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        Friday evening, November 12, 1880

        San Francisco

      

      

      The flickering light from the lamp was just enough for Marie to see her way over to the bedside. As she leaned over to pull up the quilt to cover her sleeping child, she softly rubbed its threadbare border against her own cheek. Conjuring up her grandmother’s presence, she imagined that the familiar spicy essence of the old woman still lingered in the blue and brown patches that formed the Evening Star pattern on the quilt––the quilt her grandmother had given her on her tenth birthday. The quilt lovingly assembled from the silk and satin scraps rescued during a life-time of sewing elegant dresses for vain and thoughtless women. The quilt that her grandmother had promised would one day grace Marie’s marriage bed.

      Not the first or the last of the failed promises in her life.

      She tucked the ends of the quilt around her daughter and carefully lifted an errant curl tangled in the lace collar of the child’s nightdress. Feeling the heavy, silk-smooth strand slip through her fingers, Marie smiled. Her daughter’s hair, the color of dark honey, and her eyes, the blue of the bluest evening star in the quilt, assured a bright future for Emmaline.

      Brighter than her own.

      No. She would not feel sorry for herself. Every choice she’d made in life had been made with eyes wide open…aware of the sacrifices…prepared for the disappointments. But she would not disappoint this precious child.

      They would be so angry when she told them of her decision. Say she’d broken her promises. But the only promises she needed to keep were to her daughter. They were the only promises worth keeping.
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        “CHARGED WITH SHOPLIFTING

        The Wife of a Respectable Business Man Accused of Theft”––New York Times Dec 19, 1880

      

      

      
        
        Saturday morning, November 13, 1880

      

      

      “Mr. Dawson, sir, this policeman has asked to speak to you.”

      Nate looked up to see his law clerk standing in front of a man wearing the dark navy blue uniform of a San Francisco patrolman. Registering the officer’s copper-colored hair and mustache, he stood up.

      “Thank you, Rodgers. Officer McGee, what can we do for you?”

      Annie, Nate’s wife, rose quickly from one of the sturdy wooden chairs facing his desk when she heard McGee’s name mentioned. “Patrick, has something happened? Is your Aunt Bea all right? Kathleen? One of the boarders?”

      “Come on in, man, and tell us why you are here,” Nate said, sharing Annie’s fear that someone had been injured at their O’Farrell Street boarding house. Walking around his dark walnut desk, he put his hand reassuringly on his wife’s shoulder.

      “Ma’am…sir. Please, I didn’t mean to alarm you. It’s not anyone. I mean it is someone…”

      The young man wiped his forehead and took a deep breath. “Sir, it’s Mrs. Dawson. I believe she’s your sister-in-law. She’s asked for your help.”

      Annie exclaimed, “Violet? She’s in town?”

      Nate felt as confused as his wife. Violet Dawson was married to his younger brother Billy, and they lived on the outskirts of San Jose, a couple of hours down the San Francisco peninsula by train. He couldn’t think why Violet wouldn’t have sent a letter or a telegram ahead of time if she needed to consult with him.

      “Yes, ma’am, she is, and she needs Mr. Dawson’s help.”

      “What kind of help? Has there been an accident?”

      His sister-in-law was pregnant with her second child, and Nate suddenly thought of all the things that could happen to someone traversing the crowded San Francisco streets—attacks by rabid dogs, runaway carriages, a purse snatcher, a fall from a moving horse car.

      “No sir. No accident. And it isn’t Mrs. Dawson, sir, that’s in trouble. It’s her mother. A Mrs. Kemper, I believe, who has the problem.”

      Nate had only met Violet’s mother a couple of times, but he knew she frequently traveled up to San Francisco to shop, so it made sense that Violet would agree to accompany her mother. But if not an accident, then what?

      Annie, pouring out a glass of water for the young policeman, said, “Please, Patrick. Do explain. What trouble has Mrs. Kemper gotten into? And how might we be of help?”

      McGee took a long swallow, wiped his mustache, and nodded his thanks, handing the glass back to Annie. “Well, you see, ma’am,” he said, taking another deep breath. “Mrs. Kemper and her daughter were shopping at the Silver Strike Bazaar, that big new store on the corner of Powell and Sutter. I’ve been assigned to that beat. So if there is any disturbance, they call me in. This morning, one of the store’s floorwalkers came and got me. Took me up to the owner’s office––Mr. Robert Livingston, a nice old gentleman.”

      Here Patrick paused. Nate saw his face flush. The young man was embarrassed. Why? Whatever could have occurred?

      When he didn’t continue, Nate prompted him. “You were called into Mr. Livingston’s office. And is that where you encountered Mrs. Dawson and her mother, Mrs. Kemper?”

      “Yes, sir.” Patrick nodded. Then in a rush he said, “It seems that Mrs. Kemper was caught trying to leave the store with some items she’d not paid for. She’s been accused of shoplifting.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Now tell us exactly what they said when you were brought into Livingston’s office,” Annie’s husband said once the three of them squeezed into the cab he’d hailed.

      As the horse jerked the cab forward, Annie glanced over at Nate, marveling at how different he was from the young patrolman across from them on the pull-out seat. Patrick McGee, with the freckles and coloring of a typical Irishman, had widely spaced blue eyes and such an open countenance that even his sharply waxed mustache failed to make him look dangerous.

      Conversely, something about her husband’s dark brown eyes, high cheekbones, and hawk-like nose he’d inherited from a Shawnee ancestor gave Nate the appearance of a predator. Until he smiled at her, as he just had, making her heart contract.

      She’d decided to stop by Nate’s law offices this morning to ensure that her husband of nearly four months would come home for lunch. Nate was preparing for a difficult case that was to start on Monday, and he often lost track of time when he felt under pressure. She’d been at a job on Washington Street, going over the books for the Chinese Rescue Mission, one of the many charitable organizations who’d hired her as their accountant. Going to Nate’s offices on Sansome Street meant a detour of several blocks, but at least she would have the pleasure of walking home with him, sharing information about their morning activities, and then watching as he wolfed down one of her cook’s sandwiches before he returned to work.

      In any event, it was fortuitous she’d been with Nate when Patrick arrived because she knew that Violet, at least, would be glad of a sympathetic woman’s presence in helping calm her mother, who, according to Patrick, was in the midst of full-blown hysterics.

      Patrick took out a leather notebook, consulted it, and said, “Mr. Livingston was there. Quite distressed. As was some other older gentleman who said he was one of the managers on the first floor of the Silver Strike. Seems that one of the clerks at the notions counter noticed Mrs. Kemper take several silk ribbons and stick them into the umbrella she was carrying. When the girl pointed this out to the manager…Jenkins is his name, I believe.” Patrick checked the notebook. “Yes, Mr. Jenkins. Anyway, this Jenkins said that he’d simply asked Mrs. Kemper if perhaps the ribbons had fallen into her umbrella by mistake.”

      “That seems like a sensible way of handling a potentially embarrassing situation,” Nate said.

      “Yes, sir. But from what I understand, Mrs. Kemper got quite upset, actually started hitting Mr. Jenkins with the umbrella. And that is when the three pairs of silk gloves and an expensive fan…they said it was from Japan…fell out and onto the floor.”

      “Oh dear,” Annie said, stifling a totally inappropriate laugh. “Poor Violet. How upsetting.”

      Her relationship with her sister-in-law was not without conflict. For example, they didn’t see eye-to-eye on the propriety of a woman earning an income, particularly after marriage. But this summer the two of them had become closer after working to solve a family crisis. In consequence, she’d developed a good deal of admiration for the younger woman. She knew that Violet, who had high moral standards, would find the idea of her mother stealing anything completely mortifying.

      Nate continued to question Patrick. “That was when they escorted Mrs. Kemper to Livingston’s office?”

      “Yes, the floorwalker who was sent to find me confided that they practically had to carry Mrs. Kemper through the store. Thank goodness, they have a couple of those new steam elevators installed. Whisked her right up to the top floor…away from the other customers.”

      “And when you arrived at the office, Mrs. Kemper was still carrying on?”

      “She was screeching something awful. Threatening to sue the store…for something about de…defaming…”

      “Defamation of character?”

      “Yes, that’s the ticket, sir. Said that Mr. Livingston should fire the manager and get the clerk thrown into jail.”

      “Whatever for?” Annie said.

      “Mrs. Kemper accused the girl of putting the goods in her umbrella.”

      “Oh, that’s ridiculous,” she burst out.

      “Now, Annie, let’s withhold judgment until we get the whole story,” her husband said. Then he smiled and shrugged, adding, “Although why some poor shop girl would do such a thing is beyond me.”

      “Well sir, there did turn out to be a real problem with Mrs. Kemper’s accusation that someone must have put the items in her umbrella on purpose.”

      “What problem?” Nate said, frowning.

      “It wasn’t her umbrella. It was a new kind the store just got in and put out for sale today. And it still had its price tag affixed to the handle, with no receipt to show that Mrs. Kemper had bought it. I gather that is when they decided they better send for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Annie hadn’t been in the Silver Strike Bazaar before, although on the southeast corner of Sutter and Powell, it was only a short walk from her home. She didn’t have the time…or the money…to fritter away in any of the grand new emporiums that were springing up in the city, like the City of Paris on the bottom floor of the Occidental Hotel or the White House located on Kearney. But she knew that many ladies…like Violet’s mother…found wandering around these stores to be a pleasant and respectable way to spend their days, meeting friends, making purchases that showed how successful their husbands were, and relieving their boredom.

      As the cab pulled up in front of the store, Annie remembered that an article in the San Francisco Chronicle reported that Robert Livingston, the primary owner, had made his fortune in one of the Comstock silver strikes in Nevada. Hence the name of the store and, she supposed, the decision to paint the store’s brick facade a light grey.

      “Do we just go in the front entrance?” Nate asked Patrick as he paid the cab driver.

      “There is a back entrance, but the front way will be quicker, sir.”

      As they entered, Annie was overwhelmed by the sights and sounds they encountered as they hurried through the crowded main aisle to the elevators at the back of the building. The gas-lit crystal chandeliers bounced light off mirrored walls and glass-topped counters, picking up the intricate silver leaf patterns that wound around the rows of columns holding up the twenty-foot high ceiling. The bright hues of the clothing of the fashionably dressed ladies who thronged the aisles added to the profusion of colors from the dress goods piled high on every counter, and the voices of customers and clerks filled the air with a confusing babble.

      She sighed with relief when the doors of the passenger elevator closed behind them. She’d only been in one other elevator before, in the Palace Hotel. This elevator appeared to be of a similar design, constructed to look like a small parlor room, with a dark mahogany wooden floor and wainscoting and mirrors on the walls. Its wooden door added to that illusion, until with a disturbing jerk, the room began to rise.

      Annie was glad to see that Nate looked as startled as she felt, but it amused her to see Patrick McGee cross his arms and nonchalantly lean back against the back wall as if he’d been riding in elevators every day of his life. The frock-coated man operating the elevator’s controls followed Patrick’s instructions to “go right up to the top and make it quick,” and in less than half a minute the doors opened up onto the fourth floor and a utilitarian hallway.

      As they got off the elevator, Annie was startled to see the back of a young girl retreating down the hall and disappearing around a corner to their right. Could she be lost? Surely the elevator operator wouldn’t have let a girl this young come up here alone?

      Before she could voice these thoughts, Patrick ushered them to the left, down a short corridor. He knocked on a door with a brass plate that said, “Robert Livingston, Proprietor,” and the door was opened by a small dapper man in black formal attire.

      Patrick murmured, “Mr. Jenkins, I am pleased to introduce Mr. Dawson and his wife.”

      Annie nodded politely to Jenkins, who was, if she remembered correctly, the manager of the notions department. Then she broke away to join her sister-in-law Violet, who was ineffectually patting the shoulder of a woman who was weeping, without restraint, into a damp handkerchief.

      Annie assumed this was Mrs. Kemper, who like her daughter was a petite, blue-eyed blonde, although Mrs. Kemper’s crimped hair had the artificial brightness that usually meant the use of some bleach to hide the beginnings of any grey.

      When Annie had once complimented Violet on her looks, she’d demurred. She’d said that she was a grave disappointment to her mother, who was accounted a great beauty by everyone, because Violet’s own nose was too short, her eyebrows insufficiently arched, and her cheekbones were too round.

      In Annie’s opinion, “beauty was as beauty does,” and Mrs. Kemper’s behavior was definitely ugly at this moment, as she whined petulantly when Violet turned away to greet Annie. Ignoring Mrs. Kemper, Annie hugged the younger woman tightly and said, “Violet, what can we do to help?”

      “Oh, Annie, thank heavens you and Nathaniel have come. I don’t know what to do!”

      Noticing simultaneously that Violet was trembling and that her pregnancy was far advanced enough to have created a firm bulge beneath her corsets, Annie felt a spurt of anger. Whatever had Mrs. Kemper been thinking to drag her daughter to the city at this stage in her pregnancy? Much less subject her to this kind of public humiliation?

      Pulling her sister-in-law over to a chair, she said, “Violet, my dear, you must come and sit down.”

      Violet disjointedly said something about needing to attend to her mother, but she abruptly sat down as if her legs had given way. Annie looked over at Mrs. Kemper, who was now moaning theatrically, and heartily wished the selfish woman in perdition. But she knew that reassuring Violet that her mother was being attended to would be the swiftest way to help the younger girl.

      “Don’t worry; I will take care of her, and Nate will get all this mess straightened out, you will see.”

      “Perhaps the young lady would find a sip of water helpful,” said an older gentleman who’d materialized next to them.

      Recognizing Mr. Livingston from the illustration that had accompanied the Chronicle article, Annie thanked him and took the cut-crystal glass he held out, giving it to Violet, who drank thirstily from it.

      Robert Livingston was a tall man, only slightly bowed by his seventy some years, whose elegantly tailored black suit encased a large, prosperous frame. His neatly barbered hair, long sideburns, and full bushy beard were white with threads of silver. A long nose, deep-set but kindly light blue eyes, and eyebrows that were remarkable in their unruliness, completed a face that radiated sharp intelligence tempered by a bit of mischievous humor. She liked the man on the spot.

      He smiled back at her then wandered over to where Nate was in rapid conversation with Mr. Jenkins and a handsome middle-aged man who wore an ornately embroidered red waistcoat and matching red rose boutonnière. Annie guessed he was Monsieur Villeneuve, the minority owner of the Silver Strike Bazaar, given his expressive hand motions that were punctuated by various French phrases like “Mais, bien sûr,” and “mais oui,” and “désolé.”

      The Chronicle article opined that Robert Livingston’s decision to take Villeneuve on as a partner in his new enterprise had been a very canny one, since both of the other leading dry goods stores were run by French emigres. It was the common belief that the success of the City of Paris and the White House could be attributed to their owners’ ability to satisfy the desire on the part of San Francisco ladies to own the latest Parisian fashions in clothing, accessories, and home furnishings.

      Annie turned back to Violet, who seemed to be regaining her composure. She said, “Do you think it might help if we sent for your brother Alec?” Violet’s brother Alec attended the University of California, across San Francisco Bay, as did Nate’s sister, Laura.

      “Oh, would you? We were supposed to meet him at the White House at noon…to go to lunch. I have no idea what time it is…”

      Annie looked at the watch pinned to her navy coat and saw that it was already a quarter past. “I will ask Officer McGee to go right now and bring him here. I’m sure Alec will accompany you both back down to San Jose, since it is the weekend and he won’t be missing any classes.”

      “Yes, yes…that would be perfect. He always knows how to calm Mother down. For some reason I just irritate her no matter what I do.”

      Annie hesitated a moment, not sure if she should go over to Mrs. Kemper before asking Patrick to fetch the woman’s son. She suspected that she liked having an audience, so ignoring her might be the safest strategy. But the woman might ratchet up her hysterics if she felt she wasn’t getting enough attention.

      Nate broke off his conversation and came over to Annie, relieving her from making a decision. When she rapidly told him of her plan to send Patrick for Alec, he nodded and went to inform the young officer, who immediately exited the office. Then he conferred with Mr. Livingston and Monsieur Villeneuve.

      When Nate came back, he took his sister-in-law’s hands gently in his and said, “Violet, I am so sorry you have had such a trying time. But I think that we may be able to straighten this all out with a minimum of fuss. I sent for Alec, advising him to bring a cab to the alley behind the store. There is a service elevator that can take you and your mother straight down to the basement and out of the building.”

      Violet nodded, her lower lip trembling slightly.

      “I have suggested that your mother needs to return to San Jose immediately, to be attended by her physician. Mr. Livingston himself suggested that perhaps there is a medical explanation for what occurred.”

      Violet sat up straighter, her eyes brightening. “Oh, yes. That’s an excellent idea. Mother suffers terribly from her nerves.”

      “I have also agreed to work with Mr. Livingston and Monsieur Villeneuve to come up with some legal document that would protect the interests of the store but also absolve your mother of any criminal wrong-doing. That is, if your mother will agree to let me represent her interests in this matter.”

      “Oh Nathaniel, I am sure I…or at least Alec…can persuade her to agree. But I don’t think I will bring this up until she is home and more at ease.” Violet looked over at her mother, who was imperiously demanding her daughter come back and tell her what was going on.

      Nate rose and went over to Mrs. Kemper. He reminded her of their last meeting at Violet’s wedding, then he introduced Annie to her, saying that they were sorry to find her in such a sad way. This prompted a volley of complaints and accusations. As Annie had feared, Mrs. Kemper loved nothing more than a new male audience.

      Looking at Nate’s appalled expression, she took over. For five years after her first husband’s death, she’d been passed from one household to another among her in-laws, forced to work as an unpaid companion to whichever relative felt they needed her services. As a result, she’d gotten a good deal of experience sweetening up old ladies.

      She leaned over and said in a rallying tone, “Mrs. Kemper, I am so sorry this terrible misunderstanding has occurred. But you must stop crying. You are much too beautiful to let your eyes get so red. Whatever will your son think when he comes to collect you?”

      “Alec? He’s coming here?” Mrs. Kemper looked around as if she expected him suddenly to materialize.

      “Yes, we’ve sent for him. He must be very alarmed not to have found you and Violet at the White House. But I was thinking that since it will take a few minutes for him to get here, perhaps I could find a room you and Violet could retire to…use the facilities…freshen up a little?”

      At this Annie looked over to Mr. Livingston, who came closer and said, “Capital idea. Mrs. Kemper, if you would step right through this door, you will find a private washroom. I will have a chair moved into it for you. There are fresh towels, soap. And we can get you anything you need.”

      Annie added, “Do come, Mrs. Kemper. Here is your purse. A little cool water to the face, while someone procures some cups of tea for you and Violet.”

      Annie slipped her arm around the small woman’s waist and pulled her up and out of her chair, chattering inanities to her as she walked her over to the door Livingston held open. It led to a spacious bathroom, with a black and white marbled floor, tasteful embossed wall paper, and a gleaming porcelain washstand and matching commode. Mrs. Kemper’s head went up when she saw the mirror over the washstand. She walked quickly into the room, firmly closing the door behind her, leaving Annie and Violet standing on the other side.

