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          1887 AT THE BOSTONIAN BRIDGE

        

      

    

    
      Emma woke suddenly, feeling like she was falling. She reached out for Jeremy, and then everything went black.

      What’s on me? she thought shifting her legs, trying to shift the weight off of her. She forced an eye open. Where am I? Train! Jeremy! Panicking, she sat up quickly and immediately regretted that decision. Boom! Boom! sounded within her head. She put her hands up to brace it and waited for the nausea to pass. When the pain finally subsided, she realized her hands were wet. Slowly she brought them down and held them in front of her. Blood? Her mind couldn’t process what she was seeing and her gaze swept the area around them. The car wasn’t just in disarray it was upside down!

      The floor seemed very close to her head; she reached up and touched it. There was some room to move but the height of the car had been decreased by at least half and most of the room seemed on top of her. “Jeremy,” she said loudly, “where are you?” Continuing to stay still she was unsure how stable their situation was; she remembered falling but nothing after that.

      Jeremy, where was he? The weight she felt was their luggage, it had been dislodged when they turned over. She moved slowly, sitting up higher to see if it was safe to move about. Through the broken windows, she could see the rail cars scattered down the hill by the bridge. The sun was high in the east; they must have been knocked out for hours. It had been early morning and still dark when they crashed.

      The car stayed still as she tentatively moved. They appeared to be stable, but she would have to get more data before confirming that fact. She moved the debris off her body to determine if she was okay. I am good, she thought moving her arms and legs. Except for the eye and head.

      She started to remove the rest of the luggage and found Jeremy. “Dear-one, wake up,” she said as she stroked his face. He stirred and slowly opened one eye; the other one was black.

      “Emma,” he said slowly, trying to orientate himself.

      “Jeremy, are you okay?”

      He moved his right arm and grimaced. “Ouch, I don’t know. I think it's strained.”

      “Are you sure it isn’t broken?” she asked.

      He twisted it slowly and flexed his fingers. “Definitely not broken, probably just deep bruises and strain.”

      “You’ll still need to see a doctor. What about your legs, can you move them?” she asked, concerned about further damage.

      He helped Emma move the debris off of his legs, both visibly relieved as he stretched them. There seemed to be no visible damage. “What happened?” he asked, still a bit hazy from the pain in his arm and eye.

      “From what I can tell, we were in a train accident,” she stated.

      “You think so?” he asked wryly, looking around.

      She eyed her nightgown. “For now, let me make you a sling. Can you sit up?”

      He sat up slowly in the limited space. “We seem to have matching eyes,” he said, trying to find humor in the situation. He noticed her head and said with some panic, “Emma, you’re bleeding.”

      “Oh, still bleeding,” she said, reaching up again to touch it. Enough of that, she thought. Reaching down she tore two strips off the bottom of her nightgown. She used one to make him a sling and wrapped the other around her head.

      “Can you see anything? Are we in any danger in here?” he asked, not able to sit as high as her.

      She looked out of the window again and said, “I think we’re stable, but I wouldn’t move around much until I can climb out and take a look.”

      “We’re somewhat wedged in here,” he observed; the wood had splintered inward along with the broken windows.

      “Yes, but I think I can get out of that one,” she said, pointing to the window next to her; it was compressed but looked big enough for her to exit through.

      “Be careful. There’s glass everywhere and you’re in your nightdress,” he cautioned.

      She looked down and said, “You know, I just didn’t consider that.” She saw Jeremy’s pants were within reach, grabbed them, and laid on her back to pull them on.

      “Hey!” he protested. She was going to leave him without pants.

      She paused, gave him a long look, and said, “I need to look around out there and a dress is just not practical. You have your pajama bottoms.” She looked around and saw their books strewn about. She grabbed one, using it to knock out the rest of the glass in the small window. It should be just big enough for her to climb out. She located her boots and slipped them on, pulling the laces tight. Turning toward him, she kissed him softly on the lips. “I’ll see if I can get some help to get you out.”

      As she turned to crawl toward the window, he said, “Hey, Emma, I found something.” He tossed her hat at her. She grabbed it and found it more than a little crumpled. She pulled out the long knife to check for any damage; when she didn’t find any, she slipped it back into its slot.

