here without marrying me, but that would subject Maggie to derision and scorn for living with unwed parents.”

“Public opinion has never bothered me, nor does it bother my daughter.”

“Oh, Lucy,” he said, surprising her by using her given name. “It does, though you try so hard to pretend otherwise. And when Maggie’s older, she’ll care, too.”

She fell silent, resenting him for his insight, resenting him because he was correct.

“The point is, I’m not making this offer lightly. Nor do I expect you to accept a conventional arrangement. Here is what I propose. We’ll be married in a quiet ceremony. You will move into the house. Naturally, I would hope your mother would come, too. Maggie loves her very much.”

Mother. Lucy’s gaze sought her out on the beach, where she stood watching for otters with Maggie. How she would adore this place in all its elegance and splendor. Now Lucy understood why Mr. Higgins had included Viola in the summons today. He must have known she would be enchanted by the beauty of his home. Despite her acceptance of their reduced circumstances, she’d always missed the way of life she’d enjoyed when the Colonel was alive, and Mr. Higgins was smart enough to sense that.

“Have you considered precisely how things will be if I were to move into your house?” she asked him. She couldn’t believe she was actually considering this, and yet she was intrigued.

“We shall live like any proper couple in separate chambers, only in our case the door adjoining our rooms will remain shut.”

How she must repulse him. Her pride wanted her to walk away. Then she thought of Maggie and her mother, and her selfishness retreated.


“Of course,” he said, “you’ll have to give up all your lovers.”

She gave a brittle laugh. “Even the French ones? But they were my favorites.” Studying his face, she realized he was serious. He’d actually believed her when she’d spouted off about her liaisons. This man had no idea what equality for women was really about. “Very well,” she said, “You won’t find any man near me. You have my guarantee on that.”

“As to guarantees, I’ve drawn up a written agreement, securing each party’s rights.”

She clutched her hands into her skirts, trying to keep her temper in check. How smugly certain he’d been that she would accept his offer. Yet such a measure seemed…reasonable. For decades, advocates of women’s rights had extolled the virtues of such agreements before marriage. But Mr. Higgins opposed equality for women—he’d said so many times. He was probably worried about her laying claim to his fortune as the first Mrs. Higgins had. Narrowing her eyes in suspicion, she said, “I would have to study this agreement very closely.”

“I’m sure you’ll see that the terms favor Maggie, if anyone.”

“When a woman marries in the state of Illinois, her property is surrendered to the husband. If I were to consider your offer, I’d expect a special exemption for my shop. I want the right to earn and keep my own money.”

“I assumed you’d want to sell The Firebrand. The struggle to make your way in the world would be over, Miss Hathaway.”

“That proves you don’t know me at all. If I had a million dollars ten times over, I would not give up my shop. Would you forfeit your position at the bank if you suddenly found some other means of support?”


“Don’t be absurd. I love the bank. Until you brought me Maggie, it was my life.”

“So you’ll advance your career at the bank, and I shall devote myself to Maggie.”

“Exactly.” He looked supremely satisfied.

“When she’s grown, you’ll still have your career, but I shall have an empty nest. Don’t you see this is the dilemma of all women? They are obliged to put aside their own dreams and ambitions until all opportunities have passed them by. I shall be like a cart horse used during its prime strength and then sold to the knacker when it’s too feeble to work anymore.”

“That’s a bit dramatic.”

A seagull hovered like a kite in a gust of wind, its plaintive cry sharp in the silence between them. She focused on the mundane sight of the bird. On such an ordinary afternoon, she couldn’t believe they were having this extraordinary conversation. She couldn’t believe that she, plain Lucy Hathaway, whom no man had ever looked at with anything but scorn, might suddenly have a husband.

In the back of her mind, she had always kept a slender possibility tucked away, the possibility that she would fall in love. If she married this man, based on a cold contract, all possibility would die.

But she would be Maggie’s mother.

“Say you’ll do it, Miss Hathaway,” he urged her. “Do it for Maggie.”

She couldn’t speak, but backed against the hard iron rail, holding it with both hands as Maggie and her mother came hand in hand along the esplanade looking like figures in a Renoir painting, surrounded by sunshine filtered through green leaves and glancing off blue water. They looked so perfect and happy in this setting, as if they belonged here and here alone.


She felt as though she stood on a high, sharp precipice, with a forest fire burning behind her and a yawning canyon below. She went through her options, tried to find some other way out of the dilemma. But Mr. Higgins had already enumerated and discarded all the possibilities until she had no choice. No choice but one.








SEVENTEEN



On Lucy’s wedding day, the lake generated a storm of stiff winds, swirling rain and seething clouds.

Imprisoned by a whalebone and buckram corset, she stood in the apartment over the shop, which had been closed in honor of the occasion. Her mother, Patience and Willa Jean hovered around her, preparing her as if she were a princess bride.

At her mother’s insistence, Lucy wore her best gown of watered silk adorned with satin ribbons in a pale green color that made her look as sick and pallid as she felt. Each sumptuous layer of the costume represented another bar in the cell to which she’d consigned herself. She wanted to approach this with cool determination and her eyes wide open. But the truth was, she felt as fearful as a virgin bride—which, ironically, she was.

Her mother tugged and twisted and pinned her hair into a painfully neat arrangement that pulled at Lucy’s eyes. The thick, coiled braid was crowned with a veil and anchored by combs. When Viola stepped back, tears shone in her eyes. “Imagine,” she said, leaning on Willa Jean for support. “My daughter, a bride at last.”


“Oh, Mother.” Lucy’s patience strained to its limit. “This isn’t a love match to get all sentimental over.”

“Marriages have started out for lesser reasons than the love of a child,” her mother said.

“Take joy where you find it, girl,” Patience admonished. “Don’t be looking away from the gifts of the Lord.”

Lucy rubbed her temples, resisting the urge to tear out the combs stabbing at her scalp. “Remind me, Patience. What gift would that be?”

“A daddy for that sweet baby of yours,” Patience said, her powerful affection for the child shining in her smile. As the cleric who would officiate, she looked splendid in a stiff collar and somber robe, her hair done neatly in a bun at the nape of her neck. “A fine new home for you and your mama. The good Lord arranged it all, and you got no business asking why.” Patience had that special look on her face, the one she always got when she was doing the Lord’s work. “Now, just you wait here, honey. Willa Jean and I’ll go down and wait for the coach.”

Lucy paced the small room. Since Mr. Higgins’s shocking proposition, she’d been as nervous as Silky the cat when Mrs. McNelis brought her obnoxious pug dog into the shop. Once Lucy had agreed to the marriage, she felt as though she’d stepped into a storm from which there was no escape, swept up in a whirlwind of preparation that left no time to think or reflect. That was probably a good thing, since if she thought about it she would know how foolhardy it was to sacrifice her freedom to a man.

Still, Mr. Lynch had approved the marriage agreement with only minor alterations. Mr. Higgins claimed he had no interest in seizing her property. He simply wanted Maggie to live with two loving parents—and he wanted protection for his own property should Lucy decide to undo the arrangement.


Painful experience had taught him that sort of caution.

Lucy scowled away the thought. How awful of her, already thinking of Diana as the wicked First Wife. Like every woman alive, Mrs. Higgins deserved the right to escape her marriage if she wished it. But a part of Lucy—a part she was not proud of—had already tarred and feathered the woman who had left her wounded, grieving husband lying in a hospital. Still, Lucy had only this one side of the story. One of her favorite customers, Sarah Boggs, was married to a man everyone respected, but Sarah bore his private abuses. Yet Lucy could not imagine Mr. Higgins raising his hand to a woman.

“What is this frown?” her mother asked, neatening Lucy’s sash. “This is a day for joy, not for scowling and regrets.”

Turning to her mother, she said, “Everything’s happening so fast. All my life I’ve devoted myself to proving a woman can survive without a man. And here I am violating everything I believe in.”

“Oh, Lucy.” Her mother fluffed out the ridiculous veil. “Such talk and carrying on. For years I’ve stood by and watched with pride while you rescued us from poverty, started your bookstore and raised a happy, healthy daughter.”

Unexpected warmth filled Lucy’s heart. “Thank you, Mother.”

“Let me finish. I’ve listened to the speeches at your suffrage rallies, and I admire your devotion to women’s rights, but the truth is, my darling daughter, as smart as you are, you have peculiar ideas about love and marriage.”

The warmth cooled considerably. “I never claimed any special expertise in that area.”

“That’s why you’re so afraid.” Viola picked up her summer lace gloves from the hall tree and carefully put them on, finger by finger. “Oh, yes, I know you’re afraid, though you’ve done your best to hide it. But you needn’t be. There is great power and beauty in a good and loving marriage.”


Driven by the lake winds, the summer rain lashed at the windowpanes, blowing the curtains inward. Agitated, Lucy went to latch all the windows. Then she checked the gas jets to make sure they were all turned off, and tightened the lid on the kerosene can; they wouldn’t be returning to their little abode over the shop for a long time. Maybe never.

“I’ve done fine on my own,” she said. “For that matter, Mother, so have you. We’ve been free to make our own way in the world any way we please. I’m not looking forward to the prison of marriage.”

“Dear, this is your doing,” her mother reminded her. “Even if you won’t admit it, you want this. You want to make a family for Maggie.” Viola deftly pushed a hatpin through the crown of her bonnet. “My love for the Colonel and his for me was not a prison but a place of sanctuary and growth, a place where I brought forth a daughter in joy and where my happiness was complete.”

Moving away from the rain-blurred window, Lucy stared at her mother. She’d never heard her speak with such vehemence. She’d assumed Viola lacked passion and conviction but that wasn’t the case at all. It was simply that Lucy’s mother had reserved her passion for her marriage and family rather than a social cause.

“Here,” Viola said, flushed from her outburst, “come over to the looking glass and see what a lovely bride you are.”

Taking Lucy by the hand, she led her to the tall, oval cheval glass that stood in a hinged frame in the corner. It was a mistake. She looked absurd, a sad and cynical parody of a bride. She was too old, too tall, too dark, too skinny, too…everything.

She looked like one of Cinderella’s ugly stepsisters.

A terrible shame heated her throat. For all her fierce convictions and impassioned politics, she hadn’t been able to rid herself of a disgraceful, private yearning that had plagued her all of her life.

“Lucy, please,” her mother pleaded softly, kindly. “What’s bothering you now?”

Lucy closed her eyes, then opened them. The loving regard in her mother’s face proved to be her undoing, drawing from her a candor she could not stifle.

“Couldn’t I just for one day be pretty?” she asked in an aching whisper. There. She had done it. She’d finally revealed how shallow and superficial she was. And how pathetic, wishing for something that could never come true.

“Oh, Lucy.” Pure, maternal understanding shone in Viola’s eyes. “You’re so much more than pre—”

“Please.” Lucy held up a hand. “You’ll only make it worse. I know what I am, and what I am not, and wishing for anything different is a waste of time.” She hugged her mother and stepped back, forcing a smile. “There. My moment of doubt is over.”

She avoided the looking glass after that and concentrated on her purpose. For the sake of Maggie, she’d agreed to bind her life to Randolph Higgins. In the contract, she followed the example of Dr. Lucy Stone, who had kept her maiden name after marriage. There wasn’t a thing wrong with the name Hathaway, and she didn’t intend to give it up. In claiming her rights in the marriage contract she’d struck a blow for women everywhere.

But even that failed to calm her racing heart. Only one woman had to marry Randolph Higgins today.

Squaring her shoulders, she led the way down the stairs to the small, tiled foyer where Patience and Willa Jean stood looking out at the dreary day.

A giant holding an umbrella came to the door and pulled it open. Willa Jean gave a cry of delight when she saw him. Eugene Waxman, nicknamed Bull, had been courting her for several months. He was the largest man Lucy had ever seen. His skin was the color of buffed ebony, and when he grinned, the day grew brighter. In a tailored suit, new spats buttoned around his ankles and a round derby hat crowning his head, he made an impressive sight.

Bull was a powerful reminder that people were capable of changing for the better. The night of the Great Fire, he had been among dozens of convicts released in a panic as the city burned. He’d made the mistake of trying to rob Kathleen O’Leary, who had not only foiled the attempt, but befriended him. Now he was employed by Dylan Kennedy, and his dream was to build a bungalow and marry a strong woman with a ready laugh—a woman like Willa Jean Washington. She had asked him to accompany them aboard the coach to city hall.

“Ready?” Lucy quelled a flutter of foolish excitement in her chest and herded everyone out the door. Sheltered by the wide umbrella, they moved in a little knot to the curb.

Holding another umbrella high, the smartly dressed driver waited to help them into the coach. Lucy could feel the press of attention emanating from the nearby shops. All the merchants, tradesmen and shopkeepers who shared her little section of Gantry Street watched from doorways and windows. It had been impossible to keep the news of her hasty marriage quiet.

“I have only one daughter,” her mother had declared. “I have only one chance to spread the news of her engagement.” She’d even published a formal announcement in The Firebrand, Lucy’s newsletter devoted to women’s suffrage. Each time someone congratulated her, Lucy had to bite her tongue to keep from pointing out that becoming the bride of Randolph Higgins was no special achievement but a business arrangement.


Even so, she felt swept up by the rising excitement, too. And the terror.

She and the others settled into the rain-battered coach. Chicago passed in a wet smear of gloomy low clouds, dripping eaves and pavement pocked with puddles. Arriving at the city hall at precisely eleven o’clock, they walked up the broad cut granite stairs to the chambers of the Honorable Judge Roth. In the outer lobby waited Mrs. Grace Higgins, Mr. Higgins and Maggie.

“Mama!” She rushed across the room and threw her arms around Lucy. “Mama, you look so pretty in your fancy dress. Did someone put rouge on your cheeks?”

Despite her blush, Lucy couldn’t help smiling. This was one of the blessings of having a child. Maggie thought her mama was pretty no matter what.

“Have you been waiting long?” She held Maggie by the shoulders to look at her. She’d missed that adorable little face.

“For ever and ever. Miss Lowell said it’s a special day and I must look my best. Is this my best, Mama?” Maggie stared dubiously down at the froth of pink satin and lace that draped her from neck to ankle. A giant pink bow adorned her profusion of short ringlets.

“You’re always beautiful, no matter what,” Lucy said, privately vowing to have a word with Miss Lowell. It wasn’t healthy to dwell on appearances. Lucy was proof of that. Even as an adult, she was plagued by self-consciousness. “And it’s very special that you dressed up for today.”

“It’s the best day ever.” Her face shone as she pulled Lucy across the room. With careful solemnity, she took Mr. Higgins’s hand and then Lucy’s, bringing their two hands together. “Now we’ll always be together.”

This marriage meant the world to Maggie. To her, it was no cold business arrangement, but a lifelong commitment. For Maggie’s sake, Lucy would make this work. She tried to be discreet as she unhitched her hand from her future husband’s. He wore a bemused expression, but his fingers were chilly and slightly damp with sweat.

Dylan and Kathleen Kennedy arrived, followed by Tom and Deborah Silver. “Look at our dear Lucy,” Deborah said, moist-eyed and beaming.

“A bride at last,” Kathleen added.

Lucy made hasty introductions, growing more nervous by the second. “The three of us met at finishing school—Deborah and I have known each other since we were Maggie’s age,” she explained.

Her friends studied him as though he were on exhibit in a zoo. Kathleen was the more brazen of the two, putting her hands on her hips and strolling in a circle around him. “My, Lucy dear. For such a hasty wedding, you made out rather well, I’d say. Big shoulders and a snappy dresser besides.”

“Oh, for mercy’s sake, Kathleen,” Deborah scolded, blushing furiously. She caught Rand’s eye. “Forgive her terrible manners. And please accept our congratulations, both on being reunited with your daughter, and on your marriage.”

“Isn’t it too wonderful?” Maggie jumped up and down. “I shall have a mama and a papa both!”

“You’re a lucky girl,” Dylan told her. He turned to Mr. Higgins, speaking as though he’d known him for years. “How is your golf game?”

“Close to par, when I find the time to play,” Mr. Higgins replied.

Lucy had no idea he played golf.

“I prefer fishing, myself,” Tom said.

“I can’t believe you’re discussing sports during this momentous occasion,” Kathleen burst out.

“We’d best behave,” Dylan said. “I don’t trust my wife when she uses that fishwifey tone of voice.”


“Shall we go?” Mr. Higgins stepped aside to let the ladies pass.

Drawing a deep breath, Lucy followed everyone into the judge’s chambers. “It’s Judge Roth,” Kathleen exclaimed. “The very one who married us the night of the fire. Surely you remember us, Judge Roth?”

Black-robed and white-haired, he put on his spectacles, nodding vigorously. “How could I forget?”

“It’s a sign of luck for sure,” Kathleen whispered as the judge motioned them to a long table with a lamp, pens and inkwells and the heavy tome of the registry.

“Who are the bride and groom?” asked Judge Roth.

Maggie proudly pointed at Lucy and Mr. Higgins. “My mama and papa are,” she announced.

The judge’s thick white eyebrows descended in thunderous disapproval.

“You see, Your Honor,” Lucy began, “We—”

“Do you really want to explain?” Mr. Higgins leaned down to whisper it in her ear, and she pulled away, startled by the warmth of his breath.

“We’re anxious to get started, Your Honor,” she said simply, conceding his point. And anxious to finish, she thought. On stiff legs, she forced herself to walk over to the table.

Patience cleared her throat and the judge nodded, signaling for her to begin. In her rolling tones, she said, “We are gathered here today in the sight of the Almighty to witness the marriage of Lucille Dorcas Hathaway and Randolph Birch Higgins, and to ask God to bless them.”

Maggie bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. Viola put a gloved hand on her shoulder, and she slowed down.

“‘It is written—’” Patience continued, “‘Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.’ It is also written—’In all your ways acknowledge God, and he will make straight your paths.’ Lucille and Randolph, if either of you know of any lawful impediment why you may not be married, I charge you now, before the Lord, the Searcher of all hearts, to declare it…”

Lucy pressed her lips together to keep from shrieking a protest. What she was doing was completely within the law, yet everything about it felt false. She sensed Mr. Higgins beside her, and his shadow felt heavy, oppressive. She must have made some sign or motion of distress, for he put a discreet hand beneath her elbow, steadying her. Even that, the slightest of touches, set off a reaction. Sensations she didn’t want to feel darted through her, compounding her confusion.

“I will,” Mr. Higgins replied to something the judge had said.

Delicate snuffles rose from Viola, Deborah, Kathleen and Willa Jean, and out came the handkerchiefs.

Then the judge turned to her. “Lucille, will you take Randolph to be your husband, to live together in the holy estate of matrimony? Will you love him, comfort him, honor him and keep him, in sickness and in health, forsaking all others as long as you both shall live?”

Love him? Comfort him? Honor him?

She forgot how to speak. She could not force one word past her lips. Then Maggie tugged at her skirt, and in a terrible, broken voice, Lucy said, “I will.”

“Almighty and everlasting God,” Patience prayed, “in whom we live and move, grant unto us purity of heart, so that no selfish passion may hinder us from knowing your will. Grant that what is said and done in this place may be blessed, both now and forevermore. Amen.”

“A-men,” Maggie echoed in her strongest voice.

The judge pronounced them man and wife. Wife. Lucille Dorcas Hathaway had ceased to be a woman of independent identity.

Maggie looked from Lucy to Rand to the judge. “Is it over?” Her blunt, childish question rang loudly in the stillness of the judge’s chambers.

“It’s over,” Lucy said quietly.

Mr. Higgins surprised everyone by sweeping Maggie up in his arms. “It’s just beginning,” he declared.

Dear God, thought Lucy, trying wildly to catch Patience’s eye. What have I done? But Patience was busy signing her name to the register. The other women dabbed at their eyes; the men checked their watches.

Surrounded by friends and family, Lucy had never felt more alone. For once in her life, she wanted someone to pat her on the hand and tell her everything would be fine, even if it was a lie. How she longed to be the sort of bride who set off on her journey to love with a heart full of joy. But Lucy felt only dread and uncertainty.

“What about the wedding?” Maggie said, the corners of her mouth turning down. “There’s supposed to be music and a bouquet. You’re supposed to kiss the bride. You told me, Papa. You said there would be music and flowers and kissing.”

For a moment, no one spoke or moved.

“How could I forget?” asked Rand. After setting Maggie down, he held Lucy lightly by the shoulders and bent close to her.

“No, please,” Lucy murmured, for his ears only. She’d had enough of lies and pretenses.

Equally softly, he whispered, “Let’s give her something to remember.”

Before she could escape, he set his lips upon hers, firmly imprinting the warmth and unfamiliar flavor of his mouth on her. It was a simple gesture, yet Lucy feared she might burst into flame. She wanted to fall into this kiss, to expand and deepen it until she was totally consumed. At the same time, she wanted to run away and hide forever.

With casual ease, Mr. Higgins pulled back. He took the little carnation boutonniere from his lapel and held it out to Lucy, his little finger crooked with exaggerated daintiness. Maggie giggled, and Lucy, blushing furiously, had no choice but to accept the flower. Taking Maggie’s hand, he turned and walked toward the door, a distinct swagger in his step, whistling the wedding march between his teeth.








EIGHTEEN



An unearthly yowl, followed by a crash, brought Lucy bucking up out of the bed. Fumbling through the dark, unfamiliar room, she went to the nearest door and yanked it open.

A feline bolt of lightning streaked into the room. A moment later, a large, hairy beast knocked her off her feet in pursuit of the cat.

Lucy hit the floor, the wind knocked out of her. Dazed, she watched her husband’s dog tree her cat atop the canopy of her bed.

The door connecting her room to her husband’s opened with dramatic swiftness. Mr. Higgins stood there in a pale flood of gaslight, looking mysterious and imposing in his long robe.

“Ivan,” he yelled. “Ivan, to heel.”

The giant dog snapped to attention, then slunk to his master’s side.

Lucy sat up, rubbing her elbow, which rang with numbness. She felt totally disoriented in the spacious chamber with its soaring ceilings and tall windows, its ornate furniture and sumptuous draperies and rugs. The paneled door led into the shadowy cave of her husband’s room.

This was the first time the door had been opened.


Mr. Higgins pointed to a rug in front of the massive hearth in his own room, a lair of heavy masculine furnishings and mysterious accoutrements. “Go lie down, you big oaf,” he ordered sharply. As the dog obeyed, her husband returned to Lucy’s room and twisted a knob on the lamp. The gaslight hissed high and bright, chasing the gloom into the corners. The casualty of the pursuit was a Meissen vase that had been displayed on a hall table outside Lucy’s room. He collected the broken pieces onto a lace doily and piled them on the table.

