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        Monday morning, August 4, 1879

      

      

      The bastard!

      Annie Fuller gasped, shocked at even allowing such an unladylike expression to enter her mind. She had been enjoying her tea and toast while sorting through her mail in splendid solitude. This was one of the privileges of being the owner of a boarding house and absolute heaven after the dreadful years she had spent living off the charity of her in-laws, not a room or a moment to call her own.

      However, this morning, the mail contained a slim envelope that had blasted her peace to shreds. With trembling hands, she reread the letter, which followed the standard business formula, direct, very much to the point, and devastating in its implications.

      
        
        Mr. Hiram P. Driscoll

        New York City, New York

        July 25, 1879

      

      

      
        
        Mrs. John Fuller

        437 O’Farrell Street

        San Francisco, California

      

      

      
        
        Dear Madam:

      

      

      I hope that this letter finds you in good health. It pains me to have to introduce such a difficult subject, but it is my duty to remind you of your obligation to repay the loan I made to your late husband, John Fuller, by September 30, 1879.

      To reacquaint you with the particulars: the original loan was for $300, to be paid back within six years. Under the terms of the loan, interest was to be paid monthly at a rate of 5% until the loan was repaid. In respect for your departed husband, for whom I had great affection, and in recognition of your financial difficulties at the time of his death five years ago, I did not insist that this part of the agreement be met. However, since none of the interest has been paid, you are now responsible for the original loan, plus accrued interest, a total sum of $1,380.00.

      I confess that I have been quite concerned about your ability to meet your obligations, and I was greatly relieved when I heard from your esteemed father-in-law about your good fortune in inheriting property in such an up-and-coming city as San Francisco. I must be in your fair city the last week of August on business. I would like to take the opportunity to stop by and visit with you at that time. I am quite sure that we will be able to come to some agreement of mutual benefit.

      
        
        Your obedient servant,

        Hiram P. Driscoll

      

      

      Annie’s skin crawled as she thought of Mr. Driscoll, one of New York City’s most successful entrepreneurs. “Your obedient servant.” The hypocrite! She realized some women found his unctuous manner attractive, but after each encounter with him, she always felt soiled. At parties he had leaned close, his husky voice whispering inanities as if they were endearments, his hot breath blanketing her cheek, and his hands roving unceasingly over her person, patting a shoulder, stroking a hand, squeezing an elbow.

      Annie shivered. Standing up abruptly, she crossed the room to close the window, shutting out the chill early morning fog. She had suspected that Driscoll had played some role in her late husband’s dramatic slide into financial ruin, but she hadn’t realized the man played the part of loan shark. Not that she was surprised at the debt. Creditors swarmed from the wainscoting in the months following John’s death, picking over what was left of his estate. Few of them got a tenth of what was owed since her father-in-law, as John’s executor, hired an expensive but skilled bankruptcy lawyer to ensure that at least his own assets would not be touched. But Annie had been left destitute and dependent on John’s family.

      Dependent, that was, until she inherited this house from her Aunt Agatha last year. She had returned to San Francisco, where she had lived as a small child, and turned the old mansion, located just four blocks from Market Street, into a respectable boarding house. Annie’s features softened as she walked to the fireplace and turned to look at the room that had grown golden with the sunrise. The furnishings were sparse. There was an old mahogany bedstead and mismatched wardrobe and chest of drawers, a simple round table on which the morning tea tray sat, and a comfortable armchair next to the fireplace. A worn Persian carpet covered a dark oak floor, and the only decoration was the two simple blue jugs holding dried flowers sitting on either side of the mantel clock. These jugs and the clock were all that was left of her inheritance from her mother, who had died over thirteen years ago. She didn’t care if her surroundings were unfashionable because she loved everything about the room and the house and the freedom they represented.

      Oh, how unfair to have Driscoll and his loan surface at this time, when she finally felt safe. He was clever to have waited, accumulating the interest. If he had tried to collect on the original loan five years ago, he would have gotten very little, perhaps nothing, back. Everything she had brought into her marriage, including the house her father gave her, had gone to settle her husband’s debts. But now she had Aunt Agatha’s house, and Driscoll wanted to take it from her. The last part of the letter implied as much.

      Annie began to pace. The house was small, built in the early 1850s, and she had only six rooms to let out. After all the expenses of running a boarding house, she barely broke even. There was simply no way that she could, on her own, pay off Driscoll’s loan without selling the house itself. Fighting Driscoll in a New York court would be equally expensive, as he would be well aware. He probably counted on being able to frighten her into turning over the house. The lawyer who was executor of her Aunt Agatha’s estate had suggested that she might get nine hundred, or even a thousand dollars, for the property, located as it was near the expanding commercial sector of the city. Clearly Driscoll had figured this out.

      “The God-damned bastard!” This time, Annie said the words out loud.

      She may have been only twenty-six, a widow without any immediate family to protect her, but she refused to let Driscoll, or any other man for that matter, rip her home and independence away from her a second time.

      When Annie finally left her bedroom, it was a quarter to seven. Descending the narrow uncarpeted backstairs, she caught the tantalizing odor of the morning bread baking and heard the faint clatter of breakfast dishes interspersed with bursts of conversation emanating from the kitchen below. She yearned to go down one more flight and join in whatever joke had caused the sudden laughter, but she couldn’t; she had work to do. She turned off the stairs onto the first floor and entered a small room at the back of the house.

      At one time, this room had been a gloomy back parlor where her Uncle Timothy had retired with his port after Sunday dinner to smoke his cigar and subsequently snore away the long afternoons. Annie had remodeled it by having a small entrance cut from this room into the larger parlor in front, installing a washstand and mirror in one corner and replacing the horsehair sofa with a small desk and bookshelves.

      Annie stood in front of that washstand and began a curious morning ritual. First, she liberally dusted her face with a flat white powder that rested in a box on the top of the washstand, effectively erasing all signs of the freckles sprinkled across her nose. Then she dipped the little finger of her right hand into a small tin containing a sticky black substance, which she applied liberally to her eyelashes, normally the same reddish-gold as her hair. Using her middle finger, she transferred a minute quantity of rouge from another tin to her lips, turning their usual soft pink into a strident scarlet. After washing the black and red stains from her hands with the rough soap she kept beside the washstand, she bent and opened the cabinet door under the stand and removed a disembodied head.

      She placed this apparition, a be-wigged hairdresser’s wooden form, on the stand. After tethering her own braided hair securely with a net, she carefully lifted the mass of intricately entwined jet black curls off the form and pulled it snugly onto her own head. The transformation was startling. Her eyes seemed to grow instantly larger, turning from the color of heavily creamed chocolate to the deep rich hues of coffee, taken black. Her features, normally pleasing but unremarkably Anglo-Saxon, emerged as flamboyant and Mediterranean. Annie smiled mockingly at her image in the mirror. Then, after putting the mute, scalped hairdresser’s form away, she draped a silken shawl of scarlet and gold over her severe black dress and opened the door to the front parlor, where she would spend the rest of her day at work, not as Annie Fuller, the respectable, widowed boardinghouse keeper, but as Sibyl, one of San Francisco’s most exclusive clairvoyants.
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      “Mr. Harper, please, do not be so impatient. The reading I took last week was quite explicit. For a Taurus like you, there will be a definite improvement in financial status in the months to come. But this will take time. The signs were not for a sudden windfall but a gradual improvement.”

      Annie kept her voice pitched carefully in the lower registers, with extra emphasis on her sibilants. She had always had a good ear for accents, and she found it easy when she was speaking as Sibyl to call up the cadences of the Italian porter who had worked in her father’s investment firm in New York City.

      She stared at the man who stood at the fireplace with his back to her, noting the tension in his curved shoulders and the nervous way he scrubbed his hands, trying to capture some of the fire’s warmth. While it was chilly this morning, as was usual for August, it was not cold enough to explain why Mr. Harper had hovered next to the fireplace throughout this whole session.

      “Mr. Harper,” she spoke more sharply. “You did sell that stock in Furngell’s Cable Company, as we discussed last week? The notice of bankruptcy was posted Friday. You should have been able to unload the shares before then.”

      The dispirited droop of his shoulders eloquently foreshadowed his answer. “Oh, Madam Sibyl, I didn’t sell. I got to talking with Mr. Heller later that day, and he swore he’d heard the company was about to be bought out by Hallidie’s company. I thought I’d just wait another week.”

      In her guise as Sibyl, Annie frowned and scolded him for failing to heed the advice of the stars, but inwardly she smiled. Mr. Harper was an indecisive little man who tended to follow every tip he heard. His constant buying and selling of stock as San Francisco lurched its way slowly out of the terrible depression of the mid-seventies nearly ruined him. Since he only owned a few shares of Furngell’s now-worthless company, this last mistake would not seriously hurt him. But it might make him more willing to follow her advice in the future. So she decided to let the poor man off the hook.

      “Mr. Harper, come and sit down. It is not the end of the world. It takes great strength of will to avoid what fate has prepared for you. Last week when I cast your horoscope, I saw a small obstacle in your way. Perhaps you might have avoided it if you followed my advice. But I understand. Fate this time was too strong for either of us. Do not worry. The stars also forecast success for you in the long run, and you will not be easily able to avoid that future either.”

      She smiled briefly at him as he came and sat across the table from her. A man in his mid-fifties, he dressed conservatively in brown worsted as befitted a hardworking retailer of lady’s sewing notions. But the yellow silk vest that peeped from under his coat testified to the more daring side of his personality. From the first, she had found him easy to read. She saw her task as trying to harness the two aspects of his nature in tandem.

      Taking up his right hand and softly tracing the lines in his palm as she had done each session, she began to speak. “Mr. Harper, see how this line is strong and reinforced in several places? Remember how I told you this represents the conjunction of the both the moon and Venus ascending?”

      She noted, as her patter continued, that the worried lines in the man’s forehead began to smooth out, and he began to nod with each point that she made. “Now, Mr. Harper, I believe that by the middle of next week you shall have good news that will greatly relieve your concerns about financing your September trip.”

      Annie mentally crossed her fingers, although she was feeling fairly confident in her predictions. The close reading she had made that weekend of the San Francisco Commercial Herald and Market Review revealed that a particularly good wheat harvest was going to increase the value of the investments Mr. Harper had made in local flour mills. She was certain that some of the increase would be reflected on the California Stock Exchange before the end of next week, since she would not be the only one who would have drawn that conclusion. Within the month, he should be able to sell at a tidy profit, enough to bankroll his annual buying trip to New York.

      He had resisted buying the stock originally. Agricultural-based investments were always risky; however, she had based her advice on sound information gleaned from the small central valley newspapers. Yet to Mr. Harper, it would seem that Madam Sibyl was truly clairvoyant.

      “Clairvoyant, specializing in business and domestic advice, consultations by appointment only, fee $2,” stated her simple advertisement that ran weekly in the San Francisco Chronicle.

      Unlike the other men and women who listed themselves as mediums or fortunetellers in the city, Sibyl did not have open consultations nor did she hold séances. She neither promised to contact the dead through slates, move tables, speak in a trance, produce materializations, nor tell amazing information about the past. Through the casting of horoscopes and reading of palms, she offered only to see clearly into the future and give advice. After less than a year at the business, Sibyl had twenty-six regular clients, a few who had bi-weekly consultations. Her fee was twice the going rate, because she had found that the higher fee and the “appointment only” rule kept away those individuals who were shopping for news from the spirit world and helped her develop a steady clientele that really could benefit from her expertise. She brought in a substantial sum each month, enough to pay for the additional expenses connected to transforming a family home into a boarding house.

      She had even accumulated a few hundred dollars so she could make some investments of her own. But all of this would have to be liquidated if the importunate Mr. Driscoll had his way. This thought distracted Annie, and she found Mr. Harper looking puzzled at her momentary silence. She mustn’t permit her own concerns to interfere with her work.

      The clock over the fireplace chimed the half-hour as she leaned forward and stared at Mr. Harper’s hand as it lay face up on the table. She looked up and gave him a strong, encouraging smile.

      “Mr. Harper, you will have a very good day today. You will be kind but firm with your head clerk, Mrs. Parker, inquiring after her daughter’s health but insisting that she be pleasant with the customers. You will eat lightly at lunch, and when Mr. Rosenthal needles you about the Furngell bankruptcy, you will not become angry. You will realize that, as a Gemini, Mr. Rosenthal is simply a talker who speaks from his envy of those who are willing to take a chance in this life. And you will know that you have done no wrong, simply followed what the stars had planned for you.

      “Then, after a very productive afternoon, you will return home early, surprising your wife with the brooch you bought for her birthday. You will find your evening congenial, your wife amiable, your children full of high spirits, and your appetite good. I will see you at eight next Monday morning, and I am sure you will have good news for me then.”

      Mr. Harper sighed lightly and smiled as if in anticipation of this pleasant future. He stood up and briskly crossed to the coat rack by the door, where he retrieved his hat and cane. Bowing with surprising grace, he said, “Thank you, Madam Sibyl. As usual, your advice makes a good deal of sense.” Then he left the room.

      Annie slumped for a minute, listening to the murmuring in the hall as her maid, Kathleen, escorted Mr. Harper out the front entrance. She now had nearly an hour to prepare for her next client, a young, newly married woman who was having a good deal of difficulty with her mother-in-law. Pushing herself up from the table, she moved to the front windows and pulled open the thick dark green curtains that so effectively shut out sounds from the city street below. She opened one window a crack, since Mr. Harper, like most of her male clients, had smoked when he had first come in. Kathleen would soon bring in several vases of flowers to help sweeten the air.

      Moving around the room, Annie made other changes in preparation for her next client. She pulled a comfortable armchair close to the table she always sat behind as Sibyl. Women who had been on their feet since early morning were quite content to remain stationary throughout their consultations. A large tea set would be placed at the armchair’s side, with some of her housekeeper’s delicious pastries temptingly arranged on a plate. She found that in this cozy atmosphere, women were more likely to unburden themselves willingly, with little hesitation.

      Men, on the other hand, seemed to require a different atmosphere. For them, she lay out Uncle Timothy’s crystal decanters, filled with a variety of expensive alcoholic beverages, and she placed, invitingly near at hand, all the little accoutrements of cigar or pipe smoking for those who indulged. In addition, since she had found men seldom stayed sitting, Annie provided a few carefully placed objects d’art for them to look at while roaming around the room.

      Aunt Agatha’s father had been a sea captain who plied the Orient. Annie had culled a number of interesting pieces from his collection. It amused her to observe that most men felt much more comfortable turning their backs on her and confessing their fears and hopes to the small jade horse they held in their hand or to the ancient painted leather globe of the world they idly spun in rapid orbits.

      She banished this loot from the Orient, along with the whiskey decanters, to the dark paneled cabinets along the walls, replacing them with the numerous knickknacks that had been her Aunt’s pride and joy. When she finished, she surveyed the parlor with satisfaction. Fortunately, she only had to make the changeover twice a day, once in the morning and again in the afternoon, when women needed to be back at their homes supervising the preparations for dinner and men scheduled appointments for the other end of their work days. Today, she’d only two male clients scheduled in the morning; the rest were in the late afternoon, including her favorite, Mr. Matthew Voss.

      The thought of Mr. Voss lifted her spirits. Maybe he would be able to help her solve the problem of Mr. Driscoll and his loan. Matthew Voss was a well-respected manufacturer who had come west in ‘49 to make his fortune in the gold fields of California. Along with Malcolm Samuels, a man he had met on the trail, he had failed at mining but succeeded in business. In time, their firm, Voss and Samuels, had become one of the leading manufacturers of fine furniture on the west coast. The company, like many other local firms, had faced a difficult time during the recent national panic and depression, and it had been Voss’s desire to put his personal finances on a sounder footing that first brought him to visit Sibyl.

      “Sounds crazy to me,” Voss bluntly told Annie the first day he had come to Sibyl for advice. “Can’t see why the lines in my hands, lines that come from plain old-fashioned toil, should help me decide what stocks to buy. But I’ll try anything once. And if you do half as well for me as you done for Porter, well, maybe you’ll just make a believer out of me!” Voss had laughed at this point, a wheezing sort of cackle that had become comfortingly familiar.

      Most of her male clients had developed this way. One satisfied customer had inevitably led to several more. She was really doing the job any good investment broker would do, but of course as a respectable woman she could never hold that position. However, as a clairvoyant, Annie found that most men willingly listened to her advice and freely talked about their own ideas for investments. They didn’t worry about whether she could understand the masculine world of finance capital, real estate speculation, and commercial markets because they thought she got her advice from the stars.

      Mr. Voss was different. He took her seriously, and she felt a glow of satisfaction when she thought about how, with her guidance, he had begun to recoup his fortune. Recently, their discussions were more about how he should spend his money than how he should make it. He’d been particularly interested in pleasing his wife; he worried that he hadn’t been able to devote the time and attention to her that she deserved. “She’s a good little thing,” Voss once said, “and I haven’t liked to worry her about problems with the business. I think we both deserve to start having a bit of fun. Never put much faith in the idea that ‘Virtue is its own reward.’”

      So Annie and Mr. Voss had held some lively sessions on the relative merits, astrologically speaking, of the kinds of earthly rewards his wife might like. She suspected a surprise for his wife lay behind the “grand plans” he had referred to in the note she received from him last Wednesday, rescheduling his regular Friday appointment for today. She had been amused by the note, which was, for Voss, uncharacteristically dramatic. Thinking of Voss made her feel more optimistic. She had no doubt he would be able to advise her, perhaps help her get a loan to pay off the debt, if necessary.

      Hoping to find some nugget of financial advice that would further brighten Voss’s own financial outlook and perhaps give her some ideas about how to get out of her own predicament, she picked up the morning edition of the San Francisco Chronicle. She would look specifically for the steamship lists that so often revealed interesting information about the region’s commercial health.

      A headline on the second page arrested her attention. MYSTERIOUS DEATH OF RESPECTED CITIZEN. What new scandal was the Chronicle manufacturing? Then she noticed in the first paragraph the words “Geary Street.” Since Voss lived on this street, she read on, thinking that Mr. Voss would certainly be full of the news if a neighbor had died.

      As the meaning of the words began to sink in, she found it difficult to breathe. “Respectable Furniture Manufacturer Voss...found dead by his wife early Sunday morning...cause of death unknown...no sign of unlawful entry...question of recent business reversals...survived by sister, Miss Nancy Voss, wife, Mrs. Amelia Voss, and son, Jeremy.”

      Annie stared at the words that seemed to bleed into each other. The unexpectedness of death always left her feeling betrayed. People she cared for seemed to die someplace else, without warning, without her, without giving her time to say goodbye. Voss had been so alive. She had felt no hint of his impending death; she never did. Why was she so blind to death when she was able to see life so clearly?
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        Monday evening, August 4, 1879

      

      

      Annie slowly rocked back and forth in a chair set next to a window crammed with pots of pungent geraniums. The window was open, letting in wisps of fog and the soft sounds of a summer evening. The damp coolness of the breeze was welcome since the old wood cook stove across from her gave out the steady heat necessary for baking bread. An enormous cat lay in a comforting, rumbling mass on her lap. Across the room, her housekeeper, Beatrice O’Rourke, leaned over the dishpan, scrubbing the dinner dishes.

      Beatrice was a short woman of ample proportions, but somehow her contours suggested lightness rather than weight. Nearly sixty, she had the energy of a much younger woman. Her husband had been a well-respected captain in the local police force, gunned down ten years earlier in a battle with one of the Barbary Coast gangs. The pittance that the St. Mary’s Benevolent Association provided a police captain’s widow forced Beatrice back into domestic service, where she had served Annie’s aunt and uncle as housekeeper and cook. Annie, a widow herself, could well imagine the bitterness this might have produced. But Beatrice was always unfailingly cheerful, and it had been a godsend when she had agreed to help run the boarding house. Annie hadn’t had the heart to tell her about Driscoll’s letter yet. For Beatrice’s sake, as well as her own, she had to find a way to save the house.

      Slowly, as she watched Beatrice’s broad back expand and contract and the dimples above her plump elbows wink in and out of sight, the huge knot of misery she had been carrying around all day began to loosen. As she rocked and stroked the cat’s soft black fur, she found herself taking long, deep breaths. She realized that all day she had been carrying herself tightly, as if trying to compress herself into the smallest space possible, becoming invulnerable to assault. Where was the immediate threat? Certainly not here in her own kitchen with Beatrice a comforting few feet away. Yet the shocks of Driscoll’s letter and the death of Mr. Voss had rekindled emotions from her past when unexpected events had irreparably torn the fragile fabric of her world.

      The cat under her hand stiffened, and the rumbling purr ceased. At first, she feared that in the thrall of her dark thoughts she had carelessly hurt the animal, but then a small scratching could be heard at the back door, followed by an excited volley of yips. Beatrice turned around, and their eyes met. The last knot of the day’s despair unraveled as Annie turned to the contemplation of life’s real problems and said, “Oh, Bea, Jamie’s dog! I’d forgotten. What are we going to do?”

      Beatrice chuckled. “Right now, I think we had better let him in, for if he barks much longer we’ll have Jamie down here to see to him, and then the fat will be in the fire.”

      Jamie Hewitt, a lively eight-year old, and his widowed mother were boarders who occupied the third-floor back room. Jamie had arrived home that afternoon with a stray dog he rescued from a local bully. He’d pleaded with Annie and Beatrice to let him keep it, claiming that it would make an excellent watchdog. At the time, Annie had been fairly brusque with him, thinking angrily, Why get a watchdog when in a month I might no longer have a house to watch? But this evening she rejected that attitude as unnecessarily defeatist.

      Watching the older woman wipe her hands on the dishtowel, Annie asked, “Did you get a chance to talk to any of the boarders to see if there would be any objections to keeping a dog?”

      Beatrice replied as she crossed over to the back door, “Well, Miss Lucy isn’t home from work yet, but if I remember correctly she mentioned having dogs when she was young, so she probably won’t put up a fuss. Neither Mr. Harvey nor Mr. Chapman raised any objection. In fact, Mr. Chapman offered to help Jamie care for it. You know, I think that young gentleman would help take care of an elephant if he thought it might make Jamie’s ma take notice of him.”

      She laughed. “Oh Bea, you’re quite right. But I am afraid it will do him no good.”

      Miss Lucy Pinehurst, a no-nonsense woman in her early forties who lived alone in a small room adjacent Annie’s on the second floor, was the cashier and book keeper in one of the more prestigious restaurants in town and usually worked late. Mr. Harvey and Mr. Chapman shared the smallest room on the second floor since they couldn’t afford anything larger on their minuscule salaries as clerks in the city. Mr. Chapman had been showing distinct signs of being smitten with Jamie’s mother, Barbara Hewitt, who taught English literature at Girl’s High. But the departed Mr. Hewitt had evidently ruined her trust in all men.

      Bea paused before opening the door and turned. “The Misses Moffet expressed great delight at the idea of having a watchdog. Well, at least Miss Minnie was delighted. As usual, Miss Millie didn’t say a word. It seems that they had been worrying a good deal about burglars. What I think is that Jamie had been campaigning for their support before dinner. That boy has a way with him for certain. Do you suppose he’ll grow up to be a senator?”

      “Heavens, I hope not! At least not one of those dreadful ones under the railroad’s thumb!”

      “Of course not. Not our Jamie! He’d be a champion for the working classes,” replied Beatrice as she opened the door. “Anyway, Mrs. Stein was of your mind. She felt a dog might be good for the boy.”

      By this time, the object of concern had come prancing in. He was a small bull-terrier mix, with the pugnacious, squashed-in muzzle of a dockside tough and the soulful brown eyes of an Italian poet. After sticking his non-existent nose into everything he could reach, the dog came and sat at Beatrice’s feet, thrust his skinny chest forward, cocked his head to one side, and looked up expectantly.

      Annie chuckled. “Well, it looks as if he is a smart young thing, for he clearly knows who will cast the deciding vote. You have enough to do around here without adding the care and feeding of a dog.”

      Beatrice responded by looking significantly at the extremely alert cat in Annie’s lap. “It seems to me that the deciding vote must come from that old puss, for if she won’t put up with him, there will be no peace in this household. I know she is getting old and crotchety, but I won’t have her bothered, even to please the young lad.”

      As if she knew she was being spoken about, the cat sat up in Annie’s lap, drew herself tall, and then sprang lightly down onto the kitchen floor. After arching slowly, she walked sedately across the floor until she stood facing the young bull terrier. He sat very still, without blinking. Annie could see that the effort he made not to bark was tremendous. Then, with a swiftness she found remarkable, the cat stretched out her right paw and lightly batted the dog on his forehead, right between his ears. Beyond emitting the smallest of yips and producing the fleeting impression that he had gone cross-eyed, the dog did not stir. The cat then stalked majestically across to her basket in the corner, circled twice, and curled up into instant sleep.

      A collective sigh of relief from both Beatrice and the dog followed this performance, and then the sound of laughter came from the doorway leading to the front part of the house.

      “I could have told you they’d get along, Ma’am,” said her servant Kathleen. “That old cat already showed him who is queen of the castle this afternoon in the backyard. No, Ma’am, as long as he stays in his place and acts the gentleman, they’ll get along just fine.”

      As always, Annie was cheered by the sight of Kathleen Hennessey, who, while only seventeen, was already very wise in the ways of the world. Some family misfortune had orphaned her and sent her into service at the age of twelve. Beatrice had taken her under her wing and brought Kathleen to work for them as soon as they had opened the boarding house. She had proved to be a prodigious worker. Annie was amazed that such a slip of a girl could do so much in any given day. Annie, moderately proportioned and not more than 5’4” tall herself, felt like an Amazon next to her. Kathleen’s coloring was unremarkable, dark-brown hair, pertly tilted nose, and clear blue eyes. But even the curls that fringed her face seemed to wiggle with excess energy, and her laughter was a tonic to weariness all by itself.