      As she smoothed out the hat, she studied the window and thought, I can either go face or feet first. She nodded and said aloud, “Feet.”

      “Makes sense.” He watched as she tossed her hat out the window and edged over to the casing to start through. If not for the wreck, he would have enjoyed the view.

      She made her way out slowly, putting her legs through first and felt for ground, easing the rest of her body out, arms last. As she gained purchase, she straightened slowly, her head pounding with the movement. The view made her world tilt; the train was in pieces around her. She stumbled and almost fell before she stabilized herself against the car.

      “Are you okay, Emma? Should you sit down?” Jeremy asked, suddenly concerned she may have a more serious injury than they first thought.

      “No. I’m okay. I just lost my balance for a moment,” she said, taking a deep breath as she took in the massive destruction. She walked further away from the car and looked up toward the bridge. The engine coal cars were upright and still on the rails; other cars were scattered down the incline. The cars made marks on the ground, she followed it and saw one of the sleeper cars appear to have been dragged sideways for about 200 feet and plunged more than 50 feet down a steep embankment before entering the river. Three additional passenger cars were pulled down the precipice by that car, one of those their own.

      Emma called an update to Jeremy. “From the placement of the sun, I’d say we were out for a long while.”

      “Why is that an issue?” he called back.

      She walked back to the car, her face strained. “The timing is important because it looks like we went off a bridge. The engine is still on the tracks, and we were pulled by the last cars. That last car has been in the water for a few hours.”

      “Can you get to them?” asked Jeremy, concerned. He tried to sit up higher.

      She shook her head and said regretfully, “I don’t think so. The embankment’s very steep, and the car fell to its side as it went in. It appears to be fully submerged, and the river looks like it has a strong current. I’m going to look around and see if I can determine anything.”

      Slowly making her way down she had to be sure that she stayed on even ground. As she got further from her car, she noticed a group of men down by the water. She paused when she realized they were trying to get close enough to see if anyone could be saved. They were lined up, interlocking their arms, forming a human chain. The water proved strong, and she watched them struggling to stay upright. They persevered and reached the submerged car. The first man got to the window; he looked back at the group supporting him and shook his head. She could tell from where she was that the news was bad. Those poor people, she thought, wiping her eyes.

      She pulled herself together and made her way up the hill to the suspended car. It was better supported than she thought, and. It also appeared to have people in it. Hearing crying, she called to them, “Try not to move! You appear to be safe. I’ll go for help.”

      There’s nothing I can do here; we need strong men to help these people from their cars. We also need medical help.

      She glanced around and noticed a ragtag bunch of other survivors had made it out. Most wore their nightclothes, three men and two women; they appeared to have cuts and bruises, but no broken bones. They were discussing what to do next when she walked up. Emma listened for a moment before saying, “Hello, I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “You, too,” one of the men answered. He nodded to the group around him. “We were talking about how to get people out of the rest of the cars.”

      A woman in the group spoke up. “We can start by finding out who’s mobile and can get out through the windows.” Introductions were not necessary.

      “As long as it’s safe,” cautioned Emma. “I told people in that suspended car to stay as still as possible. I wouldn’t try to move them until we can get some additional supports to stabilize it.”

      “I agree. There are other cars we can work on first,” the same man answered.

      “I think I can go for help. I know the town is about two miles that way,” she said, pointing to the east. “We need medical help and equipment to get people out.”

      They agreed. One of the other men asked, “Do you need someone to go with you?”

      “No, I’ll make good time on my own.”

      “Okay, we’ll continue to work on getting people out.”

      She nodded and hurriedly returned to Jeremy’s car.

      “How is it?” he asked leaning toward her through the window.

      “Not great. Jeremy, you mentioned last night that we’re about two miles outside of town. I have to go there to get help.”

      He grimaced when he tried to shrug his shoulders. “I think you’re right. Stay with the rails and be careful. Are you dizzy at all?”

      She tentatively touched her head as she replied, “I have a headache. but no dizziness.”

      “Okay, on your way,” he said lightly, but concern darkened his eyes.

      Throwing him a kiss, she turned to make her way slowly around the wreckage. Several more people had climbed out of the cars and sat looking dazed. She directed them to the group she’d conferred with earlier and told them she was going for help.