Then he returned to Lucy, who sat, stunned, on the floor. The whole incident had taken place in the span of seconds, and part of her brain was still half asleep. When Mr. Higgins held out his hand, she groggily took it and pulled herself up.

Squinting around her new room, she blinked and rubbed her eyes to clear her vision—and immediately wished she hadn’t.

Mr. Higgins’s dressing gown, hastily donned, gaped open to reveal his chest. Though he couldn’t know it, this was the first time she’d ever seen a man’s chest. It was broad and banded by muscle, with a fascinating pattern of dark hair. Slanting across the area just over his heart was a smooth, livid scar.

He yanked the robe closed. His was the self-protective anger of a wounded beast, and she felt an unbidden surge of compassion.

“I’ll bet,” he said, “you weren’t expecting so much excitement on your wedding night.”

She forced herself to stop staring at him. In his dark silk robe, with his hair tousled and his feet bare, he appeared so…so decadent. Hurrying over to the bed, she said, “Silky, do come down. It’s safe now. That nasty dog won’t hurt you.” Rising on tiptoe, she reached for the canopy that arched over the bed.


The calico cat peeked over the top, its slanted eyes flickering nervously around the room.

“It’s all right,” Lucy coaxed. “He’s just a dumb dog, all brawn and no brains. Come, Silky.”

The wary cat crept down into her waiting arms. Hugging the cat to her chest, Lucy turned to find Mr. Higgins watching her. The moment of compassion vanished. He looked large and threatening, painted by lamplight and shadow.

“So this is your idea of excitement?” she asked tartly, feeling as though her entire body had caught fire. What had she been dreaming about when she’d been so rudely awakened? Whatever it was, it left her feeling warm and lethargic.

His gaze took her in with slow-paced deliberation, from her long unbound hair to her bare feet, lingering at the places where the light shone through the thin organdy of her nightgown.

“It’s a start,” he said. He must have sensed her fascination with him, for he studied her minutely, his clear-eyed gaze taking her in, bit by bit. The interest she couldn’t quite hide sparked an answering interest in him. In the space of moments, he seemed to transform himself into the arrogant rogue she had encountered so long ago.

She clutched the cat closer until the poor creature let out a mew of protest. At a loss, Lucy stared at the floor, her gown brushing the rich carpet. She waited, expecting him to leave.

When showing her around the house, Mr. Higgins had gestured offhandedly at the door between their chambers. “My room is through there,” he’d said.

“Is it locked?” she’d asked.

“Does it need to be?” he’d fired back.

And that, Lucy thought, had been that.

She’d spent the remainder of her wedding day with Maggie, who was giddy with excitement as she helped her mother and grandmother settle into the new house. Lucy had gone to bed exhausted from all the unpacking, and until now she hadn’t given the closed door another thought.

“Who was it,” she wondered aloud, “who coined the term ‘marriage of convenience’? I am not finding this very convenient at all.”

“Neither is my dog,” said Mr. Higgins.

“He shall have to get used to having a cat around,” Lucy said firmly. “It wasn’t poor Silky’s idea to uproot herself and move to a strange house ruled by a great hairy beast.” Realizing she was staring at her husband’s bare feet, she shifted her gaze up to his face.

“It’s not Ivan’s fault, either,” he said. “The old boy was perfectly content to mind his own business until his domain was invaded by a peculiar female with a nasty temper and no discernible purpose on earth.”

“Silky has a purpose.”

“Murdering small birds?” he asked. “Sneaking around in the dark when civilized creatures are asleep?”

“Keeping me company. Curling up to sleep in my lap.”

“Then she’d better learn to get along with Ivan.”

“He had better learn to get along with her.” Curiosity got the better of Lucy. Still cradling the nervous cat, she went and opened the door a crack. Ivan lay on the hearth rug with his chin planted sullenly between his front paws and a mournful look on his heavily jowled face. The dog glowered when Lucy stepped into the room. The cat dug her claws into Lucy’s shoulder. She looked around, experiencing her first real glimpse into the inner sanctum of her husband.

The dog growled, but fell silent when Mr. Higgins shushed him.

Her gaze took in the massive fireplace, the tall book-shelves crowded with well-thumbed books, a large globe and skeletal brass telescope, the huge bed. The scale of everything was massive. Intimidating. Much like its inhabitant.

The cat shifted skittishly in her arms and nearly bolted. Stroking Silky to calm her, Lucy was drawn to the French doors, which framed a view of the lake. She knew she was trespassing but that had never stopped her before.

“It’s beautiful,” she said softly. “I’ve never seen such a sunrise.”

Without being asked, he opened the glass-paned doors for her. The impatient cat fled immediately, shooting from her arms, vaulting over the balustrade and then melting into the shadows of the yard below. Though knowing she, too, ought to bolt for cover, Lucy stepped out onto the balcony into the moist chill of the morning air. Clusters of lilacs hung from the tall hedge plants, heavy with dew, filling the air with the fragrance of early summer. The sky burned bright pink; the lake mirrored and intensified the glow, casting up the light so that the entire yard and quiet roadway were bathed in eerie radiance. As Lucy watched, a raft of waterfowl took wing, skimming along the surface before arrowing cleanly across the sky.

She turned to Mr. Higgins. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she said.

“I agree,” he said. But he wasn’t looking at the sunrise. He seemed amused, although he didn’t smile. She could somehow detect a subtle humor dancing in his eyes, those mesmeric eyes that had first drawn her attention so long ago.

An unsettling chill slithered over her, yet at the same time, she felt the fire of the sunrise, only now it burned inside her. She thought about what he’d said, about him being her last chance.

She lifted a hand involuntarily to her throat, holding her gown closed. She wished she’d thought to put on her robe, but she hadn’t counted on being so abruptly awakened. She found her voice and said stiffly, “That’s a wonderful view of the lake, Mr. Higgins.”

She moved toward the tall mahogany door, eager to reach the empty safety of her own room.

He stepped in her way to block her exit. “You shouldn’t keep calling me Mr. Higgins.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too formal after a kiss like that.”

Was he referring to that absurd, mocking embrace at their wedding? She frowned in confusion. “What kiss?”

“This one.” Taking her by the shoulders, he tugged her against him and slid his arm behind her back. With the same motion, he pressed his lips down onto hers. Lucy found herself at a loss, for she couldn’t seem to govern her reaction to him. She wanted to feel the texture of his mouth upon hers, to know what he tasted like, to experience the dizzying sensation of desire lifting her up and sweeping her away. She wanted to stay, yet at the same time, the longing to linger and explore the desire he ignited shamed her.

She pushed against his chest, but her own hands betrayed her and the defensive motion turned into a searching caress. His chest was broad—hard-muscled, warm beneath her chilled fingers. Her betraying hands explored upward, spreading over his big shoulders, feeling the ridge of a scar across the top of his arm. His muscles contracted, and she sensed his self-consciousness returning. She moved her hand to let him know it didn’t matter.

The old, old longing fell over her like sunlight through the window. Past and present fused into this single moment. More than five years had passed since she’d first looked into his challenging eyes. So much had changed in those eventful years, but one thing stayed constant—there was still a seductive magic that bound them together.


She caught her breath and said, “No more—”

He touched his finger to her lips and then put his mouth there, brushing lightly back and forth in a motion she felt all the way to her toes.

Her hands tightened into fists on his shoulders and once again, instead of pushing him away, she clutched him closer. The brushing motion changed and softened into a tender pressure. She was shocked to discover that he’d parted her lips with his own and touched her with his tongue. She shocked herself even further by opening to him and letting him fill her with the forbidden taste of passion.

She felt him everywhere, even in the places he wasn’t touching. She burned with a fever so intense that she felt disoriented, not herself at all.

Then, slowly, he lifted his mouth from hers. She could neither move nor speak. Since her days at finishing school she’d imagined what kissing was like, but this embrace, so long in coming that she’d nearly given up on it, surpassed any imagining.

“It’s morning,” she stated, wishing her voice didn’t have that odd tremor in it. She took a step back. “I must go.”

“You could stay.” He ran his hand down her arm and maybe she imagined it, but she felt his thumb briefly outline the curve of her unbound breast. “You take me out of myself, Lucy. You make me forget—” He stopped abruptly and drew his finger along her jawline, the proprietary touch nearly as intimate as his kiss. “We didn’t marry because of this,” he said, then bent and touched her mouth with his, searing her briefly with a reminder of the intimacy and heat they’d just shared. Then he pulled back. “But that doesn’t mean—”

“Mr. Higgins—”

“Rand.”

He was right. As his wife, she must learn to use his given name. But she couldn’t just yet. Everything was too new and…disturbing. He seemed so different, an unsettling combination of the former, flirtatious rogue and the wounded, withdrawn man who still had a man’s desires and still remembered his seductive ways.

“I must go,” she repeated, speaking with stronger conviction now. She hurried away, rushing through the door between their rooms and pulling it shut with desperate haste.








NINETEEN



His sleep hopelessly disrupted and his nerves rattled by the encounter with Lucy, Rand dressed in the growing light of early morning. He hadn’t employed a valet in many years, though it was the fashion for men of his class. Since the accident, he was reluctant to expose his scars and imperfections to anyone, even to a servant. A petty vanity, he knew, but he didn’t want to bare the old wounds.

Five years after the tragedy, he could still hear the whisper of those hovering around his hospital bed, when they didn’t think he would ever regain consciousness.

They had been wrong. The first part of him to awaken had been his sense of hearing.

“He may never come around,” a man, probably a doctor, had said. “The head injury is severe. I’m surprised he hung on this long.”

“Perhaps it’s for the best,” said another voice. “Who could live like…this?”

Despite the chilling words, he’d struggled to come back, for he couldn’t die without knowing what had become of Christine.

Swimming through a fog of pain, he became aware of hospital smells—overcooked food, boric acid and body waste—and knew he was beginning his journey back. Unable to make a sound or movement, he’d pleaded with frantic eyes, peering out through the web of gauze around his head. No one had noticed, not the doctors who marveled at his stamina, not the nurses who cleaned him and patiently fed him liquids through a hollow tube. And especially not Diana, who finally arrived, pale and thin, at his bedside.

He waited for her to speak, desperate to hear his wife’s voice.

Her image came into focus between the diffuse threads of the wrapping. Finally she spoke. “What is that awful smell?”

A doctor cleared his throat. “I fear the burns are quite extensive, Mrs. Higgins.”

She drew away, and he could see the shudder pass through her like a bitter wind. She didn’t come back until summoned by his doctors, days later.

“Really,” she protested, “you are the doctor, not I. I don’t see how my presence could possibly make a diff—”

“He spoke, Mrs. Higgins. Your husband said something. That’s why I called you here today.”

“Well, what did he say?”

“Ma’am, is your name Christine?”

She went to Rand’s bedside with utmost reluctance. He could see resistance in the set of her shoulders and the way she avoided looking at him.

“Randolph?” she said.

He had marshaled all his strength in order to ask his question. “Chris-tine?” He hissed his baby’s name through damaged lips.

Diana had shut her eyes while tears escaped and rolled down her hollow, white cheeks. “She’s gone, Randolph. The hotel collapsed and burned. She and Miss Damson were both…killed.”

The denial that had roared through him had more healing force than all the efforts of the doctors of St. Elspeth’s and the specialists from Rush Medical College combined. He couldn’t accept that his baby was gone. He had to get up, get out of there. He had to find her. Perhaps the mindless refusal to believe what he heard had given him the strength to do what he did next.

He’d sat up in bed, startling everyone. And then he’d pulled the bandages off his head. The doctor and nurses were used to him from weeks of changing his dressings, but this was Diana’s first glimpse of him since the fire. He didn’t know at the time that it would be her last.

He would never forget the expression on her face or the involuntary sound that escaped her when she looked at her husband.

He hadn’t seen her again after that day. His next visitor had been a hired lawyer informing Rand that Diana was suing him for divorce.

Buttoning a waistcoat over a crisp white shirt, Rand pulled himself back to the present. He cursed under his breath, furious that the encounter with Lucy this morning had sparked memories of his tormented past.

Perhaps Diana’s stated grounds for divorce still haunted him. Never mind that he’d been confined to a hospital bed, recuperating from saving her life. He could have argued that point, but in his wounded state after the fire, he could do nothing to disprove her claim. When he saw the official papers, he’d finally admitted something that had lurked like poison in the back of his mind for weeks. He didn’t want to be Diana’s husband anymore.

He’d signed his capitulation with a shaky, bandaged hand.

This morning Lucy had disproved the humiliating claim unequivocally. He’d wanted her with a reckless need he hadn’t felt since he was a lad of seventeen, seducing scullery maids in the linen closet. Exuding the careless charm of a young man of privilege, he’d been spoiled by those who were easily swayed by good looks and a glib tongue. Thoughtless, impulsive and ever looking to fill the void left by his absent mother, he’d used his looks and status to full advantage. On his graduation from university, his father had directed him to marry Miss Diana Layton, and he’d readily obliged, certain that trading in his wild ways for marital bliss would finally bring him the soul-settling contentment he’d always craved. He’d been so stupid. And so damned eager.

Finding his daughter again was a miracle in itself, but having Lucy in his life was a separate issue altogether. He didn’t trust the way she made him feel, because long ago, he’d felt the same enthusiasm for Diana. That had turned out to be false, a chimera, shimmering and then disappearing like a shadow at dawn. Still, he had wanted to seduce Lucy. She’d reawakened his self-assurance along with his passion.

As he made his way down to the breakfast room, he caught himself whistling tunelessly between his teeth—something he hadn’t done in years. Ordinarily breakfast was a cursory affair—he drank his coffee, read the morning paper and bade his grandmother a good day before going to the bank.

This morning the breakfast room was a hive of activity. In addition to his grandmother and Miss Lowell, he encountered Lucy, Maggie and Viola Hathaway, sipping tea and all talking at once.

“Good morning,” he said, disoriented by the intimidating profusion of females sitting in the bright, sun-drenched room.

“Hello, Papa, did you sleep well?” Maggie said, all in a rush. “Miss Lowell says I have to ask you if it’s all right to play baseball this afternoon. Mama says I can play baseball anytime, but Miss Lowell says I need your permission, too, on account of I got two parents now, so can I?”

“May I?” the governess corrected her.

“And may I, too?” Maggie asked. Her gap-toothed grin let him know the reply she expected.

“On one condition,” he said.

The grin disappeared, and she eyed him warily.

“You have to promise to play a game of catch with me when I get home today.”

She bounced up and down in her chair. “Now! I want to play catch now!”

“After work,” Lucy said. “You heard…your father.”

How strange to hear himself referred to in that fashion. He couldn’t quite figure out what he was feeling, but it was something rare and new.

“What do you do at the bank, anyway?” Maggie asked, swirling her spoon in a cup of tea diluted with milk.

“Customers bring me their money,” he said, “and I keep it safe for them.”

“Are you very good at it?” she asked. “Are you good at keeping it safe?”

“He is,” his grandmother said grandly. “In three years, there hasn’t been a run on deposits, while every other bank in town suffers from regular panics.”

Maggie clearly had no idea what his grandmother was saying, but Viola looked impressed. “That’s wonderful,” she said, spooning sugar into her tea.

“Some customers borrow money,” Lucy pointed out, aiming a meaningful glance at him. “The bank makes a lot of money off such customers.”

“Do you make a lot of money?” Maggie asked.

Miss Lowell set down her coffee cup. “Child, that is a vulgar ques—”


“The bank does,” Rand said. They might as well understand that, although comfortable, he was not endlessly wealthy. “I’m paid a salary for what I do. If I do a bad job, they’ll give me the sack.”

“What kind of sack?”

“They’ll stop paying me and tell me not to work at the bank anymore.”

“Then we could play catch all day long.”

“True, but it wouldn’t seem as much fun if we did that. I do love the bank, Maggie. I wouldn’t ever want to get the sack.” Giving her a wink, he took his usual seat at the head of the table, but instead of reading the paper, he drank his coffee while watching the ladies of the house. Viola, Miss Lowell and his grandmother seemed content to visit pleasantly while Maggie and Lucy slathered their biscuits with butter and jam.

He caught Lucy’s eye, and again was struck by the swift heat of attraction. What the devil was it about her? She kissed like a girl, her mouth soft and her hands tentative as if she did not know where to put them. He assumed that she’d had much practice when it came to the act of love. Perhaps, in the amorous adventures she boasted about, she’d learned that hesitation had a certain charm.

He might be deluding himself entirely, though. He knew exactly why she’d married him. Somehow, he would make it be enough.

* * *

A nervous Mr. Crowe informed Rand that the Board of Directors had convened a special meeting. As he stepped into the plush boardroom of the Union Trust, the subtle, monied smells of old leather and ink filled the air. Like a panel of distinguished jurors, the directors lined both sides of the table.

As usual, Lamott’s personal assistant was in attendance. Guy Smollett was a mild-faced young fellow who dressed well and said little. Rand knew him only slightly, but he had a bad feeling about the fellow. For no particular reason, he sensed a subtle cruelty masked by Smollett’s choirboy face.

“Higgins,” said Jasper Lamott after a round of cursory greetings, “until recently you’ve never given us cause to question your judgment.”

“I assume this means you’ve finally found cause.” Rand kept his voice quiet, neutral. Jasper had been his friend and mentor since his arrival in Chicago. When Rand had left the hospital after the fire, broken and alone, Jasper Lamott had been the first to call on him—and to remind him that finding a purpose could make life bearable, if not filling it with joy.

“When you began your term at this institution,” Lamott continued, “we overlooked the fact that you were a man with a troublesome personal background.”

He’d been the first employee of the bank to be involved in a divorce. But he’d quickly found a way to deflect moral outrage and skepticism. He made money for the bank, lots of money. His lodged deposits were sound, his loans productive and his instincts unerring. The banking world forgave a multitude of faults in men who made money.

“We were not disappointed,” Mr. Crabtree said. “But this latest gossip is spreading faster than a financial panic.” Expressions of disapproval darkened the room.

Rand faced them with a steely, inborn calm. The directors were known to have reduced grown men to tears, but after all Rand had been through, there were few things that intimidated him.

“I assume,” he said, “you are referring to the recent changes in my personal life.” He’d informed them of his plans in a cursory letter. Clearly, they expected a fuller explanation. “I’ve found my young daughter, years after giving her up for dead in the Great Fire. Maggie is nearly six now, and very attached to the woman who raised her. For Maggie’s sake, I have married her foster mother.”

“You don’t say,” Mr. McClean said. “That’s extraordinary. Purely extraordinary.”

“It was all over the papers,” Crabtree pointed out.

“I don’t read the gossip rags.”

“I haven’t read the accounts, either,” Rand said. “The tale is probably embellished, but the fact is, I have clear evidence that Maggie is my daughter, including photographs.”

“What a pity the rescuer turned out to be her.” Lamott took out a fresh cigar and Guy Smollett handed him a clip. He snipped the end, cleanly and precisely.

“Who?” asked Crabtree.

“The Hathaway woman. Runs that radical bookstore and engages in spreading sedition. Same damned female who came to us about a loan—”

“There you are,” McClean said in exasperation. “She’s snookered you, Higgins.”

“Why did you have to marry her?” Mr. Crabtree wanted to know. “Surely it wasn’t necessary to go that far.”

“Lucy has raised Maggie from the night she rescued her,” Rand said. “They are very, very close, and Maggie needs her. Rather than engage in a lengthy legal battle over custody of the child, we decided her needs would best be served by becoming a family.”

Smollett struck a match and carried the flame to Lamott’s cigar. Jasper fogged the room with bluish smoke. Smollett laid the match in the brass ashtray, staring intently at the flame until it went out.

“Probably filled the poor child’s head with claptrap and blasphemy.” Crabtree steepled his fingers atop a stack of printed forms. “Equal rights. Free love. Women who vote.”

Rand forced himself to ignore the comment.


“She’s not a bookseller anymore,” Lamott pointed out. “She’s your wife.”

Something inside Rand froze. This was it, then. Here was the flaw in his plan.

“Actually, sir, Lucy will be keeping her interest in the bookstore.”

“Don’t be absurd, Higgins. You’re the president of the Union Trust. Your wife does not work at a bookstore.”

“There’s no law that prohibits a married woman from employing herself.” The words sounded strange coming from him. He’d believed with every fiber of his being that a proper wife and mother stayed home to mind the business of the family. Yet Lucy had been looking after both Maggie and her shop with no adverse consequences, and she had no intention of giving up now.

“I don’t like it,” Crabtree said, thumping the tip of his umbrella on the floor. “Don’t like it in the least. It’s ungodly and immoral, the goings-on in that place.”

Smollett leaned toward Jasper and murmured something.

“What’ll our clients think?” Lamott asked. “They are men of principle, mindful about whom they do business with.”

Jasper Lamott’s arch-conservative religious group had mounted a fierce and well-organized opposition to the Suffrage Movement. Clannish and distrustful, Lamott’s associates in the Brotherhood lodged their deposits at the bank.

“They’re interested in good business and fair dealings,” Rand said, holding his temper in check. “My having married a woman engaged in commerce won’t change that.”

“We’ve a reputation to uphold.” Lamott puffed aggressively on his cigar. “Men are fastidious about their money. They’re particular about who they deal with when it comes to banking. You understand that, Higgins. Don’t pretend you don’t.”

“Trust me,” Rand assured them, “my wife’s conduct and her business will be discreet. People will take no more note of Lucy than they do of a matron at a church social.”

* * *

When he arrived home that afternoon, he was greeted by a huge political banner spread across the driveway, a pack of mismatched children racing around the lawn and his nosiest neighbor lying in wait.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Wallace,” he said, pretending not to notice the red-and-white banner with the paint still wet. The slogan Votes For Women shouted in bright block letters. “And how are y—”

“What in heaven’s name is going on, Mr. Higgins?” Mrs. Wallace demanded, gesturing at the carriages parked at the curb. “It’s practically a mob scene, and I heard them singing the most dreadful protest songs. I was about to send for the police.”

“I’m sure there’s no need,” he said. The barefoot children stampeded across the yard with Maggie in the lead, whooping like a wild Indian. “If you’ll excuse me, Mrs. Wallace, I must be going.”

He left her sputtering in outrage on the sidewalk, pretending to be unperturbed by the uncontrolled mayhem. As he walked up to the front door, his daughter ambushed him.