      Violet chuckled. “She will be at least twenty minutes repairing her face. How clever you were to appeal to her vanity.”

      “Let’s hope that Alec arrives by the time she’s done. But I am sorry; I thought you would be able to use the facilities as well. Should I try to find some other accommodations for you? You must be exhausted. Billy will never forgive us if we don’t take good care of you.”

      “Oh no, I am fine. And Billy will be eternally grateful to you and Nathaniel for coming to my rescue. He was against me making the trip. But I knew it was the last time I would feel comfortable traveling away from home.”

      She folded her hands over her stomach and smiled, saying, “As happened with little Francis, now that I am over the first trying months, I feel quite well.”

      Violet had been suffering from morning sickness in August when they were last together. Annie had to admit that now that she wasn’t being upset by her mother, Violet looked to be in blooming health––her skin clear and her blue eyes sparkling.

      Violet looked pointedly at Annie and said, “And you? Are you quite well?”

      Knowing that her sister-in-law was asking if she was pregnant yet, Annie pretended to misunderstand, saying, “Oh yes, both Nate and I are well.”

      What she wanted to say was, “Just because you find getting pregnant so easy you must have conceived on your marriage night and were with child again before little Frankie was even weaned doesn’t mean that my failure to conceive after only a few months means anything at all.”

      However, if Annie were totally honest, she would tell her sister-in-law she was slightly relieved she wasn’t increasing yet. After what seemed nearly a decade of financial and emotional turmoil, she finally felt at peace. Happily married to a man who respected her. Working as an accountant and financial advisor without pretending to be the clairvoyant Madam Sibyl. Running the O’Farrell Street boarding house, surrounded by friends and family who loved her. Did she really want to rush into motherhood, with all its conflicting demands?
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        “Kleptomania is coming into fashion again, and rich shop-lifters will be let off and poor ones sent up.”––San Francisco Chronicle January 26, 1879

      

      

      
        
        Saturday evening, November 13, 1880

      

      

      “Patrick said that Mrs. Kemper stole some gloves. Even if they were those really expensive silk kind, I can’t understand why a lady would steal three pairs.” Kathleen bit her bottom lip and shook her head as she scrubbed at one of the larger pots. “There is some mystery there. But I am sure the mistress will get to the bottom of it.”

      Patrick McGee had stopped by the kitchen as Kathleen and Beatrice O’Rourke, Patrick’s aunt and the boarding house cook, were preparing dinner for the boarders. They’d known something was up because neither Mrs. Dawson nor her husband showed up in time for lunch, and when the mistress came home right before her afternoon client, she’d only been able to whisper to Kathleen that there had been an “unfortunate incident” involving Violet Dawson’s mother. Mrs. O’Rourke’s red-haired nephew had partially satisfied their curiosity by briefly recounting the surprising events of earlier in the day.

      Handing the pot to Mrs. O’Rourke to dry, Kathleen said, “I know the mistress is very glad to be shut of the name Mrs. John Fuller, not having fond memories of her first husband, but it does get confusing when you are trying to talk about her and her sister-in-law, Violet, both of them being Mrs. Dawson.”

      Kathleen had started working as a servant at the O’Farrell Street boarding house two years ago when she was sixteen. Even then, she was no stranger to hard work. She’d helped her mother with her laundry business from the moment she could toddle around, and at age eleven, she took over the care of her younger brothers when her mother died in childbirth. A year later, when her father, drunk and broken-hearted, fell to his death in a construction accident, her relatives sent her out to support herself. What followed was four years working as a live-in servant for a series of employers who couldn’t be bothered to learn her name, made her sleep in unheated attics, and cheated her out of her hard-earned wages.

      Somehow, she’d come to the attention of Beatrice O’Rourke, who completely changed her life when she sent word for Kathleen to show up at the O’Farrell Street house to interview for the position of “maid of all work.” Mrs. O’Rourke told her that the young widow, who’d inherited the house, intended on turning it into a boarding house. The new owner was keeping Mrs. O’Rourke on as her cook and housekeeper, and she needed a good worker to help them in this new endeavor. Mrs. O’Rourke was respected by everyone at St. Joseph’s, where Kathleen also attended, so she felt very blessed that the older woman was recommending her for the job.

      And when Kathleen met her new mistress, she thought she’d died and gone to heaven. Mrs. Annie Fuller––it was hard to not think of her that way––was so kind to her, right from the beginning. You could tell she was a real lady––well-spoken, soft pale skin, and beautiful hands. But she wasn’t above pitching in and rolling up her sleeves to get the house ready for the new boarders. And she didn’t say a cross word when Kathleen was just learning how to do the duties of a real lady’s maid…not even the one time she’d slightly singed the mistress’ beautiful red-gold hair with a curling iron.

      While taking care of a house with nine boarders kept Kathleen on her toes from morning to night, she soon discovered how different it was to work for a woman who treated her with respect. Paid decent, too. And just as soon as her mistress could afford it, she’d helped ease Kathleen’s work by hiring a laundress to wash and press the heavy linens each week. Then, last year, she’d also hired a second young maid, Tilly O’Malley, to help out part time. Now that the mistress was married, and her husband, Mr. Nate Dawson, had moved in, she’d even expanded Tilly’s hours. Although the fourteen-year-old girl still went home most nights, like tonight, which was why Mrs. O’Rourke, not Tilly, was helping Kathleen with the dishes.

      Keeping them company in the kitchen tonight was Laura Dawson, Mr. Nate’s sister. Miss Laura had been living in the boarding house for nearly a year, working part time as a type-setter to pay her way through school. Today, like most days, she didn’t make it back home in time for dinner. But she said she liked to eat in the kitchen where she could catch up on all the day’s gossip. When Kathleen told her about Mrs. Kemper being accused of shoplifting, she’d been very keen to hear all the details.

      “I’ll say there’s a mystery,” said Laura. “Violet’s father is one of the wealthiest men in San Jose, so Mrs. Kemper should be able to afford any number of gloves, no matter how expensive. So embarrassing for Violet.”

      Kathleen thought that Miss Laura, who was often pretty vocal about not liking her brother Billy’s wife, was enjoying the thought of how embarrassed Violet would be.

      Keeping that opinion to herself, she said, “Did you ever meet Mrs. Kemper?”

      “My parents go to the same church in San Jose, so I’ve seen Mrs. Kemper lots of time. She always seemed very stand-offish. Even when my brother Billy and Violet got engaged, she acted like it pained her to be polite to my folks.”

      “You said Mr. Kemper is wealthy? What’s he do?” Mrs. O’Rourke asked.

      “Owns the main cannery in San Jose––the biggest one. He is the one who convinced Billy to start planting fruit orchards on the ranch. I think my father would rather stick with cattle…but Billy’s all fired up, says that fruit is the future of the valley.”

      Mrs. O’Rourke cocked her head and said, “So your brother thinks highly of his father-in-law?”

      “Yes, and Mother did write that he got a really good price from selling his fall crop to Mr. Kemper. More than enough to pay for the new house he and Violet built behind my parents’ house.”

      “No sign that Mr. Kemper’s business might be in trouble?”

      Kathleen thought she knew where Mrs. O’Rourke was going with that question. Money problems were the most likely reason a woman, even a woman like Mrs. Kemper, would turn petty thief. She thought of her mother, watching her husband drinking away his wages and agonizing over the look of hunger in her children's eyes. But her ma would never have stolen…even to feed them. No, she just worked harder. Killed her. But gloves? And a fan?

      Laura replied, “Not that I know. I guess I should feel sorry for Violet. But she just rubs me the wrong way. It’s just that she’s always hinting that I am a grave disappointment to my own mother…because I haven’t settled down and married and started popping out grandchildren.” Laura made a face and said, “Seems like she’s doing enough of that for all of us.”

      Kathleen felt Mrs. O’Rourke stiffen beside her. She’d been widowed ten years ago when her husband, a police officer, was killed in the line of duty, and she’d never had any children. But the way the older woman doted on her nieces and nephews left no doubt that she would have wanted children if she could have had them.

      A sudden flurry of movement made Kathleen turn around, and she saw her mistress standing in the doorway to the kitchen, a frown on her face.

      She said, “Laura, how often do I need to tell you that your mother is quite proud that you decided to continue your education in order to pursue a career? But for a woman like Violet, and your mother, being a wife and mother is their career, so you might consider that Violet thinks she is defending your mother…rather than attacking you.”

      She then smiled her sweet smile to take the sting out of her words. “Although, my dear, I confess I almost lost my patience with her today when she looked pointedly at my waist to see if she could tell if I was increasing…yet.”

      Coming over to where Kathleen and Mrs. O’Rourke were standing at the sink, Annie continued. “I gather from something Tilly said that Patrick came by before dinner. I wanted to tell both of you how impressed I was with his quick thinking, suggesting to the Silver Strike owners that he fetch Mr. Dawson when he learned who Violet was.”

      Kathleen tried to hide how pleased she was at the praise for Patrick, who’d been courting her for the past two years, but she could feel her cheeks burn. He was working so hard to make a name for himself in the police department, and she knew he’d be quite puffed up when she told him what Mrs. Dawson said.

      Mrs. O’Rourke interrupted this thought, saying, “Annie dear, I thought I heard the front door open a bit ago. Has Mr. Dawson finally come home?”

      “Yes, Bea, and I would very much appreciate it if Kathleen could bring up the dinner I know you’ve kept warming for him. And a pot of coffee. And no, Laura, you can’t pester him for more details about what happened today. Your brother is exhausted, and I want him to eat in peace. You will have time to quiz him all you want tomorrow, after church.”

      Kathleen was glad to see Mrs. Dawson put her foot down with Miss Laura. To her mind, the young woman didn’t always treat her older brother with the respect Mr. Nate deserved. And while her mistress might make light about not being pregnant, Kathleen doubted those were her true feelings on the matter.
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        * * *

      

      “My goodness, you were famished. Did you never get any lunch at all?” Annie asked her husband.

      It was past eight in the evening, and she and Nate were sitting at the small round table next to the bay window in their bedroom that overlooked O’Farrell Street. Nate had just wiped the last bit of gravy from his lips and was now picking through the plate of oatmeal cookies to find the one with the most nuts and raisins.

      “On the way back to the office from the Silver Strike, I stopped by a street vendor and got a pretzel…if that counts. Later, I scrounged around in the office cupboard where I know that the clerk Rodgers keeps food and found an apple.”

      “Nate, you’ll waste away!”

      “Little chance of that…now that I can have one of Mrs. O’Rourke’s cookies any time…day or night.” He took a big bite out of the cookie he’d selected, scattering crumbs.

      She supposed that many newly married women might think that a Saturday evening should be spent out at one of the city’s fine restaurants or attending the theatre. But she couldn’t be more content sitting across from her husband, in the privacy of their bedroom, with warmth from the fireplace dispelling the chill of a mid-November night.

      She felt the silver coffee pot and said, “Do you want another cup? It hasn’t gone completely cold. Or should I ring for Kathleen to come and bring you a fresh pot?”

      “Do ring for her to come and clear away the dishes, but I’ll be fine with what coffee is left in the pot. I hate putting Miss Kathleen to the extra bother of running up and down the stairs a couple more times.”

      As she rose and pulled the cord next to the fireplace, she said, “Well, you know that you’ve made her life so much easier now that we are married. She used to feel she had to stay awake until you brought me home…to maintain my reputation.”

      “Yes, I’d noticed. And I must confess there were many times when I’d wished she hadn’t been so vigilant.”

      Annie laughed. Coming over to sit on her husband’s knee, she proceeded to make up for all the kisses that he’d lost out on before they were married.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Annie reluctantly resumed her seat across from her husband when Kathleen knocked at the bedroom door. The dark-haired maid waltzed in, giving her a cheeky smile before starting to clear the table. Annie didn’t know how the girl kept in such high spirits, given the work she had to do each day. But she brightened every room she entered with her infectious smile and merry blue eyes.

      Thinking of that long day, Annie said, “Kathleen, tell Mrs. O’Rourke I will be down first thing in the morning to go over next week’s menus before you both go off to mass. So there is no need for her or you, for that matter, to stay up any longer, unless the Steins need something more before you retire.”

      “Yes ma’am. Mrs. O’Rourke’s just finishing up the dough for the rolls to rise overnight. And I already checked on Miss Minnie and Miss Millie and the Steins to make sure they didn’t need anything. Miss Laura is down in the front parlor with Jamie and his ma, and Mr. Chapman, playing that new game, ‘Beggar My Neighbor.’ Miss Laura told me that she would see to the lamps and the fireplace before they all turn in.”

      The Steins had been friends of Annie’s aunt and uncle and had been crucial to helping her establish the boarding house. Miss Minnie and Miss Millie were the two elderly dressmakers who lived in the attic along with the widowed school teacher, Barbara Hewitt, and her son Jamie. Mr. Chapman was a bachelor who shared a room with another man on the second floor and happened to be not so secretly in love with Mrs. Hewitt. After dinner most nights, these boarders gathered in the formal parlor on the first floor, and now that the nights were getting slightly colder, Annie had asked Kathleen to start lighting a fire in that room. It was thoughtful of Nate’s sister Laura to let Kathleen know she would make sure the fire was out when she and the other boarders went up to bed.

      When Kathleen left, Annie said to Nate, “Are you going to tell me what has had you purring all evening like the cat who stole the cream? Can I assume it has something to do with that whole ridiculous affair of Mrs. Kemper’s petty thievery?”

      “You know me far too well, my love, and I do appreciate you not pelting me with questions as soon as I walked in the door. Yes, there have been some further developments.”

      “Do you know if the three of them made it back successfully to San Jose? I thought I heard you ask Alec to send you word once they got there.”

      “A telegram was delivered to the office before I left saying that he’d gotten his mother home, sent for her physician, and that his father would be coming up on Tuesday to consult with me.”

      “Oh dear, Violet’s father is not going to be happy about being beholden to you…again.”

      “I can deal with Mr. Kemper. It’s his wife I can’t handle. Thank heavens you were there with me. And I will make sure Billy knows what a help you were.”

      Annie watched as Nate took off his suit coat and vest and carefully hung them up in the wardrobe, thinking fondly of how naturally tidy he was. Kathleen was quite impressed, confessing she’d expected him to behave like the boarder Mr. Chapman, who threw his clothes on the floor then wondered why everything was so wrinkled the next day.

      After Nate pulled on his dressing gown, she went over and drew him to one of the two chairs in front of the fireplace. He kissed her on her forehead then put another log on the fire. Sitting down and putting his slippered feet on the fender, he said, “Did Violet ever mention her mother getting in trouble this way before?”

      “No, but she did tell me once that her mother often wrangled with her father because she believed he kept her on too tight a budget. Violet confided to me that she found her mother’s life of endless rounds of shopping and then visiting to show off what she’d bought as boring and pointless.”

      Annie, who’d changed into her own wrapper while her husband ate, curled her feet under her as she sat in the opposite chair. “Which is why I was surprised she was with her mother today. Particularly at this stage in her pregnancy.”

      She thought the rule that no proper lady should actually use the word “pregnant” especially foolish, and she was glad Nate didn’t expect her to use all the euphemisms polite society used. But she was careful not to shock Mrs. O’Rourke or Kathleen, who seemed to have even stricter standards in the area of correct female deportment than most women of Annie’s own class. She specifically hated the term confinement…as if pregnancy meant twelve months of imprisonment.

      “I did notice she was already showing,” Nate said. “You won’t believe how huge she got with little Frankie. And I agree. It does seem out of character for her to go out in public at this time. Maybe she was there to try and prevent what did happen.”

      “So you do think that her mother’s done this before?”

      “I don’t know. But when I got back to the law office, Able Cranston was there, and I asked him if he’d ever had a case of a respectable woman being caught shoplifting. He laughed and said he’d had at least five cases himself over the past few years. Told me about a huge scandal that erupted in New York ten years ago when the founder of Macy’s had the police arrest a Mrs. Elizabeth Phelps and three other ladies. Phelps had stolen some candy.”

      “Phelps? Isn’t she a supporter of women’s suffrage…and quite wealthy? My former mother-in-law didn’t agree with her political beliefs, but she was quite excited to be invited to one of her fund-raising events.”

      “Yes, quite well-known and respected, which is why it was such a scandal. She obviously didn’t need to steal the candy. Cranston said the judge threw the charge out of court…and public opinion turned against Macy when the case became public. He says it is very difficult to get a conviction against a woman of high social standing.”

      “Well, that does seem a bit unfair to the merchant,” Annie said. “But I suppose that if the objects that are stolen are so trifling…it’s not worth the bad press.”

      Annie shook her head at the thought of the three pairs of gloves and the fan…much less the umbrella. “But that still doesn’t explain why a woman like Mrs. Phelps would risk the public humiliation if she were discovered or why Mrs. Kemper would. It doesn’t seem rational.”

      Nate leaned toward her. “Exactly. And according to Cranston, the current defense for those cases that actually make it to court is that the women are mentally unstable, with something called ‘kleptomania.’ An irresistible compulsion to steal.”

      Annie thought about how Mrs. Kemper had been in control enough to blame the theft on the poor female sales clerk. “You know what I think, at least in the case of Violet’s mother? I think that she is just a spoiled woman who is used to getting her own way. Her husband keeps her short of spending money…she saw something she wanted…and she took it. Probably has done it lots of times back in San Jose, where the merchants wouldn’t dare accuse her, given how powerful her husband is.”

      “Or Mr. Kemper has an arrangement with them to pay them what is owed,” Nate said.

      “If that’s the case, you would think he would just increase her allowance.”

      “I expect I shall learn the truth when he comes to see me on Tuesday.”

      Annie sat staring into the fire for a moment. Thinking about the lean years after her first husband’s death when she was virtually penniless, stuck wearing her widow’s weeds for five years because she had no money for any other clothing, depending on her uncaring in-laws for a spare set of gloves or an old discarded coat to keep out the cold of a New York winter. Yet it never once occurred to her to steal what she needed.

      She sighed. “Well, if it’s hard to get a conviction, I can certainly understand why men like the owner of the Silver Strike would be glad to find a resolution that would keep everything out of the press. Were you able to draft something that Mr. Livingston will accept?”

      “Yes…the question is whether or not Violet’s father will agree as well. The sticking point may be that Livingston wants Mrs. Kemper barred from coming back into the store.”

      “Heavens. Why would she want to return? Too embarrassing. Mr. Kemper might be delighted if she were barred from all the San Francisco stores. Could save him some money.”

      “But the question I asked Livingston was how would this stipulation be enforced? Particularly if he wants to prevent any further public scandal.”

      Annie thought about Patrick’s description of Violet’s mother attacking the nice manager, Mr. Jenkins, with the stolen umbrella, and she said, “I see your point. And there is the possibility that Mr. Kemper will take the position that his wife couldn’t have possibly stolen anything…and therefore won’t sign any legal document that admits that she did.”

      “I did get Livingston to agree to make that point negotiable…if that is what it takes to get Kemper to sign the document. The main thing Livingston wants is an agreement protecting the store from any liability.”