      Stepping into the kitchen, Kathleen bustled around assembling the materials needed to soak the table linens so they would be ready to wash in the morning. As she did so, she asked, “So, is it agreed Jamie gets to keep the dog? I do think I would feel safer sleeping back of the kitchen with that dog here to sound the alarm if anyone tried any funny business. Patrick is always going on and on about how unsafe this neighborhood is.”

      Patrick was a nephew of Beatrice’s, a current member of San Francisco’s police department. He dropped by quite frequently to “check on his Aunt Bea,” but Annie had long suspected that the real object of his visits was Kathleen, who had several admirers vying for her attention.

      Kathleen continued, “Even in the posh neighborhoods in the Western Addition past Van Ness, you can’t always sleep safe at night. Patrick really thought there had been another burglar at work when that old lady pulled him off his beat yesterday morning. She was sobbing and screeching something terrible about robbers and murder.”

      At this point, Kathleen turned and looked at Annie, her usual dimples banished and a serious expression in her eyes. “It was your gentlemen that usually comes Fridays. I recognized the name when Patrick said it was a Mr. Matthew Voss. You did know, didn’t you, Ma’am, that he’s dead?”

      Annie nodded mutely, fighting to hold back the tears this reminder called forth.

      Kathleen went on. “Patrick said the dead gentleman’s wife found him early yesterday morning, just lying across his desk, cold as can be. Patrick says it couldn’t be a robber, no matter what the old lady said, because the wife said all the doors were locked, and there wasn’t anything taken. She, the old gentleman’s wife, told Patrick that it must have been his heart. He had been working too hard. Patrick said she’s a real sweet lady, the wife is, and terrible upset by it all. But Patrick said the police doctor said it looked more like he drank something that didn’t sit right. Maybe he drank poison, by accident or something.”

      At this point, Beatrice sharply interrupted. “That’s enough of your gossip, girl. ‘Patrick said this and Patrick said that.’ Since when did Patrick McGee become the fountain of all wisdom? A good-for-nothing boy who wouldn’t know how to button his own coat if his mother didn’t show him how every morning. He’d better watch his tongue. When my sainted husband was on the force, no man would have dared talk about a case off-duty. He would have had young Patrick on report, nephew or no nephew. Now you just tend to your own duties and stop chattering.”

      Quite startled by the ferocity of Beatrice’s scold, Annie realized that her distress over the death of Mr. Voss must be pretty obvious if Bea had felt the need to snap at Kathleen in that way. But what had Kathleen meant, something Voss drank? The newspaper story hadn’t mentioned any poison. She was just about to question Kathleen further when the bell connected to the front door rang. Kathleen wiped her hands, curtsied, and swiftly made her escape, running up the stairs.

      Once Kathleen was out of the room, Annie turned to Beatrice and said, trying to make her voice sound calm, “Bea, you really shouldn’t have been so hard on her. She didn’t mean to upset me. And I do want to know more. I’d like to understand how this terrible thing could have happened. Do you know anything more about it?”

      Beatrice shrugged. “Well, Patrick did stop by here when he got off duty this morning. He was practically reeling from lack of sleep. That poor Mr. Voss was discovered very early yesterday morning, toward the end of Patrick’s watch. Since Patrick was the first to see him, his chief expected him to stay on duty for most of the day to answer questions. By this morning, he’d been awake for nearly two days. It’s his first death, so he was terribly excited and...”

      Annie interjected at this point, “But what did he say? Was Mr. Voss poisoned or not?”

      Bea looked searchingly at her and continued, “Daft boy, he said a good deal, most of it nonsense. I sent him home to calm down and get some sleep. He’ll probably stop by here tomorrow morning and be talking his fool head off again. But what I think, dearie, is that it would be better for you not to dwell on this. I know you were rare fond of the old gentleman, but what is done is done, and fretting isn’t going to bring him back.”

      Annie frowned slightly. Beatrice was just trying to protect her, but she was no longer a child and didn’t want to be shielded from the truth. She was trying to frame these thoughts into words when Kathleen reappeared, short of breath.

      “Mrs. Fuller, it’s a gentleman, come asking after Sibyl. I did as you told me always to do, said she wasn’t available and that he should leave his name and address so she could get in touch with him. But he wouldn’t do it. He insisted that it was very important he get in touch with her tonight. Said if she wasn’t in, he would like to see who was in charge. I didn’t know what to do, so I put him in the drawing room and said I would see. He looks to be a fine gentleman and ever so handsome, but he seems awfully angry about something. Do you think Mrs. O’Rourke should see him and find out what he wants? Oh, here is the card he gave me.”

      Annie’s heart fluttered as she took the embossed card from her. It read, “Nathaniel Dawson, Attorney-at-law. Hobbes, Haranahan, and Dawson. 246 Sansome Street.”

      A lawyer! How odd. Maybe he was representing Driscoll. But no, that didn’t make sense; he had asked for Sibyl. Was he a potential customer? But why would he appear angry? Was one of her clients trying to take some legal action against her? Oh, she didn’t want to leave the warmth and safety of the kitchen. But it wouldn’t be fair to send Beatrice in her place, and she certainly wasn’t going to the trouble to get back into her Sibyl disguise.

      Stifling a sigh, she rose and said, “That’s all right, Kathleen. You did just fine. I’ll see what he wants.” As she followed Kathleen up the back steps, she prayed that Mr. Nathaniel Dawson brought good news because she wasn’t sure she could stand any more bad news today.
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      When Annie followed Kathleen into the drawing room, she saw a tall, lean young man, perhaps in his late twenties or early thirties, standing in front of the fireplace. For a second, after Kathleen had done her duty by announcing “Mrs. Fuller” and then withdrawn, Annie and the stranger stared at each other in silence. He wore the requisite tailored black evening clothes of a gentleman, although the coat was cut a bit looser than was the fashion of the day. His thick dark hair, unusually long, covered his ears, and the whiteness of his starched collar contrasted starkly with the rich brown tones of his skin.

      When she was six, her father dissolved his brokerage firm and moved his family from San Francisco to the outskirts of Los Angeles in the hope the southern climate would help his ailing wife. Looking at the stranger, she was forcibly reminded of the tall, tanned, taciturn men that had helped her father run their ranch. The clean-shaven state of his face was highly unusual. It became him, she thought. It would have been a shame to hide the defined jaw or the high cheekbones that complemented his dark brown eyes. Eyes that were glaring directly into her own.

      Abruptly conscious of her rudeness in staring, Annie glanced downward, feeling her face grow hot. Then, eager to cover her embarrassment, she moved forward, her hand extended in greeting.

      She recoiled in surprise when the man exclaimed, “My God, you are so young! What the hell are you doing running an establishment like this!”

      She stiffened and withdrew her proffered hand. How dare he challenge her authority, in her own home? Who was he anyway? His clothes and bearing might have been that of a gentleman, but his manners certainly weren’t.

      Annie lifted her chin and replied with some asperity, “Excuse me, Sir. I am not too young to run any sort of establishment I please. I suppose that you are the kind of man who believes that women are incapable of conducting business. I have no patience with that attitude. Would you please state your purpose here, if you indeed have any?”

      The man gave a short bark of laughter that contained no mirth and said in an exaggerated drawl, “Well now, clearly looks can be deceiving, Ma’am. I’ll be glad to leave as soon as you tell me how to reach the woman called Sibyl. I have a number of questions to ask her about a Mr. Matthew Voss.”

      This statement completely mystified her. Why would a lawyer connected with Mr. Voss want to interview Sibyl, and why would he question whether she was old enough to run a boarding house? Maybe this man was a close friend or relative of Mr. Voss, and perhaps extreme grief prompted his odd behavior.

      With that thought, Annie moderated her tone somewhat. “Mr. Dawson, I am sure Madam Sibyl would be very glad to speak to you about Mr. Voss. She valued him highly as a client and is very upset at his sudden passing. But you must understand that, as a professional, she never takes walk-in business. It’s late, and it would be much better for you to make an appointment for one of her regular consultations. I believe she could see you at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

      She looked at him hopefully. “Or, if this is not convenient, perhaps you should write her a note about the nature of your business.”

      Her attempt to placate Mr. Dawson apparently had the opposite effect. By the soft lamplight, Annie could see his jaw clench, and he grew very still.

      “A professional? She gives consultations, you say? That’s a new euphemism for what she does, isn’t it? I guess it is a useful blind for businessmen who are trying to cheat on their wives, though most professionals of her sort work late at night, don’t they? Well, you just tell your Madam Sibyl that I don’t want a consultation, even though I am quite sure she gives good value for the money. I am the lawyer representing Mr. Voss’s estate, and, unlike her other clients, I just want to speak with her. But it must be tonight.”

      As the meaning of the lawyer’s words sank in, Annie experienced the distinct impression that the floor had tilted under her. A real earthquake couldn’t have surprised her more. This man thought that Sibyl was some sort of a prostitute. A prostitute!

      The idea was so unexpected and absurd that she felt a laugh begin to well up, but before it could surface, a second thought replaced her amusement with cold fury. If this idiotic man thought Sibyl was a prostitute, what did he think she was, the owner of a brothel? Of course, that was exactly what he thought! That would explain his earlier comment about me being too young to run this sort of establishment.

      Literally speechless with rage, she stood for a minute trying to figure out how to respond. How could he have possibly made this mistake? How could she possibly explain to him the mistake without subjecting herself to further embarrassment? She should just leave the room. But she couldn’t just let the misunderstanding continue. And she still wanted to know what business he had with Sibyl.

      The sounds of voices in the front hall broke the silence and indicated that two of her boarders had just entered the house. This gave her an idea, and she acted swiftly. Trying to keep her voice as neutral as possible, she said as she crossed over to the door that led into the hallway, “If you insist, I will get Madam Sibyl for you. Please wait in here until the maidservant comes to direct you to her.”

      The couple standing in the front hallway, being assisted by Kathleen in the removal of their wraps, were Annie’s prize boarders, the Steins. Mr. Herman Stein was a prosperous city merchant and banker, and his wife, Esther, was on the board of virtually dozens of local charity organizations. They had been very good friends of her Uncle Timothy and Aunt Agatha, and they had welcomed her when she moved back to San Francisco over a year and a half ago. Because Mr. Stein was away so much on business, and Mrs. Stein no longer wanted the time-consuming care of running an entire household herself, they had been delighted to become the occupants of Annie’s most elegant upstairs suite of rooms. Mr. Stein had also been very supportive of her decision to set up as Madam Sibyl.

      The Steins, both in their mid-sixties, radiated a sense of well-being. Mr. Stein, almost entirely bald, more than made up for this loss of hair by the luxuriousness of the sideburns, mustache, and beard that bloomed below. Esther Stein’s hair was now pure white and tightly braided into an intricate circlet that defied dislodging by stray Bay winds or the exploring fingers of grandchildren. Both were dressed in quiet elegance, but the cut of the clothes of both testified to their greater love of rich food and comfort than of fashion. Annie suspected that Beatrice’s excellent reputation as a cook had been almost as important in their decision to move into her boarding house as had been their desire to help out the niece of old friends.

      Breaking into their usual good-natured greetings, Annie whispered urgently, “Please, could you do me a very great favor? In the drawing room, there is a young lawyer, Mr. Nathaniel Dawson. He has come to see Sibyl, something about the death of Matthew Voss. Mr. Dawson seems to have gotten an entirely wrong impression of everything. Could you please go in and introduce yourselves and perhaps impress upon him the respectability of both this establishment and Madam Sibyl? He has met me as Mrs. Fuller, but I am going to change into Sibyl. For now, I don’t want him to realize the connection. I’ll explain later.”

      Esther Stein laughed and said, “Oh Annie, what mischief are you up to now? Of course we will go in and vouch for you. But if you mistrust this young man’s intentions, maybe Herman should go into your interview with you?”

      Herman Stein broke in at this point. “Young Nate Dawson? His father’s a rancher outside of San Jose, but he’s in his uncle’s law firm. Good, respectable firm. I’ve not met the young fellow. Harvard law degree. I’ve heard he’s a go-getter, but with a good head on his shoulders. Whatever would he want with Madam Sibyl?”

      Mr. Stein frowned for a moment. “Well, in any case, I don’t think we need worry about leaving our Annie alone with him, Esther. He may be part of this new modern generation, but he will be a gentleman all the same.”

      Annie wasn’t so sure about that, but then again, she wasn’t sure she would be acting like a lady in their upcoming meeting, so she didn’t quibble. Instead, she profusely thanked both of the Steins and ran up the stairs to change out of her dress and begin her transformation into Madam Sibyl, one extremely angry clairvoyant.
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      By the time the maidservant announced that Madam Sibyl was waiting for him across the hall, Nate Dawson was a shaken man. For twenty minutes, he had listened to one of the most respected businessmen in the city portray Mrs. Annie Fuller as a paragon of virtue. He learned how she had bravely survived the ordeal of her mother’s death when she was a child and how she left California to go to New York with her father to become both companion and housekeeper to him until she married. He heard the tragic story of how she had lost both her beloved father and her husband within a year and how her fortune had been lost as well in the terrible economic collapse that had started six years ago. Finally, he listened to her praised for her valiant efforts to support herself by running an elegant boarding house.

      As Nate followed the maid into a smaller but stylish parlor, his only thought was the hope that no one would learn of his mistake. He hadn’t wanted to come on this errand in the first place; he had thought they should contact the woman Sibyl by post. Now he had potentially alienated a respectable woman with important friends. Worst of all, he hated feeling the fool.

      As the maid shut the door behind him, he looked around. While a fire was crackling in the grate, the oil lamps scattered around the room were turned down low and provided little illumination. Across from him stood a small round table, draped to the floor by dark green velvet. The woman behind the table motioned peremptorily, clearly indicating that he should sit. Nate tried hard not to stare at the woman as he took his seat. Her skin appeared almost ethereally white in the lamplight, and her eyes glittered in their black depths. He’d never seen eyes so large. She was wearing some sort of scarlet shawl that matched the color of her lips. Then there was the woman’s hair! Nate was reminded of an old engraving in his Latin grammar of Medusa.

      Clearing his throat, he got right to the point. “I expect Mrs. Fuller told you I represent the estate of Matthew Voss and that I have come tonight to ask you a few questions.”

      When the woman across from him nodded, he continued. “First, is it true that you are the woman known as Sibyl? And if so, just what was the nature of your relationship to Mr. Voss?”

      The woman stared at him for a moment and then in a soft, lightly accented voice replied, “Yes, I am Madam Sibyl. I consulted with Mr. Voss twice a week to give him personal and financial advice. I have done so for over seven months.”

      Nate went on, “Just what sort of financial and personal advice were you giving him?”

      “Excuse me sir, but I don’t see that it is any of your business,” the woman replied. “Please explain yourself.”

      Nate could tell that for some reason his questions annoyed her. Despite the vetting the Steins had given this Sibyl, he wondered if perhaps his Uncle Frank had been right all along. There was something suspicious about such a well-regarded businessman going to see a damned fortuneteller.

      “It seems to me that it’s you who need to explain yourself.” Nate leaned forward. “Here we have a man, Mr. Voss, who apparently had everything to live for: a beautiful wife, a fine upstanding son, an assured position in society. Yet, for some indiscernible reason, he begins to see a fortuneteller. I find it difficult to believe it was simply coincidence that not long afterward he died in mysterious circumstances.”

      He clearly caught the woman off-guard. She started to rise and then sat back abruptly, two vivid red patches staining what he could now see were highly powdered cheeks.

      “I don’t believe it!” she hissed at him. “You are trying to blame me for the death of Mr. Voss! What am I supposed to have done? Broken into his house and slit his throat? Or am I more diabolical than that? Did I put some sort of curse on him?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Nate interrupted. “Voss wouldn’t be the first man to become so addled by the ranting of some so-called spirit medium that he was no longer responsible for his own actions.”

      At this, the woman did rise and swept over to the cabinet to her right, putting her back to him. She reached out and picked up a carved ivory elephant on the cabinet in front of her, and Nate could see her take several deep breaths. Putting the carving down with a click, she turned and spoke quickly. “I am so sorry, sir, but it’s you who are ridiculous. First, for no apparent reason, you mistake a respectable woman for a keeper of a house of prostitution.”

      Nate scrabbled his chair backward and stood, leaning over the table, trying to staunch her flow of words. “Oh no! Listen, that was an unfortunate mistake; I had hoped she didn’t realize. If I could only explain to Mrs. Fuller.”

      She continued, ignoring him, “And now you accuse me of being some kind of a fraud who is responsible for a good man’s death. What a fool you are! Tell me, do you really think a sober, responsible man like Mr. Herman Stein would have encouraged people to come to me for advice if I were a charlatan?”

      Nate was appalled that Sibyl, or more importantly, Mrs. Fuller, had discovered the mistake he had made in thinking the house a brothel, but he was damned if he was going to let some painted pretend Gypsy lecture him.

      “Well,” Nate snapped back, “obviously the advice you gave to Matthew Voss wasn’t very good if it left him so desperate he decided to kill himself!”

      Abruptly there was silence.

      “Killed himself,” whispered the woman. Then she began shaking her head. “No, no, you must be wrong. Why would he have done that? He was doing so well; he had such great plans! He would never kill himself; he wasn’t that sort of man. Suicide! Wherever did you get that idea? You must be mistaken!”

      Nate was startled by the sudden change in the woman’s speaking voice and demeanor. Reacting to her clear note of anguish, he replied more quietly. “I am not mistaken, Ma’am. The police surgeon confirmed it at the inquest today. Voss drank enough poison to cause almost instantaneous death. It couldn’t have been an accident, there was...”

      Annie no longer heard the voice of Mr. Dawson saying those terrible things. She was no longer listening. She found herself pulled back across time and a continent to a suffocating overheated room in a fashionable New York City town house. She could hear hushed whispers behind her and from a nearby room a steady sobbing. She felt so cold inside, yet the roaring fire seemed to scorch her very skin. Ice, she was made of ice. The ice maiden. That was what her husband John had called her towards the end. And now he was dead. Killed by his own hand. Her poor husband had been too weak to face the disaster he had made of his life, and he had taken the coward’s way out. Mr. Voss had been no coward.

      Annie felt herself swaying. She vaguely registered that the lawyer had moved over to her and was gently supporting her to the chair by the table, where she sat down abruptly. Feeling as if she was enclosed in a glass wall that muffled sounds, she rested her head briefly on her arms. The astringent smell of brandy unexpectedly assaulted her. She reared back, only to have him thrust a tumbler full of the amber liquid into her hands. She took a small sip, and the glass enclosure dissolved.

      “Feeling better?” Mr. Dawson’s voice seemed unusually loud.

      Looking up at him, she saw he was staring at her intently. Annie glanced quickly away, putting the glass on the table before her. Her momentary weakness embarrassed her, and his close scrutiny made her uncomfortably aware of being in her Sibyl disguise. His next words confirmed her fears.

      “Mrs. Fuller, what in heaven’s name prompted you to play this abominable charade? Why are you pretending to be this woman Sibyl!”

      She stiffened, declaring, “I am not pretending. I am Madam Sibyl.”

      He began to sputter. “But why, Mrs. Fuller? A woman of your obvious class and refinement.”

      “Whom you mistook earlier for a brothel owner!” Annie cut in.

      “But that was only because we, my Uncle Frank and I, thought that Sibyl was a...well, that Voss and she were engaged in some sort of illicit relationship. I mean, there was every reason to believe so, and that was the root of the misunderstanding. Oh hell! How can I....”

      She noted the flush on his face and thought how it made him seem younger. He sat down heavily in the chair across from her and took a deep breath.

      “It happened this way. Early this morning, my uncle, Frank Hobbes, called me into the office to tell me about Matthew Voss’s death. I’d been out of town visiting my family, so I hadn’t heard about it. Probate is my responsibility, and usually it’s a pretty simple business. But Uncle Frank told me there had been a good deal of confusion about the cause of death and that there was strong evidence of suicide. He said that, although Voss’s business partner had assured him that the business was on a secure financial footing, Matthew’s personal finances seemed to be in disarray. According to his bank, there is currently very little money in Voss’s account. In fact, at this point, except for the house and the business, Voss appears to have been practically insolvent.”

      Annie responded quickly. “But that isn’t true. He has been steadily investing for at least the past six months in a variety of money-generating schemes, almost all of them successful. He bought a good deal of property, stocks, and bonds. Granted, his liquid assets would be rather low at this point, but I would estimate that overall his net worth has increased significantly in the past few months.”

      She stopped for a moment, trying to order her thoughts. She wanted to appear composed in order to convince him she knew what she was talking about.

      “You should have found records of these transactions. Deeds of property, stock certificates. Haven’t you looked in his safety deposit box in the bank? I know he has one. That would clear up this so-called mystery.”

      He shook his head. “Of course we looked there. Uncle Frank opened that and his safe at the factory. There were the usual documents you would expect to find but none representing the assets you describe or any cash.”

      “Mr. Dawson, you’ve still not explained why any of this led you or your uncle to decide that Mr. Voss was regularly patronizing a prostitute or that the prostitute was Sibyl. Are you one of those men who simply assumes that any working woman must be a woman of easy virtue?”

      He said, “Look, Mrs. Fuller. It was my Uncle Frank’s idea. We were trying to find an explanation for his apparent insolvency. Uncle Frank simply speculated that if Matthew Voss was entangled with some woman, perhaps his wealth had gone for her support or to keep her quiet.”

      He added, “You must, in all fairness, admit that this would not be the first time that a respectable merchant of this city found himself in that position.”

      “I would strongly question whether any man who found himself in that sort of position could be called respectable,” Annie replied tartly. “But this still doesn’t explain why you decided Sibyl was the woman in question. Did Voss’s wife make this accusation?”

      He seemed shocked. “Good heavens, we have not even hinted at our suspicions to Mrs. Voss. She is already suffering enough. She keeps insisting his death must have been some sort of accident and the money must have just been misplaced. No, it was the appointment book and Mr. Voss’s will that put us onto Sibyl. When my uncle talked to Mrs. Voss this afternoon, she suggested that Voss’s pocket diary might reveal something about his finances. My uncle and I went over the diary thoroughly, and for the most part we simply found what you would expect for a man of Voss’s standing and occupation. There were references to, and appointments with, the usual group of bankers and businessmen. Also the occasional social engagements, birthdays noted. Nothing unusual. However, there was one odd sort of entry we couldn’t explain. Regularly, once or twice a week, the word Sibyl was jotted down. This had been going on for months.”

      Annie wrinkled her forehead, still trying to understand how either Mr. Dawson or his uncle could have jumped to the conclusions they did from this piece of information. She said, “But how did you find me? I mean, if you had seen my card or advertisement or talked to anyone about me, they would have told you that Sibyl was a clairvoyant. But you obviously didn’t know this when you came this evening.”

      “Ah, but this is where the will came in. Mr. Voss had recently added a rather odd codicil to his will. Well, guess who was mentioned in the codicil!”

      “Not Sibyl!” was her startled response.

      “Yes, Sibyl, giving her address as well. That is how we found her or, rather, you. And it seemed to confirm our suspicions. Why else would he have put a woman he wasn’t related to in his will?”

      Of all the wrong-headed, idiotic, tortured twisting of logic, this seemed the worst, she thought. In low, fierce tones, she began to tell him so in no uncertain terms. “Did you ever think that maybe, just maybe, he might have done so because they were business associates or even friends? Of course not. Well, you were wrong, about everything. Matthew Voss was not an adulterer, nor was he a coward. Even if he had some recent financial reversals, which I don’t believe, he would never have taken his life.” She stopped, fighting back tears.

      Turning her face away and looking in vain for a handkerchief, she suddenly felt indescribably weary. She also felt self-conscious remaining in front of Mr. Dawson dressed as Sibyl. Her head ached under the tight wig, and she was sure that her tears were making a mess of her face. She just wanted this man, and his infuriating suspicions, to be gone.

      Blotting her face with the edge of her shawl, Annie said quietly, “Please, I have answered your questions, and you have answered mine. Will you now leave?”

      “Listen,” he said, leaning forward and briefly reaching out as if to touch her shoulder, “I know I have behaved abominably tonight. You have every right to be angry, and I am sorry. Clearly, my uncle and I were very mistaken in some of our conclusions, certainly in those regarding you. My younger sister Laura would rip me to shreds if she heard what a foolish mistake I made. She says that I am hopelessly out-dated in my attitudes towards women. I suspect the two of you would get along famously.”

      She looked up and caught a glimpse of a wry smile. His expression then turned serious.

      “Mrs. Fuller, please say that you will forgive me. You must understand, from our perspective our speculations made some sense. We were wrong about you, obviously, but that still leaves us with the problem of Voss’s suicide.”

      Annie started to speak, but he continued. “The evidence is really very convincing. The coroner clearly stated that Voss died of a poison called cyanide, which is evidently not something one would take by accident. There is no indication anyone else was with him, and then there is the note.”

      Here, she successfully interrupted. “What note? Are you saying that he left a suicide note?”

      “Yes, on his desk was a half sheet of torn paper. It said, ‘I am sorry.’ At the bottom was his signature.”

      Her indignation rose. “That is absurd and not at all like Mr. Voss. If he had decided to take his life, he would have explained, made sure that everything was straight, orderly. That note could have meant anything, been torn off of a letter about something entirely different.”

      “I know...I know. You believe he was in good financial shape, but perhaps there was some problem in his life that required him to sell all his assets or some sorrow that you didn’t know about.”

      “But there wasn’t. He would have told me. In fact, he was very excited about how he was going to spend all the money he had been making. Even if he had already liquidated his stocks and property to make a large purchase, another business, a piece of property, well, there still would have been something to show for it!”

      “Maybe you’re right. I can’t argue with you because I didn’t know Voss personally. Perhaps you are also right about his assets. I certainly hope so, because otherwise his family will be in some difficulty. Overall, he owned sixty percent of the furniture company, his partner the other forty percent. Voss left ten percent of his shares of the company to his sister and divided the rest equally between his son and his wife. His wife also got the Geary Street house and property. There are a few small legacies, to his manservant, for example, and to a local orphan society. The rest of his estate, which at this point seems to be non-existent, is to be divided equally between his wife and his son.”

