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Chapter one



By mid-morning, the textile mill had settled into its steady rhythm. Shafts of sunlight cut through the tall windows, catching the haze of dust and steam that hung in the air. The clang of metal and the thrum of machines created a constant hum, with the occasional shout or hiss of steam. 

Miles Cooper stood near the end of the weaving room, his hands resting on the railing overlooking the workers below. The rhythmic clatter of looms filled the space, but his mind barely registered the sound. 

His eyes fell on Mrs. Evans, her back bent slightly, as she fed the thread into the machine. She rubbed her wrist, her fingers stiff and swollen with age. Next to her, Mrs. Callahan squinted at her work, her glasses perched low on her nose.

Miles had grown up knowing these women. Mrs. Evans had patched the elbow of his favorite coat when he was a boy, and Mrs. Callahan had once chased off a gang of street boys when they’d tried to steal his cap. There were many other stories he could tell about how kind they had been to him. When he looked at them, knowing how day after day they had come in, sat, and worked hard for just enough pay to barely survive year after year, now that he was able, he wanted to do something for them. 

Turning away from the railing, he strode back to his office and sat at his desk. He thought of how they had never complained over the twenty years of backbreaking work, not once. They should have.

Opening the worn leather ledger, he stared at the numbers. The factory’s profits were solid, maybe not as high as last year, but healthy enough. There was room, not much, but enough. He knew his father would be angry. Although his father had handed the mill over to him with full control, Harold Cooper still came around in the spirit of “mentoring,” looking at everything, especially the accounts.

The pencil felt heavy in his hand as he scrawled out new wages beside several names: Evans, Callahan, Green, Harper, O’Rourke . . .

He took a deep breath, exhaling slowly as he stared at the list. This is the right thing to do, and I’m doing it, come hell or high water.

The next morning, Miles waited in the main office as the supervisor handed out the envelopes. The air felt unusually still, almost expectant. A murmur rippled through the room as the women opened their pay packets.

Mrs. Evans turned the corner first, clutching her envelope. She stopped dead when she saw him. “Mr. Cooper…” Her voice faltered. “I think there’s been a mistake.”

“There’s no mistake,” Miles said with a smile. “You’ve worked hard for years. It was time someone noticed.”

Her face crumpled, and for a heart-stopping moment, Miles thought she might cry. Instead, she swallowed hard, her chin lifting proudly.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice husky. “Thank you.”

Mrs. Callahan appeared behind her, pressing a wrinkled hand to her chest as if to calm her heart. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You’ve already said it,” Miles replied. “Every stitch you’ve ever sewn has spoken for you.”

The women exchanged wide-eyed glances. Then he saw radiant smiles on their faces, and it was worth more than he could have imagined. Miles felt something swell inside him, something warm, solid and good. He wasn’t a man trying to fill his father’s shoes. He was his own man.

As the others trickled out with murmured thanks and teary smiles, one figure lingered near the back.

It was Lottie Harper. Lottie Harper was barely more than a girl, perhaps nineteen, and she had cropped hair and a posture that always made her seem slightly hunched, as if trying to disappear into herself. 

Now she stepped forward, hesitant. “I. . .I don’t know what to say, Mr. Cooper.” Her voice was soft, the kind that usually got lost in a room full of clattering machines. “No one’s ever done something kind for me.”

She looked up for a brief second, just long enough for him to see the shine in her eyes.

“I live at Miss Halberton’s now. The boarding house.” She swallowed. “I’m safe there. And now . . . because of you, I might even take night classes. I always wanted to learn to be a teacher. I just wanted to say . . . thank you.”

She didn’t wait for a reply. Just gave a quick nod, turned and slipped out the door. Miles stood still for a long moment, watching the empty doorway.

She used to come in with her face all black and blue from her father beating her and taking her money for his drink. His chest was tight. He knew she had to hide some money to ensure she paid the rent. And never once did she ask for anything, just like Mrs. Evans. Just like the others, thirty years ago. 

I don’t want her to be in the same place as the older women were when she’s their age, not if I can help it. 


      ***The next day, Miles stood on the main floor watching the women work. They seemed different, their backs a little straighter, a hint of a smile softening their faces as they continued doing the same thing they had done for years. The change was subtle but unmistakable.

Mrs. Evans had brought him cookies that morning, a neatly wrapped bundle tied with twine. She’d appeared at his office door just before the morning bell, her eyes still red-rimmed but shining with warmth.

“I . . . I just wanted to say thank you,” she had said, her voice trembling. “I don’t think you know what this means to us.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” Miles had replied. “You’ve earned it.”

But Mrs. Evans shook her head. “You don’t understand.” Her fingers tightened around the bundle as though she feared she might lose her nerve. “My Charlie, he’s been sick for months now. His lungs, from working the mines for so many years.” She paused, drawing a shaky breath. “He’s been coughing up blood, too weak to leave the house. Doctor says there’s nothing more they can do but keep him comfortable.”

Miles’ chest tightened. “I didn’t know.”

“Of course you didn’t.” She smiled faintly. “I wouldn’t be telling you now if not for this.” She held up the cookies. “When I told Charlie about the raise, well, you should’ve seen him.” Her smile trembled, but she kept going. “He said, ‘You march yourself right down there and give that young Mr. Cooper something special from us.’” She wiped her eyes. “These are my prize-winning cookies, or they used to be before I stopped bothering with the fair. Charlie told me you deserved the very best we have to offer.”