      Annie reached over and patted his arm, saying, “I have perfect confidence in your ability to work this all out. But your brother Billy will owe you for this. That’s for certain. He won’t want anything to mar his personal or business relationship with his father-in-law.”

      She suddenly remembered her husband’s sly expression at the beginning of this conversation, and she said, “Nate, something besides getting Livingston to agree to make this point negotiable occurred to explain why you were looking so pleased with yourself.”

      He smiled at her, and picking up her hand, he kissed the inside of her wrist, momentarily distracting her. But she pulled away and said in her sternest voice, “Don’t tease. Tell me what has happened.”

      “Well, my dear, the reason I was so late and completely missed dinner is that when Livingston stopped by the law firm to look over the document I’d drafted, he had a couple of requests that delayed me. First, he wanted to put the law firm on a special retainer to represent him and the store. Not just for cases like the one today…but everything of a legal nature. Property acquisitions, business agreements with manufacturers and wholesalers, redoing his own will. So we started to sketch out what that would look like, and we will meet sometime next week to finalize everything.”

      “That’s wonderful, Nate. Your uncle and Able Cranston will be so impressed.”

      “I hope so. He said the lawyer he’d had for years was retiring, and he liked the fact that our firm handled both civil and criminal cases. Said he’d been impressed by how I’d instinctively understood the importance of keeping what happened today out of the press.”

      “Oh Nate, I am so pleased!”

      Her husband had turned thirty last month, and Annie knew he worried that joining his uncle’s stodgy law firm fresh out of Harvard’s law school had been a bad decision in terms of his career. In fact, a year ago he’d seriously contemplated leaving the firm. But his Uncle Frank’s decision to take on Cranston, who had an extensive criminal practice, was starting to provide more opportunities for Nate. Now, with Livingston as a client, things were definitely looking up.

      “But that isn’t the only interesting development,” Nate said, stroking her hand. “Livingston went on to tell me he had a problem that he specifically wanted my help on, right away. He said he’s concerned that someone is systematically stealing from the Silver Strike Bazaar. He’s not sure if it is some gang of professional shoplifters who have targeted the store or that one of his employees is siphoning off money from the hundreds of transactions that go on every day. Or, even worse, that one of his managers or bookkeepers is embezzling money from the firm.”

      “How are you supposed to help if he doesn’t know who is stealing from him? I mean, I can see how he would want your advice on how best to proceed once he knows…”

      “That’s where you come in. He wants to meet with you Monday morning to see if he can hire you to help him find out the sources of his financial hemorrhaging. Turns out Livingston spent the afternoon calling on some of his business cronies––I think the main purpose was to check on me and the law firm. But one of those friends was Mr. Blaine.”

      “The father of Laura’s friend, Kitty?”

      “Yes. And Blaine told Livingston all about how I helped resolve the whole poison pen case last winter without a breath of scandal touching his daughter. More importantly, that my wife…the accountant…had played a crucial role in discovering the culprit.”

      “Oh Nate, I don’t know whether to be flattered or appalled by the idea of being talked about by men like Blaine.”

      Annie had often worried that her two-year career as the clairvoyant, Madam Sibyl, pretending to use palmistry and star charts to determine the business advice she gave, could hurt Nate’s career as a lawyer. It was one of the reasons she’d worked so hard in the six months before her marriage to get her clients to accept that her advice really came from the expert training she’d gotten from her father, as well as her accounting background and the research she did on the local business climate. Even though it was not as Madam Sibyl that Annie had gotten involved in a series of criminal investigations, the idea that at some point a newspaper reporter would put two and two together was of even greater concern. A connection like that could be disastrous to both Nate’s reputation and her own.

      Nate squeezed her hand reassuringly. “My dear, Livingston said that besides Blaine’s recommendation, he’d also heard from two other men about the good work you’d been doing for their wives’ charities. Perfectly respectable. But what turned out to be the clincher for him is that one of the men mentioned that you’d been trained by your father, Edward Stewart. Livingston said your father was one of his closest friends when he moved to San Francisco in the fifties. That he even remembers giving you a silver dollar for your birthday one year when you were a little girl. He said he couldn’t think of anyone he’d trust more to help him figure out what is going on.”

      “Oh my…I do remember him now! I’d never had a whole dollar…it was so shiny. I carried it around for years. Fancy that.”

      Tweaking one of her curls, he said, “So, Annie love, are you ready to use your remarkable skills to bring another miscreant to justice?”

      “You know me too well to even ask,” she replied as she stood and pulled him into her arms. “But it sounds like starting on Monday, life is going to get very busy for the both of us. So I would suggest we retire early tonight.”

      “Certainly, dear. We need to conserve our strength and get a restful night’s sleep.”

      Annie laughed out loud as her tall, strong husband lifted her into his arms and carried her to bed for what she was quite sure wasn’t going to be a restful night at all.
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        “There is something very depressing in the assertion of clerks and floor-walkers that ‘Kleptomania’ is on the increase.”––The Washington Post December 5, 1880

      

      

      
        
        Monday morning, November 15, 1880

      

      

      “I just hope this tour Livingston is giving us doesn’t take too long,” Nate said as he and Annie walked up to the Sutter Street entrance of the Silver Strike Bazaar.

      Thankfully, the Silver Strike owner had asked them to meet with him at seven, an hour before the store opened. Nate was taking the lead in a civil case that was due to start this afternoon in Judge Simmons’ court in the old City Hall, and he wanted to be back at his office before nine to work on his opening arguments. His client was the plaintiff, a woman who was suing for divorce against her husband for desertion and cruelty.

      “I once visited Macy’s in New York City with Mrs. Vanderlin…John’s aunt. The one I was staying with when I learned I’d inherited the O’Farrell house,” Annie told Nate. “I remembered feeling like I was in a palace…everything was over-sized. Tall columns holding up the high ceilings, huge windows, counter after counter that stretched as far as the eye could see. But Macy’s was very cluttered, making it hard to find anything.”

      “Looks like Mr. Livingston himself is here to greet us,” Nate whispered as a beefy porter swung open one of the glass-plated doors to reveal the old gentleman standing just inside, beaming.

      “Mrs. Dawson, Mr. Dawson, do come right on in and let me show you around my little store.”

      Nate smiled at the man’s sense of irony, and as he shook Livingston’s hand, he said, “It’s a real privilege to have you give us a personal tour.”

      What followed was a half hour spent trotting behind Livingston as he swept through the first floor, starting with the stationery and book department located to the right of the front entrance. The tall windows on Sutter poured the early morning light on the leather-bound volumes filling rows of shelves. In addition, handsome wooden counters held boxes of embossed notepaper and greeting cards, notebooks of every shape and size, scrapbooks, diaries, school slates, writing desks, stencil plates, inkwells, fountain pens, and some of the MacKinnon stylographic pens Nate had found so useful. He also recognized the desk set his sister had given him for his birthday.

      He would have liked to linger in this section, but Livingston hurried them on to the center of the store, pointing out the counters stocked with every conceivable kind and color of dress goods, including silks, satins, plain and plaid wools, rich velvets, and bright cotton prints. In the center of this department were four counters arranged in a square that displayed bundles of ribbons, rolls of lace, boxes of buttons, and all sorts of the gewgaws that some women (not his Annie, thank goodness) seemed to feel should be sewn onto every garment. Nate thought this was probably where Mrs. Kemper filched the ribbons.

      He’d also noticed that there was a very prominent display of umbrellas at the front of the store. No doubt to make it easy for a passer-by to nip in and purchase one if the sunny but chilly autumn weather finally turned stormy. Also very convenient for a petty thief who wanted something to hide smaller objects in as they wandered through the rest of the store.

      Livingston next led them to the sporting goods and children’s toy departments located in the back of the first floor. This area was clearly his pride and joy. There were children’s books, dolls and stuffed animals, and board and card games of all sorts, all of them arranged on low shelves at a child’s height. There were also skates, baseball bats and balls, footballs, tennis and badminton rackets and nets. There were even a couple of the bicycles called “Columbia High Wheelers” that Jamie, Annie’s young boarder, coveted. Nate pictured himself shopping here for a birthday or a Christmas present for a son or a daughter, sometime in the future. He looked over at Annie and smiled.

      She smiled back at him and said to Mr. Livingston, “I was telling my husband earlier that Macy’s is the only large emporium I have been in before, and I must say the Silver Strike compares very favorably to that store, which I thought very badly arranged.”

      Livingston puffed out his chest at Annie’s praise, but he said, “Rowland Macy was a visionary…no doubt about that, and Webster and Wheeler have done a good job of building on what Macy started. But they’ve had to do it piecemeal. All higgledy piggledy.”

      “Am I correct in remembering that your partner, Monsieur Villeneuve, actually worked for Mr. Macy at one time?” Annie asked.

      “Yes, yes. He was the head of the Ladies’ department in the sixties. One of the reasons I was delighted when he agreed to become my partner was his innovative suggestions about how to improve on Macy’s layout…that and his excellent contacts in Europe. We may not be as large as Macy’s…or even cover as much floor space as Davidson’s and Weill’s White House or Verdier’s City of Paris, but I believe we do as large a volume in business, in part because of our efficient organization and excellent staff.”

      Livingston then frowned, and Nate wondered how much the thefts he wanted Annie to investigate were costing the company––and who among the “excellent staff” was involved. Behind each counter they’d passed stood a young man or woman dressed neatly in somber colors, each smiling broadly as their employer wished them good morning by name. At the end of every other counter stood youngsters, called cash girls, who Livingston explained would run the goods, receipts, and money to the two cashiers installed at the back of the store in order to get the parcels wrapped and make change. Each department in the store also had someone called a floorwalker whose job was to greet and direct customers as well as to oversee the clerks when the managers were not there. Mr. Jenkins who’d they met first on Saturday and a self-effacing young man named Mr. Brown were introduced as the first floor managers, to whom the clerks, cash girls, and floorwalkers reported.

      All very efficient. But with all these employees, how would Annie ever discover who was stealing?
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        * * *

      

      Annie could tell that Nate was feeling just a tad overwhelmed as they followed Livingston into the elevator to go up to the second floor. She had a hundred questions she wanted to ask the Silver Strike owner, but she decided to wait until Nate left them. For now, it was enough to just try to take in the physical organization of the store and remember the names of the managers and floorwalkers being introduced to her.

      “I gather Mr. Jenkins has been with you for some time?” she said as the elevator began to rise.

      “Yes, indeed. He came to work with me at my first dry goods store on Kearny. Learned the business from the ‘first barrel of shoes up’ as I always say.”

      Annie sincerely hoped, then, that Jenkins wasn’t the source of the problems.

      As the door opened on the second floor, a tantalizing smell of fresh bread assaulted her, and the first thing she saw to her right were etched glass doors that were open to reveal what looked to be an exclusive restaurant.

      “Oh my, I had read that you’d built a ladies tea room…but I had no idea.”

      Annie marveled at the luxuriously appointed room, with dark walls and a ceiling whose carved wood gleamed in the light from multiple silver and crystal chandeliers. Crisp white linens and expensive place settings of highly polished silver, etched glassware, and imported bone china covered cozily arranged tables. Uniformed waiters quietly bustled around, putting out arrangements of fresh-cut autumn flowers, pouring water into the glasses, and placing wicker baskets of sweet-smelling pastries on the tables.

      “We have a full-service kitchen that provides both a breakfast and luncheon menu, then of course our patrons can have tea or coffee anytime the store is open,” Livingston said. “In the afternoons, I have scheduled different musicians from the local conservatory to come play. It’s good experience for them and provides a soothing atmosphere for a woman who has gotten a bit frazzled completing all of her shopping.”

      “It’s quite impressive, sir,” Nate said. “Are men permitted to dine here as well?”

      “Certainly, certainly. Quite a few men who work nearby meet their wives for lunch. However, we also have a gentlemen’s smoking lounge on the third floor, where the mens’ and boys’ clothing and furnishings are located. A pleasant refuge for a man who has accompanied his wife shopping but has no desire to linger on this floor, which as you will see is primarily designed to serve the ladies.”

      With this statement, Livingston led them into a tour of the second floor, which, unlike the first, was physically divided into a series of smaller more intimate spaces, like parlors. Here, ready-made women’s and children’s clothing of different types hung on racks that were interspersed with mirrors and upholstered settees.

      This floor also had several ladies’ dressing rooms where clothes and more intimate undergarments like corsets could be tried on. Livingston showed them one room where the lighting was designed specifically to show women what their evening wear would look like in a ballroom or theater.

      Annie thought this an extremely clever idea.

      She also noticed that the millinery department included, in addition to beautifully decorated but expensive hats, stacks of untrimmed hats and bonnets of different shapes and sizes and boxes filled with all the trimmings a woman would need to assemble her own unique creations. This was a smart way to appeal to women of all incomes.

      There was also a shoe department and two counters holding gloves and shawls. As on the first floor, each department had several clerks and cash girls and four floorwalkers and another two cashiers. However, unlike on the first floor, the two managers here were both female, not surprising given the nature of the goods sold.

      Annie noted that some of the cash girls were quite young––no more than twelve––if their small statures were an indication of their ages rather than the effects of malnourishment. Could the girl she saw on the fourth floor on Saturday be one of these girls? But she’d looked younger and much better dressed.

      As they approached the elevator again, Livingston looked at his watch, which Annie was amused to see was silver instead of the usual gold, and told them that they would just have time for a quick look into the third floor before the store opened.

      Nate said, “If you don’t mind, sir, I will leave you two now. I have some work I need to get done this morning at my office. And since the third floor holds the men’s furnishings…I am afraid if my wife gets me near that department I am going to be asked to choose some new waistcoats!”
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        * * *

      

      It was with a bit of a pang that Nate watched the elevator door close on Annie and Livingston, but he could tell his wife was chomping at the bit to start asking the store owner questions about the thefts. Something he might feel freer discussing without Nate present. And he did have more work to do before his meeting with Violet’s father.

      Nate wasn’t looking forward to that discussion. Men like Kemper generally didn’t like being beholden to anyone, and he didn’t want to do anything that could damage his brother Billy’s relationship with his father-in-law. Well, he’d let the man take the lead. He suspected Kemper would go the “my wife is a poor confused little woman” route, which was all right with Nate. As long as he signed the document. He was just glad Annie wouldn’t be at the meeting. He could imagine her reaction to that line of argument.

      The door to the freight elevator, which was the only one that went all the way to the basement, was located down a short corridor behind the restaurant. When Nate entered the elevator, accompanied by one of the second floor porters whom Livingston had asked to escort him, he asked the operator to take them down to the basement. This was the elevator he’d used to escort Violet and Mrs. Kemper out of the building on Saturday.

      As the elevator door closed, Nate said to the porter, “Are there any other exits to the store besides the front entrance on Sutter and the ones in the basement?”

      The porter, a young wide-shouldered Irishman, said, “No, sir. Just the front, which be locked between six when the store closes and nine the next morning. And the basement doors, which are always locked when no one’s around.”

      Exiting the freight elevator, Nate saw that there was a good deal more activity in the basement than he’d seen last Saturday. There were boxes piled up at the bottom of the concrete ramp that sloped up to the large double doors to the alley at the back of the store, and several men were pushing wheelbarrows piled with more boxes down the ramp. At the top stood a half-empty wagon and a team of two enormous dray horses, from whom steam rose in the chill November air.

      A man with a notebook stood at the bottom of the ramp, apparently writing down a description of each of the boxes and pointing to which stack they should be added.

      “Looks to me like you could drive a whole wagon down in through those doors if you needed,” Nate remarked.

      “Last August when that Italian circus came to town, we did bring in a wagon of two tigers, then moved their cages up the freight elevator to the main floor. That was something!”

      “Why did Livingston want two tigers?”

      “Opening day for the fall sales. There were clowns and young ladies juggling and them tigers. Sure did bring ’em in. Whole families came and then stayed to shop. I heard rumors that the old man is trying to hire a baby elephant for next year.”

      Nate would have liked to ask more questions, but the porter motioned to a tall thin man to unlock the regular door that led directly to the alley, so he simply thanked him for his time. No doubt Annie would learn all the details of how goods came into the store, and they could share their impressions when he got home tonight. But it seemed a safe bet that if goods were going missing…the answers might be found in the comings and goings of this back exit.
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        * * *

      

      Annie’s guided tour of the third floor was cut short when a handsome young man whom Livingston introduced as his son Robbie came up and said there was an urgent problem with the latest delivery of furs that needed his father’s immediate attention. Annie saw that customers were already beginning to exit the elevator and appear at the top of the two staircases on either side of the floor, so she could understand Livingston’s need to handle quickly whatever situation had come up.

      Before leaving her, Livingston waved over a stout middle-aged gentleman with curly mutton-chop sideburns, saying, “Mr. Gower, would you mind showing Mrs. Dawson around your department? She’s going to be giving me some financial advice, and I would like her to see how our departments are organized.”

      He then apologized and followed his son to the far side of the men’s clothing department.

      Mr. Gower’s own bailiwick turned out to be home furnishings, and Annie saw instantly that here was a man who enjoyed his work. He confided that it was his own idea to arrange this department as if each section was a separate room you would find in an elegant home—an elegant home with rooms large enough to contain multiple versions of everything.

      The parlor room contained at least six different settees and chairs, each of a different size, shape and upholstery; and the dining room had oval and rectangular tables in mahogany, cherry, rosewood, walnut and oak. On the tables were displayed expensive cutlery, glasses, and china. The children’s bedrooms featured wicker baby carriages, cradles, cribs, trundle beds, and small single beds that were made up in linens with prints suitable for boys and girls, while the other bedrooms sported some handsome, albeit old-fashioned, sleigh-shaped beds, elaborately carved pineapple-post beds, and a few of the new gilded cast-iron bedsteads that Annie personally thought hideous. These rooms also had matching wardrobes, washstands, toilet tables, and beautiful screens and chaise lounges. And every room was carpeted with rugs in a variety of colors and designs.

      Annie found the effect of these over-decorated spaces overpowering. Consequently, she felt a certain relief when they moved on to the model bathroom, even though it was three times the size of any ordinary bathroom. In this space, the white porcelain sinks, tubs, and water closets with their silver fixtures were down-right restful, with the only spots of colors coming from the gaily embroidered linen towels.

      And the kitchen! While she loved the homey quality of the O’Farrell boarding house kitchen, with its scarred wooden table, large iron wood-burning cookstove, and deep porcelain sink, she knew from her brief experience as a servant that some of the more modern coal-burning stoves made cooking much easier. This kitchen had wood-burning, coal-burning and even one gas-burning stove, with double ovens, water reservoirs above and next to the ovens, and warming shelves, all done in gleaming cast iron decorated with different designs. Her cook, Beatrice O’Rourke, might say she was perfectly content with her old wood-burner, but Annie wondered how long it would take to save up enough money to buy one of these coal-burning beauties for her kitchen.

      Gower bounced on the balls of his feet as he enumerated the benefits of each of the ovens. Then he pointed at an attractive young clerk who was showing a customer how one of the wooden ice boxes worked, saying, “Do stop by this afternoon if you can. Miss Tolliver there is giving a demonstration on how best to prepare Thanksgiving turkeys for next week’s holiday. Every day this week we are featuring a different dish. This Friday, Mr. Livingston’s own cook is going to demonstrate making pies…I understand her pecan pie is especially delicious.”