      Annie frowned, wondering where the assets might have gone, when she noticed a quizzical expression on Mr. Dawson’s face.

      He said, “You know, you still haven’t asked what Voss left you in his will. Perhaps as a clairvoyant you already knew.”

      Annie wasn’t in any mood to be teased. “I am not that sort of clairvoyant!” She then continued with more composure. “Frankly, I doubt that he left me more than a token. I thought of him as a friend, but it was clear to me his family came first. I take it the will has been read already.”

      He answered, “The will itself will be read formally tomorrow after the funeral. That is one of the reasons why I had to see Sibyl tonight. Apart from our suspicions, we needed to contact her, or you, before that time.”

      “Oh, must I attend? I couldn’t go as Sibyl, and I really would prefer to keep the connection between Sibyl and my real identity as separate as possible.”

      “Well, you could come to the law office later and fill out the necessary papers. Perhaps it would be better that way. Actually, you were right; the amount of money willed to you is very small. The codicil was rather odd. He left you ten dollars and two hundred and fifty shares of some mining stock. However, you may not see any of either, since we haven’t found any sign of the stock certificates. If some other assets don’t show up, after the primary legacies are distributed, there simply may not be even ten dollars left.”

      Annie interrupted. “Did you say ten dollars? And was the mining stock for the Last Hope Arizona Silver Mine?”

      Startled, he nodded yes, and she went on. “Oh, isn’t that just like Mr. Voss. Some months ago, after looking long and hard at the prospectus, I advised him to buy stock in that mine. I wanted him to buy the miner’s survey reports. They cost ten dollars, and he grumbled on forever about the expense. Said that as a clairvoyant I shouldn’t need surveys. I finally bought the surveys myself. Don’t you see, he was paying me back?”

      “I’ll say he paid you back, since he left you the mine shares as well. Do you know what they are worth now?”

      “The mining ventures in Arizona have been very risky, some very good strikes and as many worthless,” Annie replied. “The biggest problem seems to be early strikes petering out, so that the value of the stock rises sharply at first, then declines. But this one seemed like it could be the exception. We argued over whether he should sell after three months, when the price rose enough to let him recoup his investment, or whether he should hold on to it. I said he should hold on. He thought he shouldn’t. So far I have been right. The price for that stock is now selling for around five dollars a share.”

      He whistled. “That is a hefty legacy! He must have valued your advice.”

      Annie noted the tone of amazement. “Well, I think he was also teasing me a bit. Think about it. Assume that he was not planning on dying and when he made out the will he expected to live a good many more years. And I am convinced he had every intention of doing so. If I were right about holding on to the stock, by the time he died, I would certainly have benefited. But so would he, by receiving substantial dividends all those years. However, if I were wrong about the stock, by the time he died my inheritance would probably be worthless, just like my advice!”

      She thought for a minute about Matthew Voss. She could see him in this very room, the firelight glinting off the glasses he was forever polishing while he talked. He would laugh dryly at her spirited defense of some investment scheme or another. He was one of the few clients who had seemed willing to treat her palmistry and star charts as the amusing contrivances they were. As they had plotted and planned for his financial recovery, she had been reminded of the games of speculation she had played with her father when she was growing up. She could just imagine Matthew chuckling to himself during one of their consultations, thinking of the codicil and how surprised she would be by it someday. He had liked secrets; in that way he could be almost childlike. Just the way he had been in that last cryptic note, canceling his Friday appointment because he had some secret plans to work out.

      “Don’t you see? He would never have left me that stock in his will if he needed the money. He would have left it to his wife so she could sell it. And if he committed suicide for some other reason, then where are the stock certificates? They must be somewhere. When you find them, I am sure you will find the other assets he had. No, Matthew Voss did not commit suicide; I am sure of it.”

      Annie froze. Two hundred and fifty shares of stock, worth five dollars a share. Matthew Voss had bequeathed her over twelve hundred dollars, nearly enough to cover her debt to Driscoll! The importance of that information hadn’t sunk in at first; she had been so intent on proving to Mr. Dawson that Voss couldn’t have committed suicide. But what if the certificates were never found, or what if he had redeemed them and planned to rewrite the will? What then?

      Mr. Dawson interrupted these thoughts by rising and saying, “I will not argue with you any more. It’s late, and I really must go. If it is convenient, perhaps you could stop by the office tomorrow afternoon around four o’clock to sign the papers? You still have my card?”

      Annie rose and looked blankly for a second at the hand he extended toward her. Then she took the hand and shook it, but as she did so she said, “That’s not the end of it, is it, Mr. Dawson? You will try to find out where Mr. Voss’s money has gone, won’t you? People must be made to see that he had no reason to kill himself. You do believe me when I say he can’t have committed suicide?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know what to believe. I do promise we will try to discover more about his financial status. But, Mrs. Fuller, you must realize that the police are convinced it is suicide. There was nothing to indicate otherwise: no sign of illegal entrance, no sign of a struggle.”

      Gently withdrawing his hand from hers, he continued, “Now I really must go. And, again, I apologize for any distress I might have caused you tonight.”

      As he turned and made his way out of the room to the front door, Annie followed him, feeling rather bereft. It was terribly important to her to prove that Matthew Voss hadn’t been the kind of man who would make a financial mess of his life and then leave others to deal with the consequences. But she knew it was unreasonable to insist that he remain just so she could go on trying to convince him.

      She unbolted and opened the door, saying, “Of course I accept your apology. And I am grateful you have been so frank with me in discussing Mr. Voss’s death. Many gentlemen would have insisted that the entire subject was unsuitable for a woman. But do keep in mind what I have told you. I promise you that I will not let it rest until I have discovered the truth.”

      After collecting his hat, gloves, and cane from the hall table, Nate Dawson turned at the door’s threshold and looked straight into Annie’s eyes. “Mrs. Fuller, I don’t think you have really considered the implications of what you are saying. If Matthew Voss did not die by accident or by suicide, then...”

      “Quite so, Mr. Dawson,” Annie said, not blinking under his gaze. “Then someone killed him. And I think when you find out what happened to Matthew Voss’s assets, you will discover who killed him. Goodnight, sir. Until tomorrow.”
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      The next morning, Annie was again dressed in her plain black gown. This time, a delicate collar of black lace, instead of a scarlet shawl, graced her shoulders, and on her head, instead of the wig, perched an imposing black hat. She hadn’t worn the hat since arriving in San Francisco. Then, it had been a painful reminder of the deaths of her father and husband; today it was a useful badge of respectable mourning, behind whose veils she could hide while attending the funeral of Matthew Voss.

      After Nate Dawson had left last night, she found that the more she thought about what she had learned, the more convinced she became Mr. Voss must have been murdered. But why? By whom? When she had discovered the Steins were going to attend Matthew’s funeral, she asked if she could come along. At the time, she’d some bright idea that if she could at least meet Matthew’s family, she would find answers to her questions. This morning, as she sat primly in the Stein’s carriage on the way to Laurel Hill Cemetery, this idea didn’t seem so very bright, and she rather regretted the loss of her morning’s income, since she had had to cancel one of her clients to attend.

      Part of her low spirits stemmed from exhaustion. Half-formed plans to deal with Mr. Driscoll’s threatening letter had jostled with questions over Matthew’s mysterious death to keep her awake until early that morning. When she’d finally fallen asleep, vague menacing shapes had filled her dreams. At breakfast, Beatrice had probed unmercifully about Mr. Dawson’s visit and had been visibly hurt when Annie put her off. But she feared that if she got into the question of Mr. Voss’s will, the problem with Driscoll might come out, and she wasn’t ready to tell Beatrice about the debt until she had a plan for handling the problem.

      Driscoll wasn’t due in the city for at least another two weeks. She should be able to figure something out, get a loan; maybe she could use the house as collateral. But she found it hard to concentrate on this problem with the questions of Matthew Voss’s death still unanswered. She had planned to discuss some of her concerns with the Steins as they rode to the cemetery until she learned they were picking up Hetty, their youngest daughter, on their way.

      Unfortunately, of all the Stein children, Hetty was the one Annie had met most often and liked the least. Hetty seemed to find it a personal affront that her parents had chosen to give up their home and move into Annie’s boarding house. As a result, she was not surprised when Hetty began to complain the minute she set foot in the carriage.

      “Mother, I am so sorry to have inconvenienced you this way. This carriage can barely hold three comfortably, let alone four. I would have gone with Adela, but she had to stop at her dressmakers’ on Larkin first, and I couldn’t leave until I had given instructions to Mrs. Phelps. She has been simply impossible ever since the little dinner party I had last week. She’s all in a huff about the scolding I gave her about the sauce for the salmon. It was inedible. Of course she blamed it on the stove, and she does have a point. I’m sure that half the reason your Mrs. Kelly did so well, Mama, was the wonderful kitchen she had to work in. I just can’t fathom why you gave the house up. Not that Mrs. Fuller’s cook isn’t adequate, but really one can’t expect boardinghouse cooking to compare.”

      Here, Hetty had nodded vaguely at Annie and paused for a breath, giving her mother a chance to get a word in edgewise.

      “Dear, I am sure neither you nor your Mrs. Phelps would ever want to trade your nice new modern kitchen for that old inconvenient basement room we had. But enough of these domestic concerns. I hoped you would be able to tell Mrs. Fuller a little about the Voss family while we were on our way to the cemetery. As you know, she goes out little into society.”

      Hetty seemed pleased at this request. Sniffing delicately and throwing her nose sharply up in the air so she could more effectively look down it at Annie, Hetty responded, “Well, Mother, if Mrs. Fuller wants to know about the Voss household, I will be more than happy to oblige. I suppose that she must find the doings of fashionable society fascinating, even on such a sad occasion as this.”

      Esther Stein looked apologetically at Annie and sternly said, “Hetty, Mrs. Fuller was a good friend to Mr. Voss, which is why she is attending the funeral. But she never had an opportunity to meet the rest of the family.”

      Hetty replied, “Oh, of course,” but it was clear she was thinking how odd it was that Annie would have known the old gentleman but not be acquainted with any of the Voss ladies.

      “I’ve known Jeremy Voss simply forever,” Hetty began. “Why, I can remember him when he was in short pants and long curls, leaning up against his mama’s knee when they came to call on visiting day. One time, when we were about ten, he pulled my hair and I kicked him in the shins during some sort of musicale. There was a large lady singing very shrilly, and Jeremy and I were both bored.”

      Mrs. Stein inserted here, “Yes, I remember. He howled, and you stuck your tongue out at him! I was mortified that I was raising up such a young rapscallion!”

      Annie found the image of Hetty in a scrape with young Jeremy Voss rather amusing, and for the first time, she could imagine liking the young woman.

      Hetty continued, “He disappeared into some boarding school for a number of years, and I only saw him every so often during the summers. Then he simply vanished from San Francisco society.”

      Mrs. Stein again interrupted. “He attended college back east, and I believe that he spent every summer abroad.”

      “Well, all I know is that two years ago he reappeared and took all the girls by storm. He had turned into a terribly interesting young man, very sophisticated, not at all rough like most of our California boys. An artist, you know. Very sensitive. He writes poetry, and he is forever threatening to kill himself or someone else in a duel for love.”

      “Now, Hetty,” said Mrs. Stein.

      “No, Mother, it’s true. I remember not long before my George proposed to me; he heard some silly rumor that Jeremy had written me a sonnet. George was simply furious. But I told George that any girl would be a fool to prefer a man like Jeremy, always talking so extravagantly but never doing anything, to a man like him. George might not have much to say, but at least he’s a real doer.”

      Annie noticed that Mr. Stein, who had been silently listening to the conversation, smiled briefly at this remark, and she suspected Hetty was probably quoting her father here. Annie wondered what he thought about Matthew’s death. Perhaps he could help her convince Mr. Dawson and his uncle that Matthew’s death couldn’t possibly be the result of suicide.

      The carriage arrived at the cemetery just then, halting all conversation while everyone disembarked and made their way up a short hill. Normally, a funeral for a man of Matthew Voss’s status would have been a larger, more elaborate affair, with notices in the paper, a viewing, and some sort of ceremony in the church. However, Mrs. Voss had evidently requested that there only be the short ritual at the gravesite, and no public notices had been made of the time or place. As a result, only a small number of the family’s friends and Matthew Voss’s business acquaintances were in attendance.

      The gravesite was nestled in a little hollow that had captured tiny wisps of the early morning mist and swirled them around the feet of the small group representing Matthew Voss’s family, who stood to one side of the casket. The other mourners stood just a short distance away on the sunnier slopes across from the family. Annie, standing with the Steins, had a very good view of all that was going on. The sound of seagulls and the sharp tang of the sea air wafted in on the cool morning air; she took deep breaths, feeling her tiredness ease. Looking around her, she decided coming to the funeral was not such a bad idea. After all, experience as Sibyl had taught her to read faces and divine information from how people held themselves or related to each other. The important people in Matthew’s life now stood before her, open for her scrutiny.

      Annie easily recognized Matthew’s son, Jeremy, from Hetty’s description. With his height, black curly hair that tumbled over his forehead, dashing mustache, and furrowed brow, he reminded her of some brooding hero from a Gothic novel. She had not been surprised by Hetty’s portrayal of Jeremy, which fit the image she had already developed from her talks with Matthew. Annie knew, for example, that the summers abroad, when Jeremy evidently spent his time traveling, writing poetry, and painting, had been a source of contention between the father and son. She also knew, when his company had encountered financial difficulties a few years ago, Voss cut off all funding to his son and demanded he return to San Francisco to take up a position in the furniture company. Matthew had hoped this would settle the young man, but he had indicated that it had not had that effect.

      Matthew recently hinted he had some new scheme in mind to get Jeremy to change his ways. “I’ll teach the young jack-a-napes the value of honest work, even if it kills him,” had been Matthew’s exact words. She wondered what the scheme had been and whether Jeremy had known about it before his father’s death.

      On either side of Jeremy stood two women dressed in deepest mourning. The striking young blonde on his left, dressed in an extremely smart black silk, leaned close to Jeremy, staring intently up at him. She was biting down on her full rosy lip and wrinkling her delicately arched brows above clear blue eyes in quite a fetching manner. Jeremy seemed oblivious to her. Annie was wondering who she was, since she knew Matthew had no daughters, when Hetty turned and whispered to her.

      “Do you see to Jeremy’s left? That’s his fiancé, Judith Langdon. We were all really surprised when they announced last month. No one ever expected him to get caught so soon. Her mother was ecstatic. Judith is one of my most intimate friends, and I know for a fact that she is frightfully poor and needed to marry money. She’s welcome to him. Just look at him. I’m sure he’ll be a trying husband. My George never bothers me with a fit of bad temper.”

      Only vaguely listening to further revelations about what Hetty’s George never did, Annie continued to study the scene in front of her. The motive of the young blonde’s mother might have been mercenary, but judging from Miss Langdon’s expression, the daughter’s was not. She wondered why Matthew had never mentioned the engagement.

      A small movement turned her attention to the woman standing to Jeremy’s right. With shock, she realized the small, ethereal creature with an astonishingly tiny waist must be his mother, Amelia Voss. Even her long gauze veils couldn’t hide the fact that Matthew’s wife was much younger than her husband had been. Matthew had mentioned his wife’s youth, but Annie realized that she had been picturing a woman who, after over twenty years of marriage and the birth of a child, had faded into a comfortable middle age. While it was impossible to distinguish much about her features or coloring from behind her veils, the bare hand that reached up and clutched her son’s sleeve appeared exquisitely slender and pale. His fiancée may have been focusing all her attention on Jeremy, but all of his attention was turned to his mother. He took Amelia Voss’s hand in one of his and drew his other arm around her waist, gently supporting her.

      As he did so, Mrs. Voss turned her head to look over at a man who had moved to her other side. Just as Annie was wondering who he was, Mr. Stein enlightened her by muttering to himself, “Ah, there’s Samuels. Good fellow. They’ll need his support now more than ever.”

      So that was Malcolm Samuels––Matthew’s business partner and oldest friend. Matthew had talked at great length about this man: stories of how they had met at a muddy river crossing on the way west, of the difficulties they had surviving the terrible year they spent panning for gold, and the risks they had taken in opening up San Francisco’s first wholesale furniture enterprise. Quite soon, a division of labor between the two partners had developed. Matthew ran the day-to-day affairs of the company, including managing the factory. Samuels took care of the supply and sales sides of the business. He traveled up and down the coast, even taking trips back east and abroad to contract for lumber and to maintain their markets. Matthew had felt bad that the peripatetic nature of the business had kept Samuels a bachelor all these years.

      Annie remembered him saying, “I had the best of the deal. Poor old Malcolm never got to settle down. He says the traveling suits him, but I know he feels the lack of a family. My wife and I have done our best to make him feel our home is his, but it just isn’t the same.”

      As she watched Mr. Samuels shake hands with the minister, who had finally arrived to begin the service, she mused that traveling and bachelorhood certainly agreed with him. He looked at least fifteen years younger than Matthew had, although she had assumed they were nearly the same age. Although of moderate height, Samuels had a commanding presence, carrying his considerable weight well. Only the tiniest frosting of grey at the temples marked his thick, neatly brushed head of hair. His sideburns, beard, and mustache curled crisply around his mouth. What a striking contrast the two men must have made, she thought. She pictured Matthew, tall, stooped, with thinning grey hair and small paunch, wearing one of his rusty old black suits, standing next to this vigorous, handsome, elegantly dressed man. She found it difficult to believe that Samuels hadn’t remained single by choice.

      The minister then began to speak, and Annie realized she had been carefully avoiding the primary reason for being in this place at this time. Matthew Voss lay in the highly polished wooden casket standing slightly below her on the edge of the grave. And it was time for her to say her farewells and face the truth of her friend’s death. On the surface, their relationship had been a business one. But she knew it was more than business. She had revealed a little of her history to him, something she had done with no other client. In turn, he had needed her, needed the chance to talk about his worries, to try out his ideas, to speculate about the future. And he had paid Annie the supreme compliment of accepting from her what help she could give. They had been true friends. Now he was gone, and she would miss him.

      Remembering the first days of her own bereavement, Annie looked over at Matthew’s wife, Amelia, and wondered what she was feeling at this moment. Would she truly mourn his passing? Or would there be anger, a sense of betrayal, or even relief? Would she have resented the fact that he turned to another woman, Sibyl, to share his thoughts and ask for advice? Perhaps not. From what Matthew had said about his wife, it was possible that Amelia Voss had been relieved that he had turned elsewhere with his concerns.

      “Such a sweet Angel,” Matthew once said, “but completely at sea when it comes to worldly things. It was her Southern upbringing, you know. Yankee girls are taught to be more practical. Her mother made me promise when I asked for Amelia’s hand in marriage that she would never ever have to worry her beautiful little head about money. And I have been able to keep that promise up till now and will continue to keep it, God willing.”

      Annie smiled at this memory, thinking of how fervent the old gentleman had looked as he made this vow. Then the sight of Matthew’s wife placing her wreath on the coffin as it was lowered wiped away her smile. Matthew was dead now, and if his assets remained missing, Amelia Voss would have to begin to worry about money. His promise would have been broken. Oh, how he would have hated that!

      Moving slowly down the slope with others to place her flowers and give her condolences, Annie tried to say her silent goodbyes. But she was too angry to feel at peace. As she looked up, she saw she wasn’t the only mourner with anger in her heart. Standing across from her, slightly apart from the rest of the family, an older woman glared fiercely into the grave being rapidly covered with flowers. She bore a remarkable resemblance to Matthew, but a Matthew filled with fury and despair. Almost as tall as Matthew had been, the woman had the same thinning grey hair, tied in a severe knot and covered by an ancient black hat with a veil thrust back to reveal her features. The thin shoulders that had drooped on Matthew were rigidly straight on her, and her long thin arms and the black-gloved hands were held equally rigid and straight at her sides. Annie found herself speculating whether or not this woman had a small paunch similar to Matthew’s hidden under her tightly laced corset. But it was her eyes, grey and piercing, that most reminded Annie of Matthew, and it was her bruised-looking, unblinking eyes that revealed a woman in anguish.

      Who could she be? For a moment, Annie simply stared. Then several fragments of conversations over the past two days came together, and she knew the answer. First, the newspaper article had mentioned that Matthew was survived by a sister. Then Kathleen talked about an “old lady” who had fetched Patrick off his beat, an “old lady” who had clamored that murder had been done. At the time, Annie had assumed that this referred to Matthew’s wife. Finally, Nate Dawson had said that a small percentage of the company shares would go to Matthew’s sister, who must be the woman standing there at graveside.

      Yet how odd. Another person, like Judith Langdon, that Matthew had never mentioned. She could understand him not mentioning his son’s fiancée, but a sister! Maybe she didn’t normally live with them. Had she been visiting by chance? Annie turned and made her way to Mrs. Stein, who had moved up the hill after shaking hands with Amelia Voss.

      “Oh, I do feel for the poor woman.” Esther Stein sniffed into her handkerchief. “We have never really been that close. Amelia was always more part of the younger set, but I can’t help but think how frightening it would be if Herman was gone.”

      Annie gave the kind-hearted woman a quick hug and said, “Now Mrs. Stein, your husband is not going anywhere––you are much too good to him. Besides, you have six children who would line up to take care of you. Your only problem would be that they might start fighting with each other over the privilege.”

      Mrs. Stein chuckled at this and replied, “Oh my Lord, what a thought. I just know they would plague me to death, giving me advice and help I didn’t need. I’d better tell Herman he must promise to out-live me. I couldn’t stand the aggravation!”

      Annie then turned Mrs. Stein gently to the side and nodded at the woman who was still staring into the now flower covered grave. “Is that Mr. Voss’s sister?”

      “Of course it is, poor soul. That’s Miss Nancy Voss. She will be bereft. She followed Matthew out west after their parents died and has kept house for Matthew ever since. Over twenty-five years and in all that time she’s never been apart from him. I wonder what she’ll do now?”

      Annie was even more mystified. How could Matthew have lived most of his life with his sister and yet had never once mentioned her? And why did she look so angry?

      Almost as if to answer her question, Miss Voss tore her eyes from the grave and turned her baleful look on a little tableau that had formed to her right. There was Mrs. Voss, leaning her head against her son’s chest as if she were faint, with Jeremy tenderly murmuring in her ear. At the same time, Malcolm Samuels hovered over her, ineffectually trying to drape a shawl around her bowed shoulders, while Miss Langdon knelt at her feet, offering to Mrs. Voss the black lace handkerchief she had dropped. Looking back at Matthew’s sister, Annie saw her raise her upper lip in a sneer, then turn swiftly and walk off, alone.
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        Tuesday afternoon, August 5, 1879

      

      

      Annie wove her way through the crowded sidewalk along Sansome, in the thick of the San Francisco business district, trying in vain to keep up with Nate Dawson, who was striding in front of her. He had insisted in accompanying her home from the law offices of Hobbes, Haranahan, and Dawson, where she had dutifully signed the necessary probate forms to ensure that Madam Sibyl would get her inheritance––if they ever found the missing mining stocks. But he had immediately set a pace that seemed intended to leave her behind. From the moment she had arrived at the scheduled meeting, she had been confused by Nate Dawson’s behavior. Certainly, their first meeting had been odd: a jumble of mistaken identities, sharp suspicions, and small kindnesses, resulting in a disconcerting sense of intimacy. At the end, she had thought they had parted on good terms. This afternoon, however, he had been treating her as if she were a complete, and very unwelcome, stranger.

      By contrast, his uncle, Frank Hobbes, who she had dreaded meeting, turned out to be a charming man. The family resemblance to his nephew was strong, but age had greatly tamed Frank Hobbes. At one time, he must have been as tall and dark as his nephew, but middle age and too many years spent hunched over an office desk had reduced his stature, curved his back, paled his skin, and streaked his dark hair with white. He had the same high cheekbones and beak-like nose as his nephew, but the small pair of round tortoise-shell glasses that perched on this nose turned these hawk-like features into the face of a rather amiable owl.

      Hobbes had completely disarmed Annie by first apologizing for the misunderstanding about Madam Sibyl and then telling her that he was interested in her assertion that Mr. Voss had recently been successful in his business investments. He said he had even directed his nephew to look into the list of assets that she had brought with her to substantiate that claim.

      “Mrs. Fuller’s father, Edward Stewart, was one of the best brokers on the New York Stock Exchange in the fifties,” he said to Nate. “Made his fortune and then moved out to California and dabbled in mining stocks. He was a good friend to me when I started out as a lawyer, gave me excellent financial advice. If Mrs. Fuller is half as smart as her father was, you would do well to listen to her.”

      Nate had not seemed at all pleased by his uncle’s remarks and had turned to the desk to shuffle various papers, completely ignoring her. In fact, the whole time she had been at the crowded and untidy law offices, he had barely said two words to her. Irritating man. This thought was interrupted when she was forced to slow down by the crowd of people waiting to cross Market Street. She saw that Nate was looking toward her over his shoulder.

      Noticing the difficulty she was in, he turned back and adroitly shepherded her through the crowd and around the corner, saying, “Are you all right, Mrs. Fuller? Are you sure you don’t want me to hail you a hansom cab?”

      “Mr. Dawson, I am quite all right,” Annie replied. “As I said before, there really is no need for you to accompany me. However, it would be nice if you could try not to turn it into a foot race and let me pause for a second to catch my breath.”

      She turned away to look back at the Bay, which could be seen over the dockside buildings at the end of Market Street. Market was even busier than Sansome had been; in addition to the pedestrian traffic, several heavily laden wagons lumbered up from the docks, and numerous carriages swept by smartly. Yet there was a stillness and sense of peace to the afternoon. Dark-blue water flashed diamonds through the light fog that was accumulating, and a light breeze fluttered the feathers in her hat and lifted small scraps of paper into a miniature whirlwind.