      Making her way up the hill to where the engine sat, she decided to check on the engineers, hoping they’d survived. With that hope in mind, she grabbed the side rails and pulled herself into the engine room. What she saw caused her to grow dizzy again. Shaking herself out of it, she tried not to let emotion take her over.

      The impact had driven both men into the front of the train; neither survived. She shook her head regretfully and turned around to climb back down. Before she started down the rail, toward town, she gave the wreckage one last long look, trying to commit the placement of cars to memory.

      She started her walk into town. It would take longer since she was sticking to the raised terrain, it was uneven and her step had to be precise. When she thought she couldn’t walk anymore, the town came into view. Her head had started to pound again but she pushed herself forward. Hopefully, they were big enough to have a train stop; some of the smaller towns were just pass-through locations.

      The sun was still high, indicating it was still morning and, with luck, someone would be at the station. She headed straight there, thinking, They should be able to put out a call for help and respond to the wreck.

      She barely noticed the odd looks she received in her nightshirt, pants, and crumpled hat. She trudged those last steps and made her way to the ticket booth, sparing a minute to lay her head down on the counter. The man was turned away from her but startled when he heard, “Sir I’ve been in a train wreck some two miles from here. Many people have died and others are injured. We need lots of men and tools to get people out.”

      He jerked himself around. “Oh no,” he said hoarsely. He exited the door beside her, where there was a bell and he pulled the rope firmly. They listened to it clang out the notification. When he stopped, he said, “We have this in place in case of emergency.” With that, he stood watching and waiting. It took a few minutes before wagons started arriving. The entire town appeared to have shown up to help.

      A tall blond man, apparently a leader in the town, jumped down from his wagon and said, “Terrance, what happened?”

      “Train wreck,” he said, nodding at Emma to give more details.

      “We’ll need rope to support one car that is still on the embankment. There are additional cars turned upside down or fallen on their sides. We need hatchets and other items to cut into the cars. Some people can’t get out of the windows. We need a doctor and the undertaker at the bridge, just two miles from here.”

      “That’s Bostian’s bridge; it’s located over a creek. Did any cars go into the water?” one of the men in the crowd asked.

      “Yes,” she said regretfully. “I think one is a loss. We wrecked last night; they’ve been submerged for hours.”

      The tall blond man took over directing the group. “You men, go get as much rope as you can find. Harrold, get the store opened. We will need as many hatchets as we can find. Hester, get blankets; bring the doctor and the undertaker.”

      Terrance said loudly, “We’ll also need food and water. I’ll get them to open the restaurant to bring baskets to the site.”

      The tall blond man nodded and, as the group headed out, he said, “Meet back here and bring anyone else you think could help.” He turned to Emma and said, “Little lady, I’m Preacher. What’s your name? Do we need to get you to the doctor?”

      “Emma,” she said. “And no, I just want to get back to the site.”

      “Would you like to ride back with me?” he asked in a kindly manner.

      “Yes,” she said gratefully. He helped her onto his wagon and waited for everyone to return. The groups made good time, appearing with wagons full of supplies. Word had gotten out and even more people showed up, wanting to help.

      They headed to the wreck site; Emma and Preacher arrived first. She climbed down without waiting to be helped and rushed over to the incline. As she hurried down, she could see there were significantly more people standing around than when she had left. She spotted Jeremy and started to run to him. “Jeremy!!” He moved toward her at the same pace. “You’re out,” she said, relieved.

      He bent and kissed her softly. He looked around her and up the hill, saying, “You weren’t able to get help?” He was concerned about the people still stuck in the wreckage.

      They couldn’t see the people she had brought. She looked up the embankment and smiled slightly. “Oh, I brought people.” At that moment, men started overflowing the incline, carrying ropes and tools.

      Jeremy just watched them descend like a wave. “Wow.”

      Her eyes shined with tears. “Yes, they came as soon as I asked.”

      As soon as everyone made it down the hill, Preacher called for the groups to come together. “My name is Preacher, and we’ll need to work together to stabilize the one car and get the people off.” He looked to the survivors and requested, “If you’re able-bodied, please join us.” Several of the men left their group to help those in the suspended car.

      As they gathered around it, looking a bit lost as to where to start, Jeremy eyed Emma. “You should go help them.” He knew she was talented in structural engineering and could assist them in how to respond safely.