      Annie returned Gower’s broad smile, hoping he wouldn’t turn out to be the source of the thefts. But she couldn’t go into this investigation with pre-conceived notions; she’d found herself in deep trouble in the past when she had done so. She did have difficulty imagining many of the objects for sale in the home furnishings department walking out the door. They were generally too big to be hidden in a ladies’ umbrella or under her skirts. Nate’s law partner, Able Cranston, told him he’d once defended a woman who’d hung several expensive necklaces and bracelets from the wire framework of her bustle. Much harder to do with even the smaller objects she saw in this department like cast-iron frying pans, coffee grinders, or ice cream churns.

      However, the counters in the men and boys’ department to her left were filled with small moveable objects––from suspenders to caps to cravats. Not to mention more expensive items like jeweled tie pins, gold cufflinks, silk ties and vests, and silver-backed combs, brushes, and nail buffers. The kind of goods that would be easy to pilfer. And if someone was able to figure out how to walk out with one of the furs from this floor––well, that could add up to a pretty penny. This reminded her that Livingston’s son said there was some problem with furs, and she glanced in their direction to see that the son appeared quite agitated as he spoke to his father.

      “Mr. Gower,” Annie said when the man’s rhapsodizing about pecan pies ended, “I gather that Mr. Livingston’s son is following in his father’s footsteps. Is he a partner in the firm?”

      “No, he’s not…yet. I am afraid they have a slightly different vision for the company. Robert is committed to ensuring the Silver Strike Bazaar is serving everyone in the city, from the wealthiest matron to the hardest working servant. His son wants the store to be more exclusive. So Robert thought it would do Robbie good to work as a manager for a while before bringing him in as a partner.”

      Annie noticed a slight diminution of Gower’s general air of good cheer, but his frown was so fleeting she wondered if it was just her imagination working over time again. She said, “Sounds like you, yourself, have worked with Mr. Livingston for some time?”

      “Actually, no. I just started with the firm two years ago when this store opened. But I’ve known Robert Livingston and Robbie forever. You see, Livingston opened up his first dry goods store in ’62, right next to my furniture store on Kearney. Gower’s Fine Furniture. He moved on, of course, once he began to expand in the seventies. But we remained friends, and when he decided to build the Silver Strike and wanted to include a home furnishings department, he asked me to join him.”

      “My, that seems quite a change. Do you miss running your own business?”

      Could this be a motive for Gower to be involved with the thefts? She’d heard a number of local businessmen complain about not being able to compete with the large stores like the Silver Strike Bazaar and the City of Paris. What if he’d been driven out of business and now was working for the person who’d done that to him?

      Gower chuckled. “Not at all. My own two sons took over the business four years ago, and I was beginning to feel like a fifth wheel. Wasn’t ready to just put my feet up and stare at the ceiling, though. Here I get the satisfaction of doing a job with a steady salary that I truly love. And since I am the chief buyer for this department, my wife and I get to do some of the travel we’d always wanted to do. Even took a trip to Europe for the first time last year.”

      “Yes, I can see how this position suits you,” Annie said.

      But what she thought to herself was that she should find some time to visit Miss Nancy Voss, who ran one of the largest furniture-manufacturing firms in the city. Find out what this indomitable old lady knew about Gower, his former business, and the furniture department of the Silver Strike Bazaar.
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        “‘We estimate our losses from shoplifting at $10,000 a year,’ said one of the proprietors of a large East Side dry goods and fancy goods store yesterday.”––Chicago Daily Tribune May 11,1880

      

      

      
        
        Monday morning, November 15, 1880

      

      

      Livingston finally came to collect Annie just as Gower was asked by his head clerk, Miss Tolliver, to explain to a customer the insulating properties of their most expensive ice box. The Silver Strike owner took her up to his office on the fourth floor and succinctly laid out the reasons he believed that his business was being robbed.

      He said, “As I am sure you are aware, every merchant expects some difference between the estimated income and the actual income from goods sold. Often caused by damaged or lost goods, carelessness on the part of clerks in writing up the charges, cashiers making the wrong change.”

      “Or bookkeeping errors,” added Annie, nodding.

      “Yes, bookkeeping errors. I employ two regular bookkeepers. One tallies up the daily sales, the other generates the monthly and quarterly reports. I then check the work of both men.”

      Annie complimented Livingston for his firm grasp of business and accounting principles, something Annie had found lacking in many of her clients, some who seemed to operate more on intuition than anything else.

      He said, “I do what I can, but one of the most vexing kinds of revenue loss comes from petty theft. I wish I could say that the distressing incident of Mrs. Kemper this Saturday was an isolated event. You cannot imagine what sorts of petty pilfering goes on in a store this size. Respectable women who should know better are always trying to walk off with an extra pair of gloves or a lace handkerchief. They would dismiss their servants in a second if they found them engaged in a similar activity.”

      “How do you try to stop this sort of theft?”

      “Well, you will notice that we keep more expensive items visible but behind the counters so that a patron has to ask to have them brought out to look at more closely or try on. We instruct the clerks not to take their eyes off the goods until they are safely bought or returned to the shelves. But the more crowded the store gets, the harder that is to do. And in the days leading up to Christmas…with new hires…well, mistakes get made.”

      “But I gather that the losses have increased…more than just seasonal variations can explain.”

      “Yes.” He handed her copies of the monthly balance sheets for the past two years and said, “If these records are correct…and that will be your first task to determine…there has been a dramatic increase in the shortages recorded over the past two quarters, almost double what we suffered last year. The shortages last year varied between less than 1% and 3.5% of the total net sales…and the highest percentage came during the Christmas season. That is why I am anxious to clear up the matter quickly. We do at least thirty percent of our business between Thanksgiving and New Year’s. If we continue to sustain these increased losses, it could seriously undermine our year-end revenue.”

      “Do you know if the percentages of losses you were sustaining last year were normal for a retailer of your size?” Annie asked.

      “Yes. Although my local competitors haven’t been very forthcoming.” Livingston chuckled dryly. “Not that I would expect them to be. But I do have contacts in New York, Chicago, and Baltimore who say that the lower percentages are fairly standard.”

      Annie was really more experienced in doing accounting for manufacturers than retailers…and frankly retail operations on the scale of the Silver Strike Bazaar were rare anywhere in the nation. After the tour today, she didn’t doubt him when he said the store itself employed nearly 350 people and made over a quarter of a million dollars in sales last year. This was on a scale that only the largest boot and shoe manufacturers in the city approached. At the very least, this job was going to improve her understanding of modern retail operations. She just hoped she would be successful in discovering the source of his losses…and quickly.

      She said, “My husband mentioned the possibility these increases could be the result of some sort of organized gang of shoplifters operating in town.”

      “I did ask that Officer McGee who was here Saturday if the police had any knowledge of professional thieves recently targeting large retail establishments. He said he would ask, although this isn’t the type of information that businessmen share easily. Afraid it will hurt their reputations.”

      “I can see that. Unless the problem is simply with the bookkeeping itself, I agree that these figures suggest there is something serious going on in the store. I did bring some letters of recommendation…if you would like to see them before we go further?”

      When Livingston waved her offer away, Annie took out a single folded document from her purse, saying, “In that case, I brought the standard contract I usually ask clients to sign. My husband drew it up for me, but if you would like to have someone else look it over…”

      The old gentleman held up his hand while he quickly skimmed the short document. Then he took up a pen, dipped it in the inkwell at his desk, and signed on the bottom line with a flourish, saying, “Young lady, you have no idea how delighted I am to have Edward Stewart’s daughter working for me. He would be so proud of you.”
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        * * *

      

      “I hope you won’t mind sharing an office with my assistant, Miss Birdsoll,” Livingston said, showing Annie into the adjoining room. “She’ll be the one who can most easily find any files you might need, and what she doesn’t know about my business affairs and the Silver Strike isn’t worth knowing.”

      “I will be delighted to share an office,” Annie said, “if Miss Birdsoll isn’t inconvenienced by my presence. I promise to try not to get in her way.” She smiled warmly at the tall, thin woman who stood behind a desk the size of a billiard table.

      Between the pince-nez perched on her conveniently hooked nose and the grey-streaked hair pulled tightly back into a braided coil at the top of her head, Miss Birdsoll looked like she should be the no-nonsense head of a prestigious female academy, an impression that was reinforced when she came out from behind the desk, giving Annie a very firm handshake and saying, “I will be glad to be of assistance to Mrs. Dawson. Anything to help Mr. Livingston discover the miscreants involved in this terrible business.”

      “Now, now, Sophronia, we aren’t sure exactly what is going on. That is why I have hired Mrs. Dawson. But I will leave you two to get settled.”

      Livingston returned to his office, shutting the door behind him. He’d told Annie that until she had a chance to go over the books thoroughly, to double check they weren’t simply dealing with accounting errors, he didn’t want his two bookkeepers to know what was going on. So it behooved her to get this preliminary work done as fast as possible. She was glad she’d sent notes out this morning rescheduling all her afternoon clients. She would have the rest of today to work here at the store in case she had any questions, but Livingston also gave her permission to take the reports home with her to work on overnight.

      Annie hung up her hat and coat and followed Miss Birdsoll over to the small desk outfitted with a new blotter, pens and inkwell, pencils and sharpener, and a stack of lined paper and folders. She was struck, not for the first time that day, how often the goods sold in the Silver Strike were used in the actual running of the business. The desks in Livingston’s and Miss Birdsoll’s offices, the linens on the tables down in the restaurant, the bathroom fixtures in the washroom she’d visited earlier this morning, and the desk set in front of her were all items she’d seen displayed for sale in the store. She wondered if she were to visit Livingston at his home if it would look identical to the home furnishings department she’d toured with Mr. Gower.

      “This will do perfectly, Miss Birdsoll,” Annie said as she sat down at the desk, spreading the monthly reports in front of her. “At some point I will need to look at the daily figures, but probably not today. And I may need to ask you exactly what is sold in some of the departments.”

      “Certainly, and you will find this changes over time since Monsieur Villeneuve and Mr. Livingston frequently decide to divide off a new department from an old when the volume of business gets too large. Very different from the days when the shoe department simply meant the three barrels by the front door that held men’s, women’s, and children’s shoes.”

      “Ah yes. And the notions department was a box of miscellaneous buttons on the counter. How long have you worked for Mr. Livingston, may I ask?”

      “Nearly thirty years. I started clerking for him in his first store in Sacramento, and I introduced him to his wife, a young cousin of mine who’d come out from Ohio to live with me. She’d always had lung trouble, and the family believed the western air would be better for her. After they married, it was her idea for him to move the store to San Francisco. She believed the opportunities for success would be greater here, and she needed to get away from the miasma of the Delta region.”

      “Am I correct that your cousin is deceased?” Annie was pretty sure she’d read that Livingston was a widower.

      “In 1870, when Robbie, Mr. Livingston’s son, was only fifteen. Such a shame she died so young, just a few months before Mr. Livingston made his fortune in the Comstock silver mines. I still miss her like it was yesterday. And poor Robbie was sent back east to boarding school, then Yale, then Europe for what he called the Grand Tour. Not good for a boy to be without his mother or father in those years. But here I am, nattering on about the past and keeping you from your work.”

      With a decisive nod, Miss Birdsoll returned to her desk and began busily shuffling papers, effectively dismissing her. Turning to her own papers, Annie wondered briefly if Sophronia Birdsoll was one of those women she admired who was content to remain married to a job rather than a man. Then again, maybe she’d hoped when her cousin died that she’d get to exchange one position for the other.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Livingston asked that I take you to see Monsieur Villeneuve at eleven so that he can show you around the dressmaking and millinery workshops, if you are amenable to that plan,” said Miss Birdsoll.

      Annie, seeing that the small clock on her desk said ten to eleven, was surprised at how quickly the morning had passed. But she’d made good progress, going through the monthly reports for the last year and a half and not finding any obvious accounting errors. This would give her a basis for comparison as she examined the reports covering the past five months, when the shortages began to escalate. It would also give her a good sense of which departments produced the most revenue and which ones seemed to suffer the greatest “shortages.”

      “That would be perfect, Miss Birdsoll. I am ready for a break from adding up columns of numbers.”

      She’d used the newest version of the Arithmometer, the mechanical calculator that Miss Birdsoll had thoughtfully put on her desk, which of course was also sold in the Silver Strike stationery department. But personally she found adding the numbers up in her head was faster. Maybe someday someone would invent a calculator that would combine the attributes of human mental swiftness with the reliability of a machine.

      Miss Birdsoll said, “He also would like to know if you would join him downstairs in the restaurant for lunch when you have completed your tour.”

      Annie said how glad she would be to do so, thinking that this would also give her a chance to ask a few questions about some of the staff and their salaries, including the two women listed as the heads of the workshops she was about to tour on the fourth floor. Miss Birdsoll had confirmed her guess that Madame Hortense Villeneuve, who was in charge of the millinery workers, was indeed married to Monsieur Villeneuve, the minority partner of the Silver Strike. But when Annie asked if Mrs. Marie Fournier, the dress designer who supervised the seamstresses, was another one of his French relatives, she’d gotten a decisive no…with no elaboration.

      Interestingly, the records she reviewed this morning showed that the Villeneuves, Miss Birdsoll, and Mrs. Fournier all lived in apartments in the fifth floor attic, evidently as part of their compensation. While it made sense that these very important employees have rooms in the store itself…since their work responsibilities probably started early and ended long after the store closed at six, she couldn’t help but think that those people living in the store would have the greatest opportunities to participate in any organized theft that might happen after hours. Surely Livingston would have considered this.

      She was looking forward to the tour of the workshops and starting to get to know Monsieur Villeneuve better. In addition to being the minority partner, he held the title of Superintendent, which she gathered meant he was in charge of the day-to-day operations in the store, including the ready-made clothing produced by the Silver Strike.

      She’d initially been surprised when Livingston told her that most of the fourth floor was taken up by the manufacturing of clothing––primarily women and children’s hats, men’s shirts, and women’s and children’s underwear, shirtwaists, suits, and cloaks. Made economic sense, though. This way Livingston would be able to keep down prices by making these goods at the store and cutting out the costs of middlemen. The lower prices, in turn, would attract women who couldn’t afford the time or money to produce every article of clothing they and their families needed, and while they were in the store, they might be enticed to buy a new pair of gloves, a Valentine’s day card, or that new-fangled coffee grinder they saw prominently displayed in the home furnishings department.

      Following Miss Birdsoll out of the office, Annie saw Villeneuve standing and waiting for them at the end of the hall. He was tall, with a thick head of glossy black hair swept back from a high forehead. His neatly waxed mustache, with jauntily upturned ends, accentuated his long aristocratic nose and the blinding white of his smile. Today, the Frenchman was wearing a pale pink rose in his boutonnière, which exactly matched the pink that alternated with stripes of silver in his vest, and his slender frame showed off the tightly fitted frock coat he was wearing, which was probably the height of fashion, if she paid attention to that sort of thing. Nate would look good in that style…

      “Madame Dawson, I am enchanted to make your acquaintance.” Villeneuve took her hand in his long fingers and kissed it in the continental style. He then said, “I am certain the estimable Mademoiselle Birdsoll has taken care of all your needs, eh? So we will permit her to return to her important duties, s'il vous plaît.”

      Miss Birdsoll’s smile at this dismissal could only be labeled as indulgent, and Annie thought that if the very proper and efficient Miss Birdsoll had succumbed to this man’s charms, they must be truly formidable. She would need to be very careful with Monsieur Villeneuve…since it was always possible he was involved in whatever was going on. Livingston had told the Frenchman the reasons for hiring her, arguing that because Villeneuve was minority partner in the store that he couldn’t possibly be involved. Livingston was probably correct, but then there was the question of who Villeneuve might have told about why she was there.

      The Frenchman led her past the elevators, turning down a short corridor where he ushered her through a set of double doors into the millinery workshop. In the course of Annie’s new career as an accountant who also gave financial advice, she’d visited a furniture factory, a number of small boot and shoe workshops, two different print shops, an ironmongers, and a large steam-powered laundry. The large airy room she saw before her appeared qualitatively different from any of the other manufacturing establishments she’d visited.

      First of all, there was the sheer number of workers. At least fifty women and girls, some of the latter looking no more than twelve or thirteen, sat in small groups around a series of tables scattered around the room or stood at the counters that lined the walls. Even the largest boot and shoe firm she’d toured had no more than thirty employees working during any one shift.

      Secondly, she was struck by the comparative quiet, with none of the noise she’d encountered in other large factories with their steam-powered machines. Instead, there was simply the low hum of female voices, broken occasionally by the clatter of a foot-pedaled sewing machine as a woman ran up a seam in a piece of bright-colored silk.

      This lack of modern machinery was because, as Villeneuve was whispering in her ear, the Silver Strike Bazaar prided itself in producing custom-designed and hand-sewn hats. He pointed out that each group of five or six women, clustered around a single table, were designing hats following a different model that sat in the center of the table. These models had been designed by Madame Villeneuve, who “he’d lured away from the most prestigious millinery designer in Paris,” and they would be changed several times a day. In addition, under the close guidance of his wife, the workers were encouraged to vary the trimmings on the hats they were constructing, so each hat would be unique.

      “So, Madame Dawson, a woman who shops at the Silver Strike Bazaar does so knowing she will never suffer the embarrassment of encountering another woman wearing the same hat,” Villeneuve concluded with pride. “Now, do come and meet my wonderfully talented wife.”

      They wended their way across the room toward a handsome woman who was standing near one of the back tables and deftly tweaking a trio of blue dyed feathers on a hat before returning it to a worker. She was tall, perhaps nearly as tall as her husband, and very fashionably dressed, wearing an exquisitely tailored suit of pale pink silk—the same shade as her husband’s boutonnière and vest. The bodice was trimmed with burgundy velvet on the lapels and cuffs and it was buttoned obliquely in a fashion that emphasized a waist that her husband’s long slender hands could easily encompass. The underskirt was constructed in three alternating rows of knife-sharp pleats and burgundy embroidered roses. Her soft oval face, with a nose that was just the right length, a pair of lips whose natural rose matched her dress, and dark brown eyes, the exact shade of her intricately styled hair, completed the picture of stylish perfection.

      Annie repressed a momentary feeling of inferiority, remembering the negative comments she’d endured from John, her first husband, on her “pedestrian” looks, lack of fashion sense, and her wretched freckles. His constant derision, combined with the fulsome praise he heaped on other women in their New York social circle, had taken its toll. And his death didn’t end the scorn. His mother repeatedly pointed out how unlikely it was that anyone would ever want to marry Annie again, saying, “My dear, a penniless woman who is so plain has no future.” Which, of course, was why she believed her former daughter-in-law should be grateful to live as an unpaid companion to anyone in the extended Fuller clan who needed her services.

      I hope she choked on her words when she read the announcement I sent her of my marriage to Nathaniel Dawson, Esquire.