Miles stared down at the cookies, throat tight. “I did not know things were so hard for you.”

“We manage, but this—this pay raise— it’s going to make things so much easier. I can afford extra coal now and better food. We won’t have to take on debt just to see the winter through.” She gave a quiet laugh. “Charlie says you’re a good man. Said he always knew you had a better heart than . .” She halted, her eyes flicking away as though she’d said too much.

“Than my father,” Miles finished for her.

Mrs. Evans gave a weak smile. “I wouldn’t put it that way. But. . . well, we’re just grateful, that’s all.”

Miles couldn’t think of what to say. He accepted the cookies with a murmured “Thank you,” but the warmth in his chest mingled with something colder, something sharp and painful.

About an hour later, Miles knew his father was in the factory. The scent of cigar smoke clung to Harold Cooper’s coat as he strode through the factory doors, his heavy footsteps echoing off the wooden floor. His face, often hard and unsmiling, was unusually bright. Miles barely recognized the grin stretched across his father’s face as Harold crossed the floor like a man who had just won a prizefight.

“Morning, son!” Harold boomed, clapping Miles on the back with enough force to make him stumble a step forward. “Ah, what a day. What a morning!”

Miles blinked in surprise. “You’re in a good mood.”

“I should be!” Harold grinned, shrugging off his overcoat and tossing it over one arm. “I had breakfast at the club with Benson, Miller, and old Reinhardt. Those men know their business.” He paused, lowering his voice as though about to share a great secret. “We’ve been talking for months now about expanding, and today — well, it’s all coming together.”

Miles frowned slightly. “Expanding?”

Harold laughed, deep and throaty. “South Philadelphia, Miles! That’s where the real money’s at. A new mill, bigger space, modern machinery, and the best part . . .” He leaned in, his eyes gleaming. “. . .plenty of workers. Immigrants, mostly Irish, desperate for jobs. We can pay them next to nothing, and they’ll still be lining up at the door.”

He slapped Miles on the back again, pride pouring off him like heat from a furnace. “Let me tell you, that’s how you make a fortune! We’ll double production by next year, triple profits in no time.”

Miles shifted uneasily. “South Philadelphia . . .” He tried to picture it with its crowded streets, rundown tenements, and families barely scraping by. He couldn’t shake the image of tired faces, children running barefoot through muddy alleys.

“It’s perfect,” Harold continued, mistaking Miles’ hesitation for awe. “I’ll get Reinhardt to handle the legal side. He’s got the city officials in his pocket. The land’s cheap too. We’ll pay those folks just enough to keep them alive and working. None of this nonsense with raises or extra comforts, just good, honest labor. They’ll be grateful for it.”

Harold grinned again, his face ruddy from excitement or maybe the whiskey he’d no doubt enjoyed at breakfast. 

“And you, Miles, you’re the reason I can finally do it.” He jabbed a finger at Miles’ chest. “You’ve done a fine job, son, taking over this mill. The mill is running far better than I expected. You’re keeping the place steady, watching the accounts. Why, the books look better than I thought they would.”

There was a hint of an insult in his father’s words, as if he thought Miles didn’t have a brain in his head. Wait until he sees the raises.

Miles’ stomach tightened. His father hadn’t seen the updated ledgers yet, the ones with the wage increases. Harold’s good mood would evaporate like smoke the moment he noticed. Too bad. What’s done is done, and I don’t regret it.

“You’ve taken an actual weight off my shoulders,” Harold went on, oblivious. “I was thinking maybe it’s time I let go. Spend more time at the club, maybe take your mother on that trip to Europe she’s been yammering about.” He chuckled. “You’re the future of this business, Miles. You’ll run it better than I ever could. Once the factory in South Philadelphia is up and running, I’ll hand it over to you as well.”

The words stung more than Miles expected, not because they were unkind, they weren’t, but because they felt so hollow. His father didn’t see the business the same way he did. Harold saw only numbers on a page and profits to squeeze out of men and women like Mrs. Evans and her husband.

“Anyway,” Harold said, throwing his coat over one arm, “I’d best get to the office before I forget what I was about to do. Great job, son. Keep it up.”

With that, Harold turned and strode toward the office, whistling a jaunty tune as he went.

Miles stood there for a long moment, the weight of his father’s words sinking into his chest. He should have felt proud. Harold rarely gave compliments. Instead, all he could think about was the South Philadelphia mill and the faces of desperate men and women lining up for a wage that wouldn’t keep their children fed.

He turned back toward the floor. Mrs. Evans was still at her loom, her back straight, a faint smile tugging at her mouth as she worked.

Miles clenched his fists at his sides. His father did not know what a fortune really looked like, and it had nothing to do with numbers in a ledger.

After a while, when Miles went to the office, his father still hadn’t read the ledgers yet. What has he been doing?

He sat in the large chair by the window while Harold leaned back in the leather desk chair, the morning light slanting across the desk. A cigar smoldered in the ashtray, its smoke curling toward the ceiling. He tapped his fingers on the armrest, still riding the wave of triumph from his breakfast at the club.