      “Will you be okay here?” she asked, concerned about leaving him again.

      “Yes, go,” he said, waving her on.

      Emma went to Preacher and said, “I can help with where to place the ropes, to offer stability, while we get the people out.” She went on to explain, “I have an engineering background that could be beneficial.”

      He thought about that and asked, “What do you have in mind?”

      “Let me walk around.” She noticed the base of the train car was pushed deep into the ground. She returned the front and called, “Preacher, we could use some rather large logs to help wedge the wheels.” He nodded and sent off a group of men to cut down some thick trees.

      “What next?” he asked expectantly.

      “The rope should anchor from the top.” She guided him to the locations where the ropes could be safely anchored. “Wrap them around the heavy structural parts,” she directed.

      He agreed and waited for the men to bring the logs to the rail car. They had cut wedges into the ends to allow them to be put into the ground and offer some support behind each set of wheels. Next, he took her advice and called out instructions to stabilize the car. The ropes were placed with six men at each anchor point. Once they confirmed they were stable, Preacher and Emma went to the front of the car. “Any more advice?” he asked before they climbed up.

      “Yes, have them empty the car, starting with the people in the back first. They need to exit one at a time and slowly.”

      He nodded, agreeing with the plan.

      Once they climbed into the car, Preacher said in a firm, clear voice, “Okay, ladies and gentlemen, we’re going to take this slow. We’ll start in the back and each person will come up one at a time.”

      Emma saw people hugging their bags and said clearly, “You’ll need to leave your bags in the car. We don’t want to do anything that might upset the balance.”

      “But we need our bags,” protested several people.

      Emma said, “No, what you need is to get out of here safely. If we can get to the bags later, then we’ll get them to you. Please don’t jeopardize the people around you for things.” That final statement seemed to get through, and bags were put down. They started exiting from the back to the front. The train car groaned but remained steady. There were small children in the car and they were taken out quietly. When the last person had climbed out, Preacher motioned to the men to loosen the ropes. The car started to slip but abruptly stopped a few feet down. The evacuated people screamed in response.

      Preacher warned the group, “We don’t want anyone near that car at this time. Once we deem it safe, we’ll retrieve your belongings and get them to you.” He continued, “Those of you who are able, I’ll need you to come with us and help with evacuations of the other cars. We need to find other people who are trapped.”

      With that, they separated, with women and children helping the doctor and the men breaking into groups of five each. Each group was given hatchets and other tools. Working together, they cleared a car at a time, three more in total.

      The doctor had set up a triage area on a flat spot near the river. He was setting broken bones and treating other ailments as best he could with the supplies, he had available.

      Sometime later, the food arrived. The wives of the men from the town brought enough for everyone. They ate together in silence and rested. After lunch, people who were mobile moved to wagons to be transported to town. The injured followed more slowly, assisted as necessary, or were carried up as needed.

      The caretaker had also arrived for the grim task of body recovery. Emma and Jeremy stayed behind, watching the body removal, feeling they should be there. They witnessed the event silently as bodies were lined up on the grass. The number would be higher once the car in the river was retrieved.

      Emma and Jeremy approached a tired-looking Preacher, looking at the rows of bodies. “So many deaths,” he said, bending his head in prayer. Jeremy and Emma did the same, crossing themselves as they finished.

      “We’ll need to gather personal belongings and descriptions of each one for identification,” stated Jeremy as Preacher finished his prayers.

      “Agreed,” said Emma. “We also need to look at the rails and see if we can determine why we wrecked.”

      “Do you both feel well enough to help?” asked Preacher.

      Jeremy looked at Emma, who nodded. “I’m good. I’ll start with the descriptions. I need...” She looked around.

      “Your notebook?” Jeremy teased. “I might have something.” He pulled several notebooks and pens out of his pocket. “I found them when I was waiting to be rescued.”

      She smiled as she took them. “My hero.” She moved to the first body. “Let’s do this one at a time.”

      Preacher, Emma, and Jeremy went to each person, with Emma writing descriptions and adding a number to each for identification. Jeremy searched their clothes for something that would help identify them later, and Emma added the items to her description. Preacher went last, praying over each one.