      “Oh. I apologize, Mrs. Fuller,” Nate said. “I get irritated when my uncle feels the need to treat me like some inexperienced clerk. The disadvantage of working for someone who once dandled you on his knee. I fear that I was taking my ill humor out on you, and I am sorry. We can certainly walk as slowly as you wish.” Then taking the list Annie had given him out of his jacket pocket, Nate continued, “I wonder if you would mind if I showed this list to Mr. Voss’s son, Jeremy, and perhaps to Malcolm Samuels, his business partner? They might be able to help me track down the investments.” This statement was followed by the first smile Annie had seen on his face all afternoon.

      Heartened by both the apology and the smile, she replied quickly. “Of course not, although from what Mr. Voss said about his son’s lack of interest in business, I would be amazed if he had confided in Jeremy. Did anyone in the family have any idea where his assets had gone?”

      “No.” Nate shook his head. “In fact, they were all rather stunned when my uncle explained the financial situation to them earlier today. Of course, there is the furniture business and the house. But with the economy still so sluggish they can’t depend on the company generating significant amounts of income for some time. Certainly there won’t be enough to permit Jeremy to set up a separate household upon marriage; and, since the house they are living in now is relatively new, there is still a substantial mortgage to account for there.”

      Annie remembered the panic she had felt when she’d confronted similar financial difficulties in the months before her husband’s suicide. The suffocating shame when she had had to dismiss Susan, her young servant, because she could no longer afford to pay her. No matter how she contrived, she hadn’t been able to make the small monthly sum that John gave her cover the necessary household expenses. She wasn’t sure who had been more upset that morning, the financially straitened wife trying to maintain her dignity or the young maid facing unemployment.

      A bleak thought intruded. The debt she owed Driscoll threatened to return Annie to that time of financial insecurity. Pushing back the small whispers of panic this idea produced, she consoled herself with the reflection that at least she had learned to deal with adversity. For the Voss family, it would be new and all the more distressing.

      Annie turned to Nate and said, “Oh, they must be upset. To have lost Mr. Voss and then to discover the precariousness of their economic situation. With no forewarning that anything was wrong.”

      “Yes, they really seemed taken aback. Mrs. Voss stated quite positively that her husband would never have left them with any financial worries, and his son, Jeremy, insisted the money must be somewhere. He got very agitated and practically shouted at Uncle Frank, calling him a liar. Said he knew for a fact that his father was doing well financially.”

      “Oh, don’t you see? I am sure he is right. That is exactly what I have been telling you!” cried Annie.

      “Yes, but where is the proof? Maybe Mr. Voss lost more than he gained from his investments and didn’t tell you. Maybe he was a secret gambler. There are lots of ways that a man can go through money quickly.”

      Oh, yes, a million ways, Annie thought to herself, and poor John had found every single one. Out loud she replied, “His family would have known, had some hint....”

      Nate broke in, “Not necessarily. In my experience, the family is the last to know. He would have kept any knowledge from his wife and son, out of pride. But just think: if he knew that he had lost everything, wouldn’t that explain his decision to kill himself, so he wouldn’t have to face the humiliation? I mean, what man would…”

      Nate stopped speaking, and Annie glanced curiously at him. He seemed flustered. It dawned on her that his uncle had probably told him of the rumor that her husband had killed himself after losing her fortune through reverses on the New York Stock Exchange. She knew that look, usually seen on the faces of men. They seemed to feel ashamed that one of their own had failed so miserably in upholding his duty to protect and to provide. Annie decided to ignore his apparent discomfort and simply responded to his last statement.

      “Your argument isn’t logical. Apart from the fact that I just don’t believe it was in Mr. Voss’s character to commit suicide, there wasn’t any need. It wasn’t as if he was completely insolvent. He had a company that was doing well. His partner confirmed that, didn’t he? And he had an extremely valuable piece of residential property. They could have always sold the house, moved to smaller quarters, retrenched. I am sure that he could have gotten loans to tide him over. Suicide based on financial grounds just doesn’t make sense. Not for someone like Matthew Voss.”

      Annie stopped, noting Nate’s frown. She sighed. She knew she was being too argumentative and that men found this unbecoming. Mr. Dawson had seemed less concerned than most about issues of female conversational propriety, but perhaps she had gone too far.

      Surprisingly, he also sighed and then said, “All right, I will admit that what you are saying makes sense. But if we are to convince the police that Matthew Voss didn’t kill himself because of financial difficulties, we need proof. Malcolm Samuels did say that the business was on sound footing, but he also said that keeping the company afloat the last few years had depleted both of their savings. And he didn’t know of any new investments on Matthew’s part.”

      Elated at his concession, she said with more confidence, “So that simply means that Mr. Voss didn’t confide in his partner. What about his son? Didn’t you say he had proof?”

      “Well, that’s interesting,” said Nate. “Now that I think of it, he never did go on to tell us why he was so sure that his father was well-off. Let’s see. He was shouting at Uncle Frank, and his mother rose to try and calm him down. Then she felt ill and asked him to fetch her some water. That’s it. By the time he came back, Mrs. Voss had decided that she wanted to leave and off they went. So he never did finish what he wanted to say.”

      “Well, you really must talk to him,” she replied. “Perhaps when you show him the list of assets I gave you, he will be able to shed some light. And what of Mr. Voss’s sister? What did she think about it all?”

      Nate put the list away, and they turned and resumed walking. “She didn’t say a word the whole time. Just sat and glowered at us all.”

      Annie frowned, thinking back to Miss Nancy’s expression at the funeral and what Beatrice’s nephew had said. Musing out loud, she said, “I think she knows something. Patrick said she insisted that her brother had been murdered.”

      “Where did you hear that? Who is this Patrick?” said Nate.

      She tossed her head and laughed. “Don’t sound so suspicious. Patrick is my housekeeper’s nephew, and he just happened to be the patrolman on duty the morning Mr. Voss’s body was discovered. I assure you that I have no first-hand knowledge on the subject. Or, Mr. Dawson, do you still think Sibyl was directly involved in Mr. Voss’s death?”

      Nate turned toward her and said, “Mrs. Fuller, I am harboring no suspicions about you whatsoever. However, since you persist in making a mystery of Mr. Voss’s death, let me repeat what I said last night. According to the police surgeon, after writing the suicide note, Voss drank a glass of whiskey laced with the poisonous substance called cyanide. He then evidently convulsed, falling forward, cutting his temple against the edge of a sharp object on his desk. This cut bled freely for a short while. Perhaps this was what caused Miss Voss to conclude that her brother had been killed by someone.”

      “Oh,” said Annie, feeling rather deflated. Then another idea occurred to her, and she suggested, “Couldn’t it have happened the other way around? Couldn’t someone have knocked Mr. Voss unconscious, poured the poison down his throat, and then taken any money or assets he had in the house?”

      “You are just grasping at straws.” Nate shook his head vigorously. “Supposing it was even possible to pour poison down an unconscious person’s throat, who would have done it? A burglar who just happened to have the cyanide with him? Anyway, the police are convinced it was impossible for an intruder to enter the house. Uncle Frank insisted that they look into this thoroughly. When Mr. Voss was discovered Sunday morning, all the windows and both the front and back doors were locked. There are only four keys to the house. One was on Mr. Voss’s person, one was in his son’s possession, one hangs beside the back door, and the fourth hangs by the front door. It was that key that Mrs. Voss used to open the front door to let her sister-in-law out to call for help.”

      “But why are you assuming that it had to be an intruder?” she asked. “There were people in the house at the time of his death, weren’t there?”

      “Just stop it!” Nate said. “That is an unconscionable suggestion. There were four people in the house that night besides Voss. His wife, his sister, his son, and a perfectly respectable maid. Good heavens, you don’t think any of them were capable of murdering Matthew Voss? What earthly reason would any of them have for doing so?”

      Annie stood still, shocked by his vehemence. As she began to speak, she struggled to control her voice, saying, “There are all kinds of reasons to wish someone dead. Love. Hatred. Fear. Revenge. Even incredible weariness. How can you presume to know what any of those people were incapable or capable of doing? You barely know them.”

      “But neither do you,” said Nate quietly.

      Annie paused. Then, thinking out loud, she replied, “No, you are right. But from everything you have just said, it seems clear that the answer to Matthew Voss’s death lies somewhere within that household. So we must get to know the members of that household better if we are to solve the mystery of his death. We owe it to him to do so.”

      With that statement, she briskly resumed walking. Across the street from them rose the mammoth Palace Hotel, and its rows of bay windows glowed golden in the afternoon sun. “Ralston’s Folly,” Beatrice always called it. It was, in its way, magnificent, but people said it had bankrupted Ralston and driven him to suicide four years earlier. Because of this too painful reminder of her own husband’s death, she had so far avoided even entering the carved archway that led to its central court. Looking up at the building’s symmetrical facade, Annie found herself fervently hoping that she could prove that Matthew Voss had not died in a similar fashion, crushed by fortune’s fickleness. Nate caught up with her, and they continued walking side by side in silence.

      “Mrs. Fuller, why did you decide to become a clairvoyant? Do you really believe in spiritualism?”

      Annie, who had been lost in her own thoughts, was startled. She took the opportunity to pause, grateful for the chance to rest again and let the air cool her heated brow. Although Market was not one of the city’s steeper hills, her dress made walking difficult. She had chosen to wear one of the outfits that had been remade recently by the Misses Moffet, her seamstress boarders. The tightly fitted skirt may have looked very fashionable, but it was extremely confining. She realized now that she had wanted a chance to show Mr. Dawson that she didn’t always dress like some actress from a variety show. As if he would even notice what I am wearing? And why should I care? Nate’s question had interrupted this thought, and the unexpected nature of the question about clairvoyance so surprised her that she answered him honestly, without thinking.

      “I don’t disbelieve in it. I suspect that ninety-nine percent of it––the table rapping, ghostly manifestations, voices from the great beyond––is completely fraudulent. But that doesn’t mean I discount the possibility of there being spirits or ghosts or that there might be some people who are able to communicate with them. It has always seemed to me pretty arrogant to assume there are no mysteries in the universe that cannot be explained away. However, what I actually do is cast people’s horoscopes or read their palms.”

      “You really use that astrology rigmarole to advise people on their business ventures?” Nate said. “And men like Matthew Voss and Herman Stein take it seriously?”

      She laughed. “Well, to be honest, Mr. Stein doesn’t take the astrology or palmistry seriously, and I suspect Mr. Voss didn’t either. I don’t, of course, but most of my clients do. I use the palmistry and star charts as a way of getting to know the people who are asking my advice. You can tell a lot about a person through touching their hands, for example, their state of health, how nervous they are, how much physical activity they engage in. The discussion that precedes the casting of a person’s horoscope, plus the person’s reaction to the predictions, tells me a great deal. From that knowledge, I can do a better job of giving them advice, whether it is over a personal matter or a financial one.”

      “But if you don’t believe in these things, why do you do it at all?” said Nate. “Dressing up that way, it seems so demeaning. Why not just ask people what you want to know and then give the advice? If you are half as good as your father supposedly was, wouldn’t people be knocking down your doors without all the fakery?”

      “Because, Mr. Dawson, people, men in particular, would rather trust their lives to the stars than to the advice of a woman.”

      She knew she sounded harsh, but he had probed an unhealed wound. “Don’t you think I tried a different way? When I came to San Francisco, I wrote to several brokers on Montgomery Street, men who knew my father, asking for any sort of position. I would have been glad to start out as a clerk, work for free, anything to prove myself. Do you really think that one of them would take me seriously? Would you have?”

      Annie saw Nate wince at the anger in her voice. But if he were honest, he would admit she was right. She went on as Nate stood staring at his feet. “I thought not. Well, finally I met Mr. Stein. He was one of my uncle’s oldest friends, and he also knew my father. First, he and his wife moved into my boarding house, which of course was of great help. Then, when it became obvious that I needed some additional source of income, he supported my decision to set up as a clairvoyant. There are already several mediums in town who specialize in business predictions, so he knew a market existed.”

      Nate shook his head slowly from side to side, wide-eyed, looking for an instant quite like his uncle. “I still can’t understand why you would agree to take up such a strange occupation!”

      They again moved forward, crossing over to O’Farrell to walk up towards Annie’s home. As they reached the sidewalk, Annie replied, “You see, I had done something similar before in New York. After my husband died, I was dependent on his family for support, passed round from branch to branch until I finally found a more permanent place with one of my husband’s aunts. She is a kind person but much addicted to spiritualism. So to please her, I began to conduct séances for her and her friends at home. It seemed preferable to letting her get into the clutches of some of the unscrupulous mediums in the city. She developed a great faith in my nonexistent powers and appeared to have a wonderful time. I, in turn, found I had a talent at giving all sorts of advice and that people would take that advice more readily if I pretended it came from some supernatural source.”

      “But why the odd get-up? I mean, do all clairvoyants look that way?”

      “No,” she replied, “but I found that if I looked slightly exotic it seemed to reassure people, kept them from thinking about who I really was. Anyway, I think that from the time I was a child I have always enjoyed dressing up and playing a part.”

      Annie slowed her steps. Playing a part, she mused. Perhaps that was the answer to the problem of getting to know the people in Matthew’s family better. Annie turned to Nate and said, “Mr. Dawson, you said that there was only one servant in the Voss household the night he died. How could that be? They must have more servants than that?”

      His confusion at the shift in topic showing plainly in his voice, Nate said, “Yes, of course they do. I believe the servant who was in the house the night that Mr. Voss died was Mrs. Voss’s personal lady’s maid. There is also an old Chinese male servant, Wong, who doesn’t live in, and a young parlor maid, Nellie, who was also away, since it was her night out. Evidently, this Nellie has already given notice and left the house, as if Mrs. Voss didn’t have enough to deal with. But what does that have to do with anything?”

      Annie didn’t answer at once, having just noticed that they had reached her doorstep. She looked up at the house with affection. Although it didn’t sport the intricate woodwork of the new houses past Van Ness, its tall, plain, but stately facade pleased her; and she was proud of the way the glossy black paint smartened up the trim framing the front windows and the front door. Red splashes from the geraniums in the boxes in the first floor windows nicely relieved the overall somberness of the house. A fierce determination swept through her. She would find out who killed Matthew Voss, she would track down his missing assets, including her own inheritance, and she would use that inheritance to stymie Mr. Driscoll’s designs on her home. And she knew just how she would accomplish her goals.

      Turning swiftly to Nate, she extended her hand, saying, “Thank you so much for accompanying me. Our conversation has been quite enlightening. I do hope that you will let me know if you discover anything of importance in your inquiries. As for your question about what the Voss household servants have to do with anything, well, I was just thinking maybe I can do something to help out Mrs. Voss. You know, don’t you, that good servants are so hard to find.”
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        Wednesday, early afternoon, August 6, 1879

      

      

      Damn that Annie Fuller! Yesterday afternoon, she left him standing like a fool in the middle of the sidewalk, without the foggiest idea what she was talking about. Today, he felt an even bigger fool, this time standing in the middle of Mrs. Voss’s parlor, wondering what in the world he would say to her when she came into the room. And it was all Mrs. Fuller’s fault. She had argued so forcefully that a mystery surrounded the death of Matthew Voss that he’d decided to visit Jeremy today to ask some questions. What he hadn’t planned on was Jeremy’s absence and an invitation to tea from Amelia Voss.

      Nate strode over to a chair across from the fireplace and sat down, then immediately stood up again; his frustration made sitting impossible. He knocked his ankle painfully against a footstool he’d overlooked in the dim light. Thick curtains eliminated any hint of the sunshine that sparkled outside, and the two oil lamps failed to dispel the general gloom. Dusty surfaces, musty vases of flowers that were past their prime, and a plethora of black crepe that covered every available piece of furniture. God, how he hated formal mourning rituals.

      He and his uncle had been in this room earlier in the week, and nothing seemed to have changed, except the accumulation of dust and the decay of the flowers. This time, Nate had sent a note making an appointment to see Jeremy Voss. He wanted to show him Mrs. Fuller’s list of investments and ask him why he was so certain his father faced no financial difficulties. However, when he arrived at the house, the manservant informed him that Jeremy had just left and then extended the tea invitation from his mistress. Nate never expected to see Mrs. Voss on this visit; he assumed she would be in seclusion the day after the funeral. It seemed ungracious to decline her invitation, but he wasn’t happy about it. Being in charge of probate meant that he often had to meet with the newly bereaved, and he hated this part of the job.

      Nate thought of his own mother, weeping inconsolably when the letter came telling them about Charlie’s death at Chickamauga. When his brother Frank had fallen at Shiloh the year before, she had just gone quiet. But somehow the death of Charlie, her firstborn, had been different. Nate had been only fourteen and felt helpless in the face of his mother’s grief. The only thing he could think to do was sneak off to join up––get the bastard johnny rebs who had killed his brothers. His father had found him the first night, twenty miles from home and sleeping in a hay barn. He had never seen his mother that angry. Her fury had raged unceasingly until his father sold the farm and successfully resettled the family across the continent on a ranch outside of San Francisco. His younger brother, Billy, only ten at the time, had thought that life on the trail was one grand adventure. His sister Laura was just a baby. But Nate knew that somehow a woman’s grief had changed their destiny.

      “Mr. Dawson, how kind of you to visit. I am afraid that I was not at my best when you came last.” This soft speech provided the first indication that Mrs. Voss had entered the room.

      Startled, Nate whipped around, almost tripping over the treacherous footstool, and stammered, “Oh, Mrs. Voss. Of course. My pleasure. I apologize for disturbing you. Hadn’t meant...expected your son, Jeremy. There seems to have been some mix-up.”

      Mrs. Voss glided across the room, shaking her head slightly in protest, and she gracefully gave him her hand, saying, “Please, Mr. Dawson. So kind. It is I who must apologize for my son. That is one of the reasons I asked to see you. But where ever are my manners? May I pour you some tea?”

      Nate then noticed that while they were speaking, the servant, Wong, had been setting up the tea tray. At a nod from his mistress, he bowed and left them alone. Mrs. Voss sat down next to the tea tray, indicating that Nate should sit down across from her, and she began to pour out the tea. He took the opportunity to examine his hostess more closely.

      She wore deep mourning, from the black ruffled cap atop her head to the black lace-edged handkerchief she clutched in her left hand. The black accentuated her paleness. Like the fine bone china of the teacup she held, her skin appeared translucent and her elegant hands fragile enough to break at a touch. Those hands trembled slightly as she handed him a cup, and Nate felt an unexpected impulse to take them into his own to steady them.

      Uncomfortable, he searched for something to say. But what could he say to someone whose husband just died and left her destitute? He couldn’t ask her about her husband’s finances; she had already indicated she didn’t know anything. It didn’t feel right to push for personal details about her family or servants, even to please Mrs. Fuller.

      To his relief, Mrs. Voss didn’t seem to have noticed his hesitation, since she had risen to pinch off an offending blossom on one of the bouquets scattered around the room. Shrugging perceptibly at the bedraggled state of the flowers under her fingers, she turned back to Nate and smiled.

      “Mr. Dawson, I must apologize for the state of the house. Wong can only do so much, and I am afraid we are sadly missing Nellie, our former parlor maid. But these domestic trials were not why I asked you to tea.”

      Mrs. Voss hesitated and then moved restlessly to another vase and recommenced her pruning, while Nate mentally tried to calculate Mrs. Voss’s age. She couldn’t be more than her mid-forties, and, if he hadn’t known she had a grown son, he would have sworn she was much younger. Too young to be a widow. Of course, Mrs. Fuller was even younger. An image of Annie Fuller flashed before him. She was offering him her hand, her warm brown eyes looking directly at his, her mouth flirting with a smile, her light brown curls capturing the sunlight with a hint of fire. Younger, yes, but she had a depth and experience that Mrs. Voss lacked. Looking over at Mrs. Voss, Nate doubted she had much experience beyond managing her house and arranging flowers. What should he say to her? His uncle always had a string of platitudes in situations like this.

      Having naturally risen when Mrs. Voss had stood up, Nate placed his teacup on the table and tried again to make conversation. “Mrs. Voss, I wanted to say again how deeply sorry I, we, I mean my uncle and I are for your loss. And if there is anything in particular we could do, please let us know. I mean, anything…” Disconcerted by the warmth of the smile Mrs. Voss directed at him and the tears that filled her huge blue eyes, Nate’s sentence petered out.

      Limpid pools. He remembered eyes being described in that fashion once in a book, but he hadn’t know what it meant until now.

      Mrs. Voss dabbed at those overflowing pools with the black lace handkerchief and whispered, “Thank you so much, Mr. Dawson. You and your uncle have been most kind, but there is really little you can do, I am afraid.” She then swept up the wilted flowers she had picked and stood looking helplessly around for someplace to dispose of them.

      Relieved that Mrs. Voss had turned those eyes away from him, Nate searched for something helpful to say. “Mrs. Voss, I think that there is some hope your financial position may be better than we first supposed. I have been making inquiries this morning, and there are some indications of investments we didn’t know anything about. I will be meeting again with your husband’s banker later this afternoon. I hoped to speak with your son first to see if he could shed any light on the issue. He seemed so sure that Mr. Voss was doing well financially; we thought he might know something that would help.”

      Mrs. Voss simply dumped the flowers back on the table and came back to sit across from Nate, saying, “Oh, Mr. Dawson, I am sorry Jeremy isn’t here. He just isn’t himself since Matthew’s... I mean, Jeremy has always been highly strung, but now… it really isn’t that he wants to be uncooperative. But he feels everything so deeply. He has refused to talk to the police. I’m afraid they will think he is hiding something. I don’t know what to do. Normally, we are so close. But he won’t confide in me. I am so worried.”

      Noting that Mrs. Voss had dropped her handkerchief, Nate bent over and retrieved it for her before resuming his seat. “Now, there is no need to get so upset. Look, I’ll tell you what. I’ll leave this copy of a list of possible investments for Jeremy to glance over; ask him to get back to me. Then maybe I, or my uncle Frank, could have a talk with him. Find out what’s bothering him. Give him a little advice.”

      Nate pulled the list out of his inside jacket pocket and handed it to Mrs. Voss, who frowned at the pieces of paper as if they were written in Sanskrit.

      “Oh, that is very good of you. I’m afraid none of this makes any sense to me. I have been wondering and wondering how Matthew planned to pay Malcolm for his shares in the company if we have no money.”

      Nate exclaimed sharply, “Mrs. Voss! What ever gave you the idea that Matthew planned on buying his partner out? We have heard nothing of this from Samuels.”

      Mrs. Voss shook her head slightly and said, “No, I don’t think Malcolm knows, and since Matthew’s death I really haven’t known whether or not to even mention it. I think Matthew planned it all for a surprise. He only told the family Saturday night at dinner. The last time we were all together.”

      At this point, she began to weep in earnest, and if Nate hadn’t been so impatient to find out what Mrs. Voss was speaking about, he would have pulled the cord for her servant and fled. Instead, he leaned closer and said softly, “Please, Mrs. Voss, try to tell me about that dinner. I think it might be very important.”

      Mrs. Voss nodded and said, “Please forgive me, Mr. Dawson. Silly of me to cry so much. I will try to help.” She then took a deep breath and began to speak in a quiet voice, staring in front of her as if she could see the scene she began to describe.

      “Everyone was at dinner but Malcolm. Matthew, Jeremy, myself, my sister-in-law. Malcolm was supposed to dine with us but didn’t. I remember having Nellie remove his place. Actually, it was unusual for us to have a guest on Saturdays, as it was the maid’s night out. Usually, we do our entertaining on Friday nights. On Saturdays, I try to have our large meal at midday, so that Nellie can leave early. But Matthew had asked us all to be there. He seemed put out at first when he arrived home around five and found the telegram from Malcolm saying he couldn’t come. But then his mood changed. All the way through dinner he was in such a playful mood, teasing us all as he had when Jeremy was just a boy, making us laugh, putting me to the blush.”

      Mrs. Voss stopped at this point, smiling softly. Before he could say anything, she continued with a sigh, “Then, when we’d concluded the main course and Nellie had served the dessert and left the room, Matthew took his spoon and tapped it on his wine glass for attention. Just like he would do if he were making a toast at a grand banquet. ‘What was the special occasion?’ I asked him. He said he had an announcement but that having all his family sitting down together under one roof was special occasion enough.”

      Mrs. Voss again paused and glanced at Nate. “You see, Jeremy hasn’t been dining at home much. A young man, he has his friends, his club. It’s only natural. But I don’t think Matthew understood.”

      “But the announcement? What was it about?”

      “Well. There were several parts to it, each really more unexpected than the last. I think he had been planning this surprise for some time. He did so like surprises. Every Christmas, he’d be just as he was that night at dinner. Gleeful, hugging his grand secrets to himself. He could be so generous, even extravagant. But he didn’t always consider if the recipient would want what he gave them.”

      Mrs. Voss again faltered. Her memories now seemed darker. Giving her head a little shake, she sat straighter. “He had three announcements, really. First, that he had decided to buy Malcolm out. Said it was time for Malcolm to stop his traveling. Said the money he’d give Malcolm for his share of the company would let him start some local enterprise, settle down, and start a family. Then he said he planned to give Malcolm’s share of the business to Jeremy. The company would be now Voss and Son. After running the business in partnership for six months, he intended on turning full control over to Jeremy as a wedding present. Finally, and perhaps the biggest surprise to me, Matthew announced that he would then close up the house so the two of us could go on an extended three-year tour of Europe. Something I have always wanted to do, ever since we married.”

      Mrs. Voss stopped and looked questioningly at Nate. “So you see. I can’t understand how Matthew could have hoped to buy out Malcolm or turn the business over to Jeremy or take us on a tour of Europe if there was no money. It just doesn’t make any sense, does it, Mr. Dawson? No sense at all.”
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        Friday evening, August 8, 1879

      

      

      Annie thought she had never been quite so tired in all her life. She had started her job as a maid in the Voss household only that morning, but she felt as if she had been on her feet for days. As if on cue, her feet began to ache in an agonizing fashion. The desire to sit down on one of the heavily carved dining room chairs and rest her weary head on the soft linen tablecloth almost overpowered her. But she dared not. Servants do not take such liberties. No doubt Cartier, Mrs. Voss’s lady’s maid, would find out somehow and tell Miss Nancy.