“This country’s full of opportunity,” Harold said. “And you know who’s going to make sure we get our piece of it?” He leaned forward, jabbing a finger at Miles. “Immigrants, that’s who.”

Miles shifted uneasily in his chair. “What do you mean?”

“I mean South Philadelphia,” Harold said, grinning wider. “Thousands of them are pouring in every week. The Irish, Italians, Hungarians, all fresh off the boats, desperate for work. They’ll take whatever we offer, and they’ll be grateful for it.” 

He took a puff of his cigar and looked out over Philadelphia. “Heaven knows they’re tougher than the soft-bellied men we’ve got working now. Those boys grew up digging ditches and breaking stone just to survive. They’ll work twice as hard for half the pay.”

Harold continued puffing his cigar contentedly. 

“Miller says they’ve got a fancy poem now — something about ‘Give me your tired, your poor . . .’ Well, we’ll take them all right. Plenty of tired, plenty of poor, and we’ll make a fortune off them.”

Miles’ stomach twisted. The poem’s words drifted through his mind, but not with the same smug satisfaction his father felt. He remembered seeing it in the paper once, written beneath a sketch of the Statue of Liberty, the towering woman holding her torch high. He had thought little of it, but now the words seemed to mean something else, something heavier.

“You think that’s all they are?” Miles asked quietly. “Just bodies to fill a mill?”

“What else would they be?” Harold shot back. “They’re lucky to get the work. We’re not running a charity, Miles. Don’t start turning soft on me now.”

Miles thought of Mrs. Evans again, her husband coughing away his life in a dark room, and how the extra few dollars had meant enough to make her cry. He thought of the faces he’d seen in the city’s poorer districts — gaunt, hollow-eyed men standing in the cold, hoping someone would offer them a day’s wage.

“I’m just saying. . .” Miles paused, unsure how far to push. “They’re people too. They’ve left everything behind just to have a chance at something better. Don’t they deserve—“

“Deserve what?” Harold’s face hardened. “A man deserves what he earns, Miles. They want better, then they work harder. Simple as that.”

Miles knew that working harder meant nothing to his father, especially not increased pay.

Harold took another deep drag from his cigar and exhaled in a cloud of smoke. “The sooner you understand that, the better. This new mill’s going to make us rich, boy. Richer than you can imagine. And if you’re smart, you’ll remember that hard work, not handouts, builds fortunes. Other people’s hard work.”

Miles sat silently as Harold leaned back again, clearly pleased with himself. For once, his father’s praise, the rare acknowledgment that Miles was doing something right, didn’t feel like an accomplishment.

All Miles could hear were the words circling in his head. Give me your tired, your poor. . . 

And all he could see were the faces that came with them. 

Miles had left the office, not wanting to hear any more of his father’s business philosophy. He had barely examined the fabric coming off the looms when his father’s bellow echoed through the mill. 

“Miles Augustus Cooper!” 

The air inside the Cooper Textile Mill was suddenly stifling, thick with the scent of machine oil and damp cotton. The rhythmic clatter of looms pounded through the walls, drowning out everything but the sound of his father’s voice.

“What in God’s name were you thinking?” Harold Cooper’s voice thundered, echoing off the brick walls. He paced the narrow aisle between the rows of spinning frames, boots striking hard against the floorboards. His sharp eyes locked on Miles, who stood stiffly by a table cluttered with fabric samples. Everyone was watching.

“I was thinking,” Miles said carefully, “that those women have been working here for twenty or thirty years. Most of them are too old to find other work, and their wages barely cover—“

“Barely cover?” Harold barked out a bitter laugh. “You think they need more than they’re paid now? Those women have never asked for a raise. They’re content with what they get!”

“That doesn’t mean it’s enough,” Miles said quietly, keeping his voice level. His eyes flicked past his father to the workers on the factory floor. Bent backs, tired faces, hands red and raw from years of handling thread and wool.

Harold slammed his palm against the table, rattling the samples. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Word’s going to spread like wildfire. Once those other workers hear you’ve handed out raises, they’ll be lining up demanding the same.”

“Maybe they should,” Miles said under his breath.

“What was that?” Harold’s face darkened, the veins in his temple bulging. “Don’t you start with me, Miles. You’ve had a silver spoon in your mouth since the day you were born. You’ve never had to struggle like I did.” He jabbed a finger at Miles’ chest. “Your job is to run these factories, keep these people in line, not spoil them! The only thing they respect is discipline. They will bleed you dry if they think they can squeeze a few extra dollars out of you.”

His jaw worked, teeth grinding on the stem of his cigar before he set it carefully in the ashtray, smoke curling between them like a veil of old grievances. “When I was a young man, I had a dream.”

Miles knew the story well; he had heard it a hundred times in thirty years. 

“I grew up in a two-room tenement with four siblings and a sickly mother. I swept floors, ran errands, scrubbed these very machines. When the old mill went bankrupt, I seized my chance, borrowed every coin I could, and bought it. By sheer will and brutal determination, I turned it into an empire. That’s the way of the world, Miles — work hard, take what you can, give nothing back. No one cares about your soft notions of helping people. When you’re in the gutter for helping them, they won’t lift a finger for you. Learn that now.”

Miles had grown up under that creed. He could still see himself at twelve, standing in the weaving room with an apple in his hand. One seamstress was pale and trembling, her lips bloodless. He had offered the fruit with a shy smile.