“You’re a prisoner,” Maggie screamed, tightening a rope around his middle. In addition to loose dungarees, she wore streaks of warpaint on her face and a crooked feather in her hair. “You’ll never get out of here alive!” A few other children leaped from the gooseberry bushes flanking the front walk and ran in circles around Rand. Barking his foolish head off, Ivan added to the noise. Rand counted at least eight youngsters, ranging from about Maggie’s age to toddlers with sagging drawers. And in spite of his irritation, he couldn’t help laughing.

“I surrender.” He turned his hands up in capitulation. “Here, I’ll pay you a ransom.” Reaching into his pocket, he took out a handful of peppermint drops. Having learned that first day that Maggie loved peppermints, he always carried a supply.

Instantly diverted, they ran off with their booty, leaving Rand to make his way into the house. Stepping over buckets and brushes in the foyer, he recalled leaving an orderly household that morning. What greeted him this afternoon was chaos.

Placards and banners in various stages of completion covered every surface of the downstairs. They bore slogans like All Men And Women Are Created Equal, I Will Vote, and Give The Vote To The Woman Who Gave You Life.

“How do you spell despot?” someone asked from the parlor.

“L-a-m-o-t-t,” another woman answered. “Chief of the Brethren of Orderly Righteousness. Have you ever noticed the initials of that moniker? BOOR.”

“Highly appropriate. Did you see in the paper where his group wants to revive coverture restrictions for women?”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, really?” Lucy’s voice was sharp with annoyance. “I thought such restrictions ended in the Middle Ages. I shall have to register myself as a femme sole trader so I can conduct business on my own. Honestly, I think men who make the laws must leave their brains at the hatcheck.”

“Actually,” someone said, “a man’s brains are—” Her voice dropped to a whisper and was followed by a chorus of female laughter.

Rand took a deep breath and headed for the parlor.

Miss Lowell waylaid him in the vestibule, her carpetbag in one hand and a piece of paper in the other.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“My letter of resignation.” Her mouth was so pinched he was surprised she could speak. “My services are clearly not appreciated here. Your wife has excused Maggie from needlework and deportment. She allows the child to chase balls in the alley with the children of laborers, and now the little hoyden is racing around out of control with her visitors.”

“I believe that’s called playing,” he said politely, thinking how agreeable it had been to return home to a yard full of laughing children. “At Maggie’s age, it’s permissible.”

“At the expense of learning?” She sniffed. “And good manners? I cannot abide the disorder. Good day, Mr. Higgins.”

She was gone before he had a chance to respond. Out in the yard, two women he’d never seen before shooed the children away from Miss Lowell as she marched down the gravel driveway, veering around the painted banner.

It was just as well. Judging by the noise from the parlor, Rand had other matters to worry about. Unnoticed, he stood in the doorway. Viola sat in a draped window seat, contentedly sewing a sash in patriotic colors. Wearing a paint-smeared smock and her hair pulled away from her face, Lucy discussed the design of the placards with Deborah and Kathleen.

Pushing aside a curl that strayed over her brow, she said, “Perhaps the banner should read, ‘All men are despots.’”

“But all of them are not,” said Mrs. Silver.

“Just most of them,” Mrs. Kennedy pointed out.

“Our claim is—” Lucy spied Rand and stopped abruptly. “Oh, hello,” she said. “You’re home.”

He had an instant and unexpected reaction to seeing her again. She was disheveled, her face flushed, eyes bright and hair in charming disarray, and he found her appearance uniquely unsettling. There was a peculiar quality to the lust she inspired in him. It had a way of undermining his every thought and intention. He meant to yell at her for running off the governess, but instead he simply stood there, the letter forgotten in his hand.

Wiping her fingers on her smock, she gestured at her friends. “Deborah and Kathleen have come to help. You met them at the wedding, remember? Miss Landauer and Mrs. Boggs are working on the banners in the yard and keeping an eye on the children.”

Pretending the circumstances were not completely absurd, he said the usual how-do-you-dos. He wondered why a woman like Deborah Silver would involve herself in politics. She was well-known as the wealthiest heiress in the city. After losing her father in a scandal-laden tragedy, she’d married Tom Silver, turned her efforts to philanthropy and was much in demand by the leading hostesses of Chicago. He knew less about Mrs. Kennedy, though like everyone else he’d heard the gossip: She was the daughter of Mrs. O’Leary, in whose barn the Great Fire had started.

He glanced at the sign Deborah was lettering. “I am no man’s chattel.” Odd that such a seemingly agreeable, refined woman could be a radical.

“Thank you,” said Mrs. Kennedy, “for the use of your home for our work. It’s ever so much more spacious than Lucy’s apartment over the shop.”

“To be honest, I had no idea any ‘work’ would be taking place here.”

“We meet once a month to work on the campaign for the vote,” Lucy said, not even pretending to be contrite. “We shall have to meet more often to prepare for the Centennial on July Fourth.”

Something in his expression must have alerted Mrs. Silver, for she stood quickly. “Kathleen, we really must be going. The children will be as wild as coyotes if we don’t round them up soon.”


“But—”

“Now, Kathleen.” Mrs. Silver spoke sweetly, but eyed the other with steely determination.

“I’ll see you ladies out,” Viola said.

After the four women had left with their children in tow, Rand surveyed the house. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in explaining yourself to me.”

“I explain myself to no one,” Lucy said.

“As my wife, you have a duty to—”

“I told you I wouldn’t be good at being a wife.”

“Suppose I were to ask out of simple, polite interest?”

“In that case, I would be happy to enlighten you.”

“I’m interested,” he said.

“But you’re not very polite. You practically ran my friends off. It was rude.”

“I’m not accustomed to coming home to chaos.” Stalking to the window, he glared out to see the four women herding the children into the waiting coaches. “Who the devil are they?”

“I told you—”

“Their names.” He turned back to face her. “But that’s not what I’m asking.”

She planted her hands on her hips and thrust up her chin. On her, the defiant stance merely looked charming. “Deborah and Kathleen are two of my dearest friends. Lila Landauer came to the shop, hoping to improve her English, which I’m happy to say she has. Sarah Boggs and her two children visited the shop, too, when she—”

He didn’t like the way she hesitated. “When she what?”

“She never learned to read, and her husband forbade her to pursue it. So she comes in secret.” Lucy dropped her hands and clenched them into fists at her side. “She tried to divorce him once, but her suit was denied. All she got for her troubles was a beating from her husband and another baby on the way. This is the sort of injustice I’m fighting. Don’t try to stop me.”

“Is painting provocative slogans on banners going to change things for the woman?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Perhaps not today or tomorrow, but one day it will. Not just for her, but for all women.” Agitated, she began tidying up the room, stacking pamphlets and closing the lids on the paint jars. “There is to be a significant march on the Fourth of July,” she announced, “and we intend to be prepared.”

“A march,” he said, picturing a line of wild-eyed, chanting women surging through the streets of Chicago.

“Indeed. The Centennial of our nation’s birth provides the perfect occasion to make a plea for our cause. A hundred years ago, Americans protested taxation without representation and declared that all men were created equal.”

“I’m well aware of that.”

“Women pay taxes,” she explained. “Yet we are not permitted to vote for representation. It’s a travesty, and I will not rest until it changes.”

Her pale face lit with determination, Rand realized then that, in arranging to marry her, he’d overlooked a key element. Simply marrying Lucy Hathaway was not going to make her a biddable wife.

He had a sudden thought of his mother, lurking deep in the shadows of memory. She hadn’t been biddable, either. Her independent spirit had left the broken wreckage of her family in its wake, and years later, he was still finding jagged shards of betrayal in his heart.

“You’re not to do any more of your organizing under my roof,” he snapped. “I won’t tolerate it.”

Her brown eyes widened with amazement. “I beg your pardon?”


“I said—”

“I heard what you said. I simply can’t imagine why you’d think I would do as you say.”

“Because this is my house. Maggie is my daughter, and you are my wife.”

“I’m not an idiot, Mr. Higgins. Was I foolish to believe you’re not, either? Because truly, only an idiot would oppose equal rights and universal suffrage.”

He clenched his teeth, holding in his anger. “I don’t give a damn who gets the vote. But if equality means women will turn their backs on their families, then I have a problem with that.”

“I haven’t turned my back on my family,” she said heatedly. “If anything, I’ve been even more attentive to the needs of my daughter.”

“So attentive that you’ve driven away the governess.”

She formed her mouth into a round O of surprise. “Really? What a pity.” She made a bouquet of paintbrushes in a jar of water.

“Miss Lowell is one of the most reputable educators in Chicago.” He took out the letter, which he’d stuffed into his pocket. “She has resigned, citing your lack of cooperation with her educational program.”

“Her educational program consisted of trussing my child into a corset and forcing her to recite meaningless phrases, memorize pointless rules of etiquette and stay inside on a perfectly beautiful day.”

“She has worked for some of the best families in Chicago. Clearly she knows what she’s about.”

“As I know what I am about.” Lucy rolled up a large banner and aligned it on the table with several others. “I’m about justice and commitment and change for the better.”

“You are about ineffective carping and agitation. If marches and demonstrations worked, then you’d already have the vote. What you’re doing isn’t just foolhardy, it’s dangerous.”

She planted her hands on the tabletop and leaned forward. He knew he shouldn’t be staring at her breasts, but he did, nearly forgetting the thread of their argument until she said, “You’re wrong. What could be dangerous about fighting for freedom?”

“Next time you see Robert Todd Lincoln, you could ask him,” Rand bit out.

She narrowed her eyes. “Your point is well taken. But if the people who fought to make this country free had accepted tyranny, we’d still be singing ‘Rule Brittania.’”

“You think I’m being an alarmist. You think I’m over-reacting.”

“For once we agree.”

“A public demonstration is tempting fate. You know as well as I do that there are those who will resort to violence in order to silence you.”

“Are you one of those?” she demanded.

“Of course not.”

“Then I have nothing to worry about, do I?”

God, but she was naive. Frustratingly so. He could see he was getting nowhere arguing with her, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. He wondered why keeping her safe mattered so greatly. It was because he cared about her. As the woman Maggie called mother, of course, but there was something more. To his amazement, he realized he cared about Lucy as his wife.

“You have nothing to worry about,” he stated, shaken by the realization, “because there will be no more of your organizing under my roof.”

“We’ll just see about that.” Holding her rolled-up banners like a stack of battle lances, she spun around and marched out of the room.








TWENTY



Lucy was a prisoner, trapped like a rodent. There was no other way to look at it. On the table in her bedroom lay a newspaper opened to an account of her wedding in the Chicago Tribune. “Mr. Randolph Higgins, President of the Union Trust Bank, was married to Miss Lucille Hathaway, daughter of the late Colonel Hiram and Viola Sherman Hathaway…” The article went on, but she could barely bring herself to read it.

She was accustomed to committing social blunders and inspiring gossip. And in a perverse way, she enjoyed being the subject of scandal. When she shocked people by hosting a rally or by getting arrested for voting, that meant she was pushing aside antiquated ways. Her reputation and her career depended on stepping outside the social norm. But deep down, it had always bothered her when people scorned her.

After the fiasco today, she realized that her husband’s career depended upon his avoiding scandal and exhibiting unimpeachable behavior.

Lucy put aside the paper and pressed her fingers to her temples. Dear Lord, she thought, what have I done? Rand had accomplished the one thing she’d dedicated her life to avoiding. He’d taken her freedom from her. She couldn’t stay here another instant.

As she paced her room, her gaze fell on a pair of carpetbags, and panic seized her. Could she simply walk away, as the governess had? She thought of Maggie and her heart constricted, but what sort of mother would she be if she were a miserable prisoner under the thumb of an autocratic husband?

This was all her own doing. She was the one who had insisted on taking the path of honor, bringing Maggie together with the father she didn’t know. Lucy had known there would be consequences, and she should have been better prepared for them.

Now she must do what she should have done in the first place. She must take her fight to the courts, even though she’d been advised that her cause was hopeless. If it took every last penny she had, she would win Maggie back again.

With chin held high, she began to pack the carpetbags.

“I very much doubt,” said a stern voice from the doorway, “that he explained the reason for his reluctance to allow subversive activities in his home.”

Lucy froze. Taking a deep breath, she turned to face Rand’s grandmother.

“I won’t pretend ignorance,” Grace said. “It’s quite clear that you’re leaving because Randolph has forbidden you to do your organizing here.”

“It’s unreasonable. I cannot live like this.”

Leaning on her cane, Grace crossed the room and sat in a gilt chair upholstered in rose-colored damask. “Why do you suppose he disapproves of your suffrage work?”

Lucy tightened her grip on the handle of the bag. “Like all men, he’s uncomfortable admitting a woman can be his equal.”

“You’re oversimplifying the situation.”

“What do you mean?”


“You might claim your rights as an individual, but you have a blind spot when it comes to your husband. It’s not your fault, you married in haste, but now you must ask yourself, what do you really know about him?”

Lucy had picked up the box containing her favorite pen and inkwell, but the question made her pause. This was her husband’s grandmother, someone who had known him all his life. She rubbed her thumb over the lid of the olivewood box. “Only what little he’s chosen to share.”

“I thought so.” Behind the round, steel-rimmed spectacles, Grace’s eyes clouded with nostalgia. “He was a beautiful boy, always the best at sports and his studies. His father was so proud of him. He grew into a man whose looks exceeded his fortune, and believe you me, he used those looks to advantage.”

Recalling their first meeting five years ago, Lucy pictured the arrogant, flirtatious ladies’ man, so handsome that when he had walked through the salon of the hotel, people had stopped their conversations simply to stare. She was forced to remember her helpless attraction to him. “He did,” she said quietly.

“As you might imagine, he had his choice of brides, and was smart enough to choose one with a handsome dowry. I believe they would have settled into quite a conventional and pleasant life, except that a disaster occurred.”

“The fire.” Lucy would forever recall that night with mixed emotions. “I lost my beloved father that night, Grace. But I gained a precious daughter.”

“Until recently, your husband knew only loss. Now he has regained his daughter and found a new wife.” Her bulb-knuckled hands, in their lace mitts, closed over the head of her cane. “But there is one thing he can never recover.”

Diana, thought Lucy. The beauty he’d picked from the dozens who wanted him.


“His looks,” Grace stated, taking Lucy completely by surprise.

“I don’t understand. Are you saying the change in his appearance has caused him to disapprove of suffrage work?”

“Don’t pretend to be daft—I know you’re not.” The cane thumped the floor with impatience. “He disapproves because he fears it will break apart his family—again. My grandson used to have all the self-confidence in the world, but that changed after the fire. A man can be as vain as a woman. In this I agree with your equality talk. And Randolph certainly did have his pride. I arrived in Chicago eight months after the fire. This house was nearly finished, and Diana wouldn’t even step inside, even though he’d built it for her. There was not a single mirror in the place, and all the curtains remained shut. He lived like a beast in a cave, hating the sunlight, hating the stares, hating everything. But most of all, hating himself.” The old lady’s voice broke, but she held Lucy’s gaze. “In time, he rejoined the world again, finding his place at the bank. He uses gruffness to cover his true sentiments. That creature in the dark is still there, inside him, I think.”

Lucy stood riveted in place. She’d never considered this aspect of Rand, but she should have. What must it be like, to awaken with the face of a stranger? “His looks have changed somewhat,” she conceded, “but he’s certainly no monster. He has character and depth, and there is an expressiveness in his face that wasn’t there when I met him before the fire.”

“You and I know that, but we don’t see him the way he sees himself.”

Despite the stirrings of sympathy Grace’s explanation evoked, Lucy could not yield. She couldn’t forget his anger, his dictatorial manner, his furious opposition to her cause.

“I wish he’d been spared the agony of his wounds,” she said, putting the small box in her valise, “but he should know that his success did not come about as a result of his looks, of all things. He’s strong and principled, a brilliant banker, a generous father to Mag—” Seeing the smug expression on Grace’s face, she broke off and grabbed the handle of the bag. “Still, I haven’t changed my mind. Where I’m concerned, he’s an unenlightened, autocratic—”

“Did you know his mother abandoned him when he was a little boy?”

Lucy’s heart lurched. “What?”

“Sit down, dear. Set down that carpetbag. You’re not going anywhere.”

* * *

Grace’s words haunted Lucy all through the day. During dinner, she cast furtive glances at Rand, trying to picture him as a small boy, needing his mother, being told that she’d left, never to return. That had been the first of three terrible losses he’d suffered in his life—first his mother, then his child, then his wife. Each loss had probably made him more guarded of his own heart and less tolerant of any change, and that included a wife who wanted to change the world.

Now Lucy had to decide if it was possible for the two of them to build a life together. For the sake of Maggie, she smiled and chatted at supper, making believe nothing was amiss. Watching her daughter’s delight in her new family filled Lucy with renewed conviction. She had to make this work. And Grace, though it might not have been her intent, had given her the key.

According to Grace, Pamela Byrd Higgins had been a difficult, uninvolved wife and mother, given to fits of melancholy and periodic, unexplained disappearances. She had a habit of writing obsessively in private. Grace hinted that her daughter-in-law had an unhealthy attachment to medicinal laudanum—and to the doctor who dispensed it.


Pamela had brought a son into the world, but she hadn’t stayed to raise him in the comfort of her love. Instead, she had left a small boy grieving and alone. No wonder he had grown into the sort of man who espoused such rigidly traditional values. He wanted the sort of life for Maggie that his own mother had deprived him of—a stable family to love and protect and support, to provide shelter from the storm and a haven for happiness.

Yet Lucy knew there was another side to the story—Pamela’s side. From the first mention of her name, Lucy had sensed a haunting familiarity, and this afternoon it had come to her. Long ago, she’d heard of a talented poet and essayist named Pamela Byrd, and she wondered if she might actually be Rand’s mother.

Lucy had always believed that she had been put on this earth to rescue Maggie from the fire. Now, perhaps for the first time, she sensed that there was more to her destiny. Who else but a dedicated bookseller would remember the name of an obscure lady author? Her friend Kathleen would call it fate, pure and simple. Magic or not, Lucy intended to use all her expertise as a bookseller in order to unearth the writings of Pamela Byrd.

After supper, she tucked Maggie in, the familiar routine a comfort in this unfamiliar place. The house was painstakingly orderly, the furniture buffed to a high sheen, the carpets swept and the windows gleaming. The antechamber, which joined Maggie’s room to Viola’s, had a small sitting area and writing desk, the bastion of a proper woman of quality. It reminded Lucy of her childhood, when her mother had been busy organizing the Colonel’s social life. No wonder her mother seemed so content here. As did Maggie. Even Silky was getting used to Rand’s dog. The only malcontent was Lucy.

Seated on the edge of the ornate little pink-and-white bed, she read through a favorite story.


“‘…when he saw that the glass slipper fit,’” she recited aloud from a book of fairy tales, “‘the prince realized Cinderella was indeed the princess he sought.’”

She sneaked a glance at Maggie, who had solemnly vowed she would go to sleep after her bedtime story. The child lay upon the lace-edged pillows, as wide-awake as a sunflower at high noon.

Pretending not to notice, Lucy turned the page. “‘The prince sank down on one knee and begged her to marry him and be his queen.’” Long ago, Lucy had devised her own ending for the tale. “‘Cinderella laughed and told him to get up off his knees. I will not marry you or anyone else, she said. I never liked those glass slippers anyway. I am going off to have adventures of my own!’”

Maggie sat up in bed and plumped the pillows behind her. “How many adventures?”

“Six, and you’re procrastinating. You’re supposed to be asleep,” Lucy said.

“After my story.”

“The story’s over.”

“No,” Maggie said with exaggerated patience, “the next story.”

“My dear, we agreed a long time ago that you would only get one story at night.”

“From you,” said Maggie.

Rand stepped into the room. Lucy stood quickly, clutching the book to her chest. She could tell, from the bemused expression on his face, that he’d heard her revision of Cinderella.

“It appears she’s taking full advantage of having two parents,” he said.

“Two stories!” Maggie patted the edge of the bed. “Sit right here, Papa. It’s still warm from Mama.”

Lucy hoped her blush didn’t show as she gave Maggie a good-night kiss and retreated from the room. Standing in the hallway outside, she heard him begin reading. “‘Once upon a time, there was a good little girl who wanted to grow up to become the best wife and mother in the world…’”








TWENTY-ONE



Maggie had so much excitement building up inside her that she thought she might pop like a soap bubble. It was June the 24;xt;xh, her real true birthday, and she knew suppertime was going to be special.

“Happy birthday, darling,” her mama said, waiting in the dining room. “How do you like having your birthday in the summertime?”

“It’s the best,” Maggie declared happily as she sat in the chair Papa held out for her. “Thank you,” she said, and that got the smile of approval from both grammies, because the grammies liked nice manners. “All my friends came today,” she continued, fluffing out her linen napkin. “Did you know that Nancy Boggs’s papa went to work camp?”

“No, I didn’t,” Mama said.

“Nancy says it’s quieter around her house these days.” Maggie twisted around in her chair. “You won’t ever go away to work camp, will you, Papa?”

“Never,” he vowed.

Maggie grinned from ear to ear, showing off the stub of her new tooth growing in. “Sally Saltonstall was cross because I turned six before she did, and she used to be the oldest. Now I’m the older one, aren’t I?”


“Indeed you are,” Grammy Vi said.

Jiggling her foot against the table leg, Maggie quivered with excitement as she eyed the stack of presents on the buffet. She only picked at her food, pausing every few minutes to examine her gifts, wrapped in brown paper and tied with satin bows.

Mrs. Meeks brought out a tray of petits fours for dessert, and Maggie dutifully ate one. It was sort of dry and crumbly, but she didn’t complain. “Is it time yet?” she whispered.

“No,” said Mama.

“Yes,” said Papa at the same time.

“Hurrah!” Maggie jumped up from her seat. Mama tried to look stern, but she couldn’t help smiling as Maggie brought the packages to the table, balancing her chin on the top of the stack. Ripping into the first one, she gasped. “A hat!” she cried. “A beautiful hat!”

“That’s from me.” Grammy Vi beamed as Maggie tried on the straw bowler, decked with birds and butterflies made of dyed feathers. “You look wonderful, and so grown up.”

“Thank you, Grammy Vi.” Maggie hugged her grandmother so hard the hat was knocked crooked. Straightening it, she opened a package from Grammy Grace, which contained an embroidery hoop and colorful skeins of floss. “Thank you, Grammy Grace,” Maggie said, even though she didn’t think embroidering would be much fun.