      Annie then chided herself for feeling jealous of Madame Villeneuve. No woman who woke each morning to Nate’s adoring eyes needed to feel one whit inferior to any other woman.

      “Madame Dawson, I am pleased to introduce to you my wife, Hortense Villeneuve, the woman who, with the forbearance of a saint, has put up with me all these years. Ma chère, Robert has asked Madame Dawson to advise him on his business affairs, so I have agreed to show her around our atelier du travail…our little fourth floor workshop. It seems that Madame Dawson is the daughter of someone for whom Robert had great admiration, and she has inherited her father’s genius in matters financial.”

      Annie was glad to see that Villeneuve hadn’t confided in his wife about the real reasons she was here, but she was intrigued when Madame Villeneuve’s brief look of irritation at being interrupted was replaced rapidly by a warm smile when her husband had mentioned that Annie was there under Mr. Livingston’s auspices. She wondered if the decision to bring Adolphe Villeneuve in as a partner had anything to do with the addition of his very beautiful wife to the firm.
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        * * *

      

      As Monsieur and Madame Villeneuve escorted Annie around the workroom, she couldn’t help but be impressed by the sheer variety in styles the workshop produced, from matronly bonnets of lace and satin, trimmed with ruching and ribbons, to daring confections with wide flat brims on which perched flowers and stuffed birds. Even the more simple straw boaters and porkpie styles provided ample opportunities for the workers’ imaginations. Villeneuve proudly pointed out the different kinds of feathers, rolls of silk and satin ribbons in a rainbow of colors, artificial fruits and flowers, as well as the velvet, silk, satin, toile, chiffon, lace, and netting available for the women to use in trimmings.

      Despite the fact that she thought many of the hats absurdly over-decorated, Annie suspected every one of them would delight some Silver Strike shopper. She’d even found herself coveting a jaunty pale blue velvet riding hat, adorned with three sapphire-colored feathers, which would look perfect with her newest dress.

      “Our hats are superior to any you will find at the absurdly named City of Paris,” Madame Villeneuve said, lovingly stroking a hat that looked to Annie like a lace-covered upside-down flowerpot. “The Verdiers were nothing but petite bourgeoisie from the provinces when they came to the city thirty years ago. What do they know of the great artistes of Paris? The woman they employ to design…if you can call it design…their millinery has no more sense of style than a fishwife.” She then shrugged expressively and smiled at Annie, saying, “But I can tell you are a woman of good taste. You will permit me to design a hat for you extraordinaire.”

      Before Annie could respond, one of the workers came up to Madame Villeneuve, holding out a simple blue bonnet trimmed with daisies dyed a darker shade. The Frenchwoman frowned and said, “Mais non. This will not do. Please excuse me, Madame Dawson. I must attend to my duties. If I do not watch these women like a hawk…”

      Monsieur Villeneuve said hastily, “Certainly, certainly, my chérie.” Taking out his pocket watch, as if there weren’t a huge clock mounted on the work room wall, Villeneuve said, “In any case, I see it is time for us to meet with Madame Fournier. Ah, there is l'enfant Emmaline, come to remind us.” He waved enthusiastically at someone over Annie’s shoulder. Someone who’d disappeared before Annie could turn around to see who “the child Emmaline” was and why she’d elicited such a wide smile from Madame Villeneuve.

      It was Mrs. Marie Fournier herself who met them at the door of the first of the three workshops that housed the seamstresses, and she was clearly not a child. A woman in her early thirties, she was of medium height and dressed in a simple basque-style suit of dark brown wool with a high collar, long narrow sleeves, and a matching pleated underskirt of silk. The trimmings were minimal, a touch of white lace at neck and cuffs, and a very narrow flounce at the bottom of the skirt.

      Tasteful, the outfit complemented her creamy complexion and hazel eyes and accentuated her fragile beauty without being showy––a definite contrast to the impression left by Madame Villeneuve’s ensemble, even though, according to Monsieur Villeneuve, Mrs. Fournier had designed his wife’s outfit. This reminded Annie of Miss Minnie and Miss Millie Moffet, the two elderly dressmakers who boarded with her. Their own black silk dresses were beautifully made, but they didn’t even hint at the innovative creations they designed for their clients, some of the wealthiest women in San Francisco.

      “Mrs. Dawson, I understand from Mr. Livingston that you are interested in seeing how the Silver Strike is able to provide such high quality goods for our customers,” Mrs. Fournier said, her voice soft with just the slightest hint of a southern accent.

      “Yes, Mrs. Fournier. I believe that you have over a hundred people working under you. Do you do all the design work yourself?”

      “Oh my, no. We have a tailor and apprentices who create the patterns and cut the material for the men’s shirts.” Leading Annie and Villeneuve into a room about the size of the millinery work room, she said, “As you can see, once the material is cut, the sewing is then divided up between those women who use sewing machines to do the seam work and our more skilled workers who do the hand finishing.”

      The room was filled by two long rows of tables where women sewed at foot-pedaled machines, filling the air with whirrs and clatters, and rows of tables on both sides where the finishers worked quietly on stacks of shirts and children’s underwear. Here white cotton muslin and an occasional blue flannel predominated. In contrast, the next room, where children’s and women’s suits and shirtwaists were made, burst with a riot of color in every conceivable material. This second work space, while it contained as many people, felt much less like a factory, probably because of the variety of kinds of clothing being produced. There were fewer women sewing on machines, with the majority of the seamstresses engaged in the work of hand sewing tucks, pleats, and embroidery on girls’ short dresses, boys’ shirtwaists, and women’s suits.

      “How many different styles of women’s suits do you make here?” Annie asked as she moved through to this second room. “And are you responsible for all these designs, Mrs. Fournier?”

      “I consult with the tailor on staff for the boys’ shirtwaists, but all the girls’ and women’s dresses are designed by me…in consultation with Monsieur Villeneuve, of course. Monsieur has impeccable taste as well as numerous contacts among the Paris designers, so his advice is invaluable.”

      “Madame, you are too kind.” Villeneuve smiled warmly.

      Quite the mutual admiration society. Annie wondered if this was what had caused Madame Villeneuve to purse her mouth briefly in irritation when her husband first mentioned their appointment with Mrs. Fournier.

      “As to your question of styles,” the dress designer continued. “We try to have at least fifteen to twenty distinct outfits featured at a time. However, we make each garment in several colors and materials, so in reality our customers have sixty or more different ensembles to choose from. For example, this dress I am wearing, one of our ready-made fall suits, also comes in silk and in a complementary beige and two different shades of green.”

      “You also change the styles seasonally?” Annie knew the busiest times for the Moffets came twice a year when their regular clients ordered new clothes for the spring and summer season and then again for the fall and winter. No society woman wanted to experience the humiliation of being seen wearing an outfit that followed last year’s out-of-date Paris fashion.

      As if reading her mind, Mrs. Fournier said, “Yes, we make every attempt to stay current…but we recognize that most of the women who buy ready-made outfits from us can’t afford to change their entire wardrobes when Paris or New York designers decide that this fall all bustles should be one inch lower or all ruffles one inch shorter than last year. So we try to create clothing that can be easily combined with bodices or underskirts from a previous year to keep a wardrobe up-to-date.”

      Annie, who only recently began replacing the black mourning clothes she’d been wearing since her first husband’s death, nodded appreciatively. Currently, she only owned four outfits: a serviceable brown wool polonaise, the navy wool basque she was wearing today, a royal blue evening gown of velvet and satin, and the lovely sapphire and ivory silk dress she’d commissioned for her wedding in August. And Annie knew that it was only the dressmaking ingenuity of the two Moffet sisters that kept her from feeling embarrassed when she met with her more well-to-do clients.

      Villeneuve said, “Madame Fournier is too modest. She does not need to follow my advice or mimic the designers elsewhere. She is a genius in her own right.”

      The Frenchman went on to tell Annie how he’d met Mrs. Fournier years earlier when his wife had bought an evening gown from her at her shop on Green Street. How hard he’d had to plead with her to get her to leave this shop behind to join the Silver Strike Bazaar two years ago. He concluded by grandly stating, “Because of her talents, a woman who buys a Silver Strike garment, whether ready-made or custom made, is buying a conception originale d'une grande beauté.”

      “You are too kind, Monsieur,” Mrs. Fournier murmured, her southern accent deepening.

      Annie, alert as always to nuances, thought there was almost a reproach in the dress designer’s statement. Discomfort with Villeneuve’s fulsome praise and the tension it might cause between her and his wife? Or something else? And who could she ask to find out about the nature of relations between Villeneuve, his wife, and Mrs. Fournier? She knew she was supposed to be looking into financial problems with the firm, but her experience said personal relationships often held the clue to economic motives.

      At this point in the tour, they entered the third workshop under Mrs. Fournier’s management. Here, Villeneuve told Annie, was where the exclusive, custom-made dresses were constructed, and she could tell that it was in this space that the dressmaker felt most at home. There had been pride in her voice when she spoke about the ready-made garments she’d designed. But Annie heard love, not just pride, when Mrs. Fournier showed her each of the garments hanging on dress forms, pointing out the particular design choices she’d made, the innovations in style, and the handwork that had gone into the embellishments.

      “Do you personally meet with the women you design for?” Annie asked.

      “Yes. I reserve early evenings for appointments for initial consultations and later fittings, when the store is closed. And, while I have my best seamstresses working with me, I confess I like to do much of the hand-work myself in the evenings.”

      Before Annie could ask any further questions, a young woman came in from the adjoining work room to consult with Mrs. Fournier. Annie looked at the clock on the wall, not surprised to see that it was nearly noon and time to join Mr. Livingston for lunch.

      She’d just told Monsieur Villeneuve she needed to go when the young seamstress talking to Mrs. Fournier let out a startled exclamation. “Mrs. Fuller…I mean Mrs. Dawson, whatever are you doing here?” Then, blushing profusely, the freckle-faced girl bobbed a curtsey to her employers, stammering out apologies for her outburst.

      Annie broke in, saying, “That’s all right, Bridget.” She then turned to Mrs. Fournier and Villeneuve, saying, “Miss O’Malley is a family friend whom I’ve not seen since my recent marriage.”

      Annie smiled warmly at the girl, who was actually a friend of her maid, Kathleen, as well as the cousin of Tilly, her other maid. She said, “It has been too long since we have had a visit from you. Do stop by when you get a chance.”

      She then made her polite good-byes, thinking with satisfaction, as she made her way back to Miss Birdsoll’s office, how useful it was going to be to have the very resourceful Bridget O’Malley, otherwise known as Biddy, as a source of inside information about the Silver Strike Bazaar and its employees. And if I know Biddy, I will see her at the boarding house before the day has ended.
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        “Women wishing ARTISTIC and Stylish Dresses should not fail to leave their orders with us.”––San Francisco Chronicle November 14, 1880

      

      

      
        
        Monday evening, November 15, 1880

      

      

      Kathleen carefully tested the iron she’d taken off the stove on a scrap of linen to ensure it was the right temperature…not so hot it would singe the material, nor so cool that it wouldn’t remove the wrinkles. Now that Tilly was working full-time and could take care of clearing the table and doing the dishes on wash day, Kathleen liked to iron the men’s shirts in the evening when they were just the right dampness. Otherwise, she’d have to sprinkle them again in the morning, which was always hit or miss in terms of how they would iron. The sheets, table cloths, and other flat linens done by the laundress this morning could wait and were sitting folded in the great wicker baskets in the pantry.

      Taking care of the two clerks who boarded together on the second floor was easy. They only had eight shirts between them. However, Mr. Stein, as befitted a well-to-do businessman, often changed his shirts once a day, particularly when he and Mrs. Stein were going out to dinner or the theater. Not that she minded ironing for him. He was ever so nice a gentleman, and his shirts were of such fine linen, they practically ironed themselves.

      But now she also had the master’s shirts to iron, and it pained her to see how badly treated they’d been by the servants in his old boarding house. Shameful! She’d done what she could to reinforce all the stitching and bleach out as many of the stains as possible. But nothing could repair the numerous scorch marks. At least Mrs. Dawson had promised Kathleen she’d get him some new shirts for Christmas.

      A sharp rap at the back kitchen door interrupted this thought, and Kathleen looked over at Mrs. O’Rourke, who was getting the dinner leftovers ready to put away. “Who’d you suppose it would be this time of the evening?”

      “I’ll get it,” Mrs. O’Rourke said, wiping her hands on her apron. “You mind your iron.”

      When the older woman opened the back door, she exclaimed, “Well, Bridget O’Malley. You are a sight for sore eyes.” Then her voice sharpened. “Nothing’s wrong with your ma or one of the little ones? Tilly’s upstairs clearing the table. Do I need to get her?”

      The girl, her thick auburn hair in disarray and her cheeks red from the cold, swept into the room like a gust of wind, saying, “No, Mrs. O’Rourke, don’t you worry. All’s fine at home. It were your mistress who asked me to stop by. Ran into her today. Made a fool of myself calling her Mrs. Fuller. Although I must say marriage does seem to agree with her.”

      “Oh my stars,” said Kathleen. “Biddy, I completely forgot you’d gotten a job at the Silver Strike. Is that where you saw her? Did she tell you what she’s working on?”

      “Kathleen,” Mrs. O’Rourke said, “give the girl a chance to catch her breath and get warm. Oh, here’s Tilly.” She trotted over to take the tray piled with the last of the dessert dishes from the young Irish maid, saying, “My dear, could you run upstairs to Mrs. Dawson’s room, please? Tell her your cousin’s come.”

      Tilly bobbed a curtsey, mouthing a soft, “Yes, ma’am,” then disappeared back up the stairs.

      Mrs. O’Rourke put the tray down on the kitchen table and went over to put the kettle back onto the stove top to boil. Then noticing that Biddy had already grabbed an apron from the hook by the back door and was starting to put the dishes into the sink, cried, “Bridget girl, you just stop that and sit down and fill us in on your family while we wait to see if Mrs. Dawson wants you to come upstairs to her.”

      Kathleen winked at her friend then went back to the ironing. Wasn’t that just like Biddy to try to pitch in even though she’s probably been at work for ten hours already.

      The two girls met when they were both small…living in the same crowded, noisy boarding house south of Market, both of them trying to help their overworked mothers raise a brood of younger children. But while Kathleen just had three brothers to look after, Biddy, a year younger but already several inches taller, was the oldest of seven…including two sets of twin boys. Kathleen wasn’t sure she would have survived the year between her mother’s death and when her father died without the help of Mrs. O’Malley and Biddy. But then her uncles split up her brothers and sent her out to service, and she’d lost touch with the whole O’Malley clan––until a year ago when Kathleen ran into Biddy while she was helping Mrs. Dawson with one of her investigations.

      After ten minutes it’d seemed like the five years they’d been apart had vanished. Soon Biddy became part of Mrs. Dawson’s investigation of a popular trance medium, and for a couple of weeks it was like old times for the two of them, gossiping and laughing together. And it was Biddy who’d brought her cousin Tilly to them…to help cover the time Kathleen was away from her work while chaperoning her mistress.

      Tilly had been newly arrived from Ireland, underfed, unskilled in anything but baby-tending, and with an accent so broad that even Kathleen, who’d been raised by a mother who still spoke Gaelic, couldn’t always understand her. But bless Mrs. O’Rourke and Mrs. Dawson, they’d given Kathleen a chance to train the girl and give her some polish and even hired her full time as soon as Mr. Nate moved in and started contributing to the household finances.

      However, since the case they’d been working on with Mrs. Dawson had ended, Kathleen and her friend’s paths hadn’t crossed. Tilly did keep them up to date, telling them about the trouble her cousin had at one of her jobs when a mill foreman got fresh. Biddy’d slapped him and then gotten fired. But as usual for Biddy, she’d landed on her feet, with a job doing finishing work for the dressmaking department at the Silver Strike Bazaar. Which was no surprise since her mother used to support the family with her needle––a skill she’d started teaching her oldest daughter when she was no more than six. In fact, it had been Mrs. O’Malley who’d taught Kathleen to sew, bless her soul. Which was coming in mighty handy as Kathleen tried to fix Mr. Nate’s sorry wardrobe.

      “So Tilly tells me you are still walking out with that good-for-nothing Patrick McGee,” said Biddy.

      “You’re one to talk,” Kathleen shot back. “I’ve heard tell that a certain Wells Fargo messenger was seen dancing every dance with you at the last St. Joe’s ball.”

      “Lies…all lies. The boy doesn’t come up to my chin. Besides, I got my eye on Frankie O’Doyle; there’s a boy who knows how to do a proper jig.”

      “O’Doyle? Works in the butcher shop on Taylor? Well, now…”

      “Ma’am, the mistress says she’ll be right down,” said Tilly, who’d clearly run all the way up and back down the stairs. Then she blushed bright red…her normal reaction when more than one person looked at her…and she went over and started on the dinner dishes.

      Biddy smiled at her young cousin then leaned in close to Kathleen and said, “So what’s your mistress up to at the Silver Strike? Far’s I know, no one’s gotten themselves killed…so what’s she doing there? Something shifty going on?”

      “Well, Miss Bridget, there is something ‘shifty going on,’” said Kathleen’s mistress, who had just arrived in the kitchen. Reaching out and giving the young girl a hearty hand shake, she said, “And I think you might be just the young woman to help me uncover exactly who’s to blame.”
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        * * *

      

      “So you think Bridget will be able to help you?” Beatrice asked, pouring her a cup of tea an hour later.

      “I don’t know, it’s early days yet,” Annie replied. “She’s a very perceptive young woman, so I value her opinion on some of the people I met today…like Monsieur Villeneuve. He’s very French. All charm, waxed mustache, and white teeth. Yet Biddy believes he really cares about the Silver Strike being a success, so it’s doubtful he’s behind any of the thefts. And, from the work I did today, I am confident that thefts are indeed happening.”

      Biddy and Tilly had just left, Kathleen was upstairs cleaning ash out of the dining room and parlor fireplaces, and Annie had decided to linger in the kitchen with her cook for a while to give Nate some privacy. He was finishing up the document he hoped to get Violet’s father to sign tomorrow when they met. She rubbed her temples, the headache she’d come home with refusing to ease. When she looked up to take the cup from Beatrice’s outstretched hand, she saw the motherly concern on her friend’s face and knew what was going to come next.

      “My dear, are you certain taking on this job is a wise move? I can see it’s already a strain on you. With the holidays coming up and all…”

      She knew that the “and all” referred to Beatrice’s hope that Annie would be pregnant soon. A hope that Annie couldn’t completely share. Not that she didn’t want a child…eventually. But she knew that Beatrice believed that if…no, when…Annie was expecting that she would stop working…or at least stop getting involved in investigating criminal activities. And that was one of the reasons she felt ambivalent about becoming pregnant right away. Nate had assured her that he wouldn’t expect her to stop working. But…she knew that reality could change expectations, for both of them.

      However, this was certainly not a discussion she wanted to have with Beatrice tonight, so she shifted the conversation to the upcoming holidays, replying, “Bea, are you saying you don’t have the plans for Thanksgiving already well in hand? I’m shocked!”