Before she could take it, Harold’s grip clamped down on his wrist. The apple tumbled to the floor. “You’re not their friend,” his father hissed, fingers digging hard enough to bruise. “Don’t be soft.”

Even now, Miles felt the ache of those words more than the pain in his arm.

“I’m warning you,” Harold growled. “This softhearted nonsense ends now. You run this company, but I’m still in charge, and as long as I’m alive, you’ll follow my orders or pack your bags.” He turned sharply, heading for the door. “And God help you if I find out you’ve done something like this again.”

“You can’t do anything about it,” Miles yelled back. “This mill belongs to me now. These workers work for me!”

He exhaled slowly and glanced back through the window overlooking the floor. The women bent over their looms didn’t notice him watching. One of them rubbed her shoulder, her face tight with pain. He remembered her from his childhood. She used to sneak him pieces of hard candy when his father wasn’t looking. She had smiled then, but now her face looked worn and pinched.

His father’s words rang in his head: You’ve never had to struggle like I did.

Hypocrite. Harold Cooper may have started poor, but Miles knew well enough that his father hadn’t done it alone. Harold Cooper built his fortune on the backs of people like Mrs. Evans, people who gave everything and asked for nothing. People like the young Harold Cooper had once worked for pennies to keep his family fed. Miles wondered if his father even remembered what that felt like, or if greed had long since erased those memories.

Miles returned to the office and looked at the ledgers. He knew the wage increase wouldn’t hurt the profits, but it was the right thing to do. He picked up his pencil and tacked notes beside other names. . . The days of his threats and control are over.








  
  
Chapter two





Miles hadn’t even removed his coat when the first woman approached him, her gloved hands wringing nervously in front of her.

“Mr. Cooper?” she asked, her voice uncertain but urgent.

He turned toward her, and before he could speak, two more women stepped up beside her. All three wore the same expression—uneasy, almost ashamed. He’d seen it before in other factories, in other cities: the look of people betrayed by the people who were supposed to protect them.

“What is it?” he asked gently.

The first woman glanced down before speaking. “Our wages, sir. They’ve… they’re reduced. Even below what they were before.”

The words landed like a slap, leaving his throat dry.

“And there’s a memo,” another added, pulling a folded paper from her pocket, her fingers trembling. “It says we’ll be working longer hours now. No paid overtime. And if we don’t agree, we’re dismissed.”

She didn’t say it bitterly. She said it like someone trying not to cry.

The looks in their eyes cut straight through him—concern, sadness, fear. One of them had a child at home. He remembered that. Another supported her aging parents. And all of them had once smiled at him with pride after he’d raised their wages just weeks ago.

His throat tightened. But he forced himself to stay calm.

“There’s been some kind of mistake,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “Don’t worry. I’ll fix it.”

But inside, heat coiled tight in his chest, his jaw working as if might crack. His fingers dug crescents into his palms; they were the only sign of the fury he fought to contain. His thoughts boiled like water against a lid, threatening to spill over.

He turned away from them with a polite nod and headed straight to the main office. Each step felt heavier than the last. Rage simmered just beneath his skin.

As he opened the door, one of the foremen approached, looking nervous and apologetic.

“Mr. Cooper—I was just coming to find you. About the payroll changes—“

Miles raised a hand. “I know, and I’m sorry. There’s been a mistake, and I’ll make sure it’s fixed. Immediately. It won’t happen again.”

The foreman gave a short nod and stepped aside.

But as Miles passed him, he noticed more papers tacked to the wall. Memos. Policy updates. Penalties. It wasn’t just the seamstresses. Even the warehouse workers, the ones who hauled crates in the cold every morning, who sweated through their shirts before noon, had taken cuts.

His stomach twisted.

He didn’t need to ask who was behind it.

Miles ripped the first memo off the wall with a single jerk of his hand. Then the next. And the next. The paper tore, curled, and fluttered to the floor like dry leaves. Workers in the hallway watched in silence as he moved from board to board, yanking down every notice with fury.

He didn’t say a word. But the look on his face said everything.

Inside the office, he threw the stack onto the desk and grabbed the payroll ledger. Flipping to the most recent entries, he saw the damage, adjustments scrawled in a different hand. His father’s. Slashed numbers, reduced rates, and penalties scribbled in the margins. 

Miles sat, opened his fountain pen, and rewrote it all.

Line by line, he restored every worker’s wages, not just to what he had originally given them but more. He added bonuses for the seamstresses, the warehouse loaders, even the cleaning staff. Miles didn’t care if it was impulsive. He didn’t care if it was emotional or reactionary. 

He would not let Harold turn this place into a damn prison yard.

If he didn’t fear for the workers, what Harold might do if he walked away, he’d have told his father to shove the mill straight up his ass and been done with it. But walking away meant leaving these people in Harold’s hands. And that, he couldn’t do.

Once the ledger was updated, he typed his own memo.

To all staff:

I want to apologize sincerely for the grievous errors in payroll and scheduling. I have corrected this mistake.

Thank you to those who brought it to my attention. I deeply appreciate your honesty and courage.

Please understand that I see your work and know it matters.

—Miles Cooper

He made sure it went to every department, posting it himself on every board.