Grammy Grace pruned her lips, but Maggie saw a gleam in her eye. “Keep looking in the box, child. That’s not all there is.”

“Oh!” Her smile broadened as she discovered a pincushion in the shape of a frog. She hugged Grammy Grace, too, and set the frog on the table for everyone to admire.

“Open this next.” Papa handed her a big box. “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”


Mama leaned forward. She seemed terribly interested in what Papa had bought.

The box was filled with fluffy tissue, and inside that nestled a tiny china tea set. Maggie carefully lifted out the pieces, each cup and saucer painted with small pink flowers. “This is the most wonderful thing ever.” She had a warm feeling inside as she climbed into his lap and kissed him on the cheek. Oh, she did love having a papa. Even though she’d only had him a short time, she didn’t ever want to be without him.

She wasn’t sure if Mama liked it yet. She had Disagreements with Papa—sometimes Maggie could hear them talking in quiet, cross voices about the Cause. Other times, like now, Mama smiled at Papa, and there was something soft in her eyes that made Maggie feel hopeful.

Maggie picked up the remaining box. “This must be from you, Mama.”

“It is.” Mama winked mysteriously.

“Marbles,” Maggie cried, looking into the box. “These are the best marbles in the world!” She picked up a large cat’s-eye. “Look at this shooter. I’ll be able to win all of Willie Sanger’s marbles.” Willie was visiting from New York City, and had all the children in the neighborhood shooting marbles. “Thank you, Mama.”

Papa slid another parcel across the table, and Mama blinked as if she was very surprised. The grammies looked from Papa to Mama, but even Grammy Grace kept quiet.

“A book,” Maggie said, opening the leather cover. Pointing to the title, she sounded out, “Lit-tle Women, by Miss L-Lucy?”

“Louisa May Alcott.” Mama gave Papa a different sort of Look. Then she handed Maggie a small parcel.

“Another book!” Maggie said, opening the second one. “This one’s called Little Men.”


“Heavens be,” Grammy Grace exclaimed. “Viola, would you like to join me for a cup of tea in the parlor?”

“Yes, please,” Grammy Vi said. “This is all entirely too much for me.” They both wished Maggie many happy returns of the day and left the room.

“This book is inscribed with Miss Alcott’s signature.” Mama showed Maggie a page with handwriting on it.

“There is one more surprise for you outside,” Papa said, pushing back from the table. Now he gave Mama a Look.

“Hurrah!” Maggie raced for the door. Hand in hand, she and her papa headed for the carriage house while Mama hurried after them. The carriage house was filled with the nice smells of the horse and molasses oats. Behind the buggy was a small, two-wheeled cart, painted red. Papa picked her up and showed her the stall next to Jake, the horse.

A shaggy pony stood amid the wood shavings, switching his tail and looking at her with beautiful velvety eyes.

“His name is Roy,” Papa said, “and he’s all yours.”

Maggie pressed her hands to her cheeks. For a few seconds, she couldn’t say a word. She felt like one of those church ladies on baptism day, when the Spirit moved them. She hugged her papa around the neck as hard as ever she could, and finally she found a whisper in her throat. “Thank you, Papa. Thank you ever so much.”

He kissed her and helped her lean over to stroke Roy’s buttery-yellow mane. “A pony and cart, Mama!” Maggie yelled over her shoulder. “Come see!”

Mama made sounds of admiration as she inspected Roy, petting him and asking Papa if Roy was tame and gentle enough for a little girl. Then, with a secret smile that made Maggie’s heart race, Mama lifted a canvas tarp from a corner of the storage area. “Hmm,” she said, “what could this be?”

Maggie went to investigate, and she couldn’t believe her eyes. With a whoop of joy, she leaped into her mama’s arms and hugged her. “A new bicycle! It’s much bigger than my old one. Papa, look. When are you going to learn to ride a bicycle?”

“I suppose I must,” he said. “Very soon.”

Grabbing both their hands, she swung her feet up in the air and declared, “I’m the luckiest girl ever.”

* * *

Exhausted by her big day, Maggie finally fell asleep at nine o’clock, when the peepers came out, chirping from the deep shadowy places at the edge of the lawn. Lucy stood at the landing, looking out at the lake and thinking back on the day. The gift-giving had turned into a rivalry, and Lucy wasn’t proud of that. Yet Maggie had been so happy and excited that her mood had buoyed them all.

Lucy wondered if Rand had picked out the tea set himself. She had no idea, for ever since their disagreement, the tension between them had grown tighter, while the distance gaped wider. Had he picked it deliberately, a symbol of female servitude?

Deep in thought, Lucy jumped violently when a loud pop startled her. She rushed down to the dining room, where the sound had come from.

“What was that?” she asked. “I heard a gunshot.”

“Relax,” said Rand, pouring champagne into a crystal flute. “I’ve not been tempted to shoot you…yet.” He handed her the glass and poured a second for himself. Touching the rim of hers with his own, he said, “To Maggie?”

“To Maggie.”

She took a sip of the champagne and shut her eyes. “Heavens to Betsy.”

“Is something wrong?”

“I haven’t had champagne since before the fire. This could be one of the few things I’ve missed about being well off.”


They drank in silence, and Lucy savored the exotic taste, then looked at her glass in surprise. It was empty.

Without a word, he refilled hers and then his own. She sensed the tension between them, but it had a different quality. It was heavy with an expectant heat that hadn’t been there a few minutes earlier. Her gaze wandered to his strong hands and his wonderful, unsmiling mouth. She thought about the revelations from Grace. How could he believe his looks were gone? Then she thought about that morning he had kissed her, and in spite of everything, she wanted that moment back.

How could she be so foolish? She used to believe in the value of pure honesty, yet here she was, a willing partner in a dishonest marriage. Telling herself it was for Maggie’s sake did little to help, particularly at this moment. Flustered, she took a deep drink of champagne. He watched her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. His intense regard caused a phantom warmth to rush over her skin.

“It’s absolutely delicious,” she said.

“Is it?” He moved in close, then hesitated as if he might change his mind.

She didn’t want him to. His proximity heightened the pleasure of the champagne. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Let me taste.” He took the glass from her. Totally unprepared, Lucy felt liquid slosh over the rim as he set the flute aside. Bending low, he kissed her, his tongue searching for the flavor of the champagne she had just drunk. Lucy gave a small, involuntary moan, giddy with a surge of wicked sensuality.

He lifted his mouth from hers and she instantly felt bereft. He had some uncanny power over her, forcing her into an unwinnable war between desire and reason. There was so much she wanted from him, but she knew the price would be her free will.


“You’re right,” he said. “It’s delicious.” He handed her the glass again, and drank from his own. He seemed perfectly calm, but she could see the pulse leaping in his neck. Perhaps Grace was right after all, and he was not so self-possessed as he seemed.

Trying to regain some sort of balance, she glanced at the bottle. The label read Sire de Gaucourt Grand Cuvée, 1870. Lucy gasped. “This is it, isn’t it?” she asked.

“This is what?”

“The rare champagne you bought when Maggie was born. The one you drink on each of her birthdays.” What had this day been like for him, six years ago? she wondered. Had he paced the halls, wrung his hands, stayed up all night listening for the sound of a newborn infant’s cry? Had he held the baby while his heart filled up with love? Had he kissed his wife and told her he was proud of her, that he loved her?

He picked up the bottle. “You can’t imagine what I’m feeling right now, Lucy.”

The way he stared at her as he spoke made her whole body tingle. “I cannot,” she admitted. “Why don’t you tell me.”

“I’m not used to this,” he said with rough-voiced candor. “I’ve grown accustomed to being alone.”

“As have I,” she said. She understood all the things he would not say—he wasn’t used to closeness, to having a daughter who adored him, to having a wife again. Discomfited, she lifted her glass. “Here’s to you. You’ll drink this on your daughter’s wedding day after all—”

He didn’t give her time to finish, but took away her glass and kissed her again, hard, pulling her up against him so that she felt his shape against her thighs. He was impulsive, aggressive, yet curiously unsure of himself, and for some reason that complicated her feelings for him. She had the sensation of drowning in some viscous substance—honey, perhaps—and a sudden panic shot through her. She was sinking, disappearing, turning into a slave to this man.

Pushing her hands against his chest, she leaned back and studied his face, the scarred cheek and the trim moustache, the eyes with their unknowable depths.

“Is something the matter?” he asked.

“I have no idea.” She moved away and tried to organize her scattered thoughts. The moment of connection had disturbed her deeply, and she didn’t like feeling so vulnerable. To distract him, she asked, “Did you have something to do with Sarah Boggs’s husband being sent to work camp?”

“He was owing on some debts,” Rand said. “He was sent up for failure to pay.”

“I see.” She clung to a familiar thread of righteous resentment. “So a man may beat his wife and walk free, but when he defaults on a loan, he’s a criminal.”

“You said he was a menace to his wife.” With a sharp movement, Rand tossed back his champagne. “I merely found an expedient way to separate him from her.”

“I’m sure that’s appreciated,” she said grudgingly, “but it only helps one woman. Liberalizing the divorce laws would help ten thousand women like Sarah Boggs.”

“And ten thousand who are nothing like her,” he said, his voice taking on the chilly, quiet tones of suppressed anger. He poured himself more champagne and took a drink. She felt both his anger and his desire rippling over her.

Lucy stepped back, wanting to scream in frustration. Her body hungered for this man with a need that burned like wildfire, but he had the politics of a troglodyte. “We can’t seem to have a single conversation that doesn’t turn into a quarrel,” she said.

He stepped closer, and dear Lord, he smelled like heaven, of the summer air and champagne and…just him. “Then we probably shouldn’t talk at all.”


It took every shred of her willpower to duck down and step away before he could pull her against him. “I can’t do this,” she whispered, wanting him so badly she shook with it. “It’s not right. We’d be no better than animals, ruled by blind instinct rather than a true meeting of the heart and soul.”

“Blind instinct is agreeable to me.”

“Well, not to me.”

“Then what is it your heart and soul need?”

She ignored his sarcasm. “I suppose you could start by telling me about your mother.”

A flash of fury banished the passion from his gaze and his fist tightened on the champagne flute. “You’ve been gossiping with my grandmother, then.”

“Not gossiping. She was trying to help me understand why you’re so bitter, so rigid in your opinions about a woman’s place.”

He finished his second glass of champagne and set it down too hard on the table. The delicate stem snapped, and Lucy winced at the sound. Rand scowled down at his cut hand, then negligently wrapped a handkerchief around it. “She had no idea of commitment, of permanence, of obedience—”

“Obedience,” Lucy said. “She was a woman, not a hunting dog.”

“She left like a prize bitch abandoning her litter,” he shot back. “A woman who becomes a mother is bound by every law of man and nature to serve her family.”

“It’s frightening,” Lucy whispered, “how much you oppose freedom for women. Will you oppose it for your daughter one day, too?”

“I’ll raise Maggie to accept herself as a woman rather than try to imitate a man,” he said, unwinding the handkerchief to check the cut. “What is it you find so fascinating about a man, Lucy, that you aspire to be one?”

“I aspire to equality,” she said.


“You want equality?” he demanded. “Fine, then I can give you equality.” He took a fat cigar from the inner pocket of his waistcoat. “You should learn to smoke. All men do.”

“I choose not to adopt your bad habits.” Watching him rewrap his cut hand, she was reminded of a wild, wounded animal that would attack even someone trying to help. She amazed herself by wanting to help. He was angry, intractable and insulting. He showed no comprehension of her needs, her desires. His manhandling had the most peculiar, unsettling effect on her, and her reluctant fascination was growing harder and harder to deny.

She forced herself to meet his challenging stare, but when she saw the anger burning in his eyes, she did something she rarely resorted to. She retreated from the argument.

“Thank you for the champagne,” she said, then turned and hurried out of the room.








TWENTY-TWO



“I did it, Papa,” Maggie called, seated proudly in her pony cart. “I drove Roy all the way down to the esplanade and back, all by myself.”

Rand beamed at her. “You’re an expert driver already. Bring him ‘round to the carriage house, now, and we’ll give him some water and a rest.”

She clucked at the pony and concentrated on guiding him to the head of the drive, where Rand waited. It was a perfect Saturday afternoon of sailing clouds and dazzling sunshine, the lake a shifting, crystal mirror of the summer sky. Maggie helped him put up the pony and cart, laughing as Roy dipped his muzzle into the watering trough.

As they worked, Rand watched Ivan and Silky from the corner of his eye. The dog lolled on the lawn, seemingly unaware of the cat slinking toward him through the shadows. The sneaky feline had lost all fear of her nemesis. She crouched, her emerald eyes held in a trance by the mastiff’s swishing tail. Then she pounced, sinking her claws into the tail.

Ivan leaped up and spun around in a clumsy counterattack. Rand noted that the dog took soft-mouthed care not to injure the cat, even when she batted at his nose and sidled away, far enough to be out of reach but close enough to hold his interest.

“I want to ride my bicycle now,” Maggie announced. “I want you to ride with me.”

Rand scowled. He’d been dreading the request. Maggie had wheedled him into borrowing a large bicycle from Dylan Kennedy, and he had made a few attempts on it, but he regarded the contraption as a bone-crushing menace.

“Maybe another time,” he said.

“Now!” She grabbed his hand and sank to her knees. “Please, Papa. Mama’s busy with her old march, and you were so busy at the bank this week, you didn’t play with me one time.”

“How about a game of catch?”

“Bicycles,” she said. “Please.”

He knew there was no point in arguing. Maggie could be as intractable as her mother when it came to getting her way. The fact was, he’d idly promised Maggie he would learn to ride, and he’d run out of excuses.

“Only for you,” he muttered.

“Hurrah!”

Within minutes, Maggie was rolling happily along the broad pathway while Rand stood holding his machine by the tiller-bar, regarding it like a matador with a mad bull. “Get on get on get on!” Maggie yelled.

Gritting his teeth, he rolled the cycle forward, resting one foot on the mounting-peg and propelling himself along with the other, but he resisted getting on.

“Swing your leg over,” Maggie called, turning and gliding back toward him. “It’s easy. Mama says it’s easier than mounting a horse.”

“Mama says, Mama says,” he grumbled. But the thought of Lucy provoked him into swinging his other leg up and over the saddle. He promptly fell off on the other side, banging his elbow on the hard ground. A strolling couple at the lakeside paused to watch.

Maggie rode in a wide circle, roaring with laughter. “Try again, Papa. Try hard!”

On the third humiliating attempt, he landed on the skinny seat. He was drenched in sweat and out of patience, but Maggie was so thrilled that he forced himself to press at the pedals. Every wobble and movement of the cycle went against all nature and instinct. When the thing leaned one way, he wanted to steer the wheel in the opposite direction, but each time, it resulted in a spill. Only his laughing daughter prevented him from wheeling the contraption down to the lake and pitching it to the depths.

He managed a few wavering rotations of the wheel, but had no control over his direction. “Faster, Papa, it’s easier if you turn fast,” Maggie advised.

He discovered that he had no choice. He had to speed up, or topple. As he rode boldly forward, he was glad Maggie was out of earshot, for he had nothing good to say about wheeled contraptions, staring pedestrians, hot summer days or women who bought bicycles for their daughters.

“Look at you, Papa,” Maggie said. “You’re riding! You’re riding fast!”

He was. Somehow, he had gained his balance and was actually rolling along at a good clip. Even the merest pebble or rise in the terrain intimidated him, but before long he learned to control the steering. He found a smooth rhythm, and laughed aloud with his success. Now he understood the appeal of this bizarre sport. It felt like flying.

“All the way to the end of the lane,” Maggie directed, rolling past him. “Let’s dismount on the grass there.”

“I’m an expert at dismounting,” he assured her, and demonstrated with a loud crash. Maggie followed suit and tumbled across the grass to him in a fit of giggles.


As he watched his little girl, dappled by sunshine as she lay in the soft grass, he felt himself approaching that shining state of happiness that had always eluded him. This was the way things should be, he reflected. There was only one thing missing from the picture. But Lucy wasn’t likely to join them, not after their spat on Maggie’s birthday. He’d been on fire for her that night. He’d dared to touch and kiss her with the seductive command that had been so easy for him before the fire. The moment hadn’t lasted. His wife’s quicksilver temper and his own stony reserve had doused the brief passion.

“You did wonderfully well,” Maggie declared.

“Did I?” He inspected his shirt, torn at the elbow.

“You have a scrape,” she said with grave concern. “When we get home, tell Mama to put Pond’s Extract on it.”

Lucy would probably delight in telling him where to put the Pond’s Extract, he thought.

* * *

“I came to say goodbye.” Dressed in a white gown decked with red and blue rosettes and ribbons, Lucy entered her husband’s room through the door that divided it from hers. That door had remained shut since the morning after their wedding, but today she felt brazen and self-assured.

He hadn’t finished dressing, and his robe gaped open. She focused on the flash of bare chest, but he tugged the robe closed and turned his back on her. There was something almost furtive about the movement, and her confidence faltered a little.

“Goodbye,” he said, and walked over to the washstand as if she weren’t there. While he stirred shaving soap into a lather, she glanced down at the book in her hand.

At last, at long last, she’d found a copy of the works of the late Pamela Byrd. Lucy had stayed up past midnight reading the book. In searingly honest prose and poetry, Pamela Byrd had told her story. She had written of her ordeal as the object of an arranged marriage, likening herself to a bartered bale of wool, submerged and boiled in toxic dye in order to change her character, twisted into taut threads and woven into an unrecognizable pattern. It was a painful portrait of a fragile woman wed to a rigid, autocratic man who controlled her with threats only hinted at in the yellowed pages of the book. Lucy felt as though she’d unlocked an ancient and baffling puzzle.

Rand would have been too young to understand his mother’s turmoil; all he knew was that she had left. She had spilled agony, fear and outrage into her writing, taking refuge in doses of ether and laudanum. According to a biographical note in the book, she’d died less than a year after leaving her family. Lucy had wept for her, and now she was bringing the truth to Pamela’s son. Lucy knew what she was risking by giving him the book. He would either thank her for it, or condemn her for stirring up bitter memories and exposing his late father’s cruelty. But she had to try. She couldn’t bear another day of this icy truce.

“Aren’t you even going to ask me about my plans?” she asked.

He picked up his razor strop. “I know what day it is.” He sharpened his straight razor with long, rhythmic strokes on the leather.

Lucy’s palms began to sweat. She had never seen a man at his ablutions before. He was giving her an unsettling and intimate glimpse of himself and she wondered why. Was it because he felt comfortable in her presence, or because he simply didn’t care?

“It’s the Fourth of July,” she said, deciding to tackle the easier matter first.

After a moment, he stopped. “Stay home,” he said. “A banker gets few enough holidays. Spend this one with Maggie and me.”

“You know I can’t. We’ve spent weeks preparing for the Centennial March.” They had argued for days about her participation in the controversial event. “Come with me,” she said, knowing what his answer would be. “You and Maggie are welcome to join the march.”

He leaned into the mirror, drawing the straight razor along one cheek. “Maggie’s not going anywhere near State Street this morning.”

“How did you know it’s on State Street?”

He paused in his shaving. “All parades follow that route. For those who oppose you, it’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel. This whole business is absurd. You have no need to go crusading through the streets. Don’t I keep a roof over your head, clothes on your back, food in your belly?”

“This is not about being comfortable.” Lucy tightened her grip on the small, clothbound book. Ah, Pamela, she thought. Why did you have to die? He needed you so.

“Our nation has only one Centennial,” she said. “One hundred years ago today, we declared ourselves a free and independent nation. Will you deny your own daughter the opportunity to partake of that freedom? Deprive her of a chance to witness a moment of history?”

“I’m depriving her of an opportunity to see rotten fruit and stones pelted at her mother.”

“Let the fools do their worst,” Lucy retorted. She’d received a few anonymous threats at the bookstore, but she’d concealed them from Rand. “They don’t scare me.”

He finished shaving and stalked into his dressing room. “Maybe they should.”

The ominous note in his low tone struck her. “Why would you say such a thing?”

“Because you refuse to.” Wearing dark trousers and a blue shirt, he emerged from the dressing room. “Damn it, Lucy.” He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Your cause endangers you.”

His touch disturbed her, yet at the same time made her want to touch him back, to feel the contours of his body, the texture of his skin, his hair. How could she want him so much, even now?

“If my cause dies because I’m too timid to support it, then all women will be in danger.”

He dropped his hands. She could feel his disappointment, harsh as a spoken censure. “For the last time, Lucy. I’m asking you not to go.”

She squared her shoulders. “And for the last time, I’m asking you to come with me.”

He took a step back. “You know my answer to that.”

She took a step back, too. “Then there’s nothing more to say.”

“Just remember what’s at risk.”

“I’ll be safe,” she vowed. “I promise.”

“You can’t keep yourself safe from things flung at you in a rage. Damn it, there are consequences I can’t even begin to—” He shoved his fingers in long furrows through his hair.

“What consequences?”

He regarded her with a dull flat stare. “Ever since I married you, I’ve faced daily threats from our depositors.”

So, she thought, he had his secrets, too. “What sort of threats?”

“To pull deposits from the bank.”

She burst out laughing, then realized this was no joke. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Men don’t like leaving their money with a banker who can’t control his own wife.”

“I am no man’s to control.”


“Exactly. If I can’t keep you in line, why should they trust me with their hard-earned money?”

“My God. They are offended because you’re married to me?” The old, old shame crept up in Lucy. Once again she was the daughter who failed to please her parents, the last girl picked at every dance, an object of scorn and ridicule because she couldn’t fit in. “You’re lying,” she said. But she could see from the look on his face that he was not.

She stared at the book in her hand. He would never understand why she could not abandon her cause for the sake of his bank. Still, she had gone to a great deal of trouble.

She handed him the small blue book. “I’ve been wondering if I’d find a right time to give you this,” she said. “Now I’m beginning to think there isn’t going to be a right time. But you should read it. Then you’d understand the sort of thing I’m fighting. And you might even learn to forgive.” She went to the door between their rooms. “Getting married was supposed to make everything simpler,” she said. “But it hasn’t, has it?”








TWENTY-THREE



Thanks to his mother, Rand didn’t finish dressing for two hours and wasn’t ready when his visitors arrived. The moment Lucy had flounced from his room, he’d started reading, burningly curious about a matter she considered so important that she’d barge into his private chambers. Despite their antagonism, he was getting used to her lack of regard for propriety. But nothing could have prepared him for the contents of the book she’d delivered.