      Putting her hands on her ample hips, the cook shook her head and said, “Don’t you go thinking I will take that bait. You know full well that Kathleen and I have been getting ready for weeks, including putting in our order for a turkey. And before you ask, I told ’em over at Magill’s I don’t want some scrawny bird that’s been shipped in from heaven knows where. I want to inspect the bird before they butcher it, make sure it will feed us all.”

      “The one you got from them last year was delicious and more than enough.” If Annie remembered correctly, the table had literally groaned under the weight of the bird her cook had roasted and all the side dishes she’d prepared.

      Beatrice said, “Well, they are one of the most reliable butchers in town. I would like to go over the final menu with you and figure out the total number of people we will be serving. Did Mr. Dawson find out if his uncle will be coming?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you. His Uncle Frank said he’d be delighted to join us, and Nate has invited Mitchell, his friend from his old boarding house who is studying to be a doctor.”

      Annie started counting on her fingers. “So with Nate and me, the Moffets, Mr. Chapman, Barbara and Jamie, that makes nine. Mr. Harvey will be back in Sacramento with his family, and the Steins will be celebrating with their children. But Laura has invited Seth and two more of her friends from the university, so that brings us up to thirteen. An unlucky number…no, Barbara Hewitt asked if she could bring one of the teachers she works with who doesn’t have family in town. So that brings us to fourteen at the table. Excellent. But will one bird be enough?”

      “I’ve ordered a good side of smoked ham just in case. Not everyone likes turkey.”

      “Oh, Beatrice, you think of everything. Do make sure there are enough leftovers for you and Kathleen, and you did say Tilly will be here rather than spending the day with her family?”

      “Yes, the girl will be a big help. And I wouldn’t be surprised if Patrick will stop by when he gets off patrol. With everything closed for the day, his new beat around Union Square should be pretty quiet.”

      Annie frowned. “You know, now that you mention it, I should ask Mr. Livingston what his plans are for security for the Silver Strike on Thanksgiving. If someone is literally walking goods out of the basement where the extra inventory is held, then Sundays and a holiday like Thanksgiving would be perfect times for this to happen.”

      Kathleen, who’d just come into the kitchen, said, “Ma’am, I meant to tell you. When I saw Patrick yesterday after mass, he said he was thinking about asking if Mr. Livingston wouldn’t take him on as extra security…at least during this busy time. Lots of the larger businesses do that––hire policemen to work for them after hours. The chief doesn’t mind, as long as it doesn’t interfere with a man’s ability to do his job.”

      “Kathleen, that seems too much to ask. He already works such long hours.”

      “Well, he said he could use the extra money before Christmas…and it wouldn’t be forever, since you’ll figure out what is going on in no time.”

      Annie wished she shared Kathleen’s optimism. It wasn’t that she hadn’t found confirmation that there was something “shifty” going on. Rather, it seemed there was too much going wrong at once. Inventory that was checked in but never seemed to make it to the shelves. A growing number of goods that did make it to the shelves listed as “lost” or “destroyed” at the end of the day. Even a spike in discrepancies between the price of goods sold and the change listed on the receipt…as if some of the cashiers had suddenly lost their ability to subtract accurately.

      Her head began to throb just thinking of all the possibilities. The Thanksgiving menu could wait one more day. Where she wanted to be was upstairs in the arms of her husband, where questions of who was robbing the Silver Strike, or whether or not the turkeys would be large enough, didn’t matter one bit.
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        * * *

      

      Before Annie had a chance to act on her decision to go up to her room, a scrabbling sound from the back stairs announced the arrival of the Boston terrier, Dandy. He was followed closely by Jamie Hewitt, his ten-year-old master. Jamie and his mother, Barbara, occupied rooms in the third floor attic.

      Everyone in the boarding house loved Jamie. And Dandy, named because his black and white coloring made him look like a gentleman out on the town, could win a smile from the most hardened cynic. He was just that cute. He was also immensely loyal to his master and had demonstrated, on more than one occasion, a degree of good sense and bravery you wouldn’t expect from a dog that small or that young.

      Today, however, he didn’t look the least bit heroic as he ran excitedly around the kitchen, his diminutive nose pressed firmly to the linoleum, snuffling up anything that might have fallen on the floor. The only thing that deterred him from his quest was when Queenie, the big old black kitchen cat, reached out and batted him as he ran by. He stopped, cocked his head, and gave her one of his wide doggy smiles, then went back to his search for tasty crumbs.

      Kathleen laughed. “I won’t need to worry about sweeping up tonight. Dandy’s done my job for me.”

      “Dandy, stop that this minute and come outside,” Jamie said. “I’m sorry. He acts like he hasn’t eaten in months.”

      Looking at the dog, who was now on his third full circuit of the kitchen, Annie said, “Well, I guess you need to account for the fact that he never actually travels anywhere in a straight line so his meals last only half as long. Come here, boy. Let’s give you a proper treat, then go out and do your business.”

      She reached into the jar where Beatrice kept scraps just for Dandy and fished out a bit of beef from dinner. Dandy came to her like a shot, sat his skinny rump down, his large ears erect on his round head, and put up one of his white front paws as if to shake. She laughed and held out her hand for him to snatch the meat, which he did, making it disappear in an instant before obediently trotting over to Jamie and going out into the yard.

      Ten minutes later, Annie accompanied Jamie and Dandy up the back stairs, while asking the boy about how school was going. When they got to the second floor, she decided to continue on up with him to the attic. It was only eight-thirty, and she hoped that Miss Minnie and Miss Millie Moffet might still be up. She wanted to see if they knew anything about Mrs. Fournier and the Silver Strike dressmaking department.

      Seeing that there was still a light showing under the door of their workroom, she knocked gently and asked if she might bother them. Miss Millie, the younger sister, opened the door, her wrinkled face wreathed in smiles.

      Her older sister, Miss Minnie, stood right behind her, and, as usual, did all the talking. “Mrs. Dawson, so good of you to stop by. Please come right in and sit down. Millicent was just saying that we missed you and your husband at Sunday dinner. We understand how it is; that husband of yours wants to keep you all to himself. Can we pour you a cup of hot cocoa? That little Tilly always brings up a fresh pot before she goes for the night. Such a sweet child…although I can’t understand a word she says. Reminds me of the last little Irish maid we had work for us. Millicent, do you remember? Perhaps that was why dear brother Jasper decided we shouldn’t spend money on a servant anymore…too much bother.”

      During this outpouring from Miss Minnie, her sister continued to draw Annie into the room and got her seated, all done with a silent smile.

      Miss Minnie’s flow of words faltered for a second, and Annie jumped in, saying, “Thank you so much. I won’t stay long. I wanted to see if you would be willing to share some of your knowledge of dressmaking with me. You see, I’ve taken a job looking into some possible thefts at the big store over on Sutter and Powell, the Silver Strike Bazaar. Do you know it?”

      Miss Minnie beamed at Annie and said, “Oh, we do know it well. We’ve found some of the most wonderful bargains there on thread and needles and such. And quite good quality. ‘A penny saved is a penny earned,’ as I always say. Sister and I would be honored if we could assist you in any way. Millicent was just reminding me the other day of how helpful you were when we had that spot of worry about Mrs. Porter and how we’ve never really been able to repay you. Do tell us how we can help.”

      On the surface, these two white-haired spinsters, both in their seventies, didn’t seem like they would be much help in any investigation. Yet from experience, Annie knew that these elderly ladies had unsuspected depths. From what Annie had gathered from Miss Minnie’s constant flow of reminiscences, they’d been raised in pampered luxury in a wealthy slave-holding family in Natchez, Mississippi, until an explosion of an uninsured cargo forced their father, a steamboat captain, into bankruptcy. While Miss Minnie never said as much, it was pretty clear that from that day on the sisters had been forced to use their dressmaking skills to help support their family––including the aforementioned “dear brother” Jasper. He was the younger brother who dragged them out west when their mother died and had been, as far as Annie could determine, a feckless ne’er-do-well who lived off their increasingly successful dressmaking business in San Francisco.

      According to Mrs. Stein, the boarder who’d introduced the Moffets to Annie, when Jasper died a few years ago, he’d left them with debts and an about-to-be foreclosed home. But they never complained. Well, Miss Minnie didn’t; her sister never said anything at all. Just smiled. But that didn’t mean their minds weren’t needle sharp.

      “That is most kind of you,” Annie said. “Some other day I would like to show you some of the accounts I have been going over, ask a few specific questions about the cost of materials…prices for finished goods and so forth. But tonight I just wanted your more general impressions. You mentioned that you felt the sewing supplies were a bargain. What about the dresses they make? Do you think they are charging too much? Or too little?”

      Annie noticed Miss Millie stir in her seat in the corner where she’d been busily stitching away at a strip that looked like it was going to the flounce on a black silk dress.

      Miss Minnie gave her the kind of look a teacher gives you when you ask just the right question and said, “Ah, that is an interesting question. Millicent and I always take a little stroll around the dress departments when we go into any of the large emporiums, like City of Paris or the Silver Strike. Millicent says it’s important to keep up with the competition. The first year they were open, the outfits at the Silver Strike were remarkably inexpensive.”

      Annie started to open her mouth to speak, but Miss Minnie’s comments flowed on.

      “Now, I’m not talking about the ready-made dresses they sell. Stands to reason if you are buying something that won’t fit you and a hundred other women are wearing…you don’t expect to pay much.” Miss Minnie sighed as if she were saddened by the folly of any women who bought these kinds of dresses.

      She then went on, “No, Mrs. Dawson, I am speaking about the higher-end custom-made ensembles you can order at the Silver Strike. You might ask how we know what these clothes sell for, since they are custom made? Well, I must confess we prevaricate just a little when we stop by. Telling the clerks that we have a young niece who lives down the peninsula who has asked us to be on the lookout for a new ensemble. The clerks at the Silver Strike are so helpful, bringing out examples of some of the dresses they are making, letting us look closely at them. They will even give us a general quote on their prices. We try to come when we know the store isn’t busy, so we aren’t really inconveniencing these young women. We’re not robbing them of a sale, is what I say to Millicent, and it’s good practice for them.”

      Here Miss Minnie looked over at her sister, as if this was part of an ongoing disagreement between the two. Annie suspected that the clerks knew very well that these two elderly women were never going to buy anything but were just being kind. She wondered if they had any idea who the Moffets really were and if they did, if they would have been quite so helpful to one of their competitors.

      Annie took advantage of Miss Minnie’s pause to ask, “So you think they are charging too little for these clothes?”

      “Well, for the quality of the materials and the workmanship, which was really quite good, they were certainly being sold at a lower price than we could afford to charge. But since they buy their material in bulk, I assume they get a much steeper discount than we can get from the wholesalers. So they can produce the work more cheaply and still make a profit. To find bargains is why many people go to these stores, after all, isn’t it, Mrs. Dawson?”

      Annie nodded, again impressed by Miss Minnie’s sharp understanding. “So, you mentioned the first year, as if something has changed.”

      “Yes, starting last summer, we noticed two things. One, the prices of the custom-made clothing was going up.” Miss Minnie shrugged and said, “Alone that wouldn’t be too remarkable; it could simply be a result of their success in convincing San Francisco women that outfits made by the Silver Strike are worth buying, even at higher prices. But…” Here she paused for dramatic effect, raising one of her gnarled fingers for emphasis. “While the prices of these clothes have been going up, their quality has been going down. All right, Millicent, you are correct, I must be accurate. The quality has become inconsistent.”

      Despite the fact that Miss Minnie frequently spoke as if her sister had actually said something out loud, Annie still found the habit disconcerting. She’d once told Nate she wondered if the sisters had developed some sort of mental telegraphic power over the years. What puzzled her was the question of whether Miss Minnie developed this ability to read her sister’s mind because Miss Millie never spoke, or whether Miss Millie never spoke because she didn’t need to do so to be heard.

      Suddenly feeling her headache return, Annie became anxious to return to her room and her waiting husband, so she said, “Can you be more specific, Miss Minnie?”

      “Well, in some cases the material used is of a lower quality. Some imperfections in the silk, a cheaper weight wool, inferior dyes. Not always. But it is as if some of the material destined for the ready-made clothes had been carelessly used in one of the more expensive, custom-made designs. And speaking of careless, some of the recent clothes were not as well-sewn. We had been particularly impressed by the actual sewing done on the custom-made clothes. Nothing slapdash. In fact, the clerks assured us that the designer did the more tricky hand-sewn sections herself.”

      “So you think that these clothes you feel were of inferior quality might have been designed by someone else? Because it was my understanding that Mrs. Fournier has been the only designer working for the firm since it opened.”

      “Oh my no, that isn’t what I meant. No, Millicent and I quite agree…the actual person designing the clothes hasn’t changed. It is as if the designer has stopped paying attention or is simply so overworked that she can’t take the care in picking the materials or overseeing the workmanship.”

      “But how do you know the designer has remained the same?” Annie wondered if there was some assistant in the department that was taking over some of Mrs. Fournier’s design duties.

      “To someone like myself, clothes by other designers are as unique and recognizable as if they wrote their names on the labels…which of course some designers do.” Miss Minnie shook her head as if the idea of advertising in this fashion was incomprehensible to her.

      Then she said, “No, these inferior creations are by the same designer. You say her name is Mrs. Fournier? Sounds French. Millicent, didn’t a French woman of that name marry into the Hardings…lived at Auburn plantation? But the style of the Silver Strike designer? No, I would swear she isn’t French.”

      “I’ve met Mrs. Fournier and she definitely had a southern not a French accent,” Annie said. “But I don’t know where in the South she is from. Perhaps her husband was related in some fashion to the family you just mentioned.”

      Miss Minnie frowned, as if trying to recall something. “I think the French woman I remember was originally from New Orleans, where papa bought Aunty Lottie and her husband. But if by some strange chance this Mrs. Fournier lived in Natchez at some time, that would explain why we felt some of the designs we have seen coming out of the Silver Strike have been based on our own work.”

      “You are saying she stole her designs from you?” Annie was shocked.

      “Oh, well, it does happen. We look at other designers for ideas, and they look at our work. Flattering, unless the copy is too close. And this woman…Mrs. Fournier…definitely has her own style…it is just that there are echoes of work we did years ago in some of her dresses. It does make me curious to know who trained her because even her stitching seems familiar. Perhaps you can ask her the next time you see her.”
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        “Judge Wilson yesterday granted Margaret Hoesack a divorce from Alfred Hoesack on the ground of adultery, and awarded the custody of a minor child to plaintiff.”––San Francisco Chronicle September 24, 1880

      

      

      
        
        Thursday morning, November 18, 1880

      

      

      Nate checked his watch as he walked out of Judge Simmons’ courtroom and decided he had enough time to go down to the police offices that were in this building and see if there was someone around he could talk to about shoplifting. He didn’t have to be back in court until two when his next witnesses were scheduled to testify.

      His client, Mrs. Inglenook, was a young woman who was suing her husband for divorce on the grounds of mental and physical cruelty. Mrs. Pitts Stevens, the women’s rights advocate he’d worked for before, had asked him to take the case and was paying for his services. He was pleased that she thought highly enough of him to engage him but nervous about taking the job because it would be his first divorce case. And it wasn’t going to be an easy one to win. Divorce cases never were.

      The husband was an older, wealthy, and well-respected businessman, while the wife came from a family of poor Irish immigrants. In fact, she’d been the clerk in one of her husband’s stores before he married her. Judge Simmons was more likely to grant divorces to women who sued on the grounds of desertion and failure to support rather than mental or physical cruelty, so Nate knew he was going to be fighting an uphill battle. To make matters worse, the husband was counter-suing his wife for desertion and asking for custody of their three small children. Mrs. Inglenook had indeed left her husband and her home. But only after suffering years of beatings––something that Nate was going to have to prove.

      Thank goodness the witness he’d brought in this morning to testify on behalf of his client had done an excellent job. A servant in the household, she’d reported on the verbal recriminations Mr. Inglenook regularly heaped on his wife, as well as described the bruises she’d seen on her mistress. She’d not backed down one bit when challenged in cross examination by the husband’s lawyer, Knudson. And this afternoon Nate had a neighbor and the curate from St. Joseph’s parish on the witness stand to speak on behalf of his client’s character. That, and the fact he’d gotten Violet’s father to sign the document he’d prepared, including the clause saying that his wife couldn’t return to the Silver Strike, meant the week was turning out to be a good one for him.

      “Mr. Nate Dawson, what brings you into our neck of the woods?”

      Nate stopped and warmly shook the hand of Sergeant Thompson, a man he’d worked with on several cases. He said, “I was hoping I would be able to take you to lunch and pick your brains a bit on the topic of shoplifting.”

      “I won’t turn down a free meal, that’s for certain.”

      They went to a restaurant across the street that catered to the old City Hall crowd. In a short time, after Nate had asked after Thompson’s wife and children, and Thompson had given him a hard time about finally tying the knot with Annie, they got down to the business at hand. Nate explained that he was providing legal representation for Robert Livingston, owner of the Silver Strike Bazaar, and that Annie had been employed to figure out why the store was seeing an uptick in lost goods.

      “My wife has determined that a couple of the departments in the store have started losing more inventory than normal from their shelves…usually small but often expensive items…in the past four months. More than could be accounted for by an occasional bit of petty pilfering. She was wondering if the police knew anything about professionals recently moving into San Francisco that might account for this and what patterns she should look for.”

      Thompson, a gaunt, grey-haired man, wiped his mustache and said, “Well, this is actually pretty interesting…since just last week Henry Weill, part owner of the White House, was bending Chief Jackson’s ear at a party about his suspicion that some new gang was operating in town.”

      “Well, that’s useful information,” Nate said. “I assume this means he doesn’t think his losses are from ladies slipping a few gloves into their purses. Am I correct that it’s pretty darn hard to stop thefts from that sort of amateur shoplifter?”

      “Hard, it’s practically impossible. And when we do get a merchant to press charges, the police court judge almost always throws the case out as having insufficient evidence. And don’t get me started on juries! They simply won’t convict a ‘lady’ of stealing. Their high-priced lawyers, no insult intended, get some starched-collar man who calls himself Professor to go on the stand talking about the woman suffering from kleptomania or monomania or some such invented disease…and sensible men just nod and acquit. I think they don’t want to admit they haven’t understood a word the supposed experts said.”

      Nate had never heard Thompson speak with such heat before, and he couldn’t help but chuckle. “My goodness, why get so exercised by a random impulse on the part of a few women? Seems to me that these stores, heaping all these goods up and practically shouting, buy, buy, buy…are setting the stage for that sort of loss.”

      Nate knew he was playing a bit of devil’s advocate here. But he did think it would be useful to understand the police attitude toward women like Mrs. Kemper so he could better advise Livingston in the future.

      Sighing, Thompson said more quietly but with as much intensity, “I’m sorry, but impulse doesn’t explain why some of these women…and some men…come to these stores with extra pockets sewn into their cloaks. That speaks premeditation to me.”

      “But wouldn’t that put them in the classification of professional thief?”