Let my father read it and boil.


      ***Harold stormed into the mill with his usual sense of self-importance practically radiating off him. He didn’t stop to greet anyone, didn’t even remove his gloves. His sharp eyes scanned the wall near the front entrance, and then locked onto it.

The memo.

His face reddened instantly. He yanked the paper from the board, crumpled it in his hand, and marched upstairs.

Miles was in the office, leaning against the edge of the desk, talking and laughing with one of the floor supervisors. The moment Harold burst in, the atmosphere shifted.

“What the hell is this?” Harold barked, holding up the crumpled memo like evidence in a trial.

Miles turned slowly. “Hello, Father. Always a pleasure to see you.”

The supervisor, sensing the storm that had just rolled in, gave a quick nod and slipped out the door.

“How dare you reverse what I put in place?” Harold snapped. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?”

Miles gave a humorless laugh and stood straight. “Let me explain something to you, Father. You handed this mill over to me a year ago. I have one hundred percent ownership. You have zero. No claim, no say, no right to walk in here and undo my decisions.”

Harold’s mouth twisted. “I have to make sure you don’t run it into the ground with this soft, bleeding-heart nonsense. ‘Oh, the poor workers,’” he mocked. “You sound like some liberal, anti-business, anti-American would-be politician.”

Miles’s eyes darkened. “Maybe you should focus on your South Philadelphia endeavors—you know, the ones where you chew up every immigrant desperate for a job and spit them out like battlefield fodder in your personal campaigns. You play general, but all you leave behind is wreckage.”

Harold stepped forward, fuming. “This isn’t the end of this.”

Miles didn’t flinch. “No, it’s not. Because I won’t stop fixing what you keep trying to ruin.”

Harold turned and stormed out, slamming the office door behind him.

As the door slammed shut behind Harold, Miles stood there for a long moment, staring at the space his father had just occupied.

Then he sank into his chair, leaned forward, and buried his face in his folded arms on the desk. A low groan escaped his throat, part exhaustion, part frustration, part the ache of something long unspoken.

He hated this. He had always hated this. The fighting. The tension. The endless push and pull. It wasn’t in his nature, this world of confrontation and hard lines. That was Harold’s way. Not his.

And maybe that’s why he’d never stood up to him before, not really. Maybe that’s why for so long, he’d just . . . gone along with it. Fighting Harold wasn’t just difficult. It was draining. Like trying to hold your ground in a storm that never stops.

He lifted his head slightly, eyes unfocused as they drifted to the far wall. A memory surfaced, one he hadn’t let himself feel in a long time.

He was seventeen. Bright-eyed, hopeful. He wanted to go to college and earn a degree in education — maybe even teach children everyone else overlooked: the blind, the deaf, and even those who grew up unable to learn like most, the ones he considered special. He’d always felt drawn to working with people who needed someone patient, someone willing to teach differently.

When he told Harold, his father had laughed, laughed, and said, “That’s women’s work. Leave that to the schoolmarms and weak men. You’ll get a business degree, and you’ll run the mills, like I did.”

And so, he had.

And what had it gotten him? The mill was his now, on paper, but Harold still hovered like a ghost in the machinery, whispering, manipulating, undermining every decision.

Miles leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes.

He was tired but not weak. He had spent his life craving peace, avoiding conflict at all costs. But that craving had cost him something far greater: his voice.

No more.

No matter how much it drained him, no matter how much he hated the fights, he would not go back to being Harold’s shadow.

At the end of the day, Miles was reviewing the updated supply logs when a knock tapped lightly on the open office door. He looked up to see a tall, rail-thin man standing awkwardly in the doorway. He wore a pinched gray suit, round spectacles perched on the tip of his nose, and carried a briefcase so battered it looked like a train had run it over. His balding head gleamed with a sheen of sweat despite the chill, and he was already sniffling as though the very air offended him.

“Good morning,” the man said, his voice high and nasal. “I’m Mr. Penworthy. Efficiency expert. Hired by Mr. Harold Cooper.”

Miles stood slowly. “By Harold Cooper?”

“Yes,” Penworthy said, adjusting his spectacles. “He’s arranged for me to review productivity levels, track waste, and evaluate procedural efficiencies—“

“And how are you being paid?” Miles asked, cutting him off.

Penworthy blinked. “I . . . I beg your pardon?”

“I said,” Miles repeated calmly, “how are you being paid? Because if you expect your salary to come from this mill’s funds, let me disabuse you of that notion right now.”

Penworthy stiffened. “I have an agreement with Mr. Harold Cooper.”

Miles crossed his arms. “Harold Cooper doesn’t own this mill. I do. One hundred percent. So, unless your ‘agreement’ includes your room, board and salary coming from his personal fortune, we have a problem.”

Penworthy sputtered. For a moment, Miles thought he’d choke on his own spit right there in front of everyone.. “I . . . well . . . it’s a contracted arrangement . . . I was simply told to report . . .”

Miles took a step forward. “I should throw you out on your ass right now. But maybe, just maybe, I can make use of this.”

Penworthy brightened slightly, though still tentative. “Oh?”

“You can stay,” Miles said, voice firm, “but, and hear me clearly, you will report nothing to my father without coming through me first. Is that understood?”