      Cartier, what a silly, affected name, Annie thought. I bet she wasn’t born with it. She’s probably a plain old Jones or something. I wonder what her first name is? Of course, lowly parlor maids don’t warrant the privilege of addressing upstairs maids like Miss Cartier by their first names.

      This was just one of the many rules for proper servant behavior that Cartier had been pontificating about for the past twelve hours. “I sure would like to lay down a few rules for Miss Cartier,” Annie grumbled aloud as she angrily shoved the chair up against the table and tugged the cloth straight. Rule number one would be to treat a new fellow servant with a little kindness and concern, instead of trying to make life miserable for her.

      Cartier was a very handsome woman in her mid-thirties. Apparently, she had been able to parley a brief job as an assistant nursemaid in London into a career as a highly paid “lady’s maid” back in the States. Annie knew that American women were often willing to pay high wages for a maid with European “polish.” Cartier was quite tall, and she used her height effectively. She displayed much of her ample salary on her back, dressing so elegantly that Annie wouldn’t have been surprised if a visitor mistook Cartier for the mistress of the house.

      A searing pain snaked across her shoulders and down each arm to her fingers, banishing all thoughts of Cartier. Annie, in the process of lifting a pair of heavy silver candelabra from the table to the sideboard, came close to dropping these unquestionably expensive pieces before getting them safely to their allotted places.

      “Would have fractured my toes,” she muttered. The blasted things feel like they are lined with lead. And they’re ugly as well. Oh, for pity’s sake, what am I doing? I’ll never make it through tonight.

      Throwing caution to the winds, she pulled out one of the chairs and sat down. This alleviated the ache in her feet somewhat but did little to ease the persistent pain in her shoulder. She hadn’t known that ironing could be so difficult. It wasn’t as if she’d never ironed before. But there seemed to have been mountains of wet sheets, pillowcases, towels, tablecloths, shirts, petticoats, and handkerchiefs. Thank goodness she hadn’t had to wash everything first. She could swear that the irons had become heavier and heavier as she used them until they’d felt like massive blocks that she could barely lift from the stove. As she grew more tired, she had become increasingly clumsy, wrinkling sections that she had already ironed, having to do them all over again. She must have burned herself in a dozen places trying to determine whether the irons had heated or cooled sufficiently to be used.

      Massaging the back of her neck, Annie thought, What a wretched job! How in heaven’s name does Kathleen do it every week for a house full of boarders? I really must get Beatrice to hire a laundress to help her. No wonder she was worried about how well I could play the part of a maidservant! But did I listen? No!

      Tuesday afternoon, when she left an obviously bewildered Mr. Dawson at her doorstep, Annie had been supremely confident of the brilliance of her plan for solving the mystery of Mr. Voss’s death and her own financial problems. She would apply as a temporary housemaid at the Voss’s, to replace the departed Nellie. This would give her the chance to get to know everyone in the house, plus any frequent visitors. She could look for the missing assets, find out exactly what happened the night Matthew died, and determine who killed him.

      Annie had not counted on the strong opposition she would encounter the next day from the three women––Kathleen, Beatrice, and Mrs. Stein—that she had assumed would help her carry out her plans.

      First, Beatrice had told her she was “daft to think of such a thing!” And then Mrs. Stein, who was sitting in the rocking chair by the window, put down her knitting and added, “Annie, dear, I am afraid I must agree with Mrs. O’Rourke. I understand you are convinced there is some mystery to Matthew Voss’s death, and you think you would be able to uncover the truth if you could find a way into the household. What I don’t understand is the urgency you seem to feel.”

      Beatrice had turned around, wiping her hands on a towel. “My point exactly, dearie. I know that for those that aren’t familiar with their methods, the police can seem a might slow. But from what I hear, Detective Jackson, what’s in charge of this case, is a through and through professional. Not some do-nothing boss appointee. I warrant he’ll get to the bottom of it, if you just give him time.”

      Annie had responded impatiently, “Well, even if the police can be convinced that Mr. Voss’s death wasn’t suicide, no matter how professional Detective Jackson is, you can’t really expect him or his men to have the financial expertise or the time to track down stray investments or even recognize the significance of records referring to those investments if they did run across them. And that is why it is crucial that I be involved. I was the one who made the recommendations to Mr. Voss, so I would be the best one to try and track down those missing assets of his.”

      Kathleen had chimed in, and Annie couldn’t help smiling at the memory of how earnest she had looked as she made her argument. “But Ma’am, didn’t you say Mr. Dawson was going to look into the missing stuff for you? A smart lawyer feller like him would know all about such things. And being the family’s lawyer and all, he could ask questions without getting into trouble. And pardon me, Ma’am, but I can’t help but think some parlor maid snooping around, looking into the master’s desk drawers, would raise quite a ruckus. That is if you could pass yourself off as a parlor maid in the first place. Which would be a miracle, as I’ve said before. A fine lady like yourself!”

      Then Kathleen had grinned at her, no doubt trying to take the sting out of her words. But, nevertheless, she had been sending a clear message; she thought Annie simply would not be able to carry off her plan to work as a servant.

      Annie had finally prevailed but only later Wednesday evening after she had been forced to confess to the three women why getting into the Voss household was so urgent. It had been the perceptive Mrs. Stein who had winkled it out of her. Once again, the four of them had been in the kitchen, arguing about Annie’s plan as Beatrice and Kathleen cleaned up after dinner. Annie had come down as usual for a cup of tea after transforming out of her Sibyl persona for the day.

      “Annie,” Mrs. Stein’s voice had been stern. “I think there is something you are not telling us. Is it the inheritance, dear? Is that why you are so anxious? I know it must be frustrating not knowing if you are going to ever get your legacy from Matthew Voss. But to rush into things won’t help. Even if the stocks are found, from what Herman explained to me, it might take months before probate is completed and you would be able to call them your own.”

      “Yes, but Mrs. Stein, don’t you see, once they are found, I could borrow on the expectation of receiving them…” She had stopped, aware she had revealed too much, but it was too late.

      Dear Beatrice had reacted first. She had trotted across the kitchen and sat down next to Annie, grasping both her hands in her own. “Now, Annie, love. What is this all about? Why would you need to borrow money? What’s gone wrong? I just knew that something more than that poor man’s death was eating at you.” Here Beatrice had looked over at Mrs. Stein with a significant nod. “Didn’t I say that our Annie was worrying herself about something?”

      Annie had gazed at the concerned faces surrounding her, basking in their affection, and then she had taken a deep breath and told them everything. She told them about her husband’s debt and Mr. Driscoll’s threatening letter and her hopes that the mining stock that Voss left her might help save the house.

      And all three women had begun to talk at once.

      “Well, I never, Ma’am! Can a man really do that, take the house right out from under a poor widow…”

      “Saints preserve us! Just when were you planning on letting me know about this, young lady, or did you think...”

      “Annie, you should have told us, I am sure Herman would have been able to…”

      Annie had been torn between laughter and tears at her friends’ indignation. She explained to Kathleen that creditors were often successful in attaching wives’ estates to settle their husbands’ debts, and she apologized to Beatrice for not telling her earlier, and she had pointed out that since Mr. Stein had left on a business trip that Wednesday morning and wouldn’t be back for a week that she really couldn’t wait for his advice. There had followed a good deal more discussion, but when all was said and done, she finally had the women on her side.

      From that point on, events had moved swiftly. Early the next morning, Mrs. Stein sent a note to Mrs. Voss asking if she could use the services of a reliable housemaid. By midday, she had received a gracious note in return asking if the servant in question could start early that Friday morning. Annie then had sent Jamie with a notice to the Chronicle announcing that, as of Friday, Madam Sibyl would be out of town for a week. Annie certainly hoped this wouldn’t lose her too many clients, but the consequences were so much worse if she had to sell the house that she felt the temporary loss of income was necessary.

      After dinner, Kathleen had gone through Annie’s clothes, picking out what would be suitable for a maid, and added one of her own starched aprons and caps to the suitcase that Annie was assembling. Kathleen also promised that she would try to track down the servant, Nellie, who had left her job right after Matthew’s death. She seemed to feel Nellie could tell them more than Annie would ever find out in a few days’ snooping. At this point, Annie couldn’t help but think she was right. The rest of the evening had been spent with Beatrice and Kathleen trying to tell her everything they thought she should know to pull off her masquerade.

      Rubbing her sore right shoulder, Annie again thought how foolish she had been to dismiss their concerns. It turned out there was an enormous difference between managing a servant and being one. A muffled noise outside in the hallway brought Annie sharply back to the present, and she swiftly got to her feet. By the time the dining room door opened, she had stood up and was busily engaged in sweeping imaginary crumbs from the tablecloth. Her heart beating furiously, she turned and bobbed a short curtsey to the woman who had entered. She then covertly examined the older woman who was surveying the room. Up close, Miss Nancy Voss looked even more like a washed-out version of her brother Matthew. Somewhere in her late fifties, with a tall, spare frame and ramrod-straight back, Miss Voss had encased herself in an uncompromising mourning that eliminated any life or color that might ever have existed in the shades of grey that dominated her hair, skin, and eyes.

      Miss Voss broke the silence with a voice that reminded Annie of flint. “That will do, girl. You can return to your duties in the kitchen now. You did all right tonight serving at dinner, a sight better than you did at ironing Master Jeremy’s shirts this afternoon. Remember in the future that you mustn’t let them get too dry, or the creases will never come out.”

      “Yes, Miss,” responded Annie, who curtsied again and then left Nancy Voss staring into the dying embers in the room’s large ornate fireplace. She longed to stay and talk to the older woman, but she had already discovered that in this household, except when acknowledging an order, servants were to be seen and not heard. So Annie did as she had been directed and made her way down the stairs to the kitchen.

      “No gossiping with the other servants!” That was one of Cartier’s rules, although Annie had noticed she had plenty to say, but it was all about Annie’s duties as a servant. In contrast, the other servant in the household, the Chinese manservant Wong, had spoken not a word to her the whole time she’d been here, even when they had worked together getting dinner ready. She wasn’t even sure he spoke English.

      As for the Voss family itself, well! She hadn’t gotten a glimpse of Matthew’s son, Jeremy, who appeared to have taken up permanent residence at his club. And Matthew’s grieving widow, Amelia Voss, hadn’t yet left her room; Cartier took all her meals to her. Except for a short visit from the dressmaker, who came to the house to do the final fitting for the new black mourning dresses that she had ordered, Mrs. Voss wasn’t seeing anyone. This meant the only member of the family Annie had had any contact with had been Matthew’s sister, Miss Nancy. And she wasn’t exactly chatty. This evening was particularly odd, as Annie served the older lady in the dining room in solitary splendor. Although she was glad to have that practice before being asked to serve the whole family at once, it meant she had so far learned precious little, except how tiring it was to run up and down the stairs from the basement kitchen to the dining room.

      She had arrived at the house this morning at six o’clock and had been busy doing the ironing and helping Wong prepare and serve meals since then. As a result, Annie had found few opportunities for exploring. So far, she had access only to the kitchen, the dining room, and the front parlor, and none of these rooms had revealed anything of interest, except that Matthew’s family had dutifully draped every possible surface of the public rooms with black crape. Even more frustratingly, Miss Nancy had explicitly instructed her not to go into Matthew’s first-floor study, the room she most wanted to search for clues about the missing assets.

      She had learned one piece of information. Cartier seemed jealous of Miss Nancy’s position in the household. Miss Nancy made it clear she was responsible for the day-to-day management of the house, but Cartier kept insisting on checking with Matthew’s wife before she carried out any command. This, however, seemed to be a long-standing struggle; the icily polite conversations between Miss Nancy and Cartier contained a well-rehearsed quality to them. And Annie couldn’t see how it had any bearing on Matthew’s death.

      Entering the warmly lit kitchen, Annie paused in surprise. Wong had completed the dish-washing. Miss Nancy had informed her that since Wong was responsible for cooking the dinner, it would be her duty to clean up afterwards. Because of her aching feet and shoulders, she had been dreading this task. Wong turned from the sink and waved her towards the large kitchen table, where he had set out a late snack for her.

      No, Annie thought, not a snack, a piece of artwork! A thick blue kitchen plate sat squarely in the middle of a woven mat of burnt orange. Echoing the colors of plate and mat, a sky-blue vase held a single golden chrysanthemum. Continuing the autumnal color scheme, on the plate rested a thick slice of apple pie, its buttery crust baked so delicately that it was difficult to determine where the piecrust ended and the slab of mellow cheddar cheese beside it began. And as Annie sank gratefully into the seat in front of this culinary masterpiece, Wong added the finishing touches to the picture by placing at her side a delicately crafted cup of robin’s-egg blue, in which strong, fall-colored tea swirled.

      “Oh, Wong,” Annie sighed. “You are wonderful! I don’t know that I have ever seen anything so beautiful in my life.” Her stomach then growled out its opinion, and she continued, laughing, “I am certainly sure that I have never seen anything as beautiful and utilitarian at the same time. It seems almost a sacrilege to disturb it by eating, but I am afraid that while the mind is strong, the flesh is weak.”

      With this, Annie picked up the fork and began to eat. She didn’t know if he understood her but hoped that at least her tone of voice conveyed her sentiments. As she finished up the pie and sipped at the tea, her spirits unaccountably rose. Wong sat down across from her and beamed. She smiled back, nodding in pantomime her appreciation. He was older than most of the Chinese she had known, with white hairs that looked like thin white wires threaded through the black braid that hung down his back. She thought Matthew had once mentioned that his manservant had started working for him in the mining camps. Wong must have some insight into who might have wanted his master dead. She wished she could remember some of the Cantonese she had learned from Choy, who worked for her family on their Los Angeles ranch while she was growing up. But she couldn’t.

      She knew that many Californians despised and mistreated the Chinese, called them dirty heathens, and worse. She felt quite differently. Since her mother had been frequently confined to bed by illness and her father was usually out managing the ranch when she was young, Annie had often been left to the care of Choy, their cook. She had found him a wise and gentle friend.

      These bittersweet memories were swept away when Wong began to speak to her in clear, excellent English. “It is a pleasure to cook for one who finds joy in the harmony of what the eye sees and the tongue tastes, Miss. You seemed to be in need of renewal of both body and spirit.”

      Annie found herself staring, open-mouthed. Then she laughed. “Wong, for heaven’s sake, why have you been pretending not to understand English?”

      Wong smiled slightly and then shook his head gently. “Excuse me, Miss, I have not been pretending anything. I simply chose not to speak. I have found that there is often less misunderstanding that way. It seems to me that it is you who have been pretending, pretending to be a servant when you are not.”

      Annie felt a rising sense of panic. Had her secret already been discovered? She should never have let her interpretation of a dim-witted servant lapse in front of Wong. Or was he just referring to her ineptness? Was he going to give her away? She had to say something, quickly.

      Trying to sound unconcerned, she said, “Oh dear, have I been doing such a bad job of it? I am afraid I haven’t had as much practice as I ought. And I’ve been out of service for a while. I guess I’ve gotten rusty. Please, will you help me? You see, I really need this job. I intend no harm, and I believe that I can do some good.”

      Annie had leaned forward as she spoke, trying to impress upon Wong her sincerity. She found it difficult to read the old man’s response because of the softer, flatter planes of his features. She was used to seeing harder angles and the telltale lines around eyes, nose, and mouth that pain, worry, fear, and laughter etched on even the youngest person. She wondered, as they both stared solemnly at each other, if Wong was having an equally difficult time reading her expressions. But no, she thought, as a servant he would have had to learn years ago how to discern the hidden meanings found in the faces of his alien employers.

      Annie was anxiously awaiting his response when the sound of a bell from behind drew her attention. With some relief, Annie smiled tentatively at Wong and said as she rose, “Can we talk later? I have to see what Mrs. Voss wants.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 10


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Annie stood in front of Amelia Voss’s sitting room door and took a deep breath. She had to lay aside her concerns about Wong’s statement so that she could make the most of this opportunity. This would be the first time she saw Mrs. Voss up close, and she realized that she had been curious to meet Matthew’s beloved wife in person. She knocked on the door to the sitting room, and, at a quiet “come in,” she entered. The different quality of this room from the rest of the house struck her immediately. First of all, the room seemed bathed in a warm rosy glow, as the light from the fireplace and the oil lamps filtered through thin embossed screens of red and pink. In addition, there didn’t appear to be a hard or dark surface in the room. She saw none of the ornately carved tables and chairs and dark paneling that characterized the rest of the house. Mrs. Voss’s room, without the slightest hint of black, was papered and draped and upholstered and cushioned in a dazzling variety of brightly colored silks that seemed to give out light rather than to absorb it. Annie found the effect charming.

      She felt no doubt about who was responsible for the room’s decor. Wearing a richly embroidered dressing gown of deep burgundy that was elegant enough for street-wear, the woman sitting on one of the well-padded armchairs clearly belonged in this setting. Annie was again surprised by the youthfulness of Matthew’s wife, for Mrs. Voss appeared even younger when no longer obscured by heavy mourning veils. There were some of the marks of maturity that testified that she was indeed a woman in her early forties and the mother of a full-grown son. But the sprinkling of grey hairs, the small lines around eyes and mouth, the slight softening of the flesh at the base of the throat only served to make the overall beauty of the woman even more remarkable. Her thick black hair swept down from a center part, massing in an intricate coil at the nape of her neck. Dark eyebrows, delicately arched, and equally dark eyelashes of unusual length emphasized the extreme whiteness of her complexion. But it was her eyes that dominated all of her other features. As Mrs. Voss looked up from her embroidery frame, Annie mentally reviewed all the terms for the color blue, trying to hit upon just the right word to describe these eyes. Azure, indigo, cobalt, turquoise. No, Annie thought, no word quite fit the unique color of the eyes of Amelia Voss.

      Eyes whose depth completely contradicted the shallow torrent of words that began to issue from her mouth.

      “Oh, my, it’s the new girl, how simply lovely!” said Mrs. Voss with just the hint of her Southern birthplace. “Do come closer and let’s get acquainted. You must think me terribly remiss to have engaged you without taking the time to even meet you. You will forgive me, won’t you? I’m sure we will get along just splendidly now that we have met. Oh dear, I’ve dropped my thread. Oh, well, never mind.”

      Annie could well understand why Matthew had wished to spare his wife any knowledge of his financial difficulties.

      Mrs. Voss gushed on, “I’m afraid that you will find me a terribly muddled sort of mistress, particularly now. But my sister-in-law, Miss Nancy, is so practical, and she takes care of everything. She always has.”

      At this, Mrs. Voss turned her head and threw a brief smile to her left, and Annie, following her glance, was startled to realize that Miss Nancy had been sitting silently in the corner the whole time. There was no answering smile on Miss Nancy’s dour face. In fact, Annie could have sworn that Matthew’s sister shuddered abruptly, as if Amelia Voss’s words had been the flick of a whip.

      As Annie drew closer, Mrs. Voss continued. “Well, now, Lizzie, that is your name, isn’t it? I remembered it especially because when I went to Miss Henderson’s Finishing School, there was a lively young girl who served at table there. She was a great favorite with all the young ladies because she would buy chocolates and other goodies for us on her day off and sneak them to our rooms. Sweets were strictly forbidden. I did so love cream puffs, but that was certainly way before your time.”

      Annie had given her name as Lizzie when she had come about the job, wishing to prevent anyone from making a connection between Annie Fuller and the new servant. She had chosen Lizzie in part because it sounded so maid-like, and in part because for a brief time in sixth grade, friends had teased her by using that diminutive of her middle name, Elizabeth. She hoped that this tie to the past would be enough to ensure that when anyone called for Lizzie, she would remember they were referring to her. So far, it really hadn’t been a problem because everyone simply referred to her as “girl,” an appellation she found increasingly irritating.

      Mrs. Voss continued to chatter on. “So, Lizzie, I hope that you will be comfortable here. We certainly do appreciate you helping us out in our time of trouble. With my husband’s death, such a sad accident, so unexpected, we are simply at sixes and sevens, and…”

      “Amelia, don’t be a fool.” Nancy Voss’s harsh voice cut across her sister-in-law’s gentler tones and effectively silenced them. “The girl doesn’t want to hear about Matthew’s death. What she does want to hear is why she was called up here. Girl, fetch us a pot of tea. Wong will show you what is needed and will help you bring it up if you can’t manage it yourself. That woman Cartier has gone to bed with what she calls a sick headache. More likely an excess of spite. So you will have to tend to Mrs. Voss for the rest of the evening. Well, don’t just stand there, get along.”

      Annie curtsied in response and turned to execute her orders. But in doing so, she collided sharply with Jeremy Voss, who at that instant entered his mother’s sitting room.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, terribly clumsy of me,” Jeremy apologized with a smile that quite transformed him from the brooding Byronic hero to a rather engaging schoolboy. “You must be the new girl. Won’t Cartier have her nose out of joint! She’s used to being the only handsome servant in the house. The last girl, Nellie, wasn’t nearly as elegant as you. But don’t you let Cartier get you down with that sharp tongue of hers. It’s just jealousy!”

      Mrs. Voss interrupted her son at this point, chiding, “Jeremy, do stop. You know I don’t like you teasing Miss Cartier, and you are making poor Lizzie blush. Stop making mischief and let her get on with her duties.”

      Annie was indeed blushing, much to her irritation. Her husband had displayed just that sort of flirtatious charm, and she had grown to detest it. What was even more annoying, she had deliberately tried to look the part of a mousy domestic by wearing one of her most out-of-date and worn dresses and by pulling her hair severely back into an unadorned bun. The last thing she wanted was any unusual attention. Of course, judging by the smell of whiskey that emanated from Jeremy, he would have flirted with any female he ran into, and his mother was probably used to it. However, his jab at Cartier did bear further thought. Might the stylish lady’s maid have set her sights on the young master of the house? If so, how would she have reacted to his recently announced engagement?

      As she left the room, she heard Jeremy say, “Mother, darling, you’re out of bed. Are you feeling better? I’m sorry I’ve been out so much. I just couldn’t stick it here with all the old vultures stopping by to make their insincere condolences.”

      Annie paused after the door was shut, hoping to be able to catch more of his words, but the door was too solid. Jeremy’s voice was immediately reduced to an unintelligible murmur. She admonished herself for having shut the door completely. She must stop acting so well-mannered and get a bit more devious; otherwise, she’d never learn anything at all.

      A short while later, when she returned to the sitting room, it was clear that something had happened to disturb the room’s three occupants. Jeremy leaned against the fireplace, with his back turned to both his mother and his aunt, kicking moodily at a small cinder that had popped out onto the hearth. His mother was stitching furiously at her embroidery, eyes down and her breathing uneven. His aunt still sat silently in the shadows, her face a rigid, unreadable mask. But the glint of firelight reflecting off her eyes revealed that she was shifting her glance rapidly between her nephew and her sister-in-law, as if trying to read their minds. The air in the room palpably vibrated with the after-effects of a heated exchange abruptly broken off by Annie’s entrance.

      As she slipped quietly back and forth from the hallway table, setting up the tea service, silence in the room grew ever more awkward. Finally, the social habits of Mrs. Voss reasserted themselves, and she rose and went to the tea table to start pouring.

      Nodding graciously to Annie, Mrs. Voss said, “Thank you, Lizzie. I do hope that Wong was able to help you with the tea things. When you have finished here, could you please prepare my bedroom? I shall probably retire soon. I haven’t been well, you know, since the terrible ordeal of the funeral, and I really am completely done in.”

      Then, clearing her throat nervously, Mrs. Voss turned to her son and sister-in-law and attempted to change the mood by introducing a neutral topic of conversation. Annie watched in fascination as this gambit met with disastrously little success.

      “Well, Jeremy, I received the sweetest little note of condolence from Judith this morning,” Mrs. Voss remarked. “I meant to show it to you, but you had gone out already. You can’t imagine how pleased I am that you have the love and support of such a wonderful girl to help you through these times. I remember how much…”

      Jeremy turned around and snapped, “Mother, don’t be such a romantic. Do you honestly think that Judith will stand by me? I’m surprised she hasn’t broken off the engagement already!”

      “Oh, Jeremy,” said Mrs. Voss, “why would you say such a thing? Judith adores you.”

      “Well, that’s hard to believe since I haven’t been permitted to see her since the funeral. Somehow, she is never at home when I call. And I am quite certain that her mother will find someone else for her to adore quite easily, someone untainted by scandal who won’t disgrace her proud Southern heritage,” Jeremy replied.

      His mother reached her hand out to him, and in a plaintive voice she said, “I am sure you have misjudged the situation. I can’t understand why you are insisting that there will be scandal, anyway. Your father died of an unfortunate accident. Where is the dishonor in…”

      Stepping back from her as if her touch might burn, Jeremy barked out, “Unfortunate accident! No, Mother, you cannot continue this charade. Father committed suicide. Mr. Dawson told you what was said at the inquest. To go on pretending that it was some sort of accident just makes all of us look ridiculous.”

      Annie, who had silently crossed over to Mrs. Voss’s bedroom during this conversation, turned and paused just inside the doorway, hoping that no one would notice her. From this vantage point, she watched Mrs. Voss begin to weep. When Jeremy noticed this, he immediately turned contrite.

      Going over and pulling up a chair next to hers, he said softly, “Oh, Mother, don’t cry. I’m sorry. I haven’t gotten much sleep lately, and I feel like my whole life has crashed down around my shoulders. I should never have taken it out on you. But don’t you see, pretending only makes it worse. We’ve got to face up to the facts. It’s no use otherwise.”

      “But, Jeremy, I still don’t understand how it could have happened. Your father was so happy at Saturday dinner with his grand plans. Buying Malcolm out, making you a partner in the firm as a wedding present, and taking me to Europe! Why would he promise to do all that and then kill himself? It just doesn’t make any sense; it must have been an accident.”