      “You would think so…but the problem is that these persons come from respectable homes and have money enough on their persons to buy the articles. As a result, they get away with saying it was an ‘accident’ or that they were under some sort of mental compulsion. But we’ve gotten off target. You wanted to know about professional shoplifters. They tend to operate a bit differently.”

      “How?”

      “For one thing, they usually work in pairs. One person distracts the clerk while the other pockets the item. Last year we had a mother and daughter team. The daughter, quite pretty, would set up a flirtation with a male clerk; all the while her mother was taking items and stuffing them into her purse.”

      Nate thought about poor Violet and how embarrassed she would be if she thought that the store clerk who stopped them believed she was working in cahoots with her mother. He said, “How were they caught?”

      Thompson laughed. “It was a female clerk who winkled them out. Evidently she got miffed that it seemed almost every day her beau, who was one of these male clerks, spent so much time in conversation with this one young lady…who never seemed to buy anything.”

      “So, I should have my wife look to see if there is any particular pattern to whether the clerks who seem to be getting stolen from are male or female? Any other things to look out for? She was particularly interested in if you’d heard of cash girls being involved in any specific swindles.”

      “Well, the professionals often have someone working with them on the inside. That’s what Weill was worried about because most of his thefts seemed to be of the most expensive items in a department, often goods that had just been put out to sell. Amateurs tend to grab what is handiest, missing the higher value items.”

      Nate nodded. “What are the police doing to look into Weill’s concerns?”

      “Chief Jackson has sent out a few queries to neighboring city police…to see if any of their professional thieves have recently moved on. Get some names, descriptions. I will follow up your question about the cash girls and see if any of these gangs are known for using youngsters…I could certainly see one of those poor tykes being corrupted. Weill said he was thinking about hiring some private detectives to work in his store…see if they could spot something going on.”

      “Livingston mentioned he only wanted to turn to that as a solution of last resort. Evidently he has some philosophical reservations about using private detectives like the Pinkertons.”

      “Well, can’t say I blame him. The police aren’t always happy with their methods…which can border on the illegal. Sometimes they use too much force…see themselves as their own little private army. We’d rather that store owners cooperate with us…or hire some of our officers on their off-duty hours.”

      “I’m glad you mentioned that. My wife was going to talk to Livingston about hiring Officer McGee to do a spot of work for the Silver Strike in the month leading up to Christmas. In his off time. Wouldn’t be any objection to that from his superiors, would there?”

      “No, no. Good idea. Young man has a good head on his shoulders. You just keep us informed what he or your wife learns if it looks like there is criminal activity going on that we need to know about. We know you have a certain responsibility to your client, but the Chief appreciates the way you’ve cooperated with us in the past. Would like to keep that spirit of cooperation going.”
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      “Mr. Livingston and Monsieur Villeneuve will see you now,” Miss Birdsoll announced.

      Annie had spent the last half hour organizing her notes in preparation for this meeting, hoping that the two men wouldn’t be disappointed in her lack of progress. She couldn’t afford to reschedule all her regular clients, so she’d only been able to work on the Silver Strike books Tuesday and Wednesday morning and a little in the evenings.

      “Mrs. Dawson, please be seated and let Miss Birdsoll pour you some tea. I hope you don’t mind if she stays and takes notes.”

      Annie gratefully took the cup Miss Birdsoll was handing her and said with real sincerity, “Of course I don’t mind. And I must say that she has been of enormous help to me as I familiarized myself with the workings of such a large organization.”

      As she took a sip, she mused at the difference between the two men sitting across from her. Robert Livingston was a solid, thoughtful gentleman whose height and girth reminded her of a stately mountain. In contrast, Adolphe Villeneuve’s youthful good looks, restless charm, and ceaseless talk reminded her of one of those graceful poplars…beautiful, but not especially good at providing shade.

      Smiling at the image, Annie put down her cup and began her report with a description of the methods she’d used to establish that the increase in shortages was not caused by any accounting errors. She concluded by saying, “While I didn’t check every daily tally, I did enough spot checking over the past two years to assure myself that the anomalies weren’t just math errors, but also that there was no evidence that either of your bookkeepers were deliberately making mistakes to hide some sort of embezzlement.”

      Annie noted the slight sigh of relief this statement elicited from Livingston. She continued. “I did, however, find that there was an increase in discrepancies within the daily tallies between what the income should have been, based on receipts, and what was actually in the cash drawers at the end of the day, which your bookkeepers duly noted and entered into the shortages column.”

      Livingston said, “Three of those cashiers have been working with me for over ten years. I can’t believe that they would deliberately steal from me.”

      “I agree. If the shortages were occurring with just one or two of the cashiers, then we would have to take this idea seriously, no matter how long the employees worked for you. But they have happened to every cashier, and the discrepancies started happening at exactly the same time, about four months ago, and I gather all your cashiers have been working here since the store opened two years ago.”

      “But Madame, if the cashiers aren’t stealing the money…how is it that it is happening?” Villeneuve threw his hands up in the air dramatically.

      “I’m not sure. Miss Birdsoll explained to me the normal routine. The clerk writes out the receipt and accepts the payment, which the girl then takes with the item to the cashier, who stamps the receipt to show she has received the money and issues any change while the parcel is being wrapped. Then the cash girl returns with the parcel, the stamped receipt, and the change.”

      “Mais oui, this is how it is always done.” Villeneuve shrugged.

      Annie nodded. “Which should make the process fool-proof, unless the clerk is involved in a swindle of some fashion. But that wouldn’t explain why the shortages are happening with every cashier…it should only be occurring with the cashiers on the floor where that clerk works.”

      “But the cash girls don’t always work on the same floor,” Mr. Livingston said.

      “Exactly. Which suggests that one or more of them might be involved, especially if they are part of some organized gang. That is why I asked my husband to check with his contacts on the police force to see if they know about any gangs who use cash girls or boys. We should also check to see who was newly hired four months ago.”

      Annie let the two men digest the information she’d given them a few moments, taking another sip of her tea. She then said, “I am afraid, however, we can’t rule out involvement of all the clerks or floorwalkers, either, because a good proportion of the increase in shortages comes from inventory that is ‘disappearing’ off the shelves rather than discrepancies in the daily tally.”

      “And you believe this is more than a simple increase of customers shoplifting?” Livingston asked.

      “Yes, primarily because the disappearances seem to be happening in a few select areas of the store. Now, there are several possible reasons for this…not all of them requiring a clerk’s active involvement. But we do need to consider the possibility.”

      Annie looked over at Villeneuve and said, “I know that most of the managers hire their own staff, including clerks, stock assistants, and cash girls. However, as the Store Superintendent, you have the greatest overall contact with staff in all the departments. Therefore, I would like your opinion on this question of why certain areas of the store seem to be more susceptible to this sort of loss.”

      “Mais oui, Madame. This store is my life, and the staff from the managers down to the infants who run the cash are my family. But if any of them have been led astray, then it is my responsibility to find out who they are…and take care of the problem.” Villeneuve’s stern expression befit a mature man of fifty, which Miss Birdsoll had assured Annie was his true age.

      “Thank you. On the first floor, there has been an increase in the loss of certain goods from the notions counter and the stationery section of the bookstore. On the second floor, the uptick in losses is in Miss Bischoff’s department, including corsets, hosiery, gloves, jewelry and perfumes.”

      “Madame, explain to me why you would believe that staff would be involved when all that you have mentioned…notions, stationery, and the small items like gloves…are so easily the target of some ladies who, like magpies, cannot resist taking something shiny.”

      Annie smiled at the image of Mrs. Kemper as a magpie but then said, “You may be quite correct. The problem may be that the clerks or the floorwalkers in these areas of the store are not doing an adequate job of watching for those lady shoplifters…which explains the increase in theft. On the other hand, why specific items? Imported lace and not satin ribbons? The newest French perfume and not the gold-plated earrings? The most expensive card stock and not the dolls from the children’s section?”

      Livingston leaned forward, saying, “In other words, either these are very discerning magpies or professionals who have a particular market for resale of these items. And if the latter, how much help are they getting from a possible accomplice in the store?”

      Annie’s already high estimation of the old gentleman’s intelligence just rose even higher.

      “Yes,” she said. “And I do not know the answer, but I would like Monsieur Villeneuve to think about the question.”

      “But of course. Robert, if you please, do you feel comfortable with me bringing Mr. Jenkins into our confidence?” the younger partner said.

      Livingston shrugged. “I have no concerns that my old friend would knowingly be involved in anything that would hurt me or the firm. What I have begun to wonder about is if he is up to the task of supervising the entire dress goods department as well as the notions counter.”

      “I will think more on this,” Villeneuve said. “Mr. Brown, an earnest young man, has expressed his concern about being able to keep his eyes on both the book department and the toys and games, physically divided as they are. Perhaps if we were to create a third manager position for the first floor, plus rearrange and add staff in the problem areas, we can deter the ladies who find it so tempting to slide a pretty button or pocket diary into their purses.”

      Livingston said, “Yes, let’s talk about this further, Adolphe. Perhaps we could use a training session for all the managers. Mrs. Dawson, you will let us know if your good husband finds out anything that would help us be on the lookout for professionals.”

      Annie, who felt a dismissal coming on, said, “Yes I will, but before I go, I do want to discuss the issue of what is happening on the third floor. I gather from Mr. Gower that he has reported to you that a number of times recently when he asked for an item to be brought up from the basement––he was told the item was missing.”

      Villeneuve turned sharply toward the senior partner and said, “Robert, why is this the first I am hearing of this? Someone is stealing from our inventory in the basement?”

      Livingston flapped his hand in a placating manner and said, “I was going to bring it up with you once I had looked into the matter. There is some dispute over where the problem has originated, with the order itself, or perhaps the goods were mis-delivered. You know that happens. Or it could be that the items have been mislabeled and can’t be located in the storerooms.”

      “Ah, the old grievance between Monsieur Gower and the men in receiving. So the problem is not new, but the estimable Monsieur Gower found a new audience,” said Villeneuve with a wry smile.

      Gower had actually been quite open with her that he felt that the inventory system was sloppy, items weren’t checked in accurately, goods were misplaced and sometimes even damaged during the time they were stored. And he blamed Flanagan, the head receiving clerk who, like many of the staff in positions of responsibility, had been working for Livingston for years. Gower said to her, “Flanagan’s got his own little fiefdom downstairs. The clerks and half the stock boys and porters related to him by birth or marriage. So when something goes wrong…it’s always us upstairs who are somehow to blame.”

      Annie didn’t want to get in the middle of this fight, but she did feel it was important to convey the seriousness of what her numbers were telling her.

      “Gentlemen, I don’t know where the problems have originated. But well over $5,000 worth of home furnishings and furs have been ordered and paid for but have gone missing in the past four months.”

      “That much?” Livingston shook his head. “My son Robbie just alerted me on Monday that several of the furs he’d ordered last month and thought were safely stored in the basement can’t be found. I thought, however, it was just a case that they’d been misplaced.”

      Annie remembered the tense conversation she’d witnessed between father and son and she said, “Again, like the other shortages…what seems significant is that this problem has accelerated recently. And, unlike a missing glove or two, these are items like boxes of china and upholstered chairs and silver fox furs that are quite expensive and hard to misplace.”

      Villeneuve again threw up his arms and said, “But of course Monsieur Gower is disturbed. You promise a customer that the beautiful chaise lounge they have ordered will be delivered directly…then you have to disappoint them because somehow it has disappeared…pouf! Will they then not decide to shop from now on at one of our competitors?”
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        “You must know that shoplifters are generally among the best-dressed and most respectable-looking women that come into our store.”––Chicago Daily Tribune May 11,1880

      

      

      
        
        Thursday evening, November 18, 1880

      

      

      “So Villeneuve didn’t know about the missing furs?” Nate asked her, taking off his dressing gown and climbing into bed.

      “No, and I can’t help but wonder whether this was because the manager responsible for buying them is Robbie, Mr. Livingston’s son. Something’s going on there.”

      Annie leaned over the washstand. Taking a cloth, she dipped it in the water, wrung it out, then scrubbed at her face, grimacing. The water was cold. It was Kathleen’s night out, and little Tilly had enough to do just serving at table and helping Beatrice clean up after dinner, so her orders were to just tend to the boarders. Annie would take care of herself. Which meant she only had herself to blame for not taking the pitcher down to the kitchen for hot water before they retired. But she’d gotten caught up with exchanging news of the day with Nate and forgot. And he hadn’t complained about the cold water when he’d used the basin first. What a good husband he is.

      She turned and looked at him sitting up in the old mahogany bed that had been her aunt and uncle’s. Beatrice, who’d been there as housemaid at the time, said it was also the bed Annie’d been born in, since her parents had been staying at the O’Farrell Street house during her mother’s confinement.

      And, God willing, it will be where our own baby is born. Annie was startled by the vehemence of this thought.

      She started unbraiding her hair. It was only ten, but they’d decided to make an early night of it since Annie had an appointment at seven o’clock in the morning with a client, and Nate needed to get some work done at his office before reappearing in Judge Simmons’ courtroom for the second day of witness testimony.

      Nate’s account of how today had gone sounded quite promising to Annie, although over dinner he said that he wasn’t so sure of how effective the afternoon witness had been. Said the man, the next door neighbor, spent more time expressing his outrage over Mr. Inglenook’s habit of standing in his back garden and smoking a “foul-smelling” cigar than he’d spent in describing the “foul language” he’d heard the man using against his wife.

      Nate plumped up the pillows against his back and said, “Well, what is your next move?”

      “I need to do some interviews with the managers. I hope to schedule them on Tuesday and Wednesday. Livingston agreed to inform all of them at a staff meeting Monday of my true purpose in looking over the company books.”

      “I wonder how that’s going to be received?”

      “I don’t know, although I suspect that the notions department manager, Jenkins, has already guessed something is up, and I am pretty sure that Gower will be relieved that he is being taken seriously.”

      “Yes, the missing inventory issue does seem the most significant, above all if there is more than one person involved. When I went through the basement on Monday, I thought about how easy it would be for goods to go missing. The place is cavernous, and with the sheer number of people coming and going––the delivery men, the stock boys, the porters––it would be hard to keep an eye on everyone. And of course, if someone has access to the keys to the back door and the storage cages…well then…”

      “All they would have to do is come to the store at night and they could do what they wanted.”

      Nate nodded.

      Annie put down her brush and tied her hair back with a ribbon, saying, “That’s why I was glad that Livingston responded so favorably to my suggestion that he hire Patrick and a couple of his police friends to work nights and weekends.”

      “Yes, and Sergeant Thompson said he’d let Patrick know he was behind the idea as well. Do you want me to stop by the Silver Strike tomorrow after court and tell Livingston the details of what I learned from Thompson about gangs?”

      “Yes, that would be helpful. That will give the managers some specific activities to look for…like the possibility there is a fake receipt book floating around that is being used to get the cashiers to hand out too much change.”

      “Or particularly flirtatious shoppers…with companions who are stealing gloves.”

      Annie laughed then said, “Really, it isn’t funny, when you consider there are over a hundred and fifty clerks, stock girls, cash girls, floorwalkers and porters working at any one time, with three to four times that many customers milling around. How easy it must be to steal small items.”

      Nate patted the bed invitingly and said, “I don’t think it is really the petty theft by the Mrs. Kempers of the world that Livingston is worried most about.”

      Annie turned off the lamp on the table, leaving just the glow of the embers in the fireplace and the candle on the bedside table for illumination. Following up on Nate’s comment, she said, “I agree with you. I think Livingston is worried about some old trusted employee being involved. Or his son, which would be worse.”

      Climbing into bed, Annie leaned over to give her husband a kiss. But she wasn’t ready to blow out the candle yet. “That’s why I didn’t have the heart to mention my suspicions about someone buying inferior material for the store.”

      “Someone?”

      “Well, Robbie is the primary buyer for the men’s and women’s ready-made clothing—although it could be that Mrs. Fournier, the designer, is involved as well. You see, after something Miss Minnie said about feeling the quality of the dresses was going down at the Silver Strike, I looked and found that in fact there seemed to be an increase in ‘returns’ from the departments for women’s dresses and men’s shirts. In just the past three months.”

      “Couldn’t this just be a problem with the manufacturer?”

      “Yes, or it might even be something that Villeneuve has approved…as a way of increasing the profit margin on these goods. But it is the timing that bothers me. I have trouble believing that it is just coincidence that inventory is going missing out of the storage room in the same time period that all these other problems are cropping up.”

      “You may be right,” Nate said, “but the problem you need to be solving tonight is how you are going to warm your husband up on this cold winter’s night.”

      Annie blew out the candle, and it wasn’t a coincidence that she knew just how to solve this particular problem.
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        * * *

      

      “Shh…Tilly’s back in my room; you’ll wake her.” Kathleen stopped Patrick’s mouth with a swift kiss then fumbled for the matches. A lantern hung next to the back kitchen door…primarily in case someone wanted to use the outhouse at night. She had permission to use the toilet on the second floor but preferred not to…it just felt wrong. And of course at night it was easier to nip across the yard than go up the two flights of stairs.

      “Here, I’ll do it,” he said, taking the matches from her while she closed the door after him.

      Light suddenly bloomed, throwing his face into sharp relief. He took the lantern and put it on the kitchen table, taking off his helmet, which let his copper curls spring up. Kathleen knew he hated those curls, slicking his hair back every morning with pomade. She, on the other hand, loved them, and she came quickly over to stand on tip-toe so she could run her hands through them.

      “Stop that, darling,” he said, then grabbed her for a long, hard kiss.

      Breaking away, she took off her hat and hung it with her shawl on the back of a chair then walked over to the stove to fill the kettle from the hot water reservoir, trying to regain her composure.

      She longed for her Thursday nights out, when she got to spend hours alone with Patrick. But she dreaded them as well. The stolen kisses in the dark on the way to or from a restaurant or the theater were one thing. Sending her heart-strings thrumming, even as she laughed at the way his mustache tickled. But afterwards when he brought her home…well, those were the dangerous times.

      Summers were more manageable. She could insist they sit in the back yard under the apricot tree, where they could be seen by any of the boarders whose rooms overlooked the back, making it easier for her not to get too affectionate. But now that it was getting colder and Mrs. O’Rourke had given them her reluctant permission to sit inside in the kitchen––well, she was glad that on these nights young Tilly was sleeping over and could wander out at any time. Otherwise…

      Kathleen poked the fire in the stove box and put the kettle on to boil. Taking down the old brown kitchen teapot, she put in two tablespoons of the China tea Patrick liked best. She’d just have some water because tea that strong would keep her awake. Despite it being her night out, this didn’t mean she wouldn’t have to be up at five-thirty to start helping with breakfast.

      She got some cookies out of the jar and brought them on a plate to the table, sitting across from him.

      “I know you want to help Mrs. Dawson out, but do you really think it’s a good idea for you to work nights at the Silver Strike? When are you going to get any sleep?”

      “I get off my patrol beat at six, but don’t start at the Silver Strike until midnight. If I take a nap in the back room at the station house, I should be able to get a good four hours before starting. And when I talked to Mr. Livingston, he said he didn’t expect me to stay awake all night…that’s what the night watchmen are for. I’m just to do random spot checks.”