      Jeremy looked at the items they were collecting, some were valuable. “We shouldn’t leave these with the bodies, they might be taken.” He spotted a bag nearby, picked it up, and opened it. It had some clothes but nothing else. “Let’s use this.” He and Preacher started adding the items to the bag.

      The job was arduous but, working together, they completed the survey of the forty people. Preacher took custody of the bag and list. “You should both head to town before it gets too late.” They agreed and followed him up the incline. The sun was lower and the day was beginning to turn into evening.

      As they reached the rails and looked down at the wreckage, they saw the men had started a fire and set out bedrolls. They looked questioningly at Preacher, and he explained. “We’ll stay until the railroad men arrive.”

      “Good idea. Before we go, I would like to examine the rails where the cars went off,” she commented.

      One of the men at the fire called to Preacher. “I’ll be just a moment,” he said and headed down.

      Jeremy and Emma continued to walk down the tracks. “How fast do you think the train was moving?” she asked.

      “I would expect about twenty to thirty miles an hour,” Jeremy said as he walked ahead. He saw something and bent down. “Come here, I think this might be it.”

      Emma knelt next to him. She reached down and saw that the tie crumbled at their touch. “Rotten ties. The engine was lucky to make it across. It failed on that last car and pulled us down.”

      Jeremy looked at the late afternoon sky and said, “Emma, we should head into town. We need to send telegrams and let the family know we’re okay.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” she said, looking around. Preacher had finished his business and was waiting for them. “Though, before we go, I need to talk to Preacher about our case.”

      Jeremy nodded. “I’ll wait here.” He was starting to feel his energy wane.

      “I’ll be right back.” She called to Preacher, “Can I get a moment with you before we head to town?”

      He waved her over to him. She walked up to him and said in a low voice, “Preacher, we need to make a request. Could you let us know the location of the bags when they are brought to town, prior to their distribution?”

      “Can you tell me why?” he asked before answering.

      Emma explained in a low voice. He nodded and said, “I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “Ready to go?” called Jeremy from his position further down the tracks.

      “Yes,” she called back. She looked to Preacher and said, “Thank you for all of your help today.”

      He nodded and watched her thoughtfully as she walked away with Jeremy. She was unlike anyone he had met before. He shook his head and descended back down the hill to check the luggage.

      Emma and Jeremy made their way to town. The walk wasn’t bad but he was still in pain and would need some rest. The best thing she could think of was to head to the rail station for a recommendation on housing.

      “Over there,” she said, pointing to the rail station building. “The manager was very helpful this morning. Hopefully, he can lead us to some housing.”

      “Yes,” said Jeremy, so tired and in pain, he could only provide short answers.

      She looked at him, concerned he needed to get some rest.

      They made their way to the office. When the manager saw her, he said with a smile, “So, little girl, you’re back?”

      Emma asked, “Do you know of a hotel where we could rest?”

      He shook his head. “We’re full up. Local people have taken in the passengers until we can get another train in here to get them home.”

      Emma bit her lip, pensive in her worry for Jeremy.

      The manager saw her worry and hastened to assure her, “My Martha has prepared a room for you at our house.”

      Emma let the relief show and said, “Thank you so much for that. I’m Emma and this is Jeremy.” She didn’t mention their last names, she didn’t want to be separated from him at this time.

      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Dennis Connor,” he said.

      “May we go there now?” she asked as she continued to watch Jeremy. He was slumped against the wall, his eyes closed.

      “Well, I can’t go at this time; I’ve got to wait for the railroad people. Local stations will be sending men to help clear the tracks and make any necessary repairs.”

      Emma said, “You might want to mention to them that we think it was rotten ties that led to the derailment.”

      “I’ll do so, thank you. Randy!” he called suddenly.

      Feet came running and a boy of about ten said, “Yes, Pa.”

      “These people…” he started, looking at them.

      “Emma and Jeremy,” she reminded him.

      “Yes,” he said with a smile. “Emma and Jeremy need to be taken to your ma for some rest, food, and from the looks of it, a bath.”

      She returned the smile gratefully.

      Randy said, “We live near here. Are you okay with walking?”

      Emma looked at Jeremy and asked, “Can you make it?”

      “I can make it,” he said confidently, hoping he was right. Emma lifted his unharmed arm and placed it over her shoulder for support. They made their way to a small house colorfully painted in yellow and white, with a well-tended yard and a white picket fence. The front door opened before they could reach it. A pretty woman in her late thirties stood in the doorway.