Seeing his mother’s name printed on the title page sent a cold wind through all the empty places Pamela Byrd Higgins had left in her wake. He’d forced himself to turn the page, forced himself to start reading. The contents first startled, then infuriated him. This was no more than a litany of imagined slights from a discontented woman. What right had she, a well-off society matron living in a splendid house, to complain about her lot in life?

And yet, as he pored over page after page of the writings, he felt a reluctant affinity with the troubled writer. Like the sun warming a cold rock, understanding seeped into him.

“I starve with a full belly and die of thirst in a deep well. I freeze in an overheated house. I strangle on a rope of Asian pearls…” The haunting words on the page called across the years as Lucy must have known they would. As he finished the anguished essays and prose-poems, his fury died, replaced by a bitter comprehension. Trapped in a marriage of convenience, his mother had begun to suffocate. Lucy wanted him to see that a true marriage was not founded on creature comforts, but on mutual respect, genuine affection. Love.

He and Lucy had never promised each other that. Was she now saying she needed it? Lucy had said something else, too. She’d told him he had to learn to forgive. It wasn’t enough to simply understand that his mother’s pain had pushed her to do the unthinkable. He had to let go of his bitterness and forgive her. He didn’t know if he was capable of that. But Lucy seemed to think he was, and Lucy’s convictions were powerful.

“Papa!” Maggie’s voice called from downstairs. “Look who’s come to call.”

He started to fling aside the book, but some mad impulse seized him. He picked it up, shut his eyes and pressed it against his heart. Then, embarrassed, he set it on the mantel shelf and hurriedly finished dressing.

By the time he went downstairs, the foyer resembled a disturbed anthill. Tom Silver had arrived with his two little ones, Dylan Kennedy with his twins and the other two. The children were in constant motion, chasing and playing in the fountain, running up and down the stairs.

“We got your summons,” Tom said.

“Would’ve come sooner,” Dylan explained, “but rounding up this lot—” he indicated the children “—was like herding cats.”

Shaking off the overwhelming weight of his mother’s confessions, Rand found it within himself to grin. He invited everyone to the kitchen for something to eat, and Mrs. Meeks obligingly filled the grubby, reaching hands of the children with biscuits and strawberries.

A consummate gambler, Dylan produced a deck of cards and slapped it on the table. “I don’t suppose they’ll leave us to play a hand,” he said with a weary look at his red-haired son, who had just put a berry in his ear. “But we could cut cards. The loser changes Minnie’s diaper.”

Tom picked up the squirming toddler and passed her across the table to Dylan. “I don’t like the odds.”

Rand chuckled, enjoying an easy camaraderie with the others. While Dylan took his daughter to the back stoop, Tom set his elbows on the table. “I assume this is about the march today.”

Rand’s humor dimmed. “There’s going to be a counterprotest.”

“We expected that,” Dylan called from the back. He herded the four older children outside to play and took a seat at the table. “What about this counterprotest?”

Rand told what he knew about the Brethren and their fiery opposition to women’s suffrage. Lamott himself had organized the proceedings. The group intended to confront the marchers at the intersection of State and Madison. “I tried to convince Lucy not to go,” he added.

“You’d sooner stop the tide,” Tom said. “Men who call women ‘the weaker sex’ have never been married.”

Rand stood and paced in agitation. “She wanted me to come to the march, and I refused.”

Dylan and Tom exchanged a glance. “So did we.”

Three seconds of silence filled the room. Then they all reached the same conclusion at once. “Get the children,” Rand said. “Hurry.”

* * *

The suffrage marchers met at Fairfield Park to organize themselves into lines that resembled battalions. Energy ran high, sailing over the multitude of women—and quite a few men—like the summer clouds over the lake. Ladies with tin drums and brass trumpets waited for the signal to begin the march down State Street. Half a block away, Patience and Willa Jean rehearsed hymns and chants with the participants.

Lucy had been busy for an hour, going over the route with the guest of honor and leader of the march, Victoria Claflin Woodhull. Her notoriety as the first woman to trade stocks and run a bank on Wall Street, the first woman to run for president and the first to address Congress on the suffrage issue made her an intimidating figure. Yet she was thinner than Lucy had pictured her, with skin as pale as an invalid’s. But under thick, straight eyebrows, her gaze was as challenging as her radical ideas. Newly divorced from her second husband, she traveled alone with her young daughter, Zulu Maud, a quiet girl of fourteen who looked ill at ease amid all the activity.

“We’re so honored that you came,” Lucy said to Mrs. Woodhull, bringing her to the front of the crowd.

“I was honored to be asked. I’ve always enjoyed our correspondence, Lucy, and I wanted to meet the person who named her bookstore after me.”

“It was you who inspired me to strike out on my own. Hearing you called The Firebrand of Wall Street gave me the idea for the name.”

“I’m pleased you picked that moniker, for some of the others are not so flattering.” She grinned. “Mrs. Satan or Queen of the Prostitutes would not have suited at all.”

Lucy admired her for making light of something that must have stung deeply. Standing beside the most famous and outspoken woman in America, she felt a surge of pride. But it was a hollow, empty feeling, robbed of its sweetness by her quarrel with Rand. She couldn’t escape the thought that her cause alienated her from Maggie’s father. Lucy’s husband. Was it possible to reach the pinnacle of triumph even as her heart was breaking?

“Why the long face?” Mrs. Woodhull asked. “It’s a grand day for the cause.”

“I wish I could be impervious to our critics,” Lucy confessed. “Is it terribly weak of me to let their opinions matter?”

“Certainly not. Just because your cause is just doesn’t mean you’re not human. What happened, Lucy?”

She flushed. “My husband’s clients are threatening to pull their deposits from his bank,” she said, slanting a sash lettered with the slogan I Will Vote across her chest.

“They probably will,” Victoria said matter-of-factly. “Money is the most powerful weapon they have.”

Lucy’s stomach churned. “I could fix it,” she said. “I could leave the cause to others, give up my shop—”

“You must love him very much, to be so concerned.”

Lucy nearly choked. “I don’t—it’s not like that at all. In fact, ours is a difficult marriage.”

“Trust me,” Victoria said, “I’ve been married twice, and I can tell you firsthand that even a good marriage is never easy.”

“There you are!” Kathleen Kennedy called, pushing through the crowd. She had Deborah Silver in tow, the two of them looking fresh and excited as they lifted their placards. Relieved to see her friends, Lucy introduced them to Mrs. Woodhull. The guest of honor stepped up to a horse cart draped in red, white and blue bunting.

“Your husbands didn’t come, either,” Lucy observed.

“They’re sulking,” Deborah conceded.

“And minding the children,” Kathleen added. “But they know better than to stop us today.”

A drumroll sounded, and the lead cart rolled. Flag bearers lifted their banners high, and the marchers surged forward. Linking arms with her friends, Lucy found herself at the head of a column. Accompanied by drums and whistles, they chanted verses of freedom and independence. Spectators lined the street and waved from open windows in the tall buildings. The summer sun blazed from a blue sky, warming Lucy’s face as she lifted her voice in song.

The noise crescendoed to a fever pitch. As the parade progressed, the crowd of onlookers thickened. Among them, she saw a few faces pulled hard and taut with aversion and felt the occasional thrown fruit whiz past.

“Watch out ahead,” Kathleen said, gesturing at the upcoming intersection. “That lot doesn’t look too friendly.”

Dressed in somber, Puritanical black, a horde of men advanced in a straight, unbroken line toward the suffragists. In ringing tones, they sang some hymn or other, but Lucy couldn’t make out the words.

She felt a sick apprehension. It was a game of nerves, then. Who would move out of the way first?

Patience whirled to face the others and lifted her arms like a choral director. “Louder, ladies and gentlemen!” she shouted. “Sing louder!”

The song of freedom swelled from their ranks, but the deep spiritual dirges of the opposition rolled forth like black thunder. Deborah faltered, and Lucy squeezed her hand. “We must not flinch,” she said. “We must not—Oh, no.”

“What?” Deborah asked.

“That’s Jasper Lamott from the bank.” He stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the angry men, his face a mask of wrath as he boomed out his protest. Maybe it was her imagination, but she sensed his furious gaze focusing on her. He marched beside Guy Smollett, who sang with the fervor of a fanatic choirboy.


“And the Boors,” Kathleen said. “We should have known they’d come to make trouble.”

Suffragists and bystanders jostled each other at the edge of the crowd. Lucy couldn’t tell who made the first move, but a fight broke out. For a moment it was a shoving match between two men only, but it quickly escalated like a flame being touched to incendiary oil. Mrs. Woodhull’s cart horse bolted. Someone screamed, and the marching columns dissolved into confusion. Flags and placards were knocked askew like broken weapons in a mêlée. Lucy was caught in the middle, and though no one actually hit her, the mob of sweating, angry protesters and counterprotesters squeezed the air from her lungs. At one point her feet actually left the ground as she was buffeted between the warring factions.

“A riot,” yelled Kathleen. “Saints and crooked angels, an honest-to-goodness riot.” Her shout crescendoed to a scream as a powerful gush of water cut through the throng.

At first Lucy didn’t understand what was happening. She took a faceful of water and choked, her hand torn from Deborah’s. Then she realized that the police had turned the stream on the crowd. Using Chicago’s new high-pressure water system, they separated the suffragists and righteous Brotherhood as if the two factions were fighting dogs. The stream hit fast and hard, parting the crowd, knocking some to the ground. The cowards of the Brotherhood rushed away, seeking shelter down a side street.

Drenched from head to toe, Lucy sat dazed upon the wet pavement. Over the crowd of thousands, a stunned hush hung like a pall. No one seemed capable of moving. Then the police took action, hauling away the most obvious of the brawlers—men with bloodied noses, women shrieking obscenities, crying children separated from their parents.

Groping for her ruined hat, Lucy felt a disquieting premonition. Dear God, were the police coming for her?


A long shadow dropped over her huddled form. She braced herself for the arrest and looked defiantly up at her captor.

“Rand?”

He held out his hand to her and drew her to her feet. She stood staring up at him, while all around, the marchers slowly reformed their ranks. Mrs. Woodhull’s driver brought the cart back in line, and she proceeded down the street.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Seeing history in the making.” He handed her a dry handkerchief. “Wipe your face. You’ve got another block or two to go.”

As he spoke, Deborah’s giant woodsman of a husband appeared, carrying their towheaded children. Dylan Kennedy held a baby on one hip while the twins and their sister followed him like ducklings in a row. Lastly, Lucy’s mother emerged, holding Maggie by the hand. Seeing her parents, Maggie gave a whoop and sped forward, grabbing Lucy’s hand and then Rand’s, joyously swinging between them.

Patience started singing with loud clarity. By the end of the first phrase, a thousand voices joined in as the song buoyed them to the end of the march.








TWENTY-FOUR



That night, a huge crowd watched fireworks from the beach by the lake. Many of the suffragists still sang softly, the hymns riding the summer breeze. Sitting upon thick blankets spread over the sand, Lucy stroked Maggie’s hair. “The last of the children to succumb,” she said. “They were all so exhausted.”

Next to her, Rand pushed a stick into the campfire the men had built. “How do they sleep through all this noise?”

Across from him, Dylan Kennedy stretched out, laid his head in his wife’s lap and crossed his legs at the ankles. “Don’t ever question why a child sleeps,” he said. His own brood lay scattered nearby on a blanket, snuggled together like a litter of kittens. “Just be thankful for it.”

“A child can sleep through anything if she’s not afraid,” Deborah said with quiet assurance. She leaned back against her husband’s massive shoulder and tilted her face up to the night sky, where rockets and starbursts exploded in streams of color.

Lucy observed her friends covertly, and a stab of yearning pierced her. How wonderful, she thought, to be so relaxed and comfortable with one’s husband, so secure in his love.


“Well,” said Kathleen, stroking her husband’s hair. “We’re glad entirely that all of you showed up when you did.”

Dylan winked. “I can usually count on finding you in the middle of trouble.”

Lucy pulled her knees up to her chest, deciding the undignified pose was forgivable at this late hour. “We planned a peaceful demonstration. It’s not our fault a group of ignorant philistines chose to pick a fight with us.”

“They uphold their beliefs with the same passion as you uphold yours,” Rand pointed out.

“They’re probably ordinary men who play golf and go fishing,” Tom Silver added.

“They can still be wrong,” said Kathleen. “They can have obedient wives who enjoy looking after hearth and home, and they can still be wrong.”

“We’re lucky the police were right there with the fire hoses,” Deborah said. “I wonder how they knew the precise location of the altercation.”

From the corner of her eye, Lucy saw Rand shift and look away, out across the endless black lake.

“You knew, didn’t you?” she said. “You knew they were planning a counterdemonstration, and you alerted the police.”

“Jasper Lamott organized the demonstration,” Rand said. “A bank is a gossip mill, you know that.”

She understood then, and wonder welled up inside her. He had known he’d never succeed in talking her out of going. In his own way, he’d protected her as best he could. Protected her without taking away her freedom.

Until this moment, Lucy had never believed such a thing could be. As a rainbow fireburst blossomed overhead, she reached over and put her hand on top of his.

* * *

Lucy didn’t feel a bit tired as she readied herself for bed. The usual rituals of bedtime still felt peculiar to her in this vast room where bedclothes were turned down by phantom hands and hot water appeared as if by magic in the ewer and hip bath.

A secret delight filled her. She adored the luxury of fresh bedding and hot baths and delicately scented soap, of water and coal she didn’t have to fetch, of gaslight anytime she wanted it, fresh rolls for breakfast and daily newspapers delivered to her door.

But she would die before she’d admit these things to anyone but herself.

After indulging in a bath, loving it as though it were a private vice, she donned the white organdy nightgown her mother insisted on calling part of her trousseau. It was far too sheer to be practical, but she hadn’t had the heart to tell her mother so. Besides, the night was balmy with the ripe warmth of summer.

Brushing her hair with absentminded motions, she went to the window and peered out. From this vantage point there was little to see in the soft dark of the summer night. A fine spray of stars lit the sky, and the sparse lights of the neighborhood spread out along the avenue below.

Her husband’s room had a far better view. He could probably see the fireworks still going off over the lake. She pictured him standing at the French doors, looking out at the brilliant night. Despite the heated eddies of wind wafting in through the window, she shivered.

Swirling, tantalizing thoughts brought Lucy right back to a point where she’d been before, to a feeling she’d had before. Five years ago, she’d been so powerfully attracted to Randolph Higgins that she’d brazenly asked him to be her lover. Five years later, she still wanted that.

Five years ago, he’d been married to Diana.

Five years later, he was married to her.


How did one communicate these blazing needs to a man? She supposed she could simply ask him…but she wasn’t sure what she was asking. She wanted—desired—an intimacy that had eluded her for years, mocking her efforts to subsist without it.

Lucy pressed her fingertips to the windowpane and then removed them, watching the foggy impression evaporate. Then, very slowly, she let herself make a decision at last, because she’d run out of reasons not to.

Before her conviction faltered, she hurried to the door dividing her room from Rand’s.

She slowly turned the brass knob, encountered resistance. The knob seemed frozen in place. Her heart sank; the message was clear. Her husband had barred her from his room.

* * *

On the other side of the door, Rand turned the knob a little harder. It didn’t budge. Fine, he thought. She’d locked it.

Obviously he’d misread her manner toward him tonight. In the amber glow of the beach fire, he’d dared to believe that she wanted his kisses, his touch…perhaps more. He’d felt a small measure of his old confidence, when he used to be certain of his appeal to women.

A case of wishful thinking, he concluded sourly, giving the knob one last twist.

This time, the latch yielded to his pressure and the door opened. Lucy stood there, mere inches away, snatching her hand from the doorknob as if it had burned her. She looked as startled and defenseless as a doomed rabbit caught in a steel trap.

“Forgive me,” he said, rattled but intrigued. She must have been trying the door, too. “I didn’t expect to find you standing so close.”

“You might have knocked.”

“But I didn’t.” He glanced pointedly at her.


“Oh.” She was more flustered than he’d ever seen her, and he found this curiously appealing.

“Is something the matter?” he asked.

“No. I mean, yes. I mean—”

“Would you like something to drink?”

She regarded him as though he’d spoken in a foreign tongue.

“Brandy or port?” he said. “I have some in my room.”

She nodded once and slipped silently past him. He caught the whisper of a light soapy fragrance as she walked by. She wore the same nightgown she’d had on her first night in the house, only now it was covered with a modest robe.

A pity. In the sheer, revealing nightgown, she’d looked like a goddess. Now, with the robe buttoned to her chin, she merely looked uncomfortable.

“What would you like?” he asked.

“I’m not sure where to begin,” she said, the words bursting from her in a nervous rush. “I have a few things to ask—”

“To drink,” he interrupted, growing amused. “What would you like to drink, port or brandy?”

“Oh.” Her shoulders sagged. “Brandy, please.”

He poured a little from a crystal decanter into a snifter. The only light in the room came from a sconce by the bed; it was too warm for a fire. The diffuse glow fell like a veil over her, flickering in the folds of her gown as she paced over to the window and cupped her hands around her eyes to see out. “They’re still letting off fireworks.”

“As you pointed out this morning,” he said, handing her a glass of brandy, “we only have one Centennial.” He touched his glass to hers. “Cheers. Sit down,” he said.

With surprising obedience, she not only sampled the brandy, but closed her eyes as she swallowed, and then took a seat. She looked so prim and proper, her robe buttoned from throat to hem, her hair in a loose braid down her back, yet the very modesty of her appearance made him want to peel away those layers, one by one.

When she opened her eyes, she was looking at the mantel shelf where he’d left his mother’s book. “You read it, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” He pulled a reluctant admission from deep inside him. “I won’t say it was the most uplifting material I’ve ever read. It was damned painful. But you were right to show it to me. There are things I never knew, never understood. My father painted a picture of an unfaithful wife and uncaring mother. Now that I’ve read her story, I understand. My father drove her away, threatening to put her in an insane asylum if she dared to contact her son. I didn’t realize the burden I’d been carrying, and I never knew how forgiveness could lighten that burden.” He helped himself to a glass of brandy. “Now. Is that what you came to ask me?”

“I wanted to ask you several things.” Amazed by his candor, she took a quick gulp of brandy. “And for some reason, I’ve forgotten all of them but one.”

“Which one is that?”

“It’s something I’ve asked you before.”

Rand wasn’t sure he wanted to hear. In the past, she had asked him to lend her money for an enterprise in danger of failing, to support a cause he opposed, and in general, to change his life and his beliefs to suit hers. “What is it?” he said with weary resignation.

“Can you—will you—make love to me?”

It was the last thing he’d expected to hear from her, and he stood in complete, motionless silence for several moments.

She mistook his hesitation. “If you’d rather not or if you, er, can’t, then I’ll certainly understand—”

The old shame stung him. Damn Diana, he thought viciously. She’d made no secret of her rationale for divorce. Somehow, Lucy must have learned of the scandal. “What do you mean, can’t?”

She took a bigger sip of brandy. “Why are you so angry?”

Because I’m afraid, his heart whispered. She thought she knew what the fire had done to him. But she couldn’t, not really. Step by step, he’d reclaimed his life, building a career and a home, a place in society. Now he had his daughter again. He had his life back. He’d regained everything he’d lost, save one. He still lacked a true wife. Lucy was his in name only. So far.

“Rand?” she asked, confused by his silence. “If you’d rather not—”

“My grandmother told you about my mother. But I doubt she told you about Diana.”

“I don’t understand.”

It was time she heard the truth from him, for it was only a matter of time before some other source informed her. The local scandal rags had reported the story in salacious detail. “In her divorce suit, my wife cited my inability to perform my marital duties.”

“Your—” Comprehension dawned on her face. “Oh. Why would she do such a thing?”

“To facilitate the divorce.” He could see the unspoken question in her eyes. “Yes, her claim was true. I lay in a semiconscious state, and I could barely make a fist, much less make love to my own wife.”

Lucy finished the brandy and set aside the glass. “You can make a fist now.”

A powerful surge of desire heated to a peak he hadn’t felt since before the fire. He held out his own hand, demonstrating. “It’s the second-best thing I do.”

“What’s the first-best?”

He hesitated, feeling as though he balanced on a sharp precipice. Then he took her hand and drew her close. Slowly he untied the ribbon holding the robe closed at her throat. Bending down, he whispered his answer in her ear.

“Heavens to Betsy,” she whispered back.

He didn’t let himself hesitate. Didn’t think or analyze. He kissed her hard, sampling the brandy she’d just drunk, turned by some alchemy to pure nectar as it mingled with the taste of her. Each time he kissed her, he expected her to turn to stone, or to turn away. But instead, she became softer, more pliant. He pressed harder, parting her lips with his and the concealing robe with his hands. She tensed, and he feared she would draw back. He made a soothing motion with his hands until she relaxed against him. The fabric slipped off her shoulders and whispered down her arms, pooling with a delicate rustle on the floor.

He wondered what expectations she’d built up in her mind about him. She’d seen the scars on his face and hands. Surely she could guess his wounds didn’t end there. He willed himself to stop thinking about his failings and concentrated on Lucy’s needs, Lucy’s desires. He had been thinking about her for a long time. By now, he knew exactly how he wanted to love her, knew how he wanted to kiss and touch her, knew what he wanted her to feel.

He held and stroked her until she softened against him; then he changed the slant of his kiss, touching and pushing with his tongue, finding the pliant, brandy-sweet places of her. His hands skimmed downward, covering and then cupping her breasts. She gasped with surprise and, he thought, pleasure.

“Come,” he whispered against her mouth. “Come to bed with me.”

She seemed to tremble as she moved toward the bed, still holding his hand, stretching out her arm. In the dim light he could see that her lips were swollen and glistening, her neck and cheeks flushed. She hesitated as she stood by the bed, perhaps unable to decide what to do next.

“You don’t have to do anything,” he told her. “Just…let me…” He found the drawstring that fastened her nightgown. Pulling it loose, he skimmed the gown off her shoulders and down her body.

She wore nothing underneath. It was so startling, so unorthodox yet so typical of Lucy that he managed to smile despite the increasing intensity of his need. She folded her arms in an attempt to cover herself.

“Don’t,” he said, taking her hands and lacing his fingers with hers. “You look beautiful, just as you are.”

“You needn’t say that.”

“Why not? I thought you believed one should speak one’s mind.” He was astonished to see doubt in her eyes. “Lucy. How can you think you aren’t beautiful?”