      Mrs. Voss gently shook her head, blotting her wet cheeks with the handkerchief Jeremy had retrieved from its newest resting place on the floor. She continued, in a rallying voice, “In any event, you mustn’t despair. You have your whole life ahead of you, and you must not let your father’s death or any of this interfere. If there has been a misunderstanding with Judith, talk to her and straighten it out. Your father would want that. I am sure she is just waiting to hear from you.”

      Jeremy sighed. “Mother, you haven’t been listening. I can’t go on as if nothing is changed. Somehow, we must try to straighten out our financial affairs. Even if Judith still wanted me, I couldn’t afford to get married now. There’s not enough money. I know we have been all over this, but as much as you and Aunt Nan don’t like the idea, I can’t see any way around selling our shares in the company. It’s all my fault. If only I hadn’t been so stubborn and selfish.”

      Mrs. Voss sat up straight at this and exclaimed, “No, my darling boy, don’t ever let me hear you say that. None of this is your fault. Besides, there must be money; how else could he have planned to pay Malcolm? I know the lawyers say there isn’t any, but your father…”

      Jeremy’s aunt stepped forward from the shadows. Annie almost gave herself away at this point by gasping; she had been so engrossed in the mother and son that she had forgotten Nancy Voss was even there.

      The older woman rapped out in her rough way. “Jeremy, for once your mother is right. This tragedy is not your fault. And you should not have to bear the brunt of its consequences.”

      She then turned towards her sister-in-law and began to speak in a low, fervent voice. “Others are to blame, others who sucked your father dry, who took and took and never gave in return. It was by their hand that your father died. They are to blame, and they will suffer for it. I will see to that. As the good Lord said in Job, ‘Look on everyone that is proud, and bring him low; and tread the wicked in their place.’”
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        Very early Saturday morning, August 9, 1879

      

      

      Annie found herself awake, her heart pounding. For some reason, she was curled-up in a tight ball under a thin, unfamiliar blanket. When she tried to straighten out, her body seemed to be frozen into a kind of rigor mortis. It was dark, and the material beneath her cheek was rough and smelled of carbolic soap. Where was she? Then she remembered. She was lying in a narrow bed up in the attic in Matthew Voss’s house. She vaguely recalled climbing the long back stairs to her room around ten o’clock, after having tidied up the tea things. She must have just stripped down to her chemise and drawers, too tired to properly undress. This was a mistake, since clearly the attic got very cold at night, even in the summertime, and the blanket was certainly inadequate.

      It was still dark, so maybe it wasn’t time to get up yet. Stifling a groan, Annie tried to wake her protesting limbs from their premature death as she pulled her unresponsive body to the side of the bed. Barely enough moonlight came in from the narrow window under the eaves for her to make out the face of the traveling clock she had brought with her. She groaned more loudly when she saw it was only twelve-thirty. She had been asleep just long enough for every ache and pain of her over-worked muscles to flower into their full glory. Death didn’t seem like such a terrible alternative.

      Annie slowly turned onto her back, pulled the blanket up, and tentatively stretched herself straight. Barring one excruciating moment when her right calf cramped, the new position was a definite improvement. Wishing to distract herself from her bodily complaints, she began to review what she had learned on her first day as a maidservant. She hadn’t been able to continue her conversation with Wong because, by the time she had finished getting Mrs. Voss ready for bed, he had already left the house. She could only hope he wasn’t planning on voicing his suspicions to Miss Nancy when he came back in the morning; it would be humiliating to be dismissed without having learned anything definitive. It had been his discreet knock at the sitting room door that had broken the appalling silence that had followed Nancy Voss’s extraordinary lapse into biblical prophecy. Wong had come to ask Jeremy to let him out of the house so he could return to his lodging in Chinatown.

      Earlier in the day, Miss Nancy had explained that Mr. Voss had insisted the house remain locked at all times. This meant that if any servant wanted in or out, someone would have to be present to unlock and re-lock the bolt. Evidently, decades before, Matthew had been robbed during the daytime and consequently had been quite fanatical about taking this precaution. This must be why the police dismissed the possibility of an intruder.

      Annie had used Wong’s interruption to cover her stealthy movement from the sitting room into Mrs. Voss’s bedroom. She hoped that everyone, if they bothered to think about her at all, would assume she had been there the whole time. Jeremy and Miss Nancy must have left the sitting room with Wong, for almost immediately Mrs. Voss followed Annie into the bedroom and wordlessly began preparing to retire. Unfortunately, this had meant she hadn’t had time to search the bedroom for the missing assets.

      Annie lay in the dark pondering the enigma of Mrs. Voss. She could swear she had seen a spark of intelligence in her beautiful eyes, and yet her conversation struck her as childish and naïve. Actually, much about the conversation she had overheard confused Annie. Why was Jeremy so adamant that his father’s death was suicide? Could it be that he wanted to divert attention from the possibility that Matthew was murdered? But why would he then blame himself for his father’s death? And hadn’t Mr. Dawson said it was Jeremy who had insisted that Matthew was financially solvent? If so, what would the motive for suicide be? Then there was Miss Nancy’s extraordinary accusation. She couldn’t possibly mean that Mrs. Voss had killed her husband. Yet Mrs. Voss was afraid of something; her protests to Jeremy that everything would be just fine held a clear note of panic.

      The one thing that had made sense to her was the idea that Matthew planned to buy out Samuels. This might explain what he had done with the assets he had been accumulating. In fact, she wished she could get word to Mr. Dawson about this, because it might be that Matthew had cashed in his assets in preparation for making an offer to his partner. But then where was the money?

      Having thought of Nate Dawson, she experienced a twinge of uneasiness. It was possible that he might stop by the boarding house if he had any additional information about Matthew’s financial affairs, but she had left strict instructions with Kathleen and Beatrice not to divulge her whereabouts to anyone. The more disturbing thought was that he might discover her whereabouts himself if he called on the Voss household. He was such a mystery; so gruff and humorless at the law office, then quite personable on the walk home. She could just imagine what he would say about her decision to come to work as a maid. Unbidden, she had a vision of him standing at the Voss’s front door, frowning down at her from his superior height, those fierce brown eyes boring into her own.

      Feeling inexplicably warmer, Annie sat up and hugged her knees. Thank goodness Miss Nancy had agreed to let her take Saturday night and all of Sunday off, despite the fact that she had just started work. Beatrice had made her promise that she would ask for this, saying that she would need the additional day to recuperate. At the time she had scoffed at Beatrice’s concern, but now the idea that she would be spending the next two nights in her own bed was heaven. Evidently the previous servant, Nellie, had gotten only Wednesday afternoons and Saturday nights off, but clearly Miss Nancy was so desperate to engage a new maid she hadn’t quibbled about this request.

      Thinking about her night off led Annie to consider why the former servant, Nellie, had left her position so precipitously. Except for Jeremy’s brief mention of her looks, and a few disparaging comments by Cartier about her leaving without notice, there had been no mention of her or why she left. I wonder what she was like? Did she like working here? Was she lonely? Annie was afraid to ask Wong about her, because it might further his suspicions. Could it be Nellie was involved in Matthew’s death? Perhaps she had been bribed to let someone into the house before she left that evening––and was afraid she would be blamed for Matthew’s death? But then, how could this person have gotten out of the house without leaving one of the doors unlocked?

      Cold again, she pulled the blanket around her shoulders, thinking how odd it was to be sitting on a narrow cot, under Matthew’s roof, seriously considering who might have killed him. Oh, if only I could talk to Matthew about what happened!

      She swung her legs to the edge of the bed. This is useless, she thought angrily. Sitting here wishing I could talk to a dead man isn’t going to solve anything. I’m wide awake now, so I should be spending the time searching for the missing assets rather than in idle speculation. At least if I get up and move around, I will feel warmer!

      Annie decided that she would change into her flannel nightgown and robe and slip quietly downstairs to Matthew’s study on the chance it was unlocked, since this seemed the logical place to start looking for the missing stocks and bonds. Miss Nancy had told her that she should use the water closet behind the stairs on the first floor for her personal use, so at least she would have some sort of an excuse for being on that floor if she ran into anyone. Kathleen’s comment about the “ruckus” that would result if Annie were found snooping rose unbidden in her mind. She paused for a second, her nightgown hanging from her cold fingers, then gave her head a shake. What is the worst that would happen? Miss Nancy might give me a terrible scold. Or maybe I would be dismissed, which would be a shame. But that’s all! What else could possibly happen?
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      Annie closed the heavy wooden door, very slowly, waiting for the soft snick of the latch. She then took a deep breath and turned around to get her first look at the room that was at the heart of Matthew’s domain. So far, her nighttime foray had gone remarkably well, including finding Matthew’s study door unlocked. Once she had gotten past the creaky attic stairs undetected, her progress the rest of the way down three flights to the first floor had been eerily silent. The pale glow from the hallway gas jets had helped. Miss Nancy had told her these lights were to be kept on low all night. Annie hadn’t been surprised to discover that Matthew’s house had been built to accommodate gas, but so far, none of the gas fixtures in all of the rooms she had entered had been turned on. Instead, the rooms continued to be lit by the old-fashioned oil lamps or candles. These were expensive alternatives to kerosene or gas, but Annie approved of the soft clear light they produced, and she was frankly glad that her own house didn’t have gas fittings. Her mother-in-law had installed gas throughout her New York City town house, and Annie had never liked the harsh glare they created. But in this case, the gaslight that burned in the hallways had made it possible for her to make it to the first floor study without bumping into anything.

      With the door closed behind her, the only light came from the candle she carried, and the room seemed small and cave-like. Annie thought she detected the faint smell of wood she always associated with Matthew, but there was an underlying whiff of something metallic she didn’t think she wanted to identify. She listened intently for a second, but the thick silence reminded her of how little noise passed through these wooden doors, and she began to feel a little safer.

      Lifting the candle up in front of her, she turned slowly to let the light slide over each wall. First, she saw floor-to-ceiling bookcases that marched along the wall directly to her right, wrapped around the corner, and continued along the street side of the room for about three feet. Next came the large bay windows that looked out to the street in front of the house. These were matched by another set of windows that overlooked the narrow passageway between the Voss household and the neighbors. Both sets of windows were curtained in some heavy dark material that kept out the slightest hint of moonlight. Moving a few steps into the room, she saw that in the corner between the two sets of windows stood a drinks cabinet, an armchair, and a small table with a lamp and a pile of papers on it. Continuing to turn to her left, she saw more bookshelves and a desk that jutted out perpendicular to the long interior wall. Moving closer to the chair near the windows, the candlelight throwing her shadow up the curtains to her left, she began to notice some additional details. There was a silver platter on the drinks cabinet, but it was missing the decanter and glasses she would have expected to see. When she leaned closer, she saw that the newspaper on the table next to the armchair was dated Saturday, August 4, which made sense, since this was the day Matthew died; she also noticed that there were several rings where the printing was blurred as if a glass had been repeatedly placed on top of the papers. She could imagine Matthew sitting in his study sometime on Saturday evening, having a whiskey, perhaps thinking about the reactions to his announcements at dinner.

      Was the poison found just in the glass of whiskey or also the decanter? This would make a difference. If it was also in the decanter, then any one of the servants, well, probably not Cartier, but certainly Nellie or Wong, would be a suspect, since they both would have been able to put the poison into the decanter at any time during the day. But then there would be no guarantee that Matthew wouldn’t offer the poisoned whisky to someone else, like Malcolm Samuels, if he had showed up for dinner. I will just have to ask Patrick; he will know.

      Patrick had come by to see his aunt Bea on the previous evening while everyone was sitting around giving Annie advice on how to be a good servant. He had been very willing to tell her everything he knew, despite his aunt’s patent disapproval. For example, she now remembered that he had said that a white packet had been found on the floor at Matthew’s feet, in the bottom of which they had found a residue of the poison.

      “That’s what cinched it for Detective Jackson, Ma’am,” Patrick had said. “Proved it was suicide, finding the packet like that, where the poor man most likely dropped it before finishing off the fatal drink.”

      As Patrick described what the police had found, Annie had thought to herself that the murderer had certainly done a good job of setting up the scene to look like suicide, note and all. Now she also realized that this meant that the person who poisoned Matthew had probably been in the room with him as he died or at least had access to the room after he was dead, in order to place the fake suicide note and the packet. This would make it less likely that either Wong or Nellie were involved, since Patrick said both of them left the house while Matthew was still alive and had arrived back in the morning after the body was discovered.

      According to Patrick, Wong told the police that he had let Nellie out the back door at eight o’clock, as was usual for her night out, and Mr. Voss had let him out the front door at ten. This would seem to rule out involvement by these two servants. But what if Wong lied about letting Nellie out? Couldn’t she have simply hidden up in her attic room and then come down in the middle of the night and let someone, like Wong, back in? But then how would that someone have gotten Matthew to drink the poison? It was even possible that if Nellie stayed hidden in the house, she could creep downstairs in the early morning hours to see if Matthew had indeed had his poisoned nightcap and was now dead. Then all she would have to do was plant the evidence to make it look like suicide, steal whatever money or documents were at hand, and sneak out of the house. Oh dear, that was a problem. How could Nellie, or her unknown accomplice, have gotten out of the house without leaving some door or window open? Annie was sure Patrick had said he had made a complete circuit of the house as soon as he was called in, and he didn’t find any openings, except of course for the front door, which Mrs. Voss swore was locked until she opened it to let Miss Nancy go get the police.

      Patrick had clearly been very impressed by Mrs. Voss. He spoke about how brave and composed she had been to answer Detective Jackson’s questions, with her “poor husband’s lifeless body still lying right across the hall.” He said she told the police that she had been at the top of the stairs, after having just been downstairs to say goodnight to her husband, when she saw Wong leave and saw her husband lock the front door behind him. She thought that this was just about ten; she said she had then retired for the night. It wasn’t until she woke early in the morning that she discovered that Matthew had not come to bed. She said it was her husband’s habit to stay up until at least one in the morning, that he didn’t need much sleep, but that he had never before been absent when she awoke.

      Annie thought it spoke well of Wong that his mistress would be so quick to verify that he wasn’t in the house. Patrick said she was less specific about the rest of the household. She wasn’t sure when either Cartier, who had seen her right before she retired, or her sister-in-law had gone to bed. She believed her son had gone out after dinner and wasn’t sure when he returned, although he was there the next morning when Matthew was found. Jeremy evidently told the police he had come in at eleven and gone right upstairs without speaking to his father. Not surprisingly, none of the four who were still in the house the next morning had any idea what the other three were up to during the rest of the night. Annie tried to imagine any one of them coming into Matthew’s study, pouring him a drink, and standing by to watch him die.

      She shuddered, and her shadow danced crazily along the walls. Better concentrate on finding Matthew’s missing assets. It’s stupid to stand here wondering if anyone in this house hated him enough to kill him. With that thought, Annie began to look around the room in earnest, looking first at the desk. Besides the lamp and an inkwell and pen, there was nothing on top of the desk. She refused to think about why the desk blotter was missing. She was very surprised when she opened the file drawer and found nothing in it. In fact, except for a few odds and ends––a ruler, magnifying glass, some pencil stubs, a box of matches––that she found in the shallow drawer underneath the desktop, the desk was empty.

      This can’t be right! Annie thought. The police would have found the lack of any files suspicious! Then she mentally kicked herself. Probably the police, or most likely Nate or his uncle, had taken the files to go over them. She would have to talk to him to find out if this had been his and his uncle’s handiwork. If it had been the police, maybe Nate could get access to the missing files and look through them. Then again, it might be that Matthew kept only household information in his study and that the place needing a more thorough search would be his office at the furniture factory. She couldn’t remember whether Nate had mentioned if he or Matthew’s partner, Samuels, had looked there.

      Annie scanned the room again and thought with a sigh that the only place left to look was the bookshelves, which could take all night to search. She leaned over to look at the clock she had noticed on the desk and almost let out a gasp when she saw the hands at 4:30. No, that can’t be right, she thought, not that much time has passed. Then she realized that the clock was silent, probably hadn’t been wound since Saturday. So what time is it? No more than fifteen minutes could have passed since she entered the room. She stood and listened carefully, but she could hear only the sound of her own breathing. Well, she thought, I should at least look closely enough to see if it looks like any papers have been stuffed between any of the books.

      Annie crossed over to the end of the shelves to the right of the door and had just raised the candle up high to get a better look at the top shelves when a soft sound at the door gave her barely enough warning to snatch the candle down and snuff out its flame. The door was shoved open to its full extent, effectively boxing her into a tight triangle, with her back against the wall, the bookshelves to her left and the door a few inches from her nose. Annie held her breath and hoped that the candle, which she held clutched to her breast, didn’t have enough heat left in the wick to set her robe on fire.

      Clearly, whoever had entered the room had their own candle, since flashes of light cut through the edges of the door against the bookshelves and then jerkily stabbed through the long opening between the door and the doorframe. She slowly turned her head to the right so she could look over her shoulder through this opening. She was so relieved not to see an eye peering through the door hinge at her that she almost let out a sigh. Instead, all she could see was a narrow strip of the end of the book shelves on the other side of the door, but the concentrated brightness of the candle light indicated that the person who had entered that room was standing right next to those shelves.

      There was a light click and then a sound of wood sliding against wood. A small rustling noise was followed by the sliding wood sound again. Before Annie had time to blink, a figure moved rapidly past the strip of light, closing the door behind them, and Annie stood alone in the dark, trying to make sense of the image that had flashed before her eyes.

      She had seen a person in a dressing gown holding some sort of oversized folders or books. But that was all she could recall. No face, since the head had been turned away. A dressing gown, but that didn’t help; she couldn’t tell whether it belonged to a man or a woman. She did think that the person had been taller than she was, but that would only rule out Mrs. Voss, not Cartier, Miss Nancy, or Jeremy, and there was no one else in the house. Standing there in the dark, Annie finally took a breath. Minutes ticked by while the thump, thump of her heart was the only thing she heard. Then, as her heart and breathing slowed, she noticed the small sting on her thumb and forefinger where she had pinched the candle flame. A small bubble of relief tickled its way into a giggle, which she quickly stifled.

      Annie finally got up enough courage to pull out her matches from her robe pocket and relight the candle, her hands shaking. Ruthlessly repressing the small voice in her mind that was saying, That could have been the murderer, she went over to the bookshelves and stood, moving the candle back and forth and looking for what might have made the sounds she heard. Running her left hand across the books in the middle shelf, she noticed a section that felt different. Instead of leather, what she felt was carved wood; as she looked more closely, she could see the wood was painted to look like books. She pressed and heard a click, and this whole section slid to the right to reveal a hidden shelf. Oh, Matthew! How this hidey-hole must have delighted you, she thought. She wondered if anyone had told the police about it. Certainly, his family, and Nellie, who would have discovered it during dusting, must know about it.

      The candlelight revealed a metal box sitting on the hidden shelf, with its lid open, empty. Otherwise, there was nothing else in the hiding place. She didn’t think that the box was big enough to hold the items she saw being removed from the room, but it was certainly big enough and deep enough to hold a stack of property deeds, stock certificates, or even money. She didn’t think whoever had just been in the room had had time enough to open the box and take things out, so she had to assume it was already empty. So what has just now been removed from the hiding place? And why did anyone come down in the dead of night to get it?
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        Saturday evening, August 9, 1879

      

      

      “His name is Jack O’Sullivan, Ma’am,” Kathleen said, “and as I told you, my friend Moira says he’s been courting Nellie Flannigan for nearly six months. Moira says she can’t imagine them missing this dance for the world.”

      “Are you sure this is the Nellie that worked for Mr. Voss?” said Annie. “Seems an awfully common name. Do we have any description of her or this Jack?”

      “Oh yes, Ma’am, I’m sure it’s her. Moira worked with Nellie in another position two years ago, and they kept in touch. She knew all about her working for Mr. Voss. Told me Nellie is short, got a good figure, has striking red hair, and frizzes her bangs something awful. Said Jack’s a typical Irishman––all blarney and a big mustache.”

      It was nine o’clock in the evening, and Annie and Kathleen were standing just inside the entrance to the Parker House, where the St. Joseph’s Annual Parish Masked Ball was in full swing. The foyer of the hotel rang with excited chatter, and small groups of laughing people coalesced into a tight mass at the entrance to the ballroom. The entrance fee was twenty-five cents, which, at half the usual ticket price for most city amusements, made it a real bargain. The purpose of the event was to raise money for parish charities, and a good number of the individuals dispensing punch were dressed in the elaborate black robes and white wimples of the Sisters of Charity. These good women’s august presence did not seem to be dampening the enthusiasm of the young people dancing. The three famous gas-lit chandeliers in the Parker House ballroom illuminated a swirling kaleidoscope of dancers twirling around the floor, some dressed in full costume, others merely masked.

      Annie hadn’t been in a gathering with this many people in years. Indeed, most of the Irish population of San Francisco appeared to be in attendance this evening. This was, of course, why they were there. Where better to find Voss’s former maid, Nellie Flannigan, and her beau, Jack O’Sullivan?

      When Annie had arrived at her home a few hours earlier for the start of her night out, she was feeling discouraged. After she had finally gotten up the courage to return to her attic room from the study earlier that morning, only four hours remained before her morning chores began, and the day had turned out to be a frustrating repetition of the day before. Jeremy went out, Mrs. Voss stayed in her rooms, Cartier continued to irritate, and Miss Nancy kept ordering her around as she did her chores. When she returned to work on Monday, she would finally get a chance to check out the upstairs rooms, and she hoped to finish looking through the rest of the house in a day or two. At this point, she wasn’t sure she had learned enough to justify the two days of lost income as Sibyl.

      The only odd thing that had happened was that as she was leaving the Voss house to come home, an extremely tall and slender gentleman stopped her in the back alley. Fashionably dressed, he had pulled the brim of his top hat down to shadow his face, and he acted very nervous. He politely asked if she could tell him if Jeremy Voss was at home; when she said no, he had tipped his hat and slipped quickly down the alley and vanished. She supposed that if she hadn’t been so tired she might have gone after him to find out what he wanted with Jeremy; instead, she had just plodded down to the corner to catch the horse car home. She was so tired she even fell asleep on the car and almost missed her stop.

      Consequently, Annie felt more exhausted than excited when Kathleen greeted her at the kitchen door with the news that she had identified the missing Nellie and that she, Patrick, and Annie were all going to meet Nate Dawson at a local charity ball to try and talk to her. Kathleen had it all planned out. Patrick would engage a hackney and come by to pick them up so they could get to the ball by nine o’clock. This would give Annie just enough time to bathe and get dressed.

      Then Beatrice had stepped in, saying, “Now you just shush, girl. You’re getting way ahead of yourself! I told you not to pester Mrs. Fuller. There’s nothing wrong with you and Patrick going to the dance and searching for that Nellie. But it isn’t proper for a lady like Mrs. Fuller. Sides, can’t you see she’s completely worn out!”

      Kathleen had immediately backed off, apologizing for being so thoughtless and not considering how tired Annie would be. Annie wasn’t sure whether it was a desire to prove herself in her young servant’s eyes or that Beatrice’s words had been so reminiscent of her mother-in-law’s constant refrain about what was “proper” for a lady to do, but, in any event, Annie immediately started to defend her right to go to the ball, reminding Beatrice that she had all day Sunday to recuperate. The truth of the matter was that once she had decided to go, she had begun to feel better.

      Since Kathleen was adamant that it would be safer if Annie attended the ball as another servant, the question of what she would wear arose. Kathleen had a solution to that as well, saying she had just the thing for her to wear. “My friend Lillian can’t fit in it no more, so she let me buy it off her for just five dollars. I was going to start working on cutting it down to my size, but, Ma’am, I just know it would fit you.”

      Which was how Annie came to be squeezing through the doorway of the Parker Hotel dressed in an outfit that was a far cry from the virginal white gowns of her days as a proper young woman or the somber clothes of wifedom and widowhood. Her outfit’s under skirt, a dark green satin, contrasted with the green and burgundy plaid tarlatan overskirt that swooped back, culminating in a huge matching satin bow over the bustle. While this was a style Annie would never have chosen for herself, she had solemnly agreed with Kathleen when she pointed out how wonderful it was that the satin bow just exactly matched the satin trimming on the dress’s short-sleeved cuffs and square neck. The colors were a little dark for summer, but overall she did feel quite festive.

      Kathleen’s friend Lillian was clearly thinner than she and a good deal shorter because it had taken some very tight lacing of her corsets to get her into the dress, and there was a good deal of ankle left showing. Not just her ankles were exposed, but a substantial portion of her breasts spilled out over the neckline as well. But hers were not the only breasts or ankles showing in this crowd, so Annie stopped worrying about how she looked and just took in the sights and sounds.

      She stepped up to Kathleen, who was surveying the dancers with obvious anticipation, and whispered, “It’s all quite exciting isn’t it, Kathleen? But we mustn’t forget we have a job to do, and I’m afraid much of the responsibility for finding Nellie or Jack rests with you and Patrick.”

      Kathleen wrinkled her brow and nodded once to prove her seriousness. “You’re right, Ma’am. I know just what to do. I’ll send Patrick to the side doors where the single men gather to smoke. One of them’s bound to know Jack O’Sullivan. Meanwhile, I’ll go along to the punch tables and ask the servers. The Sisters are very good with names. Then, if we get word that either of them have been sighted here and what they’re wearing, we’ll be in good shape. Maybe they came in costume––that might make it real easy to spot them.”

      Kathleen then put her head together with Patrick to give him his orders. Annie regarded them both fondly. Beatrice’s nephew, Patrick, seemed different out of his police uniform, a bit older and more sophisticated, with his derby tipped back on his copper-colored hair and his mustache waxed to dangerous points. Kathleen herself looked quite fetching in light blue poplin, and, while her dress didn’t have a satin bow in the back, it did have a very smart blue and white striped satin underskirt. She had made the entire outfit herself, with just a little help from the Misses Moffet, the expert seamstresses at her boardinghouse, and the color she’d chosen made the blue of her eyes even more intense. No wonder Patrick was acting so proud and pleased.