      She said, “Come in, we’ve been expecting you. I’m Martha. Now, don’t say anything, we’re going to get you to your room. Randy, bring that water from the kitchen. We have a wash basin you two can use.”

      Emma guided Jeremy into the room Martha had indicated. She eased him on the bed, careful not to jostle his arm. He was asleep before he hit the pillow. She pulled a cover over him, sat down next to him, and brushed the hair off of his face.

      She heard something behind her and turned around as Martha entered with the water pitcher. “For you,” she said in a low voice.

      “Thank you,” Emma replied quietly.

      Martha nodded and set it down on the dresser. “I thought you might want this also.” She pulled a hairbrush out of her pocket and reached out to give it to her. Emma looked at the brush questioningly but accepted it. Martha waved her hand at Randy to exit the room. They pulled the door closed behind them.

      Emma looked at the brush, shrugged, and laid it down. Turning toward the bed, she happened to glance at the mirror above the dresser and saw her hair. What a mess. She laughed, finding the humor in the situation. It looks like a blonde bird’s nest. She slowly unwrapped the bandage from around her head; it was still sore but the bleeding seemed to have stopped. Leaning forward, she touched her eye lightly with her fingers. It was still pounding and could use some cool water. She took off her top and started washing. When she finished, she felt immeasurably better. The clothes lay in a dirty heap at her feet. She hated wearing the dirty top again but saw no other way. Slipping it on, she sat on the bed, brushing her knotted hair slowly.

      When it was smooth, she reached for a wet cloth and placed it on Jeremy’s eye. Moving as little as possible, she climbed into the bed and settled in. She didn’t remember her head hitting the pillow, yet she slept heavy and long. When she awoke, the room was dark. She lay there for a moment, trying to remember where they were.

      “Are you doing okay?” asked Jeremy.

      “Yes,” she said. She turned toward him slowly so as not to jostle him too much and asked, “When did you wake up?”

      “Not long ago,” he admitted.

      “How’s the arm?” she asked, concerned it may have gotten worse.

      “Sore, but sleep helped. You?” he responded.

      “Me, too. Though I’m feeling my bruises,” she said, stretching her arms over her head.

      “Can you see about getting me some water to wash with?” he grimaced when he looked down at himself.

      “I’ll go check the kitchen,” she said and rose to grab the basin and pitcher. As she carried it out, she saw the family in the sitting room. It must not be as late as I thought.

      Martha noticed her and put down her sewing. “We were hoping you would wake up in time for us to get you something to eat.” She noticed the basin and pitcher and said, “Randy, take that for her.”

      He immediately stood and said, “Sure, Ma.” He went over to take the items.

      “Could we have some fresh water?” Emma asked tentatively.

      Martha smiled at her. “Yes, of course. Randy, go ahead and get that for her. We also have your bags. They said you marked them before you left the site.”

      “Yes, Jeremy did that when he was waiting to be removed from the car,” Emma said. “Where was all of the other luggage taken to?”

      Dennis folded his newspaper. “Oh, Preacher is managing that. He has it at the church and will work on distributing them to the people. He said to let you know they’re doing it tonight.”

      Emma nodded. “That sounds like a good plan.”

      Randy returned with clean water and Martha said, “Please take that to their room.” She looked back to Emma and asked, “Would you like something to eat?”

      Emma’s stomach growled, answering for her. They all laughed and Martha stood. “Are sandwiches all right?”

      “That sounds wonderful,” she said gratefully.

      “Why don’t you go to your room? I’ll get your food organized and bring it to you,” Martha suggested.

      Emma passed Randy in the hallway on his way back. She smiled and thanked him.

      “Any time,” he said, breezing by her.

      She went into the room and found Jeremy sitting up. “You should have waited for help,” she scolded him.

      “Randy helped me sit up and said he would help me to the water closet,” he explained.

      Randy reappeared behind her and said, “I went to get your bags.” He set them down and walked over to the bed. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” said Jeremy and grimaced as Randy helped him stand. When he was steady on his feet, they made their way down the hall.