“But—“

“No, but Mr. Penworthy.” Miles’s tone turned steely. “That’s the arrangement. Take it or leave it. If it doesn’t work for you, you can go back to whatever hole Harold dragged you out of.”

Penworthy opened his mouth, pulled a handkerchief from his pocket instead, and collapsed into a violent sneezing fit. When he finally surfaced again, red-faced and wheezing, he nodded. “Very well. I accept.”

Miles gave him a nod. “Good. Now then, where’s your office?”

Penworthy looked around hopefully. “Ah… yes, where is my office?”

“You don’t have one.”

“I I beg your—?”

“If you want to know what’s going on in this mill, you’re going to learn it firsthand,” Miles said. “You’ll work like everyone else. I’ll start you in the receiving room.”

“The receiving room?” Penworthy stammered, his expression twisted somewhere between disbelief and dread. “Dress warm,” Miles said. “It’s drafty back there.”

Penworthy hesitated, his mouth opening and closing like a fish before he gave a weak nod.

“Good,” Miles said, already returning to the logbook. “You can report to Mr. Dawson in ten minutes.”

As Penworthy shuffled out, still sniffling and clutching his handkerchief like a white flag, Miles leaned back in his chair and let a slow grin creep across his face.

Miles already knew the truth. Production was up nearly thirty percent since he’d taken over, and profits were climbing right alongside it. The workers were more efficient because they were treated with dignity, not despite it. And he had the numbers to prove it.

He’d make sure Mr. Penworthy saw it all.

And if the little man reported accurately, maybe, just maybe, it would finally shut Harold Cooper up.

But Miles doubted it. His father never listened to anything that didn’t come out of his own mouth.








  
  
Chapter three



The small schoolhouse stood on the outskirts of St. Louis, tucked away behind a row of weathered brick buildings. The paint on the shutters was peeling, and the bell above the doorway had long since lost its ring. Inside, however, life filled the room. 

Albertina Whitmore knelt beside a young boy named Peter, guiding his hand along a slate board. His tongue peeked out in concentration as he mimicked her gestures.

“Good,” Albertina encouraged, fingers moving deliberately. “Home,” she signed again. “H . . . O . . . M . . .E.” Then she put her fingers to her mouth and then to her ear. HOME.

Peter’s fingers followed, stiff but determined. Then he repeated the sign. His face lit up when he completed the word, and Albertina clapped her hands quietly in celebration.

“You’re learning so fast,” she said aloud, and signed for him, knowing he couldn’t hear her, but hoping he could see the pride in her face.

Peter beamed, but the joy was short-lived. A loud crack sounded from the far end of the room, the old wood-burning stove sputtering again. The teacher, Miss Galloway, hurried over with a poker, trying to coax the flames back to life.

“Go sit with Sophie,” Albertina signed to Peter. “I’ll be right back.”

Crossing the room, Albertina joined Miss Galloway by the stove.

“It’s barely holding on,” Miss Galloway muttered, her face grim. “We can’t afford a new one.”

Albertina bit her lip, eyes scanning the classroom. The shelves were bare in places, and only a handful of worn books and faded charts remained. The rugs were thin, patched so often they barely kept out the chill. And yet the children, Peter, Sophie, little Annie, all sat quietly, their fingers working through signs or sketching letters on slates.

“They deserve better,” Albertina murmured. “More supplies . . . new books . . . better coats.”

Miss Galloway sighed. “I know, but the city barely remembers we’re here. If we can’t pay the rent next month, we may not be here at all.”

Albertina’s heart twisted. The school was small, but it was everything to these children. Without the school, most of them would have to fend for themselves, invisible to the world.

“I’ll think of something,” Albertina promised.

She moved to where Sarah sat, looking frustrated and angry. Albertina crouched beside the girl with honey-colored braids. Her name was Sarah, and today she was struggling.

“No, don’t worry,” Albertina said softly, signing each word with calm precision. She pointed to the letters on the slate again. “S . . . A . . . R . . . A . . . H.”

Sarah crossed her arms tightly, a flush of frustration in her cheeks.

Albertina gently touched her fingers. “Let’s try again,” she signed. Then she reached for Sarah’s hand, slowly guiding her through each letter.

When the last one was done, Sarah stared at it for a moment and then beamed. She pointed at the slate and touched her chest proudly.

“Yes,” Albertina said, her voice barely more than a breath. She signed the word again, slowly and with feeling. “Sarah. It means Princess. You are a princess. You can do anything if you practice.”

Sarah signed it back clumsily, but beamed joyfully. Then she threw her arms around Albertina’s neck.

A small boy named Elias sat cross-legged on the floor with a picture book in his lap. His eyes were bright, but his world was quiet, and when Albertina knelt beside him and handed him a worn cloth ball, he hugged it to his chest.

She tapped her chin gently with her fingertips, then moved her hand outward.

“Thank you.”

Elias watched, curious.

Albertina repeated it.

He tried, but tapped his nose and flung his hand wildly to the side. She laughed, shaking her head gently. She did it again, slowly, with a smile. 

This time, he got it. His entire face lit up. He turned to the girl next to him and tried it again, offering her the ball. Albertina’s chest swelled. “That’s it,” she whispered, eyes misting. That’s it. 