Somehow, despite her unclad state, she managed to look prim. “If you must know, it has been reported to me as fact.”

“By some life-form lower than a snail, I’d wager.” Standing back, he outlined her silhouette with a long, delicate caress of his hands. “Believe this, Lucy. This.” Kissing her, he pressed her back on the bed. A sound came from her—distress? Excitement?—and then she grew bold with her hands, pushing them inside his robe. Her touch was so wild and compelling, his need for her so great, that he nearly forgot what the fire had done to him. But when she sighed against his neck and slipped her hands inside his robe, he remembered. Her fingers were mapping the terrible rugged landscape of his wounded body, and would soon discover the horrors written in his flesh.

He pulled back, drew her hand away. “Lucy…”

She was too impatient, pulling at his robe. He kissed her until her hands stilled and she lay quietly compliant, for once not trying to take the lead. He reached up with one hand, twisting the knob to kill the flame of the gas lamp.

“What are you doing?” she said.

“Some things are best done in the dark.”

She took his hand away and raised the flame again. “Not this.”

“You don’t want to see, Lucy.”

“I demand my equal rights. You just lectured me about the relative nature of beauty,” she said. “Will you not believe your own counsel?” She parted his robe and simply stared, saying no more. He waited for a revulsion that never came. “If you had the looks of a god I would still quarrel with you over the issues that matter to me. If you had the face of a wildebeest I would still want you,” she explained. Sympathy flashed in her eyes, but it quickly turned to…he wasn’t sure what, for she bent down, trailing her hair over his chest as she kissed him there, scars and all, with a compelling combination of reverence and heat.

Shaken, he accepted her tribute with a gratitude and tenderness too powerful for speaking. Laying her back on the bed, he pressed himself against her, and his flesh took fire. His kisses traveled over her, savoring the fragile contours of her body, the satiny breasts brushing against him. He closed his lips around the soft peak of her breast, eliciting a new sound from her, a sound he’d never heard before. One that spoke of yearning and abandon, one that drove away all attempts to control, to slow the pace. He parted her legs as he kissed her mouth. His tongue moved in and out, and his hand below echoed the rhythm. The motion of her hips beckoned and tantalized until he came to her swiftly, feeling a tight resistance and then a smooth fluidity as their bodies slid together. She felt like a virgin, he thought, but that was impossible. Or maybe not.

Bracing his arms on either side of her, he moved in a rhythm that ignited her as if he’d touched a flame to her center. She cried out with an explosive, deeply sensual sound that shook him. He felt her contract and then shatter into soft pulsations that drew from him an overwhelming response. He spent himself fully and deeply, joining with her in a bond forged of years-old, unbidden passion. The moment drew out in a long shock of sensation that left him panting, bathed in sweat and stricken to the heart.

He settled atop the covers next to her. Moonlight flooding through the window outlined her slender silhouette. He skimmed his hand over her and finally spoke.

“You’re a virgin.”

“Um, not anymore.” A smile softened her voice.

“I thought you were…experienced.”

She shifted, propping herself on his chest. “Most people who don’t know any better believe New Women are promiscuous.” There was a wry, gentle censure in her tone.

“You all but said you have a raft of lovers at your beck and call. You spoke of free love.”

“That doesn’t mean anyone was ever free to love me.”

Unexpected tenderness took hold of him. Everything about Lucy startled and moved him. She was the last woman he could imagine winding up with, yet here she was in his arms, where he had never expected to find her. He laid the palm of his hand against hers, feeling the steady, strong cadence of their pulses mingling.

“I am,” he said simply, not at all surprised to discover that he wanted her again.

“You’re what?”

He pressed her down, kissed her, and she opened to him again, sweetly eager. He went slowly this time, using his hands and mouth at a leisurely pace, exulting in her ecstasy, feeling the wonder of something unexpected and new. “Free…” he said in answer to her question, “to love you.”


* * *

Lucy kept the delicious secret of her new liaison with her husband hidden in her heart. There was nothing illicit about a married woman sleeping with her own husband, she told herself, yet this was something wholly her own, fragile as a soap bubble that could burst to nothingness at the slightest pressure.

She tingled with the sense that the world was brand-new, candy-colored, a place of whimsy and possibility. In the bookshop, she sang as she catalogued books and tallied accounts. On one unforgettable afternoon, Rand found her alone, halfway up the brass ladder, shelving books. Without saying a word, he turned over the Closed sign on the door and seduced her right then and there, with the ladder rolling back and forth and books dropping to the floor. Dime novels of love and adventure that used to seem so silly now had the power to move her to tears. She couldn’t wait to get home each day, couldn’t wait for night to come, for that was when she moved into the private, velvety-soft world encompassed by the bed she shared with Rand.

One morning, after he had gone to the bank, she and her mother had gone to the conservatory to tend the orchids, a project Viola had recently adopted. Surrounded by the lush growth of palms and cycads and helliconia, Lucy stood gazing out at the lake mist creeping across the lawn. Gradually she became aware of her mother’s silent attention.

“What?” she asked, nervously fingering the leaves of a bamboo ginger plant. “Is something the matter?”

“I don’t think so.” Viola took out a pair of trimming sheers and snipped at an orchid’s stray root hairs. “But you seem different.”

“Do I?” Lucy ripped the leaf clean off the plant. The secret rose up inside her, wanting to be let out. “I suppose I am.”


Viola froze, shears poised around a hank of Spanish moss. “Heavens, you’ve fallen in love with the man.”

Lucy studied the hunting scene on the side of the china teapot. She couldn’t deny it, not to her mother. “Believe me, I was the last one to expect that to happen. It’s a bit frightening,” she admitted.

“What, being in love with your husband?”

The very thought of him ignited warm shivers inside her. “It gives him far too much power over me. He can make the sun come out with one smile. How absurd is that?”

“Completely. And it is one of life’s sweetest joys.” Beaming, Viola admired one of her favorite blooms, the dancing-lady orchid. “I think it might be catching. Eugene has asked Willa Jean to marry him.”

Lucy grinned. “Bull and Willa Jean? It’s about time. Did she say yes?”

“Of course she did.” Viola winked. “You might find yourself in need of a new bookkeeper soon.”

“Why would she stop working at the shop?”

“Some women choose to direct all their energy to marriage.”

“Are you implying I should be doing that?”

“Not at all. But I’m telling you to respect women who choose the traditional role.”

“I do. I—” Lucy stopped. Could her mother be right? Was she intolerant of those whose views differed from hers? Overly critical of women who preferred tradition over innovation?

“Love is a gift,” Viola said. “We each cherish it in our own way.” She cradled a delicate arch of pale, yellow-lipped blossoms in her hand, taking care not to extract the body of the plant from its nest of bark. “I do love the moth orchid, don’t you? This one can’t exist without the tree to support it. On its own it would die.”


Lucy turned away, the loamy humidity of the air in the glass room filling her lungs. An odd and unsettling perception nagged at her, tightening like a noose. She was starting to disappear. When she lay with Rand at night, she melded and fused with him, and even during the day, when they were apart, she felt a powerful connection to him. Because of the new bond growing between them, she ceased to exist as a separate entity; she’d become an adjunct that could not live apart from him.

That was it, she thought, working herself into a panic. That was how a man dominated and controlled a woman. He made her disappear. He transformed her from an independent individual into a clinging attachment dependent on him for everything, even the very air she breathed.

It was a frightening thing, Lucy realized, to be in love with her husband. She did not trust the idea at all.

* * *

“Don’t go.” Rand wrapped his bare arm around Lucy’s waist and pulled her naked body snug against his in the bed.

His sleep-warm kisses tickled the back of her neck. “Ah, that’s tempting,” she admitted, stretching luxuriously, then drinking from a tumbler of water on the bedside table. He made her feel languorous and pampered; she wanted to lie abed and let him pet her all day as if she were a sleek cat. “I’m becoming lazy,” she protested as he slipped his hand down in a clever, irresistible caress. His knowledge of her body was much too intimate. As the heated flutters of sensation started, she used the last of her willpower to pull away. “I have a lot of work to do at the shop today.”

With much reluctant grumbling, he rose from the bed, walking across the room to the basin. As always, she was quietly mesmerized by his physique. The long, carved sinews of his limbs moved with innate grace, and the terrible scars that marred his right shoulder, back and chest didn’t detract from his appeal but added to it. What he’d lost in perfection he’d gained in character.

At first, he’d been self-conscious about his scars, turning the lights down before disrobing and then covering himself hurriedly with a robe each morning.

But as the days passed, he came to understand that the scars were as much a part of him as the color of his eyes or the sound of his laughter. They represented the ordeal that had transformed him into the man she loved.

She leaped from the bed and went to him, wrapping her arms around him from behind. He turned, damp from his washing, his face half lathered for shaving. He bent and kissed her quickly, then gently moved her toward the bed, ignoring the weak, muffled objections she murmured against his mouth.

Sometimes, a chilly shadow swept over Lucy. The perfect abundance of their lives seemed too good to be true. There were still depths in him she hadn’t plumbed, mysteries she hadn’t revealed. He was a complex man of unexpected passions and temperamental nature. She wasn’t sure of their love; it was too new. Too fragile. But strength would come with the years; her mother had assured her of that. They needed to create a history together, and building it would take time.

A distant knock sounded, followed by the tread of footsteps. “Who could that be, so early?” she asked.

“Probably Conn O’Leary, delivering the milk,” he said, nuzzling her neck, opening her gown. “I want you again.”

She laughed giddily and wound her arms around his neck. “Then you have excellent timing, my love, because I feel exactly the same—”

An urgent tapping sounded at the bedroom door.

Lucy and Rand broke apart like adolescents caught on the front porch. Rand strode to the door and opened it a crack. Lucy held her breath, uneasy that she might have to explain her presence here to his grandmother or worse, to Maggie. She wasn’t ready for that, not yet. Their love needed to grow and deepen in private. It was awkward enough that her mother had guessed.

Rand spoke briefly to the caller, then shut the door, a folded note in hand. He walked swiftly to Lucy and kissed her fast and hard. “I’ve got to go.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing for you to worry about,” he said over his shoulder as he headed for his dressing room.

“Don’t you dare hide your troubles from me,” she said, pursuing him. “Don’t you understand anything yet? Secrecy only means trouble. You know that. You know.”

“It’s no secret,” he said. “But there’s no point in worrying you.”

“I’m not a child,” she said. “I am your wife and an equal partner in this marriage whether you like it or not.”

“Fine,” he said, shoving his arms into a starched shirt that crackled with each movement. “Late yesterday, the bank’s wealthiest clients pulled their lodged deposits. I’m sure you can guess why.”









PART FIVE


The reason husbands and wives do not understand each other is because they belong to different sexes.

—Dorothy Dix



















TWENTY-FIVE



The day’s trials pressed hard on Rand as he returned home from the bank that afternoon. Failure cut like a knife between his shoulder blades.

The bottom line had been even worse than he’d feared. An influential group of depositors had withdrawn their money from the Union Trust. Then, fearing a run on the bank, others had followed suit. That action had triggered a panic, and by the close of the day, the bank’s shares had dropped twenty-five percent.

At a special meeting of the board, the directors had issued an ultimatum—Lucy was to give up The Firebrand and her suffrage work, or Rand would lose his job.

He’d been tempted to stop off at Schultz’s beer garden to douse the burn of failure with strong drink, but decided against it. What he wanted most was at home waiting for him.

What he wanted most was his wife and daughter.

The simple clarity of the realization buoyed him. Before Maggie and Lucy had come into his life, a blow like this would have knocked him flat. Yet somehow knowing they were there at the end of the day made even this disaster survivable.

But still, the bank was important to him. For years it had been his sole reason for living. Now the directors were forcing him to choose between his job and Lucy.

He walked up the front steps and let himself in. Standing in the foyer, he put up a hand to loosen his necktie. He envisioned a quiet meal, a rational discussion with his wife over coffee. They would find a way to solve this.

But instead of the tranquil refuge he needed now, he found his house in disarray, paint and placards littering the dining room and Lucy feverishly lettering a sign reading Union Trust Unfair To Women.

He gritted his teeth to forestall a wave of exasperation. “Lucy, what is this about?”

She looked up, her face flushed and hair tousled. “I’m organizing a protest, of course. They mustn’t get away with this.”

“There will be no protest,” he stated. “It’s uncalled for.”

She set her hands on her hips. “It’s absolutely essential, don’t you see?”

“No, damn it, I don’t see.” All the frustrations of the day erupted inside him. “Everything has to be a battle with you, Lucy.”

He turned on his heel and stalked out. He’d wanted to come home to peace and quiet, and instead had found her poised for combat. Not trusting himself to say anything more, he left the house, walking the eight blocks to Schultz’s.

On the sidewalk outside the beer garden, a workman with a crate of kerosene drums passed by. One of the drums dropped from his load, splitting open as it hit the pavement. Rand acted instinctively, moving out of the way, but the kerosene spattered his shoes and trousers.


“Beg pardon, sir,” the workman said, “it was an accident. “No one strike a match,” he warned a group of men entering the bar, “or the whole building will go up.”

* * *

Lucy spent a long time deciding which bed to sleep in. In the end she’d settled in Rand’s, for doing otherwise would appear to be a retreat.

Everything has to be a battle with you. She’d been trying to help him. Couldn’t he see that?

But when the clock struck ten and then eleven, a sinking disappointment tugged at her. She’d forced herself to face facts. He wasn’t coming home. They had discovered the passion in their marriage, but passion didn’t take the place of true understanding. What had she given him, after all, but failure at the bank? He had walked away from her. Maybe he was going to stay out all night, drinking and carousing.

The minutes seemed like hours as she lay waiting for him. She’d nearly given up hope when she heard the door open and shut. She didn’t know what to say to him and so, for the first time in her life, she took the coward’s way out. At the sound of his tread on the bedroom floor, she said nothing, simply pretended to be asleep.

The bed creaked softly when he got in next to her, and she heard his long, slow exhalation of—was it weariness? Indecision? She gritted her teeth to keep from asking him.

He stayed on his side of the bed, not touching her. She didn’t move, but breathed evenly as if relaxed and sleeping.

As she stared into blackness, she became aware of two distinct smells. The faint odor of whiskey hung in the air, along with something she could not immediately identify. Wood smoke? No, this was harsher, a bit like lamp oil—or kerosene.


That was too much for Lucy. Pushing herself up to a sitting position, she set her hands on her hips. “Oh, I’m no good at this at all,” she burst out.

He shifted, propped himself on one elbow. She could feel him peering through the darkness at her.

“No good at what?” he asked.

“No good at suffering in silence.”

“But you were doing so well.”

“There’s no need for sarcasm.” She clambered out of bed and raised the gas jet, then tugged on a robe. Pacing back and forth on the hearth rug, she said, “I must know what is going on.”

He sat up in bed, weary resignation on his face. With his hair rumpled, his chest bare and his face shadowed by stubble, he looked dissolute, dangerous…and wildly attractive to her. Annoyed, she stopped pacing, folded her arms and glared at him.

“Well?” she prompted.

“Where would you like to start?”

“When you left for work this morning, you expected a problem at the bank, but the world as we know it wasn’t ending.”

“And it is now?”

She plopped herself onto a divan. “You tell me. You must be honest, and leave nothing out.”

“I tried to earlier but you didn’t seem inclined to listen.”

“I am now.”

He poured a small tumbler of water and took a drink. “I have to bring our depositors back to the bank, or I’ll be required to resign.”

“And they won’t come back unless I close my shop. Cease my suffrage work.”

His silence affirmed it.

She bit her tongue to hold in an oath. She could feel her temper escalating, so she changed the subject. “What is that smell on your clothes?”

“There was a kerosene spill. I went to Schultz’s, and there was a mishap on the sidewalk in front of the place.”

“You shouldn’t have walked out on me.”

“You shouldn’t have concluded that the only way to contend with this is to stage a protest.”

Restless, Lucy went to the tall French doors. The doors stood open to the summer night, and a light wind lifted the sheer voile curtains. Lights lined the lakeshore like a string of diamonds, and a few vessels bobbed in the harbor. She waited to hear more about the troubles at the bank, but a faint ringing sound distracted her.

Rand frowned. “Who the devil could that be at this hour?”

Exasperated, she tossed him a robe. “We’d best find out before they wake the whole house.”

He swore between his teeth and shoved his arms into his robe.

She pulled open the door and hurried through the dim hallway to the stairway. The urgent, metallic brrr sound crescendoed as she approached the front door.

Sensing Rand behind her, she stepped aside and let him open it. A wire messenger held out a folded onionskin paper. “For Miss Hathaway,” he stated, craning his neck to see into the house.

“That’s me.” A chill tingled over her scalp as she squinted down at the message. After reading the first three words, she knew the rest. Her mouth was dry with fear.

“Get the buggy,” she said. “There’s a fire.”

* * *

Rand hitched the horse himself and drove the gelding hard across the State Street bridge. Beside him, hastily dressed, her hair flying wildly behind her, Lucy clutched the seat and stared intently at the road ahead.


When he turned the buggy onto Gantry Street, his heart seized up. The sight of the burning building sucked him back into nightmare memories, and though he gave no outward sign, his mind roared with fear. Flames shot from the windows of the bookstore, casting a livid glow that pulsed with a life of its own. Unnatural heat slapped at him, and the horse shied and tugged at the reins.

A hose cart crew was already there, aiming a stream at the flames. Some of the neighbors draped soaked rugs over their own shops to protect them from catching fire.

Lucy gave a choked cry and leaped out of the cart even before it rolled completely to a halt. “My shop,” she said. “Dear God, my shop—”

He jumped down and grabbed her arm. “Don’t go any closer,” he ordered her. “Let the crew do its work.”

She fought free of him. “But—”

“Can you for once in your goddamned life let someone else be in charge?”

His loud words shocked her into momentary silence.

The marshal came over, wearing oiled overalls with suspenders flapping down around his knees. He tugged them on as he spoke. “This your shop, sir?”

“It’s mine,” Lucy said. “What happened?”

“Mr. Birney called in the alarm. He heard a loud blast, then saw the flames. Foul play’s involved. The police are holding a man who was caught fleeing the scene.”

“But who would—” Lucy whipped around to face Rand. The look she turned on him made his blood run cold. “Oh,” she said, that one accusatory syllable thrumming with wonder and hurt.

“For Christ’s sake,” he said. “You know better than that.”

“But I know your friends at the bank. This morning, you told me that my shop and my politics were responsible for putting the bank in jeopardy. Do you think this is a coincidence?”


“Marshal, there’s a flare-up on the second floor,” a crewman yelled. “Must be a supply of kerosene or oil there. We can’t get through with the hoses.”

“Confound it,” the marshal said, hurrying away. “I sent for a ladder cart but it hasn’t arrived. The building’s a loss for sure unless we get a stream up there.”

Rand took one more look at Lucy’s face, awash with firelight and suspicion. Letting go of her hand, he gave himself no time for second thoughts. He ran to the hose cart, grabbed a coil and plunged into the burning building.

* * *

At dawn, they came like mourners to a funeral, their wraithlike forms gliding silently through a street hung with fog and smoke. The clammy dampness of the morning plastered Lucy’s hair to her forehead and neck, but she hardly noticed.

Deborah Silver and Kathleen Kennedy arrived first, escorted by their husbands. They shared embraces, shed tears, murmured words of sympathy and devastation. Soon after, Patience and Willa Jean showed up, accompanied by Bull Waxman.

Holding her arm around Lucy’s waist, Deborah said, “We’re so sorry for your loss.” Though blond and petite as a fairy princess, Deborah had always possessed a startling strength, a quality for which Lucy was grateful at a time like this. Unable to find her voice, she simply stared dull-eyed at the shop in Gantry Street.

The tradesman’s shingle, which she’d once hung with such pride and hope, now dangled askew, flapping sluggishly in the breeze. The picture window that used to frame a cozy view of the shop lay in a thousand icicle-shaped slivers. Inside the jagged maw of the door, everything lay shrouded in a lifeless gray mantle of old smoke. The sharp odor of incineration stung Lucy’s eyes and throat.


Even as they watched, the shingle fell with a thunk to the boardwalk. The sudden sound and movement laid waste to the last of Lucy’s self-control. Her locked knees gave way; she staggered back and would have fallen, but a large male caught her—she didn’t know if it was Dylan or Tom. Moving like an old woman, she slowly lowered herself to the boardwalk across the street.

Everything felt broken beyond repair. Nothing would ever be right again.

And Lucy, who never, ever cried, wept with every inch of her heart. She wept for lost hopes and shattered dreams, for the happiness that had been hers for such a brutally short period of time. She wept for all the times she’d tried and failed, for all the foolish things she’d done. She wept until she was completely barren, hollow as a porcelain doll, with nothing inside her but a cold, ringing emptiness.

The others seemed stunned to silence by her grief and kept a respectful distance. Tom, Bull and Dylan stood off to the side, speaking with an investigator for the Board of Fire. Eventually Lucy realized the world was not going to stop because of her loss. She had to take the next breath of air, had to take the next step…even if she wasn’t quite sure where she was going. Through damp, grief-blurred eyes, she stared at the charred brick building.

“I can’t believe it’s gone,” Willa Jean said. “There was a time when I couldn’t read or write. Couldn’t sum up the fingers on my own hands. But I learned, honey. I learned because I didn’t want to be a maid all my life. And now—”

“You’re a good bookkeeper with or without the shop,” Lucy said. “You’ll find another position.” She tried to smile. “You’ll find a place that can afford to pay you more.”

“You’ll rebuild,” Kathleen said stoutly.

“No,” Lucy said.

“What? No what?” Deborah asked.


“I cannot reopen. Ever.”

“Of course you can,” Willa Jean said. “You must. The Firebrand is too important to lose.”

“A life is too important to lose,” Lucy said, remembering the soul-freezing terror she’d felt last night, watching Rand plunge into the fire. It had taken the strength of two crewmen to hold her back. She’d barely felt their bruising grip on her arms, barely tasted the sharp, choking smoke that poisoned the air, barely heard the thin sound of her own voice, screaming her husband’s name.

“No shop or idea is worth that,” she concluded. “I’ll not pursue an enterprise that endangers people.” She had relived the night a hundred times already. Rand had fought the fire like a man possessed while Lucy had screamed his name, trying to follow him into the building despite the restraining hands. An explosion had blown out the upper windows, filling the night with white light and shattering glass. After the blast she’d been sure she’d lost him. Then he’d appeared out of the inferno, dragged the hose inside and fought for an hour to subdue the blaze. Neither he nor the crew would rest until the blaze died. Much later, he had limped to the wagon and collapsed in the back while she drove home. While he lay in exhausted sleep, she’d sent word to her friends and returned to Gantry Street.