      “What if the night watchmen are in on it?”

      “Believe you me, they’re the first ones I’m going to be checking up on. Might be they just are sleeping on the job. Or maybe they stick to the same routine, making it easy for a thief to work around. Sort of thing that we police are trained to avoid.”

      Kathleen could hear the pride in his voice.

      She’d never intended to fall for a copper. Her pa and his brothers never had a good word for the police. They would tell bitter stories of how the Irish constabulary were pawns of the English, thrashing a good Irishman for simply being alive, and then they’d grumble that their former countrymen who joined the city police forces in America were no better. Paid hirelings for the city’s richest citizens.

      But as she grew up and went out in the world to work, Kathleen had come to understand how much of their bitterness was plain jealousy. Men like her pa worked in dangerous construction jobs, making terrible wages that enriched the gentlemen who treated them like dirt. Hard for them not to envy their fellow countrymen who’d gotten jobs with fancy blue uniforms and decent salaries. Men who had the right to throw them in jail overnight just because they got a little drunk and back-handed the missus or tossed a rock through the window of the saloon that turned them away.

      Men like Patrick who just wanted to make the city a little safer for girls like Tilly when they trudged home from work at a late hour, or for her little brother Ian so he wouldn’t get dragged into some gang, or Barbara Hewitt and her son Jamie when they were in danger. Yes, she’d changed her view of coppers these past two years.

      Even so…falling in love hadn’t been part of her plans. Not for years, if ever. She was going to keep working to support Ian, so he could stay in school and get a decent paying job. Eventually, she’d get a position as a cook or housekeeper…maybe even take over from Mrs. O’Rourke someday. Then, and only then, had she planned to look around for a good steady man to keep her company on her nights out.

      No, she’d not intended on falling in love with anyone…much less with freckled-face Patrick McGee. Hadn’t planned on how much she worried about him, either. Worried that he’d be killed in the line of duty like Mrs. O’Rourke’s husband. Leaving her alone…before she’d even had a chance to really be with him. And those were the thoughts that made these nights out with him so dangerous.

      The kettle whistled, and she jumped up to get him his tea. As she poured the water through the strainer, she said, “And Sergeant Thompson actually told you to take the job?”

      “Yes. Stopped me as I got off my shift…which is why I went right over and saw Livingston. You really aren’t mad I was late meeting you at the restaurant?”

      “Of course not. I know you can’t always get away right on time. Although there were quite a few young men who suggested they could fill your place.”

      “Quite a few young men asking for a bloody nose, you mean.” Patrick grabbed her by the waist and sat her on his lap as she came back to the table.

      But instead of kissing her, he took one of her curls and wound it around his finger. “You know this means I won’t be able to see much of you. Maybe Sunday mornings. But I said I would work every night until I could find someone else on the force who’s willing to take a few of the shifts. Got to be someone I trust to do the job well.”

      “It won’t be forever. I mean Mrs. Dawson will figure things out soon enough.”

      “Sure will. Just…”

      Patrick stopped and Kathleen could tell there was something important he needed to say. Poor boy…couldn’t hide a thing…it was always written right there on his face.

      She stroked his cheek and said, “What is it?”

      “I was thinking that even after Mrs. Dawson figures everything out…I might see if I could get a permanent job working security with the Silver Strike. Just part time. Then I could really start to save up enough for a place of our own…so’s we could get married.”

      Kathleen jumped up off his lap and said, “We’ve talked about this. I’m not even thinking about marriage until Ian’s through school.”

      “But he could come live with us…” Patrick stood up and reached out toward her.

      “And how am I supposed to work here and take care of him and you and the babies that would come?”

      “But…”

      “No buts.” Kathleen saw the hurt in his eyes. How to tell him it was fear…not anger. Fear she’d give in and say yes to his plans. Fear that if she didn’t, she’d regret it if something happened to him.

      She went and slid her arms around his neck, saying softly, “Patrick, love…I’m not saying I don’t want everything you want…marriage, home, family. Just not now.” When his eyes stayed troubled, she pretended to pout, saying, “And I especially don’t want to spend the next few years only seeing you on Sundays while you work yourself to death. Or is there some pretty sales girl you have your eye on…that’s why you want to hang around the Silver Strike?”

      When he sputtered out his protestations, she laughed and once again stopped his mouth with a kiss.
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        “Wool Hats, Cassimere Hats, Felt Hats, Soft Hats, Stiff-Hats, Every Variety HATS and CAPS Lowest prices”––San Francisco Chronicle September 29, 1880

      

      

      
        
        Wednesday noon, November 24, 1880

      

      

      Annie left her coat, hat, and umbrella in Miss Birdsoll’s office. After a nearly perfect November with clear blue skies and not even a wisp of fog in the evenings, a storm had rolled in from the Pacific Northwest, leaving her decidedly damp and wind-blown by the time she walked to the Silver Strike from the boarding house.

      Yesterday, she had a brief but difficult interview with Mr. Jenkins. First of all, they kept being interrupted by sales clerks and floorwalkers who came up to ask questions or request help with a customer. There was no doubt that the man, who appeared to be in his seventies, was the kind of manager who preferred to be the ultimate arbiter in all affairs, big and small.

      Annie could see, however, that this could be a problem in an operation of this size. He was running his department, which included all the dress goods and notions that made up the core of any dry goods store, as if it were the same size as the first small store Livingston opened on Kearney thirty years earlier. But now, instead of serving no more than forty customers a day, he was responsible for all the purchases in the department, the supervision of over thirty staff members and serving three hundred or more customers. The man needed to learn how to delegate.

      In addition, he bristled at the merest suggestion that any of “my boys,” as he referred to the primarily male clerks who worked under him, could be responsible for the thefts in the department. Admirable to see his loyalty––but not useful under the circumstances. Reinforcing what Livingston had said about Jenkins not being quite up to the current job. She had a meeting scheduled with Villeneuve at the beginning of next week to see what he had come up with for reorganizing the first floor management system.

      However, she did want to meet again with Jenkins soon, and in private, to ask if he had noticed a drop in the quality of the materials he ordered from any particular manufacturers. She was curious to see if the problem of inferior goods was specific to the orders that Robbie Livingston made or were store-wide.

      Today, however, she had appointments with Madam Villeneuve and Mrs. Fournier. They’d both responded to her request, conveyed through the ever-helpful Miss Birdsoll, by saying they could meet with her briefly over their lunch hour. So she scheduled a half hour with each, starting with Madam Villeneuve. Since she’d found no particular problems of shortages in the millinery department, she was mostly interested in getting the French woman’s general impression of the Silver Strike staff and her specific opinion of the dress designer before Annie interviewed Mrs. Fournier.

      Madam Villeneuve had requested she meet at the Villeneuve’s apartment on the fifth floor. Miss Birdsoll explained that none of the elevators went all the way to the top floor…something about the mechanism being housed in the attic…so Annie took a set of private stairs that went all the way from the basement to the fifth floor. The small windows on the landings only let in a grey watery light, so she clung tightly to the bannister with one hand and held up her skirts with the other.

      When she got to the top, she turned down a long, well-lit corridor, stopping at the first door on the left to push a bell. She should have asked to visit the women’s facilities before coming…she probably looked a fright. The door opened suddenly, catching her trying to tuck away a stray curl that had come unmoored when she’d unpinned her hat.

      Hortense Villeneuve stood before her, dressed today in a striking cashmere dress of dark brown…perfectly matching the color of her hair.

      “Bonjour, Madam. Entrez…come in.”

      Madam Villeneuve ushered Annie into a small foyer and then into a long narrow parlor, furnished with antiques that were definitely not from the Silver Strike home furnishings department. One long wall had two bay windows whose curtains were pulled back to reveal a stunning view looking north over the city with Telegraph Hill on the skyline. The other wall was crowded with paintings that Annie recognized from her art classes as part of a French school of painting from a generation ago, with overwrought women and battle scenes in lush glowing colors.

      Taking a seat on a silk upholstered chair with ornately carved back and legs, she was transported to the suite of rooms in Paris where she’d spent the first stage of her honeymoon with John…and his domineering parents. Not happy memories. She wondered if the attempt to recreate a Paris home was to satisfy the husband or wife…or both.

      “Madam Villeneuve, what a lovely room,” she said, hoping a little flattery might help break the ice. “Reminds me of Paris…I believe your husband said that is where you were born?”

      “Mais oui. You have been there?”

      Annie heard the first note of genuine interest in the hat designer’s voice. She replied, “Yes, for too short a time, the autumn of 1871. And you, when did you leave?”

      “Three years earlier.”

      “I would imagine you miss it.”

      “But of course. I was the premier designer for Madame Victorine. You have heard of her, have you not? The most exclusive millinery designer in Paris. She was tres désolé to lose me.” Madame Villeneuve looked out the window for a long time, sighed, and then shrugged, saying, “I could not refuse to follow Monsieur, and his work was here. Family must always come first. Please, may I offer you some café au lait?”

      Turning, she spoke French to a young girl who’d just entered the room. Annie’s own French, learned at the New York Female Academy, was rusty, and Madame Villeneuve was speaking rapidly, but she did pick up the name “Emmaline” several times.

      This must be the girl who’d come to get Monsieur Villeneuve from the millinery work room last week, and Annie thought she might also be the girl she fleetingly encountered the day when she and Nate came to rescue Violet and her mother. A young relative of the Villeneuves? Not a daughter, because Miss Birdsoll had specifically mentioned that the couple was childless.

      She looked to be about the age of Annie’s boarder, Jamie, which would make her about nine or ten. A servant? If so, a very well-dressed one, since she was wearing a royal blue silk plaid, with a matching velvet ribbon at her neck, wrist bands, and waist. All in all, a remarkably handsome young girl, with clear dark blue eyes that stared solemnly out from under perfectly arched brows, a small determined chin beneath a composed mouth, and the most gorgeous hair Annie believed she’d ever seen. Pulled off the face and falling in thick ringlets to her waist, it was dark blond.

      Apparently in reaction to Madame Villeneuve’s instructions, the girl moved to a table where a silver pot sat on a spirit stove. She poured out a dark stream into a cup, followed by two spoonfuls of sugar and a generous dollop of cream. She brought a cup over to Annie and handed it to her with the slightest of curtseys, then followed the same procedure with Madam Villeneuve, who smiled benignly at her.

      Emmaline then said, in French, what Annie interpreted as a request to leave, and Madame Villeneuve replied, “Mais oui, ma chère petite.” The girl stopped briefly in front of Annie to give her a quick curtsey and a shy smile before disappearing from the room. The smile reminded Annie suddenly of Evie May, a young girl she’d met during her second case investigating a trance medium, and she grew even more curious about Emmaline and her relationship with Madame Villeneuve.

      Perhaps Biddy O’Malley’s negative assessment of the head of the millinery department was wrong. Kathleen’s friend had stopped by the boarding house again on Sunday. Annie had asked her to keep her ears open for any rumors among Silver Strike workers that would suggest any one could be involved with any professional gangs of thieves. Annie told her the police said that one common tactic by a professional was to recruit employees with grievances.

      That was when Biddy had said, “The only person I hear complaints about is Madame Villeneuve. I mean, everyone grumbles now and then about their manager. Mr. Jenkins from dress goods can be an old hen, and sometimes Miss Bischoff is hard to find because she is in the lunchroom flirting with Mr. Livingston’s son. Even good-natured Mr. Gower can get in a tizzy if he finds a clerk sitting on one of the sofas. And Mrs. Fournier, who I work for, gets out of sorts now and then, but Madame is a tyrant. She demands a brutal pace of work, and she expects perfection from even the newest hires. I heard she gets downright nasty if one of her workers doesn’t follow her instructions to her satisfaction.”

      Annie had expressed surprise, saying, “But Monsieur Villeneuve made it sound like his wife encouraged a good degree of artistic freedom among her workers. And she seemed quite charming to me.”

      “The freedom to follow Madame’s artistic vision, you mean,” Biddy snapped. “At least according to my friends. She is beautiful and talented, but she reserves her charm for the clients…and men. She quite fawns over Mr. Livingston and his son.”

      Annie now wondered how much of Biddy’s disdain was simply that she’d fallen for Monsieur Villeneuve’s abundant charm and any wife who didn’t seem appropriately devoted to him wouldn’t be good enough.

      Madame Villeneuve interrupted these thoughts, saying, “Madame Dawson, my time is limited. I understood you wished to put to me certain questions?”

      Annie hastily put down her coffee, which she’d found cloyingly sweet, and brought herself back to the task at hand. “I am sorry, I know your time is valuable. I assume your husband has spoken to you about the evidence that there has been an increase of theft in the store. I was wondering if you had heard anything that seemed suspicious, even if just idle gossip, from among your workers…or other Silver Strike employees?”

      “I do not permit what you call ‘idle gossip’ among the women who work for me, and I do not have the time or inclination to engage in any such activity with other staff.” Madame Villeneuve gave a small shrug.

      “Perhaps in the lunch room, I understand that…”

      “Bah! Mediocre swill pretending to be continental cuisine. No, Madame Dawson, we have our own kitchen as part of our apartment.” Madame Villeneuve then smiled and said, “Of course, a person such as yourself or Monsieur Robbie, who have been to Paris, understands what I mean.”

      Regrouping, Annie tried a different tack. “I see. I understand that this lovely apartment was one of the conditions your husband insisted on as part of the contract governing his investment in the firm. Very convenient for both of you, given his responsibilities as Superintendent and the long hours both of you must work. And of course, housing in this part of town is so expensive. I, myself, own a house on O’Farrell and Taylor. If I hadn’t inherited the property, I would never have been able to afford to live there.”

      “Monsieur Livingston understood that a sensitive artiste such as myself needs to live in surroundings that will feed my soul. And of course I had to have some compensation for agreeing to close my shop and spend my days designing for women who know little of real fashion.”

      Miss Birdsoll had mentioned that when the Villeneuves first came to San Francisco, he’d set his wife up in her own millinery shop but that it had not weathered the economic depression of the 1870s. Annie thinking that Madame’s version of what happened seemed slightly different, said, “You would have preferred to continue as you were, running your own shop?”

      “Mais oui, but of course. There are a few women in this city with the superior taste…and they all shopped at Chez Hortense. Thanks be, most of my clients followed me here…and for them I make the special appointments.”

      Wondering if the Silver Strike dress designer felt in a similar fashion about having to make clothing for the hoi polloi, Annie said, “I believe that Mrs. Fournier also had her own shop before coming to work here. Do you know if she also found that the women who bought dresses from her there have transferred their business to the Silver Strike?”

      All she got in reply was an exaggerated shrug and the reply, “You will need to ask her.” Looking pointedly at the small gilded clock on the table beside her, Madam Villeneuve rose and said, “As you can see, our time is up. I must now finish preparing déjeuner for my husband.”

      Moments later, Annie stood back outside in the corridor, sure of one thing. Madam Villeneuve did not like Mrs. Fournier very much. Not that it was relevant to her investigations, but she wondered if she would discover the feeling was mutual.
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        * * *

      

      “I am sorry, but Mrs. Fournier was called away unexpectedly this morning, and she asked me to convey her apologies.” Mr. Livingston’s son, Robbie, came up to where Annie had been knocking on Mrs. Fournier’s door, which was across the corridor from the Villeneuve apartment.

      “Oh dear. Do you know when she planned on returning?” Annie had faithfully promised Beatrice that she would return to the boarding house as quickly as possible this afternoon. Not that either Kathleen or Beatrice would let Annie actually participate in the massive preparations for tomorrow’s Thanksgiving feast. But they insisted that Annie be there to make any important decisions…like whether they should have an equal number of mince and pumpkin pies.

      “She wasn’t sure, so she asked if you would be amenable to rescheduling for the same time on Friday?”

      Annie sighed and said, “I guess that will be fine. I will tell Miss Birdsoll of the new arrangements when I leave.”

      “Certainly, but, Mrs. Dawson, I confess I am feeling ever so slighted that you haven’t yet interviewed me,” Robbie Livingston said, the twinkle in his light blue eyes and the humorous twist of his mouth revealing the strong affinity to his father, despite the fact that he was shorter, considerably more slender, and without a trace of grey in his light brown hair and beard.

      Annie had hoped to postpone talking to Robbie Livingston until she’d had a longer session with Jenkins about the question of inferior goods. However, since she certainly didn’t want him to think she was avoiding him, she responded, “I’d asked Miss Birdsoll to find a convenient time to see you next week, perhaps one morning before the store opened.”

      “Yes, that would probably be a better time, although the weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas are so busy that I can’t guarantee we won’t be interrupted.”

      Robbie turned and bowed slightly, indicating that Annie should lead the way down the hallway toward the stairs. As she passed him, she caught the pleasant smell of pine…and wondered if it was from one of the scents for men that were sold in his men’s furnishings department. Despite the number of small items, like ties, suspenders, and handkerchiefs you could buy in this department––the very kind of articles that went missing from the downstairs notions counter––she hadn’t noticed any particular problem with an increase in thefts in this department. She had also noticed that, unlike the first floor, where the majority of the clerks in the dress goods and notions department were male, Robbie’s employees were primarily female clerks. She wondered if that was something that indicated a preference on the part of the two managers…or if there was a general policy that determined what goods were best sold by which sex. Something more to ask Villeneuve when she met with him next week.

      The scent grew stronger as Robbie followed her into the stairwell, reminding her of a former client, Mr. Voss, who’d run a furniture company and often smelled of wood resin. This, in turn, reminded her that she’d planned on visiting his sister, who now ran the company, to see if there were any rumors about Mr. Gower and the Silver Strike furniture department that she should know about.

      So much to do.

      She looked back at Robbie and said, “Mr. Livingston, I gathered from your father that some furs you had recently ordered had gone missing.”

      “Yes, some lovely silver fox capes. I was quite upset since this next month is the peak buying season for furs. They are in high demand as Christmas gifts.”

      Annie nodded as if she could imagine any such thing…when her own finances didn’t even include replacing her navy wool coat, which was showing distinct signs of wear. “I gathered from Mr. Gower that he has also had some difficulty with missing items.”

      “Oh, old Gower. He was probably so busy bending some poor customer’s ear about his superior line of ovens he just forgot to put in the necessary order and needed to blame someone to cover up his mistake.”

      Robbie Livingston halted and said, “Please, Mrs. Dawson, forget I said that. My father thinks the world of Gower…but Father doesn’t have to listen to him pontificate all day long on the intricacies of modern kitchen equipment.”

      “I can understand why that might become tedious,” Annie responded. “But do you think there is anything to his complaint about some mismanagement in how goods are received and stored?”

      “Oh that’s just Gower’s on-going feud with Flanagan…another of Father’s favorites. You put an old German together with an Irishman, and you’ve got problems. Gower is all about efficiency….and well…Flanagan and his crew are more about getting the job done…in their own time.”

      “But what about the furs?” Annie thought it odd that he seemed to be siding with the workers down in receiving rather than a fellow manager.

      “Oh, the furs turned up the next morning. The box containing them just hadn’t been processed yet. So the mystery was solved.”
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TERMINATION
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
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