The afternoon had thinned into its last hour, shadows lengthening across the floor. Almost time to leave for the day and send the children home when she noticed Maggie was curled into a ball under her bench. Then she saw her slate on the floor beside her spot. She must have dropped it. 

Albertina eased down beside her, careful not to crowd. She signed slowly. “Everything is okay.”

Maggie shook her head.

Albertina signed again. “No one is angry. You are safe.”

Maggie peeked out, eyes watery.

Then Albertina did something different. She signed her name, “T . . . I . . . N . . . A,” and then pointed to her heart. “Friend.” She connected her two forefingers. 

Maggie hesitantly signed her name back.

Albertina smiled so widely her cheeks hurt. She reached out, not to pull the girl out, but simply to rest a hand gently on her shoulder.

“We can try again tomorrow,” she signed. “Always tomorrow.”

The girl crawled out from under her bench and curled up in Albertina’s lap.

Albertina rubbed the little girl’s back and comforted her. This was always worth everything to help these children, even in little ways. Yet more than anything, she had to keep this school going, to keep it warm, to keep them happy. Surely I’ll find a way. I have to, for their sakes.


      ***The Whitmore parlor was warm and bright that evening, the chandelier throwing soft golden light over polished floors and well-dressed guests. Her mother had organized the gathering as a small winter reception for friends of the family, philanthropists, businessmen, and board members from the Children’s Academy.

Albertina sat quietly in the corner, lost in thought. Her hands, still marked faintly with chalk dust from the schoolhouse, lay folded in her lap. Across the room, her mother moved effortlessly from one guest to the next, dispensing practiced laughter and murmured praise. Her father, arm draped over the back of a chair, puffed contentedly on his cigar while discussing investment returns with Mr. Winthrop and the recent opera season with the Eberts.

She was twenty-four, unmarried, and still living under her parents’ roof, not by choice, but because it suited their expectations. And so here she was again, enduring yet another of her mother’s perfectly curated dinner parties. 

They did not know. Not one of them could picture the cracked slate floors or the broken stove, the children sitting with icy fingers and threadbare coats. No one here would guess that just hours ago, she’d watched little Peter sign the word “home” with trembling hands in a room with no heat.

She pressed her lips together and straightened her back. Something had to change. And if no one else would do it, she would.

The weight of it, the children, the cold, their eager hands, won broken slates, pressed down on her, until a single, undeniable thought broke through. 

“I’ve got it!” Albertina’s voice escaped before she realized she’d spoken aloud.

Margaret Whitmore turned, eyebrows raised. “You’ve got what, dear?”

“A ball,” Albertina said, rising to her feet. “A charity ball to raise funds for the deaf school.”

Her mother’s smile faltered. “A ball for a school?”

“Yes,” Albertina insisted. “It would draw attention to their work, and if I organized it myself, I could invite the right people. People who can help.”

Margaret set her wineglass down with a sharp clink. “Albertina, that’s hardly suitable. Your father and I have worked hard to cultivate our reputation. We can’t have you begging for money like some common solicitor.”

Albertina was irate after her mother’s words. “You sit on the board of the very trust that funds that elite academy. It’s a school, isn’t it?” she said, her voice steady despite the heat rising in her cheeks. “You sip your champagne, host luncheons, and write polite checks, but not one of you has ever stepped foot inside the building I work in. Not one of you has seen what I’ve seen. You’ve never watched a child shiver through a lesson in a coat two sizes too small, or try to learn without heat, without shoes, without a single book of their own. You don’t dare because then, if you weren’t blind, you’d see reality slam into your face like a rock wall. I doubt you ever would, as you are too busy with your dinner parties and social events.”

A stunned silence fell over the room.

Several guests froze mid-bite, silverware hovering in midair. Mrs. Elberton blinked rapidly behind her fan. Judge Winthrop cleared his throat with exaggerated delicacy, pretending to study his wine glass. Someone at the end of the table coughed unnecessarily loudly, as if to cut the tension.

Albertina could feel every eye on her, most flickering with discomfort, others cloaked in thinly veiled disapproval. Her mother’s jaw had gone rigid, her teacup rattling faintly against its saucer.

Mrs. Templeton, uncertain but kind, murmured, “I’ve never known much about deaf children. Do they really have no heat?”

Albertina caught the sharp glance Mr. Templeton shot his wife, one that silenced her at once.

Mrs. Elberton, ever at Margaret Whitmore’s side, gave a sharp tsk. “Honestly, it’s not seemly to drag the troubles of the lower classes into the parlor, dear. Charity is well and good, but it ought to be handled discreetly.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Margaret said, her voice clipped and victorious, her position bolstered.

But then Mrs. Langford, the elegant widow with icy eyes and unshakable social standing, lifted her chin.

“Well,” she said, adjusting her pearls, “I, for one, would attend such a ball. The cause is uncommon, and far more interesting than another fundraiser for imported orchids.”

A few gasps rippled through the room. The widow simply smiled as she sipped her wine.

Relief swept over Albertina, tentative, but real.

Then Miss Caroline Dawes chimed in, practically bouncing in her seat. “I think it’s quite clever! Imagine how fashionable it would be to support the deaf. We could do a masquerade, something truly memorable!”

From the far end of the table, her father chuckled, leaning back in his chair. “I hate to admit it, but Albertina might be on to something.”