“Then they’ve won,” Patience said with quiet finality. “Those who oppose you have won.”

Lucy nodded slowly, conceding defeat, possibly for the first time in her life. “Yes, they have.”

* * *

Deborah and Tom drove her home. “Would you like me to come in?” Deborah offered. “If you want, I’ll sit with you.”

“Thank you, but no,” Lucy said, hugging her briefly. “I’ll be fine.” She bade them goodbye and went inside.

She made her way through the early-morning quiet of the house, pausing when she spied Maggie, Viola and Grace in the breakfast room.

Maggie jumped down and ran to her. “It’s scary, Mama,” she said, burying her face in Lucy’s skirts. “Is the shop really gone? Why is Papa all sooty and sound asleep?”

Lucy struggled to gather her thoughts.

“He’s all right,” she said. “He was exhausted from fighting the fire.” She propelled Maggie toward the kitchen door. “Ask Mrs. Meeks to get your breakfast.”

“What a terrible catastrophe to befall your little shop,” Grace said.

“How could this happen?” Viola asked.

Lucy swallowed, her throat tight with despair. “The fire marshal has confirmed it’s a case of arson.”

“Someone set the fire deliberately? But why?” asked Grace.

Lucy explained about the bank, adding, “A man can be fierce when his livelihood is threatened.” Composing herself, she added, “The arsonist will soon find out that even though The Firebrand is gone, my convictions are not.”
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Over the next few days, life returned to an eerie normal pace in the Higgins household. It was as if The Firebrand had never existed, had never been filled with women’s laughter and spirited conversation, a gathering place where women could feel safe and empowered by their convictions.

Rand went to the bank each day, and the crisis there continued. After the panic, the depositors hadn’t come back, and Lucy knew he balanced on the knife edge between success and failure. Their tenuous bond felt weaker now, strained by the ordeal. They were both tense and short-tempered, their discussions frequently deteriorating into arguments.

Lucy mourned for the shop as though she had lost a loved one. There were hours when she was able to forget about The Firebrand and her cause for whole minutes at a time. But sometimes her heart constricted with unbearable grief. She’d built the bookstore from the ground up. She’d put her heart and sweat and soul into it. And in one night it had been taken away.

She felt impossibly selfish, knowing she had so much—a husband and daughter she adored, friends who cared about her and a new love she’d never thought would be hers.


And still it hurt. She could not bear to go anywhere near Gantry Street. Seeing the black scar of the ruined shop would be too much for her. She tried to content herself with looking after Maggie, minding the house and writing lengthy letters to the Legislature on behalf of women’s rights.

But even defeat didn’t stop her from making new plans. Secret plans. Rand’s fury over her last protest had proven he didn’t understand her way of doing things. Business must be attended to. Lucy believed she could do something to recoup the losses suffered at the bank. Its survival depended upon finding depositors, and she was acquainted with the most famous lady banker in America. She wrote more letters, rode out to meetings on her high-wheeled bicycle, and life went on.

Rand didn’t get home until late one night, long after supper was over and everyone in the house was asleep. Everyone, of course, except Lucy and Silky. With the cat in her lap, she sat fully dressed, too wound up with doubts and worries to relax. Rand entered the room and stared at her for so long that she held her breath.

When she would have spoken, he held up his hand, the old scars white around the livid, fresh burns he’d suffered the night of the fire. “We have some things to discuss, Lucy,” he said. “I’d prefer to do it without arguing.”

“Why do you immediately assume I’m sitting here waiting to argue with you?”

He sent her an ironic look. “Because you’re awake?”

“I have no intention of—”

“Do you want to hear who burned your shop or not?” he cut in.

She shifted to the edge of her seat. Disturbed by the movement, the cat dropped soundlessly to the floor and slipped away.

“It was Jasper Lamott,” he said. “He paid Guy Smollett to set fire to the place. They’ve both been arrested, and with luck we’ve seen the last of them.”

It’s a blight on the neighborhood, and no decent Christian will be sorry to see it wiped out. She remembered Lamott’s words, spat at her in a rage when she’d encountered him at the bank. “Are you surprised?” she asked.

“No. But don’t expect all the lost depositors to come flocking back now. The bank’s shares dropped again today. The Union Trust is still in trouble.”

“Because of me,” Lucy said.

“Because of themselves,” he corrected her.

She caught her breath. Not long ago, he never would have admitted such a thing. Agitated, she got up and walked out to the balcony, letting the breeze off the lake cool her face. A full moon blazed from a clear sky, casting its blue-white glow over everything. The smells of the water and the rose garden filled the air, dizzying as a drug.

She felt him walk up behind her, felt his arms slip around her waist. Closing her eyes, she leaned back against him, feeling herself relax for the first time in days.

“I want everything to be all right,” she said, her whisper mingling with the warm summer wind.

“It is when we’re like this.”

But even as she turned in his arms and let him lead her into the bedroom, she wondered if it would be enough.

* * *

“Mama, how come you started sleeping in Papa’s bed?” Maggie asked, digging in the dirt of the kitchen garden later that day.

Lucy froze in the act of picking snap peas. The dreaded question caused her brain and throat to seize up. How long had Maggie known? Why did she have to ask today, of all days? There would never be a good time, she realized. She was bound to have to explain sooner or later.


“Why do you think?” she managed to ask, racking her brain for the proper response. How on earth had Maggie figured it out? Surely the help knew better than to discuss their employer’s affairs in front of his daughter.

“Because he is new,” Maggie said simply. “Whenever I get a new toy, I want to play with it all the time. I even want to sleep with it.”

“I suppose that’s as good an explanation as any.” The hot afternoon sun beat down on her head. She should have put on a sunbonnet, but she’d been too distracted to bother with a hat today, or shoes for that matter.

Maggie harvested an abundant handful of pole beans and put them in the basket. “Well, I don’t blame you,” she said, her face sober with contemplation, “I just love Papa. Don’t you?”

Lucy was unprepared for the flood of emotion that engulfed her on hearing her daughter’s simple question. Maggie loved so effortlessly and so honestly. Lucy thought about the world of emotion and sensation she had discovered in the arms of her husband. She wanted to be certain, but true conviction eluded her. In some ways, he still held himself away from her, silent with private thoughts she could not fathom.

Instead of answering Maggie’s question, she said, “So it’s all right, then, that I…sleep in his bed?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And you like living here?”

“Uh-huh.” Like the kitchen garden, Maggie was blossoming, growing bright and healthy, drawn upward by the summer sun. We have something precious here, thought Lucy. We are building a home, a family.

But she had put it all at risk.

The idea enraged her as she stabbed a trowel down into the dirt to dislodge a stubborn dockweed. Damn the banking clients and their self-righteous ways.


Lucy put aside her discontent and gave her full attention to Maggie. The little girl had shouted with delight when Lucy had come down to breakfast in dungarees and an old shirt, with kerchiefs for their heads and gloves for their hands, announcing that she and Maggie would spend the day gardening. The truth was, the flower and vegetable gardens were among Lucy’s chief delights in her new home. In the flat over the shop, she’d managed to tend a few potted herbs and African violets. The lushness of the lawn and gardens here were riches beyond compare.

Pulling off her kerchief to mop her neck, she wished it could be enough.

“Maggie, do you miss the shop very much?” she asked.

Sitting back on her heels, Maggie munched idly on a raw bean. “No. You were always busy at the shop. I like it when you’re with me all day long.”

The blunt reply startled Lucy, but she didn’t say anything. The dockweed had a long thick taproot that had embedded itself deep in the soil. She dropped to her knees to scoop out the dirt around it. She paused to push a stray lock of hair off her forehead, knowing she’d smudged dirt there, but not really caring. The day was hot; she was sweating, but that only made the long bath she planned for later seem all the more inviting.

Digging deeper into the earth, she tried to imagine what Rand’s day was like, with the bank shares slipping lower each day. Even after the disgrace of Jasper Lamott, things hadn’t improved. The conservative clients still held her responsible, claiming Lamott would not have had to take such extreme measures if she had given up her shop and her cause. Would the board take action today? Would they censure Rand or—God forbid—terminate him?

He loved banking and he loved the Union Trust. What if she were responsible for taking that away from him? What would it do to her proud, brooding husband? To their fragile new love? What would it do to their comfortable way of life?

She looked down Bellevue Avenue, with its tree-lined parkway and endless view of the lake, and marveled at how quickly she’d come to regard this place as home.

Fitting both hands around the thick root of the dockweed, she gave a tug, loosening it by scant degrees.

You can solve this, she told herself, tugging harder.

She could give up her crusading and stay home with Maggie. She tugged the weed harder. Was it so terrible, staying home to raise her child like a conventional mother? Maggie liked it. Lucy liked it. The bank directors and Rand were sure to like it.

With so much in her life, she didn’t need the added burden of social reform, did she? Could she stay home and be a banker’s wife? How long would she be content with that?

Forever. But even as her heart spoke the word, her mind recognized the lie. There was room in her for other passions.

Frustrated by her efforts to extract the weed, she planted her bare feet in the sun-warmed soil and pulled with all her might. Grunting with the effort, she threw her weight into the task. The weed resisted stoutly, and she tugged again and again. It was suddenly a personal battle, her against the weed. She was not about to be defeated by a mere weed, for heaven’s sake.

“Mama, who is that lady?” Maggie asked, standing up and pointing at the main driveway.

A woman in a peach-colored dress and matching bonnet alighted from a hansom cab.

“Hello!” Maggie called, waving. “Hello, over here!”

Lucy recognized the woman at the same moment the weed gave way. She ripped it from the earth, and the momentum sent her reeling. She landed on her backside, crushing a cucumber frame and several cucumbers beneath her.

For a moment she was too stunned to move. Then, picking up each arm like a marionette on a string, she climbed to her feet. She didn’t bother brushing herself off as she hurried across the yard. She was far too sweaty and filthy for any brushing-off to help.

She hardly felt the gravel driveway beneath her bare feet, hardly heard the crunch and grind of the departing cab. Her entire being was riveted on the silk-clad caller.

Somehow, Lucy managed to arrange her sunburned, dirt-smudged face into a smile.

“Hello,” she said in a voice she scarcely recognized. “We met once before, but you probably won’t remember. I’m Lucy. Lucy Hathaway.” Then she forced herself to do the impossible. She took off her filthy gloves, dropped them on the ground and extended her hand in greeting to Diana Layton Higgins.
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Maggie had seen the lady’s face before. It was smooth and white, with sharply outlined red lips, like the face of the china doll Grammy Grace had given her. But there was something special about this face. Something familiar.

Then she remembered.

This was the lady in the old brown photographs. This was the lady in the fancy painting that used to hang in the parlor. Papa had taken that picture down and moved it to an upstairs room where nobody went.

There were bees in Maggie’s stomach again, buzzing around like they did when she felt scared and shy. She clutched at her mother and hid behind her, peeking up at the doll-lady.

Her hat was enormously fancy, with feathers and flowers piled high as the sky. Long, glossy yellow ringlets hung down one side. Her stiff petticoats swished when she moved, and a gigantic bustle adorned her behind. Sally Saltonstall said bustles were fashionable, but to Maggie, they looked like a big bunch of bows and nonsense.

“I’m terribly sorry,” the lady said in a soft, polite voice. “But you’re right. I’m afraid I don’t recall meeting you.” She leaned to the side to get a better look at Maggie. “Is this your little boy?”

Maggie scowled. That again. Just because she didn’t wear a dress, people were always calling her a boy. Worse than that, they always called her little.

“Miss—Mrs. Higgins,” said Mama, “please come inside. We’ll just get cleaned up, and then we’ll join you in the parlor.”

The lady puckered her forehead, but she went up the front steps with them and stepped into the foyer with its checkerboard floor and the staircase with the railing that was perfect for sliding down. She took off her skinny lace gloves and turned around slowly, looking at the naughty fountain of the boy peeing and the shiny woodwork of the staircase. “So this is Randolph’s house,” she said in a quiet voice.

Maggie didn’t like it when people called her papa Randolph like he was a street or something.

“Please have a seat in the parlor.” Mama’s voice sounded tight, and her hand, which Maggie still clung to, felt all sweaty. “I’ll send for some refreshments, and when we get cleaned up, we’ll join you.”

The white forehead puckered again. “I am here to see my—to see Randolph. And our daughter, Christine.”

“Maggie,” Maggie yelled before she could stop herself. She stomped her foot. “Maggie, Maggie, Maggie.”

Mama held her shoulders to calm her down.

“You see,” Mama said, “this is Maggie. I believe her father sent you a photograph of the two of them. Didn’t you receive it?”

“Yes, but—” The fancy lady got very quiet. Her eyes grew as large as two blue marbles, two very wet blue marbles. “Dear Lord, you’re Christine,” she said, and she sank down low. Her skirts swished on the shiny floor as she put her face very close to Maggie’s. “I didn’t recognize you at first,” she said. “But I do now. My daughter.” To Maggie’s horror, the lady started to cry. “My beautiful daughter.”

Mama kept hold of Maggie’s shoulders as though she knew Maggie wanted to run away and hide. Leaning down, Mama whispered very fast, “Everything will be fine. I promise.”

Forcing herself to be brave, Maggie stepped forward.

The lady hugged Maggie, covering her in a flowery smell that stirred up the bees in her stomach. She didn’t know what to do about this crying lady, so she stood quite still and pressed her lips together until they hurt.

“You’ll understand if she’s a bit bashful,” Mama said. “Please, if I could just get her cleaned up—”

“Of course.” Sniffing into an embroidered handkerchief, the lady went into the parlor.

Mama told Nichol about the refreshments and hurried upstairs with Maggie. “We must be quick,” she said. “We have a lot to talk about with Mrs.—Oh, I haven’t the slightest idea what to call her.” Mama was talking fast, more to herself than to Maggie. And the whole time, she was peeling off their clothes and scrubbing away with a damp towel. “Of all the times for her to show up unannounced.”

Maggie brightened, tugging on her blue frock. “Let’s tell her to go away.”

“No.” Mama brushed Maggie’s hair and stuck a big bow in it. Then she did her own hair, twisting it into a braid. After that, with the shoe-button hook clenched between her teeth, she bent down to fasten Maggie’s dress. Maggie had never seen Mama get them dressed so quickly.

“She’s a very important person in our lives, Maggie, and we must be polite and gracious to her.” Mama spoke around the button hook in her mouth. “Do you understand?”

Maggie stuck out her foot so Mama could put a shoe on and hook the buttons. They were the shiny black shoes she wore to church, and they pinched.

Mama pulled on a petticoat and plain blue dress. She checked herself in the mirror and scowled, taking up the towel to scrub her face some more. “All right,” Mama said, grabbing her hand. “Let’s go.”

The lady was in the parlor where Maggie wasn’t allowed to touch anything. When she saw Maggie, she smiled, but she cried again, too.

“My darling,” she said, holding out both hands.

Mama gave Maggie a gentle shove and she went forward and put her hands into the lady’s. “Sit here by me,” the lady said, and Maggie obeyed, hoisting herself up to the cold, glossy silk of the best settee.

“So,” the lady said to Mama, taking a glass of lemonade from a tray, “you must be the governess.”

Mama sat down in another chair. “Actually, quite a bit has happened since I first discovered Maggie’s father,” she said.

“You’re the one, then. That Miss Hathaway. The one who rescued my baby. How can I ever thank you?”

“You needn’t, Mrs.—” Mama stopped as if she had forgotten the lady’s name. “Well.” Mama smoothed her hands over her dark blue skirt. “We didn’t know you were coming. You must have left San Francisco before getting Rand’s latest wire.”

The visitor’s forehead wrinkled when Mama said Rand. “He sent another wire?”

“He had some news for you. The fact is, we were married about a month ago,” Mama explained. “Rand and I, that is.”

The lady made a little hissing sound through her teeth. “Married?”

“With a flower and music and a kiss,” Maggie said, unable to stay silent. She didn’t like this visitor. She didn’t like her at all. “She’s my mother,” Maggie yelled, jumping down from the settee and running to Mama. “Not you!”

The lady put her lemonade back on the tray. “Have you any sherry?” she asked.
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The bank was still on shaky ground, and foolishly, Rand was about to make things worse. Lamott was gone in ignominy but Crabtree, McClean and the others stayed on. Though less fanatic, the remaining directors were as stodgy and intractable as the departed Lamott. They wanted Rand to promise to keep Lucy in check, to promise The Firebrand would never be rebuilt. He hadn’t given them that promise. He refused to sacrifice Lucy’s dream for the sake of the bank, even if it meant losing his position and starting down an unknown path he’d never trodden.

The notion put an unexpected energy in his stride as he returned home that day and walked into the house, reaching up to loosen his tie. Female voices drifted from the formal parlor. They must have visitors, since Lucy and Maggie ordinarily avoided the fussy room, which his grandmother had filled with art treasures, fragile knickknacks and costly antiques.

Leaving his tie in place, he stepped into the parlor…and nearly stumbled.

His mouth dried as though he’d ingested cold ashes. Then, with a mechanical courtesy that masked his stunned senses, he bowed from the waist.


“Hello, Diana,” he said to his former wife.

In a rustle of silk, she stood up, a blond goddess, every bit as lovely as she’d been the day he’d married her. The years had only deepened her beauty, polishing her with a sheen of sophistication.

He crossed the room and took her extended hand, raising it to his mouth. Why couldn’t he remember the feel of her hand in his, the smell and taste of her? He had the distinct sensation of meeting a stranger.

“Dear Randolph,” she said in a soft, beguiling voice. “I apologize for arriving unannounced, but I had the worst fear that—Oh, never mind. It’s so silly.”

As she sank back into her seat, he took a moment to greet the others in the room. Maggie jumped down from the settee and ran to him. “You’re home!”

He picked her up in his arms, and instantly his heart thawed out. The familiar, welcome weight of her seemed to bring the world back into balance.

On another settee were Viola and Grace, the former looking as though she stood before of firing squad and the latter exhibiting a cautious pleasure. Grandmother had always liked Diana, mourning her departure more than Rand ever had.

Alone in an armchair sat Lucy, her dark dress and pulled-back hair giving her anxious face an unnatural pallor. She said nothing. He could not get used to a silent Lucy, for she always had something to say. Until now.

“When did you get here?” he asked. “Where are you staying?”

“I have rooms at the Palmer House,” Diana said. “But I thought—” Flustered, she started again. “I’ve been simply overcome, seeing Grace and my darling Christine again.” She pressed a lace-edged handkerchief to her flawless cheek.


“She thought I was a boy at first,” Maggie said. “Just like you did.”

He felt a flash of chagrin, recalling that day. “I suppose it’s because you were so tiny when we lost you.” Kissing her on the head, he set her down.

“When I saw you today,” Diana said to Maggie, “you didn’t look anything like the photograph your father sent me.”

The photograph.

Suspicions swirled and started to harden inside him. What sort of coincidence was it, that she’d come to him after seeing the photograph?

An awkward silence descended over the group, punctuated by the ticking of the ormolu clock on the mantel.

Maggie shifted from one foot to another. She went over to Lucy to whisper in her ear.

“I’m sure you both have so much to discuss,” Lucy said, standing up. “We shall leave you to it.”

Taking their cue, Viola and Grace stood. Grace leaned over her cane. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Of course.” Diana’s mouth curved into a melting smile. “That’s ever so kind of you, Grandmother Grace.”

As the four of them left the room, Diana’s gaze lingered hungrily on Maggie. Rand wondered if he’d looked that way, so desperate with longing, when he’d first found out about her.

“She’s absolutely gorgeous,” Diana said.

“Yes.”

“What a blessed, blessed miracle.” All in a rush, she went to him, burying her face against his chest. “I never thought I’d feel this way again, ever,” she said, weeping. “Oh, Randolph, where do we begin again? How do we begin again?”

He had no answer for her. His trying day had extended into a nightmare. He did not recognize the feel of her, or her smell. The shape of her pressed against him was alien, awkward. He didn’t remember her.

Except that she had given him a daughter.

He took her by the shoulders and held her away from him. “What are you doing here, Diana? What do you want?”

She searched his face with a misty-eyed gaze. He could feel her stare linger on the scars, but unlike she’d done years ago, she didn’t recoil. He dropped his hands to his sides.

“I came because I want my baby back,” she said at last, her voice breaking. “And my husband.”

At one time, he would have sold his soul to hear those words. But that was a lifetime ago. “You were surprised, weren’t you?” he said.

“I never imagined Christine—”

“By my recovery,” he interrupted. “The photograph I sent surprised you, didn’t it? You never expected me to get better.”

“Oh, Randolph. I am more than surprised. I’m astounded and profoundly grateful.”

“That you can bear to look at me?” He turned sharply away. “I’m very happy for you.”

She pursued him, her face so dramatically pale that he suspected her distress was genuine. “Randolph, you must give me a chance. I’m a different person than I was so long ago. You cannot blame me for my actions when I was devastated by grief.”

He said nothing to that. There was nothing to say that she would understand.

“I didn’t expect to find you wed to a stranger,” she said, her voice thin with woe. “Honestly, Randolph, what could you be thinking, marrying that woman?”

He’d been thinking of Maggie when he’d first done it, yet his marriage to Lucy had become something else entirely. But he wasn’t about to explain himself to Diana.


“That woman saved Maggie’s life,” he said. “She raised her, and Maggie loves her.”

“And I’ll be forever grateful,” Diana said. “But I am Christine’s mother.”

“You gave her life,” he conceded. “But you lost her—we both lost her—when she was so very young, Diana. She has no more memory of you than she does of being called Christine.” He saw her wince. “Look, she didn’t remember me, either. But our daughter has a loving heart. As time goes on, she’s coming to know me.”

“As she’ll come to know me.”

“Naturally you’ll be welcome to visit Maggie,” he said.

She pressed her small fist to her bosom. Then, without warning, she surged against him again, her arms going around his neck. She smelled of flowers and hair dressing, and she felt as soft and fragile as a bird. “It’s not enough,” she whispered against his neck. “I want you back, Randolph. I want us to be a family again.”

“It can’t be like that,” he said. “Lucy is my wife.”

“You can fix this, Randolph.” Her fingers brushed through his hair. “You can change this and make things right. You don’t need that woman anymore. No judge in the county would deny you a divorce. It’s clear you only married her so you could be near Christine. An annulment might even be possible.”