      If she didn’t count herself, dressed up as a servant on her night out, none of them had come in costume, but they all had bought masks at the door. Kathleen now turned back to Annie, insisting that she tie hers on. “You don’t want to be recognized here. It wouldn’t be fitting. Like I said before, Ma’am, a lady like you wouldn’t be here, unless as one of the organizers, and then you wouldn’t be dressed like this.”

      Annie looked around and saw the correctness in Kathleen’s statement. While there were a number of couples scattered throughout the hall whose evening gowns and top hats and tails proclaimed them as ladies and gentlemen, they were universally standing at the edges, accompanied by black robed nuns or priests. They were clearly supervising, not participating, in the festivities. The other men and women who lined the walls, clustered around the punch tables, and danced down the center of the ballroom were younger, more gaily dressed, and, she thought, having a great deal more fun than their betters.

      As she tied the mask on, she whispered to Kathleen, “Won’t Mr. Dawson be out of place? All the other gentlemen seem to be escorting their wives.”

      Kathleen shook her head. “No one will pay him no mind. Soon, there’ll be plenty of young men of his sort around. They come later, after the theater and such, looking for merriment. Our boys don’t like it, but what can they do? It’s open to the public.”

      This answer puzzled Annie. But before she could ask Kathleen to explain, she saw Mr. Dawson standing in the entrance to the ballroom, clearly scanning the crowd. Kathleen began to wave madly and darted over to him, Annie following more slowly. When Kathleen had first told Annie that Nate Dawson might show up since Patrick had seen him earlier that day and told him about finding a lead to Nellie, she had been pleased, thinking that this would give her a chance to discover if he had made any progress tracking down Matthew’s assets. Nevertheless, as she walked towards him, she felt apprehensive. She doubted that he would approve of her being here, dressed as she was, and she hadn’t thought about the awkwardness of not being able to tell him what she had been doing the last two days.

      The first words out of his mouth confirmed her fears.

      Nate made an abbreviated bow and murmured, “Good evening, Mrs. Fuller. I am surprised to see you here; it was my impression that you were out of town. I don’t suppose it would do me any good to point out that your attendance at this affair is totally unnecessary and highly irregular?” Without waiting for a response, he turned his back on Annie and moved further into the ballroom, tying on his mask.

      Why does he have to be such a prig! Annie said to herself. It is a shame, because when he isn’t being so stiff and judgmental, he can really be quite charming.

      The waltz that had been playing ended at that moment, creating a bustle of activity as people began to leave the floor. Kathleen gave her an encouraging nod and slipped into the crowd of people heading for the refreshment tables across the room. Annie smiled at her retreating back and fleetingly entertained the cowardly thought of following her and losing herself in the throng of dancers. Instead, she straightened her spine, thereby permitting a little more breathing room, and turned to look at Nate, who was staring out at the dance floor.

      The dark silk mask had turned him into a mysterious stranger. His dark eyes glittered in the gas light, and, with his long black hair and dark complexion, the mask gave him the look of a Mexican bandit. She had seen a real bandit once, when she had been a child. He had been a wild, ferocious man with hard brown eyes, tied to the back of a cart in the Los Angeles plaza.

      She’d asked her father what he had done wrong, and he had replied, “He has had the misfortune of living past his time and trusting in the honor of Americans. He was trying to take back what we stole from him. But he will be tried by our justice and not by his own. And he will lose.”

      Annie remembered his words because her father had seemed so sad and because it suggested that life was not always fair, something that life had taught her well in the intervening years. Annie sighed and made her way over to see if she could engage the disapproving Mr. Dawson in polite conversation.
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      After Annie informed Nate that the two of them were to wait near the entrance while Kathleen and Patrick searched the ballroom, a guarded conversation ensued, where Annie asked Nate questions about how his investigation into Matthew’s assets was going and he gave civil but short answers. She was pleased to discover that, after checking with local brokers, he had finally accepted that she was right about Matthew’s finances, and he even seemed willing to consider as plausible her belief that Matthew had been murdered.

      The most surprising revelation came after he asked her politely if she would like to sit down on two chairs that had been vacated near the entrance. Once they were sitting, Annie tucking her feet demurely under her skirt to hide her ankles, Nate had cleared his throat and raised his voice above the noise of the band, saying, “Yesterday afternoon, I finally obtained official access to his bank account for the past year. What I found clearly supports your contention that his financial position had been improving steadily.”

      Annie interrupted, “But didn’t you tell me when we first spoke that, according to the bank, Voss was insolvent?”

      “Yes,” Nate replied. “But it turns out this was only because Voss came to the bank last Friday afternoon and withdrew a substantial sum, leaving only enough for day-to-day expenses. He also got access to his safety deposit box and probably removed other paper assets he might have, since it contained nothing of monetary value in it when we opened it on Tuesday.”

      Here, Nate paused for what was clearly dramatic effect. “In fact, we now know that on Friday afternoon, Matthew Voss left his bank with over a thousand dollars in bank notes. Possibly a good deal more than that if he was carrying all his paper assets with him as well! Since there was no sign of this money in his house, the question becomes, of course, what happened to it and his other assets?”

      Annie nodded, thinking to herself that this all began to make sense. Matthew had gathered his assets in preparation for making Samuels an offer. Perhaps trading some of his stock for Samuel’s shares in the business. I wonder why he didn’t tell me he was planning all this. Probably worried I would advise against it. The value of his stocks were bound to go up more in the next half year; he might not be getting full value for them if he traded now.

      Nate broke into her thoughts. “Mrs. Fuller, you don’t seem surprised at all. Did you suspect something like this? Don’t you want to know what he wanted the money for?”

      “I already know…” Annie swallowed the rest of her sentence, acutely aware that she had almost revealed information she had learned as a servant. She then continued, “I mean, I know he was up to something. Tell me, what have you learned?”

      Annie then listened to Nate repeat what she already knew about Matthew’s dinner announcement the night he died, and she voiced what she had been thinking since she first heard about these plans, saying, “Jeremy Voss must have been fit to be tied. From what I understand, full control of the business would be the last thing he wanted. Whatever could Mr. Voss have been thinking?”

      “He was probably thinking it was about time his son did a little work,” replied Nate. “And Jeremy Voss should have been pleased. If his father made him a full partner, Jeremy would get a nice steady income from one of the most prosperous businesses on the west coast. Not a bad start to married life, I’d say. There are plenty of young men who would jump at the chance to be doing so well in their twenties.”

      “But what about Samuels?” she interrupted. “Would he have been willing to sell?”

      “I think he might have been very pleased to do so. Yesterday, as I made the rounds, several people mentioned that Samuels got himself into heavy waters the year before last. Lived beyond his income for a while when the economy was at its worst. Someone mentioned a few outstanding gambling debts, plus whispers that he was having trouble paying the tailor and such. Not unusual, by any means, but distressing to a man of Samuels’ stature in the community. The money Mr. Voss would have given him to buy him out might have come in handy.”

      “This certainly does seem to rule out the idea that Mr. Voss cashed in all his assets to pay off some huge debt or pay off some blackmailer. He must have planned to use the money to buy out his partner’s shares in the business. But why hadn’t Mr. Samuels mentioned this to anyone? He didn’t, did he?” asked Annie, looking up at Nate.

      “No. Samuels was supposed to have dinner with the Vosses the night Matthew Voss died, but he had to cancel because of a business appointment down the peninsula. Instead, he telegraphed from out of town, rescheduling to meet Mr. Voss on Monday morning. Once we knew what to look for, it was all there in Voss’s appointment book, the dinner and the rescheduled meeting for Monday morning at ten o’clock. So it is quite possible that Voss had kept his intentions completely secret, and Samuels insists that he had no knowledge of what was planned until Mrs. Voss told him after the funeral.”

      Annie stood mulling all of this new information, trying to make sense of it, trying to fit it in with what she had learned from her two days living with the Voss family. It appeared that so far she had learned nothing from her sojourn in the Voss household that Nate hadn’t learned for himself, with considerably less physical effort!

      She turned to Nate and said, “Have you told any of this to the Detective, I believe his name is Jackson, who is in charge of investigating Mr. Voss’s death? Doesn’t it prove Mr. Voss didn’t commit suicide?”

      He frowned down at her, but then he answered. “Yes, I spoke to Chief Detective Jackson this morning. In fact, that was where I ran into Patrick and found out about his plan to track down the Voss maid at this event. Detective Jackson didn’t have much time for me, but he did tell me they were looking into the possibility it wasn’t suicide. He expressed interest in what I found out at the bank and in your list of investments as well.”

      Nate went on, “However, I found their suspicions about Jeremy Voss troublesome. Jackson said Jeremy’s been refusing to answer any questions about that night, and he seems to have been pretty much on a steady diet of alcohol since his father’s death. Mrs. Voss told me that she is worried his lack of cooperation will get him in trouble.”

      “What do the police suspect?” Annie leaned closer to hear him more clearly and was momentarily distracted by the interesting scent, a mixture of tobacco smoke and pine needles, which clung to him.

      “Well, turns out that Jeremy and his father had an argument right after dinner. Jackson told me they learned about this from the parlor maid. Evidently, this Nellie promptly went into hysterics when she came back from her night out and learned that Mr. Voss was dead. Jackson said she went on and on about it being a judgment on Matthew Voss, because of his ‘bullying ways.’ And that she said there was a terrible quarrel between Matthew and his son in the study after dinner. The lady’s maid confirmed this story. I guess she was hanging about on the stairs after dinner to check on the parlor maid. Both women said Jeremy left the house right after the argument, but since he has his own key, nobody knows when he came back.”

      “Are you saying that because he had a fight with his father the police suspect Jeremy of murder?” Annie pulled back. “From what Mr. Voss told me, disagreements between them happened all the time.”

      “But Mrs. Fuller, the police don’t know that, and that’s why Jeremy’s lack of cooperation is such a problem. It might help if we could talk to Nellie and see if she can shed some light on the exact nature of the argument.”

      “I suppose they were fighting over his father’s plan to make him a partner. When you think of it, Mr. Voss was, in effect, threatening to put an end to Jeremy’s artistic life for good. Maybe he said he’d cut Jeremy off completely if he didn’t go along,” Annie said. “But I just don’t see Jeremy deciding to kill him. Poison seems so pre-meditated. I could see Jeremy lashing out in anger, hitting his father. But not poison. And why take the money and assets! Much of it would come to him eventually. He’s worse off now than if his father lived to carry through his intentions.”

      Nate remained silent for a second, then he said, “I don’t know. Maybe he had poison around because he had been flirting with the idea of suicide himself? Just for the romance of it. Who knows what these artistic types will get up to. So when he has the fight with his father, he leaves the house, walks around, and gets himself into a state. Comes home, gets the poison, goes to his father’s study, pretends to reconcile, and gets him to drink the poison. Then he forges the suicide note and just goes up to bed.”

      Annie shuddered at this picture, but she just couldn’t reconcile it with the impression she had gotten of Jeremy the previous evening. He certainly felt guilty about something, but she thought a murderer would be more controlled than he was. She said to Nate, “I still don’t understand why he would take the money? Why not leave it?”

      “Because then there wouldn’t be a good reason for his father’s suicide. So he took the money and the other assets his father had brought home. Maybe he didn’t realize that most of the stocks are not negotiable.”

      “But why would he be insisting, then, that his father didn’t commit suicide? I would…”

      Nate interrupted, “Where did you hear that he said that his father didn’t commit suicide?”

      “Oh, well…isn’t that what you said, that after the funeral he insisted that his father was well-off? I guess I assumed that he was using this as proof that his father didn’t kill himself.”

      Annie felt a hot blush stain her cheeks, and she hoped that her mask would keep Nate from noticing. This was the second time she had almost revealed information that she shouldn’t know. She needed to be more careful.

      “I don’t know what Jeremy meant,” Nate replied. “That’s just the point, neither the police nor I have been able to talk to him since Tuesday, and it looks suspicious. As the Voss lawyer, it’s my duty to protect him––even from himself. I am hoping that we can find Nellie, learn a little more about what happened, and maybe find someone outside the family that the police can investigate instead.”

      “But why would Jeremy be so unaccommodating? If he were the murderer, wouldn’t he be doing everything he could to appear innocent? I can’t imagine he would be that stupid,” Annie exclaimed.

      “No, I don’t think he is that stupid, Mrs. Fuller,” Nate replied. “But remorse can cause a man to do strange things. Just consider that if he is the murderer, he may be feeling so guilty he wants to be caught. It wouldn’t be very pleasant to have your father’s death on your hands, now would it?”
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      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Fuller,” Kathleen said between light gasps, “no one’s seen Nellie Flannigan, and with her red hair she should be pretty hard to miss. I’ve been thinking that if she just got another job she probably hasn’t gotten the night off. Patrick found one person who thought he had seen her boyfriend, Jack. Supposed to be wearing a black and white checked suit and a red cravat. Fancies himself a bit, I says, to be wearing a get-up like that. But we haven’t spotted him yet. We thought it might help to dance a bit, in case he was on the dance floor. But so far, no luck.”

      Patrick and Kathleen’s arrival broke the rather strained silence that had grown up between Nate and Annie, and she greeted them with relief. “That’s all right, Kathleen. I don’t have to leave for another hour or so. Keep looking. But go ahead and continue to dance. Might as well have some fun while you’re at it.”

      Patrick wiped his forehead, made a small bow, and led Kathleen back onto the floor. They did look like they were enjoying themselves. Annie watched with some envy, wondering what she would say if Mr. Dawson asked her to dance. When she was much younger, she had loved dancing with her father, but her husband hadn’t liked to dance. He had usually been found in a back room playing cards or smoking with his cronies at parties.

      Nate, who had risen at Kathleen’s approach, still stood, and he stiffly asked her if she would like him to get her some punch.

      “No, thank you, not yet, but feel free to get yourself some if you want.” Why am I so disappointed that he didn’t ask me to dance? Annie thought to herself.

      Nate hesitated a moment then replied, “Well, maybe I will have some myself, but I think I’d like to stretch my legs a little first. Maybe walk around the room, see if I can catch sight of the sartorial splendor of Nellie’s young man. Can’t imagine there are too many men here tonight with red cravats.”

      Annie looked at him, perplexed by the self-conscious note to his voice. Then she noticed he had his hand in the breast pocket of his jacket, where most men kept their cigars, and the light dawned.

      “Oh, that is certainly a good idea. And why don’t you stop and have a smoke while you do so? I’ll be fine here. Maybe I’ll check out the punch table at that and have a chat with the good Sisters.”

      Nate looked properly chagrined and said, “Are you sure you’ll be all right? You could accompany me.”

      Annie laughed. “Now, Mr. Dawson, I know I am a disreputable woman, but even I would have some qualms about standing around with the gentlemen smoking a cigar.”

      When Nate stammered out that she had misunderstood him, Annie shushed him and sent him on his way, the interchange having restored her good humor.

      For awhile, she was content to simply sit and watch the dancers, but then the lack of sleep the night before started to make itself felt, so she stood and moved over to the nearby punch table, hoping that some refreshments would revive her. Handing over the required nickel for a cup of what looked like pink lemonade, she was startled when she felt a tap on the shoulder and heard, “Excuse me, Miss. Would you care to dance?”

      She swung around quickly, but her welcoming smile faded when she realized the masked man standing before her wasn’t Nate. Although wearing the evening clothes of a gentleman, this man was of only medium build, fairly stocky, and his closely cut, slicked-back hair and neat mustache and beard were decidedly blond.

      “Oh,” Annie responded with surprise. “Why, thank you. But no, I’ve just gotten some punch, you see, and I’m not dancing.”

      Starting to go back to where Nate had left her, she found her way blocked by the man, who put out a hand to forestall her and said, “Now, honey. You don’t mean to tell me you’re going to make do with just that sour old nun’s punch. I’ve got a bit of fun in my flask right here, and I’ll be glad to sweeten up your drink. Then we can dance. Now come over here, and I’ll fill you up.”

      The man showed her that he had a silver flask in his inside pocket; then he took Annie by the left arm and began to pull her behind him, towards a curtained alcove further along the wall in a darker part of the room.

      Annie, confused, followed in his wake, protesting politely, “Please, sir, stop. I am afraid you have mistaken me for someone else. I don’t believe I know you. And I do not want anything in my punch.”

      But instead of stopping and letting her arm go, the man laughed and said, “Sweetheart, of course you know me. I’m the answer to a maiden’s prayers. Now stop pretending to be so shy. I know your type. Trying to play hard to get, aren’t you? Well, don’t bother. I always get what I want.”

      Annie found it difficult to take in the man’s words as she focused her attention on the problem of keeping the punch from spilling on her borrowed dress. He was obviously inebriated. As she and the man stumbled forward, she muttered with increased irritation, “Be careful. What do you think you are doing?”

      When they reached the alcove, Annie placed the punch down on a small nearby table and attempted once more to pull herself away, speaking even more sharply to make her displeasure understood. “Excuse me, sir. Let me go this instant. You forget yourself. I have asked you politely to leave me alone. I must now insist.”

      Annie felt no fear, just mounting vexation. She didn’t want to create a scene, but from experience with her husband, she knew how difficult it was to reason with someone who had imbibed too much alcohol. On the other hand, he couldn’t really do anything in a crowded ballroom, just feet from a number of black-robed Sisters of Charity.

      Then, abruptly, the situation changed. The man snaked his right arm around her waist and pulled her tightly up against his side, cramming his lips against hers. Paralyzed for a moment by the shock, Annie fought a rising tide of nausea that was quickly replaced by a white-hot stab of pure anger. She hissed, “I don’t have to put up with this,” as she shoved hard against the man’s chest. Surprised, the man staggered, and as he tried to regain his balance, she pulled away. Heading back towards the dance floor, she felt him move up behind her, so she jabbed him sharply in the stomach. He growled, “Bitch,” and then seized her painfully by her upper left arm. Annie began to feel him pull her back when, miraculously, she was completely free. Someone had swept by her, grabbed the man by the shoulder, and then rammed him against the alcove wall with a thud.

      Nate stood there, panting, his upper lip, which showed under the mask, pulled back in a silent snarl. He held the man by the throat with one hand while the other hand was clenched in a fist at his side.

      Annie, frightened by the violence she saw in Nate’s face, started to intervene when he ripped the mask from the man’s face and stepped back, exclaiming, “Good God, Charles Rankin! What in the hell did you think you were doing?”

      The man, rubbing his throat, snapped, “Seems that’s what I should be asking you, Dawson. Interfering bastard. I saw her first. Get your own bit of skirt and keep your damned hands off me.”

      Annie didn’t hear what Nate replied, because at this moment a woman materialized next to her, distracting her. The woman was large, dressed in garish purple satin, and the reddened hand she placed on Annie’s arm advertised that her occupation required a good deal of hard work. But she was young, and her eyes were kind and concerned as she patted Annie’s shoulder.

      “Honey, are you all right? Did that sorry excuse for a man hurt you? I says they shouldn’t let the top hat crowd into these affairs. Decent working girl ain’t safe. My Burt will take care of him for you, if you want.”

      Annie noticed a silent, rosy-faced man standing shyly behind the kind young woman. He was probably a good inch shorter than his female companion, but Annie could see powerful muscles straining his well-worn coat.

      She smiled shakily at both of them as she replied, “No, I’m quite fine now. Everything seems well in hand. But thank you so much for your concern.” She then stepped forward and touched Nate on the shoulder. He was still muttering heatedly at her assailant.

      Annie said softly, “Please, I don’t want to cause a scene. Could you take me to find Nellie? Leave him be.”

      Nate turned towards her and glanced rapidly up and down her body, as if to check for any overt damage. Then he stared intently into her face, his voice low and fierce. “Did he hurt you? You’re safe now. I won’t let him touch you.”

      He grasped her hand lightly, giving it a squeeze, and he delicately touched the corner of her mouth. Annie winced, realizing that her entire mouth felt bruised. Nate’s eyes darkened, and she heard the sharp intake of his breath. She stood very close to him, and she fought an impulse to fold herself into his arms. Inhaling deeply, she was just about to repeat her request that they leave when Nate whipped around to confront the man Rankin, who was tugging at his shoulder. Nate continued holding on to Annie’s hand, and she instinctively moved up behind him where she felt sheltered.

      Rankin stood unsteadily, his cheeks spotted with red, his voice belligerent. “I told you, Dawson, she’s mine. Best looker in the place. Get your hands off of her.”

      Nate replied with icy calmness, “Charles, I’m only going to tell you one more time. Leave the lady alone. She is with me. You’re drunk, and that’s the only reason I won’t haul you in front of the authorities for assault. But don’t press your luck.”

      Hearing the menace in Nate’s voice, Rankin stepped back, and two men appeared at his side and grasped him by the arms. One of them was the shy friend of Annie’s purple-gowned defender; the other was a similarly muscled young man sporting the largest mustache Annie had ever seen.

      Rankin laughed uneasily. “For God’s sake, no need to call out the vigilantes. My mistake. Didn’t know the girl was already claimed. Why Nate Dawson, you sly old dog. Never thought trolling among the low-class potato eaters was to your taste.”

      Annie felt Nate stiffen. Still afraid the two men might fight, she stepped closer and whispered urgently, “Please, let’s go. He will never know who I am. So who cares what he thinks. Just let it be.”

      Nate turned and looked down at her again, a bit blankly. Then he took a deep breath. Taking her by the arm, he led her away towards the main dance floor. The last glimpse she had of her attacker showed him being hustled out the door of the ballroom by the two young men. Then, without a word, Nate swept her up into a lively waltz, and for some time Annie was so completely focused on minding her feet that everything else was temporarily forgotten.
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      Annie realized Nate’s decision to pull her onto the dance floor was a very sensible move on his part. The vast anonymous throng of dancers provided a sort of instant protective covering for them. The whole incident had taken only a minute or two, but, even so, a small crowd had begun to assemble in response to the altercation. By the time the dance brought them back to that part of the room, the small knot of onlookers had dissolved.

      His decision to dance also gave her time to regain her composure. Nate turned out to be a surprisingly graceful dancer, communicating the silent instructions required in dancing clearly but deftly. His technique was confident, and Annie’s steps rapidly smoothed out under his direction. She discovered her shorter skirt provided distinct advantages. The dress was far easier to manage than the long evening gowns she’d always worn before. By the beginning of the next slow waltz, her feet had started to move with enough independence for her to think about what she would say.

      She glanced up and saw that Nate was staring over her shoulder. The mask he still wore made it difficult for her to read his expression. He was probably angry with her. He hadn’t thought it proper for her to come, and now events appeared to have proven him right. Yet he had been a gratifyingly effective rescuer. She had to express her appreciation.

      Staring resolutely in front of her at the white pleats in his dress shirt, she cleared her throat, which was now quite dry, and said, “It seems insufficient to thank you. But I do. Thank you.”

      She went on quickly, hoping to forestall a lecture. “Don’t say it was all my fault for coming here. I know that’s what you are thinking. But I really don’t see it. I can’t imagine why that man felt he could treat me that way. I certainly didn’t encourage him. He just grabbed me. Seemed to think he had the right. You seem to know him. Whatever would make him think that he could get away with assaulting a lady in a public place? He couldn’t have been that inebriated.”

      Nate’s grip on her hand tightened, and for the first time since they’d started dancing, he made a slight misstep. When he began to speak, his words were short and clipped, as if they hurt. “He’s Charles Rankin. I went to law school with him. Father’s a very prominent manufacturer. He wouldn’t have assaulted a lady. Don’t you see, he didn’t think you were one. Because you were here. Dressed like…” And then Nate stopped, looking down at her.

      Annie’s steps now faltered as she digested his words, then she replied, “That’s ridiculous. Are you seriously saying that because I am showing a little ankle that this gives a man the license to attack me? If this was a society ball, every woman in the place would be showing a good deal more of her skin than I am.”

      Annie stopped speaking, for she had let her anger take her well past the point of appropriate speech for a woman. She became aware of Nate’s hand firmly placed in the small of her back, holding her close to him. She considered for the first time that if Nate was looking down at her, he couldn’t fail to see altogether more of her own skin than she was used to revealing. Acutely conscious of the intimacy of his touch, Annie looked up and saw that he was again staring over her shoulder, but his breathing was more uneven than the strenuousness of the waltz required.

      Flustered, Annie remained silent, glancing at the couples around them, hoping desperately for a glimpse of Kathleen and Patrick and an excuse to stop dancing. She noted for the first time that there were now a good number of single men in evening dress scattered throughout the ballroom. Some danced, others lounged against the walls staring arrogantly at the couples who waltzed by. Kathleen’s earlier comment about young men of Nate’s “sort” showing up later was now clear.

      Incensed, Annie forgot her embarrassment, and she spoke with elaborate sarcasm. “Oh, Mr. Dawson, how silly of me. Now I understand. It must be common practice for men like your friend to come here and pester women. What good sport. Let’s see, what did he call it, ‘trolling’ for servant girls or something? What a shame I didn’t understand it was just a game. I suppose I should apologize to him for not knowing the rules.”

      Nate jerked her to a standstill and unceremoniously pulled her to the side of the room, dexterously weaving in and out of the other couples on the floor to do so. When they were no longer in danger of being run down, he turned, dropped her hand, and began to speak in a gruff voice Annie hadn’t heard him use before.

      “Listen, Mrs. Fuller, you have every right to be angry. As soon as Miss Kathleen told me why you were here, dressed the way you were, I should have insisted that you return home. And having failed to do that, I should never have left you alone. It was my responsibility to protect you from any sort of harassment. I’m sorry. I failed.”

      Annie, rather unnerved by his apology, replied, “Nonsense, Mr. Dawson. First of all, it isn’t your place to decide what I can and cannot do. It was my decision to come and therefore my responsibility. Not yours. And if anyone is to blame, it was that awful man, not you.”

      “But don’t you see,” he continued, “I knew what that sort of man was capable of. You didn’t. It was foolish of you to dress beneath your station, but you would have no way of knowing it would put you in danger. You are right; it is common practice. I’ve frequently heard men brag about their conquests at local events. I never thought about what it would mean to the young women involved. I just figured the girls they spoke of were willing. It was wrong of me to assume an Irish servant girl doesn’t deserve the same respect as a woman of my own class. Charles might just as easily have assaulted Miss Kathleen. That wouldn’t have made it right.”