He tapped the ash from his cigar with casual confidence. “If it’s done properly, it could be good for our name. Show folks we’re generous and forward-thinking.” He grinned at her. “And it wouldn’t hurt your standing with the Stanhopes either. Charitable work reflects well on a young lady.”

Albertina resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Of course, her father would turn it into a social maneuver. Still, if it meant saving the school, she’d take whatever help she could get.

Margaret sniffed. “Well, if you insist . . . I’ll help you organize it.” She shot her daughter a sharp look. “But it must be elegant, no dreary speeches about poor children or ragged coats. Keep it tasteful.”

Albertina clenched her fists beneath the folds of her skirt. They aren’t just poor children. They’re Peter and Sarah and Maggie . . . and they deserve better than this.

“I’ll handle it,” Albertina said tightly. “All of it.”


      ***The next day, the Whitmore drawing room felt colder than usual, despite the fire crackling in the hearth. Albertina sat at the writing desk, her fingers cramping from scrawling guest lists and jotting down ideas for the charity ball. Her mother paced the room behind her, snapping her fan shut with a sharp flick.

“I simply don’t see why you’re putting so much effort into this,” Margaret said. “You’ve organized charity balls before, but for proper causes, hospitals, war widows, the opera house. Those were respectable charities. This . . this little school?” She sniffed. “It’s hardly the same.”

“I wonder how one of those socialite friends of yours would think if one of their children were deaf. They may have another opinion about it then. Besides, it’s the same,” Albertina shot back without turning around. “Children in need, children who’ve been forgotten. How is that any different?”

“It’s different because you’re the one asking,“ Margaret retorted. “People will wonder why you’re suddenly so invested . . . in those children.”

Albertina set her pen down, resisting the urge to slam it. “I have always dedicated myself to these children. This is nothing new or sudden. If people are going to gossip, let them. I prefer people talking about me for doing something meaningful rather than praising me for hosting another meaningless evening of chatter. Or for some opera house that didn’t even need donations but got them anyway.”

Margaret gasped softly, her hand pressed to her chest as if her daughter’s words had struck her. “This attitude of yours is unbecoming of a young lady. If you don’t handle this properly, you could ruin your reputation.”

Albertina stood and turned to face her mother. “I’ve done this before, Mother. The guest list, the invitations, the decorations, I know exactly what’s needed. And yet now, because it’s my idea, my cause, you’ve decided it’s too improper?”

“You’ll need someone reputable to stand behind this, Albertina. It’s a noble idea, yes, but no one will take it seriously unless it’s endorsed properly.”

Albertina stiffened. “I can manage without parading a man’s name around.”

Her mother raised a brow. “Can you? What I saw tonight was a room full of people humoring you until Mrs. Langford decided it was fashionable.” She leaned forward slightly, eyes narrowing with polite intensity. “You may have planted the seed, but without the right gardener, it won’t grow.”

Albertina’s jaw clenched. “You mean Lawrence.”

“Of course I mean Lars.” Margaret folded her hands. “The Stanhopes have influence. His name opens doors yours can’t, not yet. A Stanhope endorsement turns your little charity project into a society event. You want donors? You’ll need their attention.”

“I don’t want to owe him anything.”

Her mother’s smile was thin. “You won’t owe him. You’ll simply be reminding him of the woman he’s fortunate enough to be marrying, clever, driven, and wise enough to ask for help when it matters.”

Albertina looked away, her chest tightening. Margaret softened her tone, just a fraction. “Darling, I know you want to prove yourself. But doing everything alone doesn’t make you strong; it just makes it harder.” 


      ***The following afternoon, Albertina found Lars in his study at the Stanhope estate, seated at his desk with a fountain pen in hand and an expression of mild concentration.

“Albertina,” he said, rising at once and offering a polite smile. “What a pleasant surprise.”

The room was neat, almost painfully so. Maps hung framed on the walls of railroads, timber routes, and political boundaries. But what caught her eye were the books on his shelf. Leather-bound atlases. A thick volume about the ancient civilizations of Mexico. Another on trade routes through the Yucatán Peninsula.

“I didn’t know you read about these places,” she said, stepping closer.

He glanced over, a faint flush rising to his cheeks. “Only in my spare time. Just something I’ve always found interesting. The old trade system. The way empires were built.” He gave a small shrug, almost embarrassed. “It’s all theoretical, of course.”

She ran her finger along the worn spine of a book titled Empire Beneath the Canopy.

“You ever think about going there?” she asked, surprising even herself.

“Not seriously. It wouldn’t be . . . proper.” He gave a short, pleasant laugh. “My father has plans for me here.”

Of course he does.

Tucked beneath a volume on Mesoamerican trade routes, she spotted a worn copy of The Pearl of the Pacific, its corners softened by use. Not a scholarly atlas or textbook, but an adventure novel. She raised an eyebrow. Lars noticed and flushed slightly. “It’s just something I read. . . when I’m tired of maps.” 

She drifted around the study, noticing all kinds of things she hadn’t noticed before. At the edge of Lars’s desk, half-hidden beneath an atlas of Mexican mountain passes, a small cloth-bound volume caught her eye. She reached for it out of curiosity. The cover was soft with wear, the title pressed in faded gold: Corazón del Amanecer.