“Your understanding of the law has always been impressive. They say you managed to divorce me in record time.”

She swallowed hard, tightened her arms around him. “Oh, Randolph. I was so terribly frightened, and so filled with grief for Christine that I couldn’t think straight.”

She’d thought straight enough to extract a huge settlement from him—a settlement he could ill afford at the time. Still, as she said, that was all in the past and he found he didn’t care anymore. “I won’t deny you a relationship with Maggie,” he said, reaching up to unlink her arms from around his neck. “You gave birth to her and you have a right to be in her life. I’m sure we can arrange for Maggie to spend time with you.”

She encompassed the room with a sweep of her arm. “I should have come back sooner, I admit that.” In a swish of silk skirts, she turned to him. “Now I am home. This is where I belong.”

“You made your choice,” he said. “You fled from your monster husband. You only came back because you’ve learned that some wounds do heal.” His gaze glided over her, head to toe. “But some others don’t.”

She had the grace to flush before turning away. “Must I beg you?”

“Don’t bother. It won’t work.” He went to the door and leaned out into the foyer. “Mr. Nichol, have Bowen bring the buggy around.” He caught a glimpse of Diana’s expression and realized that he couldn’t simply pack her off to Palmer House. “I’ll be driving our guest to her hotel.”

“What must I do to prove I’m sincere, Randolph?” Her voice rose in desperation. “I want things to be as they once were for us. Christine is back, my darling. Everything will be perfect now, if only you’ll remember the good times, and not the terrifying weeks after the fire.” She ran a hand over the clock. That pale hand on the pale porcelain evoked a memory. At one time, all of this had been for her. He’d built this house and filled it with fine things for Diana, hoping to lure her back. And it finally had.

He went to the window to see if the buggy was ready. Hand in hand, Lucy and Maggie walked across the broad lawn toward Maggie’s favorite climbing tree. Nimble as a squirrel, Maggie swung up to the first branch. Brushing back her skirts, Lucy followed, her head thrown back in laughter. Then the branch Lucy held bowed ominously, and she fell to the ground, still laughing as she brushed herself off.

“Things can change in an instant,” he said quietly, turning to Diana, who was admiring the silver tea service now. “You know that. This could all be gone, and I could find myself living in a flat up over a shop.”

“That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Nichol came in to announce that the buggy was ready. Rand led her, protesting, out to the front driveway. Lucy spotted them, and brought Maggie over. “I’ll be driving Diana to her hotel,” Rand said.

“Goodbye,” Maggie said. “It was nice to meet you.”

Diana’s eyes glittered with tears. She went down on one knee, drawing her daughter close for a hug. Diana’s love for the child was evident and genuine. Nothing about this situation was going to be easy, Rand thought.

He handed her up into the buggy, and took a seat beside her. He tried to catch Lucy’s eye, but she avoided his gaze. Later, then, he thought. Later…but he had no idea what he would say to her. Lucy could move him with a single glance; Diana left him cold. But Lucy didn’t seem to know that about him.

Clicking his tongue to the horse, he headed down the driveway. Diana ran her hand over the grain leather of the seat. The gesture filled him with a cynical understanding. She didn’t want him. She merely wanted what he had. They drove in awkward silence across the bridge and into town. Pulling back on the reins, he rolled the buggy to a halt in front of the elegant hotel. A boy came forward to hold the horse, and Rand helped Diana down. With his hand at the small of her back, he guided her into the lobby.

The lobby was richly carpeted and furnished with gilt conversation chairs, potted plants and glowing chandeliers. Groups of guests spoke together in low, cultured murmurs. The resemblance to Sterling House was eerie.

Her face turned paper white, and he wondered if she still suffered as he did from memories of that night. She had been wounded, too, perhaps in ways he had never understood.

“Diana—”

“Honestly, I can’t understand why you refuse to do the right thing, Randolph. I’ve come back, and Christine is back. We can be a family again.” The color in her cheeks returned, and her bright gaze flashed over him. “You’ve done so well since we were last together.”

A slight edge in her voice raised his suspicions. She had known about Christine for weeks. Why had she waited until now to make her appearance? “How would you feel if I told you my circumstances have changed recently?”

“I don’t understand.”

Playing his hunch, he explained, “At the bank. I expect to be dismissed.”

“Nonsense,” she objected, folding her arms in front of her. “You’re just saying that to drive me away. Why would they want to be rid of you?”

“The bank board and its most important investors object to Lucy’s political views.”

“Just what sort of views does she hold?”

“She favors universal suffrage and believes in equality between the sexes. She owned a radical bookstore which was recently burned.”

“That’s a relief, at least.”

“I doubt she’ll stop organizing meetings and marches to support her cause.” He remembered a time when he’d felt the same disapproval he saw on Diana’s face, and marveled at how completely Lucy had won him over. “A number of the bank’s clients objected to Lucy’s behavior, and withdrew their deposits in protest.”


“Then you must bring them back, of course.”

“They won’t come back unless Lucy gives up her cause.”

“If that woman loved you, she would do so immediately.” Diana pressed her point. “It’s true, Randolph, you know it is. If she will not make this sacrifice for her husband, then clearly you’re not as important to her as her cause.”








TWENTY-NINE



The local papers made much of Diana’s return. Lucy read them with a sort of sick fascination. She pressed the heels of her hands to her temples, picturing their meeting the previous afternoon. She could not have been at more of a disadvantage—hatless, sunburned, sweating and dirty. In contrast, Diana had resembled a visiting queen. Cool and beautiful, she’d regarded Maggie with distaste until Lucy had explained that the little mop-headed boy in the garden was actually her daughter. Disapproval had turned instantly to adoration, and as far as Lucy could tell, it was genuine.

And why not? It wasn’t every day a woman was reunited with the child she’d given up for dead.

Maggie had handled the reunion with typical aplomb, though she’d clung to Lucy’s hand for dear life.

The papers described Diana as a returning heroine, the aggrieved mother back to reclaim her husband and child from the crazed radical who had stolen them both. Lucy longed to know what Rand thought of this development, but he had stayed out late last night, leaving her to grapple with a new terror—the fear that Diana would win him back.


She had no chance to speak to him, for he went to work early, and then Diana arrived before breakfast.

“I know it’s early,” she said, “but you understand, I couldn’t stay away.”

Lucy studied the beautiful, hungry eyes, the exact same eyes she saw each time she looked at Maggie. “Of course.” She asked Nichol to send for her.

Maggie came tripping down the wide staircase, still in her nightgown. When she spied Diana, she stopped. “Hello,” she said.

“You haven’t had your breakfast yet,” Lucy said, her heart breaking even as she took charge of the situation. “And look who has come to see you.” She led the way to the breakfast room.

Diana took a seat and opened her arms to Maggie. “Please,” she said in a faint voice. “It’s been so very long.”

Maggie looked to Lucy for direction, and Lucy forced herself to nod encouragingly. The little girl climbed into Diana’s lap. Mrs. Meeks served the tea and biscuits, her florid cheeks even redder than usual as she stole furtive glances at the former Mrs. Higgins.

And Maggie, bless her, took the situation in stride. Before long she was chatting away, recounting some exploit with Ivan while Diana listened with rapt attention. A chill shadow slid over Lucy as she stood in the doorway, watching them. They were so alike, Maggie and her natural mother. Both so pretty and graceful, as though they had been born to be in this room, this house, this life.

She wanted to shout at Diana to go away, to leave them alone to sort through this ordeal. But Diana didn’t seem inclined to go anywhere. Lucy was at a loss. She didn’t want to give the impression that she would allow Diana to simply push her out of the way, no matter how powerful a claim the other woman had, both on Maggie and on Rand. But at the same time, she didn’t want to keep Maggie away from the woman who had given her life.

Lucy wondered if, under different circumstances, Diana might even be someone she could like. Rand’s first wife was much like many of the young women of Miss Boylan’s—well-mannered and educated, from a good family. As the moments passed, Lucy’s confidence faltered. She felt herself slipping into the shadow of her former self, the outspoken misfit no one understood, or wanted.

“Nichol!” Rand’s voice rang through the house. “Nichol, where did you put those papers—” He stepped into the breakfast room and fell silent. Lucy tried to read the expression on his face as he regarded Diana and Maggie, but his eyes were hooded. “Diana,” he said.

She put Maggie down and hurried over to him. “Oh, Randolph!” She rushed forward and embraced him. “You’re home.”

“I forgot some papers—” he began.

“Then you can stay home with us all day,” Maggie said. “Say you will, Papa. You don’t have to go back to that old bank.”

Lucy knew her heart was in her eyes as she watched them—Rand and Diana and their little girl, together again. What would it take for them to resume their lives together? Diana was more beautiful than the sun and filled with contrition about her past mistakes. She was the mother of his child. And she wanted her husband back.

Beauty, sincerity, history, commitment. How could Lucy compete with that?

In an agony of uncertainty, she slipped out of the room without glancing their way again. This was it, then, the thing her mother hadn’t told her about being in love. The pain, when it came, was as intense as the ecstasy.

She went to the conservatory, hoping to find her mother there. Of late, she had come to depend on her mother’s wisdom in matters of the heart, but Viola was nowhere in sight.

Feeling weary, Lucy sat down on a wrought-iron chair. Tropical plants filled the air with a lush, greenish haze. Grace’s treasured palms, ginger and helliconias filled the glass-walled room with exotic life. Lucy studiedthe blooming orchids, their delicate pink lips parted to reveal the purple tongues at their centers. The long arching branches of delicate color exuded a fragrance that, for some reason, filled her with sadness. The clinging epiphytes could not exist without the trees that supported them.

Rand startled her, stepping alone into the long, glass room. “I’ve been looking for you,” he said.

“I’m not hiding. I thought you’d want…some time with her.”

He sat down next to her. Even with the smell of flowers hanging heavy in the conservatory, Lucy detected the cloying odor of Diana’s perfume, lingering in his hair and on his skin. “I had no idea she would come back.”

“But she has.” Lucy took a deep breath and forced herself to ask, “Where did you go last night? I waited up, but you never came.” She hated the sound of her own words, so laced with suspicion and uncertainty. Was that what their marriage was to be like, with Diana back?

“Diana seemed upset by all the upheaval, so I took her to Anspach’s for luncheon and afterward escorted her back to Palmer House.”

Lucy had always wondered what it would be like to be the helpless sort, needing her hand held over every bump in the road. Now that Diana was back, Lucy suspected there would be many nights like this.

“Just what is it that she expects?”

“She wants to turn back time.” The morning sunlight filled the conservatory with a diffuse brightness that played over every detail—his strong physique and glossy dark hair, his bold features; even the scars had a certain nobility to them.

Lucy took a deep breath, wondering if Diana saw what she saw when she looked at him. “You mean Diana wants to pick up where you left off. She wants to be your wife again. Maggie’s mother.”

A pause. Then: “Yes.”

“And what will you do about it?” Lucy braced herself for the answer. This was probably the fantasy Rand had dreamed of for five years—his broken family made whole again. A daughter to love and protect, a beautiful wife who was content to fulfill tradition rather than striking out on her own as Lucy had.

She saw the situation with searing clarity through Rand’s eyes. History was repeating itself. Just as Pamela Byrd had destroyed his family by following her ambitions, so was Lucy.

He had forgiven his mother, and he understood Lucy, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept. Diana had arrived, holding out the promise of order and serenity. And tradition, which he’d yearned for since he was a boy.

Say it, she told herself. Just say it. Tell him you love him. Tell him… But her throat closed, and she couldn’t speak. The fragrance of the exotic flowers nearly choked her. She was terrified that her love wouldn’t matter enough to him.

“Lucy,” he said, rising from the chair, “it’s very complicated.”

With those words, she knew. She knew he was preparing her for a blow. With both of Maggie’s natural parents present, Lucy didn’t have a legal leg to stand on. Before long, she’d be regarded as a kind stranger who deserved their gratitude, but not a place in their lives.

His choice was almost laughably easy. Did he prefer a beautiful wife in her traditional, feminine role, or an awkward, intense woman dedicated to a controversial cause?

“When you sort out all these complications,” she said stiffly, “then you can let me know.” Hurrying past him, she left the conservatory.








THIRTY



In the middle of a lonely afternoon, Lucy sat looking at the wire message she had received from Mrs. Victoria Woodhull. Up until now, she had been afraid the response would never come, and had taken to haunting the Western Union Wireless office each morning, pacing up and down and worrying that time was running out. She shouldn’t have worried; Mrs. Woodhull had come through for her. Lucy had received precisely the response she’d hoped for, prayed for.

But it meant nothing now. In the week since Diana’s return, Rand had returned to the bank and Diana had gone off to her hotel. Today, Viola and Grace had taken Maggie on an outing. It was significant, Lucy thought, that she found herself alone at the darkest moment of her life.

She tried to talk herself out of her maudlin state, but nothing was working, and she found herself heading for the pantry, where the bottles of liquor were kept. Before she did something entirely foolish, Bull Waxman came to call.

“I have a buggy waiting out front,” he said simply. “You’re to come with me, ma’am.”

Lucy had always liked Bull. She liked the gentleness of his courtship of Willa Jean, and at the moment, she liked the fact that he had come to see her. “Where are we going?”


“Don’t be asking me that. I’m not to tell. You’ll see.”

She suspected Willa Jean and Patience were going to try to cheer her up. But the moment she realized they were headed for Gantry Street, she protested. Loudly. She didn’t want to see the wreckage of her beloved shop, to be reminded of all the struggle and triumph it had given her. Bull merely stared straight ahead, his big hands firm on the reins until they reached their destination. Only when she saw what was happening in front of the boarded-up shop did Lucy stop talking. She barely felt Bull help her down from the buggy.

“What is going on here?” she asked Willa Jean, who hurried over to greet her.

“Isn’t it obvious, girl? We’re saving the shop.”

It was almost too much for Lucy to take in. Across the boards covering the broken-out window, someone had painted the message Save The Firebrand Bookshop. Tables draped with bunting were laden with various items for sale—berry pies, quilts and afghans, books and pamphlets. Lucy spied Patience, Deborah and Kathleen and all her dearest customers—Sarah Boggs and Mrs. McNelis, Lila Landauer and Dottie Frey, even cranky old Mrs. Mackey and others too numerous to count. They were the women who had found comfort and conviction between the pages of a book. Also present were the husbands of these ladies, men who knew better than to argue with the women they loved.

At the center of the table, seated before a line of patiently waiting admirers, sat Victoria Claflin Woodhull, autographing back issues of Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly.

“Mama!” Maggie broke away from a knot of people on the boardwalk. “Mama, we have a present for you. Come look!”

As if in a dream, Lucy allowed Maggie to lead her to the door. Rand emerged from the shop in a cloud of plaster. He wore old denims and a grin that offered no apology for working in secret without her consent. A leather pocket apron, filled with clanking tools, rode low on his hips.

“Show her, Papa,” Maggie commanded him.

He handed Lucy a long, flat parcel. “It’s not quite finished yet. Still needs a coat of shellac.”

She didn’t remember to breathe as she tore off the paper to find a new tradesman’s shingle, sanded smooth and carefully lettered on both sides with The Firebrand—L. Hathaway, Bookseller. “Oh” was all she could say. “Oh.”

Then Lucy, who never, ever wept, burst into tears for the second time in her adult life.

Maggie looked horrified. “Don’t you like it? Papa worked and worked, and I wasn’t allowed to tell you anything.”

Lucy smiled through her tears. “It’s not that, sweetheart.” She lifted her gaze to Rand. “I love it.”

“A-men and hallelujah,” Maggie said. “Now can I go play?”

Lucy nodded. Rand took her hand and led her inside. “Watch that beam there,” he warned. “We’ve just propped it up.” The place smelled of burnt paper and charred timber; the blackened furniture and shelves and ruined books were piled in a heap. A team of workmen with wheelbarrows and crowbars had cleared the wreckage. “Go and get some refreshments,” Rand told them, and they stepped out.

Lucy’s heart turned to ice. Now she understood. She stepped away from him, clenching her hands, digging her nails into her palms. The sunlight filtering through the broken windows suddenly blurred, smeared by tears. She clenched her jaw and blinked fast, fighting for control. “I see,” she said. “You’re giving me back my shop as a sop for your conscience because you’re going to choose Diana.”

His long shadow slipped over her as he stepped close and pulled her around to face him. “Damn it, Lucy, did it ever occur to you to listen before jumping to your own conclusions?”

The strength in his grip made her flinch, and she pulled away. “I’m listening.”

“When Diana showed up out of the blue, I suspected her motives were less than purely maternal. During the week, Dylan Kennedy and I sent out some wires, and sure enough, she’s run through everything she gained from the divorce settlement and is in debt. Naturally, I’ll accept the responsibility of taking care of her.”

Lucy took a step back. “Naturally.”

“You’re doing it again,” he said, annoyed. “You’re reaching a conclusion without hearing me out.”

“Forgive me if I don’t care to linger and hear your dreams of the future with Diana.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Annoyance burgeoned to anger. “Of course there’s a future with Diana. She gave birth to Maggie. In that way, she’ll always be a part of our lives. She’ll be paid a stipend—though God knows where that will come from if the bank fails—and we’ll permit her to visit Maggie. I’ll see to it that we have a legal arrangement so her role is clear and limited.”

“And that’s all she’ll be to you?” Lucy forced herself to ask.

He took hold of her again, but there was no anger in his grip this time. He kissed her forehead with a tenderness that made her ache. “God, what do you take me for? You are Maggie’s mother in every sense of the word, and you have been since the night of the fire.”

“But Diana was your first love. Your first wife. The mother of your child.”

“Two out of three are correct,” he said, and she heard a smile in his voice. “Yes, she was my first wife. Yes, she gave birth to my daughter. But she’s not my first love.”


“She’s not?”

“You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you? You’re my first love, Lucy. I had no idea what love was until I found you. You’re my life, my world, my…everything. The reason the sun rises and the moon shines, the reason spring comes and flowers bloom. You know you are. Who the hell else would inspire me to poetry like this?”

Relief and joy swelled inside her, and she could have sworn her feet left the ground. “I was so afraid,” she said, pressing her cheek against the solid warmth of his chest. “I was so afraid you’d take her back.”

“You’re supposed to be fearless,” he said gently. “Remember?”

She trusted the look shining in his eyes, trusted it despite the fact that her shop had burned, that he might lose his job at the bank. None of that mattered, not when she could look into her husband’s face and see the whole world there. Trusting him was as simple as going where her heart led her. It all seemed so simple now.

“I know what it’s like to be afraid,” she said, pressing her lips to his big, scarred hand. “I know it all too well.”

“Let’s go outside,” he said, “and let the workmen get busy. When the bank finds out The Firebrand is back, I might have to become your partner in business.”

“Ah, there you are, Mr. Higgins.” Mrs. Woodhull approached them as they went out to the street. “Your wife sent me a wire,” she said. “She claims you are a man who can be trusted. A man who understands both money and women. Is that true?”

“I doubt Lucy would put up with me if it weren’t.” He eyed Lucy with suspicion. “I didn’t know you sent a wire.”

“Of course she did,” Mrs. Woodhull declared, “and I daresay you won’t be hurting for clients much longer. The only thing more powerful than my convictions are my purse strings. I was once a banker myself, you know.” She showed him a cardboard case of papers, stuffed with drafts and certificates. “I am going overseas to carry on a little adventure in England,” she explained. “While I’m gone, I shall need a place to lodge my deposits.”

“The Union Trust is an excellent choice, ma’am,” Rand told her, looking amazed.

She swept her gaze along the line of admirers. “I imagine there are many ladies in Chicago who would like to find a banker who understands the needs of women.” With the skill of a professional orator, she summoned them around and launched into a lecture on banking and finance.

“Mama! Papa!” Maggie came running over. “Look what I found. Just look.” She opened her grubby little hand to reveal three dusty pennies. “I found them on the ground, Papa. Can I put them in your bank, Papa? Can I?”

Lucy and Rand exchanged a private glance. “It’ll help,” said Rand.

“I’m going to go look for more pennies!” Maggie ran off again.

“I love you,” Lucy whispered, touching Rand’s dear, scarred cheek. “Oh, how I love you. I love you for what you were willing to sacrifice for my sake.”

“You would have given up the shop for me,” he pointed out.

“But that’s different.”

“Is it?” He lifted one eyebrow. “I thought you believed in equal rights.”








THIRTY-ONE



Chicago
 Spring, 1877

“Mama,” Maggie said thoughtfully, “where do babies come from? Really.” Like a sprouting dandelion, she popped her tousled head up from between her parents in the big bed.

The reflected April sunshine off the lake created a watery pattern of shifting light on the ceiling. Lucy knew Rand was awake, though he lay very still with the covers pulled up, pretending he was asleep.

Coward, she thought.

She smiled and ruffled Maggie’s hair. She loved Sunday mornings when they lay abed an extra hour before getting up for church. More often than not, Maggie joined them, letting the dog and cat follow her as well.

“Well,” Lucy said, smoothing her hand over her belly, “this one is growing very slowly inside my womb.”

She sensed Rand going rigid with mortification. He tried hard to endure her modern ways, but hearing her refer to body parts with matter-of-fact frankness always pushed his old-fashioned sensibilities to their limit. She loved him for gritting his teeth and letting her have her way, even if he didn’t always agree with her.

Maggie put her small hand on the mound. “It feels hard as a rock.”

“That’s because the infant is growing strong and healthy. In a few weeks, the baby will come out, and we’ll get to hold him and love him and care for him.”

“Sally Saltonstall says the doctor brings the baby in his black leather bag.”

“Sally Saltonstall is full of duck fluff,” Lucy said. “The fact is, the baby’s going to get out by—”

“I’ll tell you who’s full of duck fluff,” roared Rand, springing awake, clearly unable to tolerate any more of the candid talk. “You’re full of it.” He grabbed Maggie and tickled her, and she loosed a loud stream of giggles. Grabbing a pillow, she held it up as a shield to protect herself. Ivan aimed his muzzle at the ceiling and howled.

Before Lucy could subdue her husband and child, she heard an ominous ripping sound. A fountain of feathers exploded into the air, and the breeze from the windows scooped them up and swirled them, a blizzard of softness settling over their three laughing faces.

* * * * *








Afterword


Section 1. The right of the citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.

—Text of the Nineteenth Amendment of the Constitution, adopted by Congress in 1920
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