      Uncomfortable with Nate’s obvious distress, Annie tried to insert a lighter tone, saying, “Now, Mr. Dawson, if that wretched man had tried anything with Kathleen, she would have given him what for. In fact, now that I think of it, even if you hadn’t been so quick to rescue me, I had a number of potential protectors waiting in the wings. I wonder what those two very muscular young men did with your friend Charles? Perhaps he will wish that you had turned him over to the police. They might treat him more gently.”

      She was gratified to see the bleak look in Nate’s eyes soften a bit. But he still sounded quite angry when he responded. “I hope they teach him a lesson he won’t forget. He deserves horsewhipping.”

      It was a sentiment that Annie shared.

      A short time later, Annie and Nate got their first glimpse of Jack O’Sullivan, Nellie’s reputed beau, leaning nonchalantly against a wall. Quite a dandy, he had dark black curly hair, a handsome mustache, and smiling blue eyes. He also had one arm firmly wrapped around a dark-haired young colleen whose fresh pink cheeks and nervous giggle suggested that she was just off the boat. Definitely not, if Kathleen’s information was correct, the Voss’s former, red-haired maid, Nellie Flannigan.

      “Ma’am, Patrick just found him. He says Nellie’s not here. That’s some silly girl he’s picked up who thinks she’s died and gone to heaven,” Kathleen told Annie as they made their way to the couple. Patrick hovered nearby, clearly making sure their quarry didn’t up and fly away once they’d found him. When Annie and Nate were in shouting distance, Patrick clapped a hand on Jack’s shoulder and proclaimed with assumed heartiness, “Jackie my boy, here are the lady and gentleman who want a word about Nellie.”

      Jack straightened his red silk cravat and pushed his shoulders away from the wall. Then he ostentatiously turned away from Nate, who stood in front of him, and gave Annie a quick once over, a wide smile, and broad wink. “Well now, I’m always glad to speak to a beautiful lady, but I’m not so sure I can be of help. I ask myself, Jack my man, what reason does a fine gentleman like this have with the likes of my Nell? And I don’t rightly like the answer.”

      Kathleen intervened. “Now, Mr. O’Sullivan, mind your manners. Mr. Dawson, here, is a lawyer who works for the Voss family that employed Nellie. He’s just trying to find out what happened the night the old gentleman died, and we thought Nellie might help. I’m sure that he will be very appreciative of any assistance you might give him.”

      As she said this, Kathleen smiled encouragingly at Jack, then she turned away from him towards Nate and Annie and began to gesture frantically with her hands, clearly trying to convey some important message.

      Nate stood looking bewildered, while Annie, quicker on the draw, moved forward, offering her hand to O’Sullivan and said, “Oh dear yes, Mr. O’Sullivan, we’d be ever so appreciative to you and Nellie both. Mr. Dawson is very generous, and although I’m sure an upstanding member of the community like yourself would be anxious to help track down the brute that murdered poor Mr. Voss, certainly a monetary reward of some sort would be appropriate.”

      Nate, catching on, pulled out a thin wallet from his evening jacket and partially extracted a few bank notes, saying, “Yes, Mr. O’Sullivan. I assure you my intentions towards Miss Flannigan are most honorable. I have heard that she might prove a very valuable source of information, and I would so like to make an arrangement that would be of benefit to both of us. And of course I would be glad to compensate you as well for your time and bother. That is, if you do know the whereabouts of the young lady in question.”

      Annie stared at Nate, entranced by the way he had so successfully mimicked his uncle’s style in this little speech. Jack O’Sullivan seemed equally entranced, but Annie suspected it was the sight of the wallet that caused a distinct thawing of his attitude.

      Sticking out his hand and shaking Nate’s enthusiastically, he said, “Well now, Mr. Dawson, the Voss lawyer, are you? Let me tell you, I was that glad when Nell wiped the dust of that doorstep from her feet. No disrespect intended, but strange doings in that house, that’s for sure. I always say it’s not healthy to live in a place where there’s been a death. Did’ya say it was murder? Nellie swore she’d a sign that death was coming. Spilled wine at dinner or some such stuff. Queer to think that we were off doing the town when the old man bit the dust. Who knows what might have happened to Nellie if it hadn’t been her night out.”

      Annie longed to pursue what Jack meant by strange doings, but she didn’t feel the crowded and increasingly noisy ballroom the best place for elaborate questioning. Besides, anything he’d have to offer would be second-hand. Better to get to the source as quickly as possible. So she got right to the point, saying, “Please, Mr. O’Sullivan, could you tell us where Nellie is working now?”

      Jack winked again in Annie’s direction before answering. “Well, Nell’s a sly one, she is. Lands on her feet. By the next day, she had a new job, a good one. She sent me a note. Got a position as a waitress at Cliff House. Said the job pays five dollars a month more and better hours. Only problem, it’s so far away. I work on the docks. Harder to get a message to her when I want to see her. Real bother. But then, I’m never lonely, so it’s her bad luck. She wrote that a gentleman got her the job.”

      “A gentleman? Did she say who?” Annie asked.

      “Naw. She likes to keep her secrets. I wondered for a minute if this fellow weren’t him.” With this, he jerked his chin in Nate’s direction.

      “She’d been hinting for some time she had some gent sniffing around. I just thought she was trying to pay me off for not always being square with her. Talked about the presents he gave her. Never saw any sign of them, so I thought it was all talk. Then when she went off to the Cliff House, well, you know the reputation that place has. Made me wonder. I went to visit her yesterday evening. I said I didn’t like it. We had a real go around about it. Truth is, she’s a bit put out with me. Got her eyes on better things, she says. Little fool. She’ll come back; she always does. Meanwhile, I’m not crying.”

      At this juncture, the young man gave the girl at his side a squeeze, producing a sharp squeal.

      “If you want to see her, she said she’d be free sometime tomorrow afternoon. I was going to go, give her a chance to apologize, but I’ve contracted a spot of work to do. If you see her, tell her if she needs someone to help her spend her newly acquired wealth, I’m the man.”
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        Sunday, early afternoon, August 10, 1879

      

      

      Annie sat next to Nate in a carriage drawn by a rather lively pair of matched bays, on the way across the peninsula to the Cliff House Inn to find the Voss family’s former servant, Nellie. This establishment, with its views of seals disporting themselves on the rocks just off shore, was a favorite destination for Sunday drives. As a result, the road curving through the Golden Gate Park was crowded, even though the day was partially overcast.

      The night before, Annie had been surprised, but very pleased, when Nate had invited her to come with him to find Nellie. By the time they had finished questioning Jack O’Sullivan, it was nearly eleven, and Annie was ready to drop. Every muscle she had used ironing and scrubbing ached, and her head had begun to pound. Not wanting to cut into Kathleen and Patrick’s fun, she had announced that she would hire one of the hansom cabs standing outside the hotel and go home by herself. As she expected, Nate insisted on accompanying her. She had been too tired to even attempt polite conversation, much less speculate on what they had learned from Nellie’s boyfriend, so the short ride to her house was completely silent.

      When they had arrived at her home, Nate had cleared his throat and said, “Mrs. Fuller, I would expect that you might like a chance to interview Nellie Flannigan yourself. So I was wondering if you would do me the honor of accompanying me tomorrow afternoon to the Cliff House. I thought I might hire a carriage. I could pick you up a little after noon. That should give us plenty of time. If this would be acceptable, that is.”

      Annie had felt a burst of optimism, thinking that tomorrow they might actually find out something that would help solve the puzzle of Matthew’s death. She had replied with perhaps more enthusiasm than was proper, saying that she would be delighted and that she was sure that Beatrice would fix them a splendid lunch and that they could have a picnic as well.

      So here they were, driving towards the Pacific on a beautiful summer day. Since the team was fresh, Nate concentrated initially on controlling them, letting conversation lapse. Annie bided her time, silently admiring his handling of the reins. She supposed if he grew up on a ranch, he was experienced with horses. Like his dancing style, his driving was confident and light-handed.

      This thought, of course, put her in mind of last night’s events and how they parted. She had no idea what had possessed her, and she hoped Mr. Dawson didn’t feel she was too forward in her invitation to a picnic. So far today, there was nothing in his behavior towards her to suggest otherwise. She felt, however, it would be important to establish the businesslike nature of the outing right at the start. As a result, as soon as a slight slowing of the carriage and a relaxation in his posture suggested Nate could now be safely engaged in conversation, Annie broke the silence.

      “Mr. Dawson, I have been thinking about who else, besides Jeremy, might have been unhappy about the plans Mr. Voss announced at dinner the night he died. I can’t really see why Mrs. Voss would be unhappy, except perhaps on behalf of Jeremy. What about his sister? I wonder what Miss Nancy would do if the house were to be closed up while Mr. Voss and his wife were traveling.”

      Nate shifted the reins from one hand to the other and said, “I’m not sure what you are getting at. You aren’t suggesting Miss Nancy murdered her brother because he was going to close up the house?”

      Annie thought to herself that Nate obviously hadn’t had much conversation with Miss Nancy, but he did have a point. “I know it seems absurd. But what if she held some deep-rooted sense of grievance, and his thoughtlessness on this occasion proved the last straw? After all, according to my friend, Mrs. Stein, it was Miss Nancy’s dowry that had subsidized his trip out west and formed the initial capital for the furniture business. Without a dowry, she never married. Instead, she took care of her aged parents until they died and then came out west and kept house for her brother. No life of her own, no home of her own. And now, her brother announces he’s closing up his house, without a thought to what she might want. Well, I know I’d be furious.”

      Nate laughed but then replied more seriously. “I don’t know that I agree with you. Seems to me he took pretty good care of his sister all these years. Gave her a roof over her head, something important to do. Not as if he made her take care of the house single-handedly. And he thought enough about her to leave her some shares of the company.”

      Nate stopped, apparently struck by a thought. “Now, I suppose that might be a reason. If she knew about the will, she might have killed him to get her hands on her inheritance. Of course, that brings us back to the same old question of what happened to Voss’s assets. Too bad you aren’t really clairvoyant.”

      Annie chuckled and said, “I know. When I’m being Sibyl, I think that all the time.”

      Conversation ceased as Nate maneuvered around a slower carriage containing a large boisterous family who were clearly on a Sunday outing. Since the sun had finally broken through the usual morning mist, Annie wondered if she should put up her parasol, since the small straw hat she wore sacrificed function for fashion, doing little to shade her face. All of her freckles would come out by mid-morning if she didn’t, and Beatrice would scold.

      Oh, well, she thought, it really is a nice parasol. It was made of the same pink chambray as her dress, and she particularly liked that the bands of ruching on it matched the flounces on her skirt and that the rose satin ribbons that twisted down its handle were repeated in the overskirt decorations. Both the parasol and the dress had been birthday presents from Mr. and Mrs. Stein, and, together with the stylish hat, they made Annie feel quite the picture of modern womanhood.

      She hadn’t had an occasion to wear the outfit before now, and Kathleen had surprised her this morning when she had laid it out for her to wear. All had become clear later when Beatrice had made much ado about how nice she looked and what a pleasant day it was for a picnic with a fine gentleman like Nate Dawson. Not even Annie’s fervent assurance that the ride was strictly on behalf of her investigations into Matthew’s death had done anything to wipe the pleased look off Beatrice’s face.

      In trying to put up the parasol without distracting Nate from his handling of the horses, Annie was reminded of how intimate an experience riding in a carriage could be. This carriage, a lightweight two-seater with its top folded back, seemed very small. The low bustle at the back of her dress required that she sit slightly sideways on the narrow seat; as a result, the motion of the carriage frequently jostled her knees against her companion’s leg. When they swept around curves, she even had to put out a hand against him to steady herself. The muscles in his upper arm suggested that his ranching days weren’t completely behind him.

      Realizing that she had become uncomfortably warm, it is August after all, Annie let her shawl slip from her shoulders. She thought that Nate, encased in the double layer of wool suit jacket and vest, must be terribly hot. Noticing a small sheen of moisture on his upper lip, she tipped her parasol so that it would shade the both of them.

      Nate glanced over at her then and smiled. “Thanks. Looks like we’ll have a nice day after all. We should be at the coast in ten minutes or so. The fog is almost gone, so the view should be spectacular. Have you been to the seal rocks often?”

      Annie shrugged and said, “Not really. I have a vague memory of visiting them once when I was a child. You know, I was born in San Francisco, but we moved to Los Angeles when I was only six, so most of my memories are from visits to my aunt and uncle during the summer. I did get out once last winter. Mr. and Mrs. Stein took me for a ride. But the day stayed cold and foggy, so we didn’t see much. I’m afraid that working as Sibyl and doing what I can to help Beatrice run the boarding house doesn’t leave much leisure time.”

      Annie stopped speaking. Just mentioning the boardinghouse stirred up the frightening thought that she might lose it. Driscoll would soon be in San Francisco, maybe as early as next week, and she still had no clear idea what to do. If only Matthew’s assets could be found, for his family’s sake as well as hers.

      Clearing her throat, Annie said, “Mr. Dawson, do you think that the Voss family will be able to survive financially if the money and assets are not recovered?”

      Nate looked surprised at her change of subject. “I’m not sure. Not that they will be poor. Certainly, in time, we should be able to recover some of the paper assets, declare them stolen, get new documents issued, and so forth. But that can be a very time-consuming process.”

      “How long?” Annie asked.

      “Could be six months to a year, particularly with the irregularities surrounding Mr. Voss’s death. There may be some difficulty proving they were stolen. I am afraid that would go for your mining stock as well. But even worse for the family is the fact that I think we will have to assume the money is gone for good, unless someone is charged with his death and the money is still in the murderer’s possession and can be recovered. That leaves the profits of the company, or sixty percent of the profits, to be exact, which is simply not sufficient for the three of them to maintain their current standard of living.”

      Six months, Annie thought with despair. Would Driscoll be willing to hold off for six months until she could claim the stocks? Or would a bank be willing to loan her money on such a risky proposition? She wished that she could ask Nate about her legal options, but she felt too embarrassed to admit that she had such a mercenary motive for trying to find out what happened to Mr. Voss. Even if she knew in her heart that it was of secondary importance to her, he might not see it that way.

      Noticing that Nate was looking at her curiously, she tried to restart the conversation. “Do you think selling the company would help? Mr. Voss clearly indicated the furniture business had picked up. That was why he felt comfortable speculating in stocks.”

      “That’s a bit of a mystery,” Nate replied. “Uncle Frank swears that his business partner said the company was doing well when he first talked to him on Tuesday. Yet when I talked to him again on Friday, Samuels seemed to be supporting the suicide because of financial difficulties theory. Said again that Matthew hadn’t mentioned word one about buying him out and that he doesn’t believe that Matthew had the resources to do so.”

      Annie interrupted. “Did you tell him about the investments Mr. Voss had been making?”

      “Yes, but it was a little awkward. I thought it better not to mention you as the main source of our information. I mean Sibyl. So I remained rather vague, and I don’t think I was very convincing.”

      “You mean you felt silly telling him you heard it from a fortune teller!”

      “No,” Nate replied sharply. “Don’t be so touchy. I was just afraid he would want to track you down himself, and I thought that might prove very sticky! Don’t you agree? In fact, I think we may have a little trouble with the police in the matter of Sibyl. I didn’t get a chance to tell you last evening, but it seems they just got around to reading Mr. Voss’s will. Wanted to know who Sibyl was, so I told them she was a business advisor. Somehow I don’t think that sat very well with the Chief Detective.”

      Annie’s heart constricted. “Mr. Dawson, do you think they will insist on talking to me? I really don’t want to. The papers might get hold of the information and make the connection between Sibyl and myself. It’s not that I am ashamed of what I do. And of course my boarders have been fully informed. It’s just that I would feel uncomfortable if the knowledge was widespread. And to be in the newspapers…”

      Annie stopped, abashed by the note of fear that had crept into her voice. But she knew that any chance of getting a loan or even a mortgage on the house to pay off her debt would fly out the window if she became the object of notoriety.

      Nate slowed the horses to a walk and turned to her, sounding distressed. “Please, Mrs. Fuller, don’t worry. I am sure we can put off the police. I didn’t mean to alarm you. I just wanted you to understand why I hadn’t brought up Sibyl to Mr. Samuels.”

      Annie replied softly, “I’m sorry. Yes, of course you were right. Why do you think he is insisting it was suicide? You would think he’d be glad to hear that his partner didn’t kill himself and that there is at least the possibility of the family recovering some of the assets.”

      “Yes, I thought it was odd too. He tended to go on and on about the problems of doing business on the west coast. Lectured me about the high cost of wages and the trade unions. Kept calling them ‘damned radicals.’ I know my uncle thinks he’s very sound, but I find his manner extremely patronizing. I wouldn’t mind if he turned out to be the murderer. Too bad he was out of town.”

      Annie laughed. “My goodness, Mr. Dawson. How fierce. He really must have upset you!”

      Nate sounded a bit sheepish when he replied. “Well, he kept treating me like I was a child when I’m nearly thirty. I’ve been practicing law in California for almost seven years, and there is no reason for him to treat me like I’m wet behind the ears. But I guess that isn’t a good reason to suspect a man of murder.”

      “No, but Mr. Dawson, it should give you a clue to how I feel when people assume I know nothing about business because I am a woman.”

      “Well,” Nate laughed, “I can promise you I’ll never make that mistake again.” He then rushed on, saying, “Mrs. Fuller, I wonder if you would consent to calling me Nate. I would hope that you are feeling friendly enough towards me to have gotten past the formality of last names. I mean no disrespect by it…but if we are going to continue to work together to solve this puzzle, well…”

      As Nate’s explanation petered out, Annie, without thinking, placed her hand gently on his arm and said, “Yes, I’d like that, but only if you agree to call me Annie. I don’t know why, but I feel like I’ve known you forever.”

      Annie surprised herself by that last statement and paused. What she had said was true. She found it difficult to believe she had met Nate Dawson only six days before and that this was only the fourth time she had been in his company. She felt surprisingly comfortable in his presence, even when she was furious with him, and all this formality of last names seemed so stuffy. Yet she didn’t know when she had ever called a man by his first name, except for her husband, and that was only after they married. For older men, even those like Mr. Stein or Matthew Voss to whom she felt very close, the age difference was a barrier. They might call her by her first name, as Mr. Stein did, out of affection, but it would be disrespectful for her to reciprocate and call him Herman.

      What about men her own age? Truth be told, she had never had a male friend before. She had been her father’s hostess from the age of fourteen, but that meant making small talk with men her father’s age or trying to get his tongue-tied clerks to speak a few words when they came to dinner. There were the young men she met at social functions, but their conversation hadn’t gone much beyond vapid comments about the weather. John had been her first real beau, and their courtship had been a whirlwind that ended four months later in marriage. She had fooled herself that the stiffness of his conversations with her was the result of natural reserve and that after marriage they would develop the kind of warm friendship she believed had existed between her father and mother. This was the first of many disappointments in her marriage. To be fair, she had probably disappointed John in many ways as well.

      Snapping back to the present, she told herself that it should be perfectly proper for two adults of the opposite sex to develop a friendship. It is nearly the eighteen-eighties after all, and being a mature widowed woman should provide some advantages. She looked over at Nate and saw a hesitant look on his face, and she smiled encouragingly.

      He then took up his earlier topic, saying, “Now that I think of it, Samuels said something that made me curious. Part of his diatribe on labor costs was directed at the furniture factories owned by the Chinese merchants. He said they hurt the Voss and Samuels Company through unfair competition because they used contract labor. Almost as an aside, he remarked that Mr. Voss’s manservant, Wong, could tell a tale or two about what went on among the Chinese who make up the Six Companies. Seemed to imply that if there was wrong-doing, Wong might be involved.”

      “But hadn’t Wong left the house before Mr. Voss died, and weren’t the doors still bolted in the morning so he couldn’t have gotten back in during the night?” Annie responded.

      “Yes,” Nate replied. “Additionally, Wong’s movements after he left are fairly well accounted for. Seems that he is a well-known and recognized figure to all the police on their beats between O’Farrell Street and Chinatown.”

      “And did they report seeing Wong that night?”

      “Sure did. One police officer saw him walking down Geary on Sunday evening around eleven o’clock. Like Samuels, he has an alibi as well, although Detective Jackson didn’t seem convinced he could trust the word of the men who said Wong was with them in a night-long card game. The Detective seemed quite put out that he couldn’t immediately haul him in for questioning.”

      “Well, too bad,” Annie replied with some heat. “I can’t stand the attitude that all the problems of San Francisco can be laid at the doorstep of the Chinese. Mrs. O’Rourke and I simply can’t talk about this issue––it’s the only time we have had a serious falling out. It is purely baseless ignorance to say that the Chinese are evil and must be kept out of the United States. I certainly hope that you aren’t in the exclusionist camp?”

      Nate urged the horses back into a trot and then responded. “No, Mrs. Fuller, I mean, Annie. I don’t think that a Chinese Exclusion law would be a good idea. I also disagree with men like Samuels who feel that the Chinese are bad for business. But I can understand the frustration of Dennis Kearney and his Workingmen’s Party. It’s hard to be unemployed and see the Chinese taking jobs.”

      “Pooh! I would think Irishmen like Kearney should be ashamed for blaming the Chinese for all the economic difficulties of the past few years. Better to blame the banks––they caused the panic and depression. And it was not that long ago the Irish faced the same charges, that they force down wages and cause unemployment.”

      Nate interjected, “But the Irish are being accepted now. They practically run the city government and make up half the millionaires on Nob Hill. I just don’t see that happening to the Chinese.”

      “Well, the Irish may be more accepted out west,” Annie replied, “but there are lots of people who still refuse to see them as equal. I can just hear my mother-in-law back in New York explaining why she refuses to hire Irish maids. She’d stick her nose up in the air and say, ‘I’d never let a dirty, dishonest, drunken Catholic in my home. They live in filth and breed like pigs, and they should go back to Ireland where they belong.’ Which is just as untrue as what is being said about the Chinese.”

      Chagrined, Annie paused, realizing she had gotten on one of her hobbyhorses. Just as well that she hadn’t mentioned her own speculations that Nellie, or someone else in the house for that matter, could have let Wong back into the house later. Nate could have rightly accused her of inconsistency.

      “All right,” Nate chuckled. “Tell me, have you ever considered giving up the business of clairvoyance for the practice of law? I’d hate to argue against you in court.”

      Before she could adequately respond to this blatant provocation, the carriage swept around a sharp curve, and the Pacific Ocean spread out before them. Nate pulled the carriage to a halt at the side of the road. They could see to the horizon, where the soft faint mist of August obliterated the edge where the sea met the sky. Only an indefinable difference in the quality of the blue above them testified to the continued separation of air and water. Annie imagined that if she contemplated those far reaches for too long, she would completely lose her understanding of up and down, tumbling forever in a world without boundaries.

      “Oh, how extraordinarily beautiful,” she said quietly. “It goes on forever.” Annie found herself breathing deeply, her ribs pushing against the snug stays of her corset. Spontaneously, she turned to Nate and exclaimed, “Oh, can we get out and walk along the cliffs? I want to be able to see down to where the waves break against the rocks. I can hear them. I want to see them.”

      Nate laughed. “In a minute, but first things first. We need to go on to the Cliff House and see if Nellie Flannigan is available. I promise you, before we go back, you can walk along the cliffs. Along the beach, too, if you want.”

      Nate started the horses again, and they made their way slowly up a steep, curved incline. Around the curve and halfway up the hill, they saw the Cliff House Inn perched on the edge of the road, overlooking the ocean. There were a good number of carriages and horses standing out front.

      As Nate jumped down to hitch their horses to the rail, he asked if she would mind if he left her alone while he went into the Cliff House to find Nellie. “When I find her, I’ll bring her out so we can both speak to her. She won’t want to talk in the restaurant where she can be overheard.”

      Annie agreed. It was nearly one now, and Nellie might be working, since it was clear that Sunday dinner was still being served. She also suspected this was Nate’s diplomatic way of keeping her out of the Inn. When first built, the Cliff House was a very reputable hotel. But it had changed ownership several times and become famous as a place where men and women who were married, but not to each other, might conduct liaisons. Respectable people still patronized its dining room, but Annie knew many of those same respectable people would be scandalized if a widow of indeterminate social status, such as herself, ventured into the Cliff House with a single man. Personally, she thought the whole question of a woman’s reputation ridiculous, but she was not prepared to fight that battle with Nate today, especially since she knew he was under a strict charge from Beatrice in this matter.

      Nate looked rather relieved when Annie didn’t protest his decision, and in a few minutes he returned alone and climbed back up into the carriage.

      “Well, she’s not here. One of the other waitresses said Nellie received a message this morning from someone, and then she begged to trade shifts so she could be off before noon. She’s due back at work at four.”

      “I wonder who she is meeting? Perhaps Jack changed his mind and decided to come today after all.”

      Nate shrugged. “I wouldn’t put it past him to have decided to coach Nellie so she can make up something and soak us properly.”

      “Oh, dear. I suppose that might have happened. Shall we wait for her here or try to go look for her?”

      Nate turned to Annie and said, “I’ve got an alternative, if you’re agreeable. Since there are three hours until she arrives back, and we haven’t the faintest idea what direction to go to look for her, maybe we could drive up a piece and see what Mrs. O’Rourke packed for us as a snack. There are some rocks overlooking the shore, and we can spread the food out, and you can walk a bit. Then at a little before four, we’ll come back here. The girl I talked to seemed to think that we could talk to Nellie even after her shift started, because at that time there is very little business. Does that sound all right?”

      “It sounds wonderful. I confess I didn’t have much of a breakfast, and I’m starved. And it’s such a beautiful day for a walk. I suspect that Nellie right this moment is wishing that she never had to return from her afternoon off.”

      Annie suddenly shivered. Disconcerted, she looked up and saw that a tiny scudding cloud had temporarily blocked the sun; she hoped this wasn’t an omen of bad weather ahead.
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
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