      Emma watched to make sure they didn’t need additional support. When the door to the lavatory closed, she went back into the room. Going to their bags, she opened them and pulled out clean clothes for them to change into. When they came back, Jeremy looked steadier. He said, “Thanks for the help, Randy.”

      “No problem,” Randy said and headed out.

      Jeremy sat back on the bed as Emma wetted a cloth to help him clean up. His shirt had been ripped off his arm to allow the doctor to check it. She removed the remnants and saw many bruises. She looked into his eyes, saying, “You’re sure nothing else is hurt?”

      He moved his unhurt arm and said, “I think I just got stiff when I laid down.”

      She helped him wash and retrieved a white undershirt and a pair of pants. He was dressed when they heard a knock at the door. Emma answered it and found Martha there with a tray of food.

      “Thank you so much,” Emma said as she took the tray and moved it to the dresser.

      Martha said, “We wanted to let you know that we have a telegraph office in town in case you need to send a message. He’s staying open late tonight to get all of the messages out about the train wreck.”

      Jeremy thanked Martha and looked at Emma. “We do need to send several telegrams.”

      “Let us know when you’re ready to leave and we’ll give you directions. It’s just up the road.”

      “We’ll be ready soon,” said Emma. She thought of something and asked, “Martha, where were the wounded taken?”

      “A large number of mostly healthy or mobile people were taken in by families in town and by Preacher at the church. The more severe ones are in the school, with the doctor onsite monitoring them.”

      She shut the door to give them some privacy to let them finish dressing.

      Sitting on the bed, they ate their sandwiches and drank their milk. “This case certainly went off the rails,” Jeremy said wryly.

      “Yes,” she agreed with a laugh. She suddenly grew serious and said, “I’m glad we’re both okay.”

      “Come here,” he said. He folded her to him, and she leaned in carefully to avoid his hurt arm.

      “We need to get those telegrams out,” Emma murmured into his chest.

      “Yes,” said Jeremy, “it’ll be nice to walk a bit.” He kissed her on the neck and said, “Let’s finish getting dressed so we can leave.”

      She sat up, removing her nightshirt and Jeremy’s pants. “I’ll miss the pants.”

      “I like you better in skirts,” he commented as he slipped on his jacket.

      She smiled and continued to dress, donning her white blouse and dark skirt and adding her slightly crumpled hat.

      “Were you able to find out the location of the bags?” he asked in a low voice.

      “Yes,” she said in a low voice. “Let’s head out and I’ll tell you on the way.”

      They finished getting dressed and took their dinner tray to the kitchen. They made their way back to the living room and got directions from the family to the telegraph office and church.

      As they exited the house, Emma said, “Preacher agreed to check the bags before they were distributed.”

      “If he finds anything?” he asked expectantly.

      Emma replied, “Then he’ll remove the items and place them in a secure location.”

      Jeremy was thinking of ways this might be found out and asked, “What about the weight difference?”

      “Preacher said he would find a substitute. He said that, unless the railroad representatives had issues, they were going to distribute the bags tonight.”

      “Telegraph office first,” he said and Emma nodded in agreement. Neither wanted their families to worry.

      They approached the well-lit office and saw there was no one waiting. “We must have missed the rush,” she said as they entered the building and found the telegraph clerk alone at his desk.

      As they walked in, he looked up and asked, “Are you from the train wreck?”

      “Yes, we need to send telegraphs to our families,” stated Emma.

      “Yes, of course,” he said and hurriedly walked over to the counter, handing them paper and pencils.

      Jeremy took them and handed one to Emma. She started: Dora, our train crashed early this morning near Statesville. We are fine, just minor injuries. We will be staying here until alternate transportation can be arranged. Love to everyone.

      Jeremy looked over at hers and copied the first few lines: Pops, our train crashed early this morning near Statesville. We are fine, just minor injuries. We will be staying here until alternate transportation can be arranged. We are retrieving the luggage soon.

      Cole knew the code “luggage” meant they had the silver stolen from the bank and would need him to send agents to pick it up. He took his and Emma’s information and handed it to the telegraph operator.

      Jeremy started to pull out his wallet to pay, but the telegraph operator stopped him. “The railroad will cover the cost.”

      Emma and Jeremy were surprised but thanked him. The clerk confirmed they would be sent immediately.

      “Can you point us in the direction of the church?” asked Emma.

      He walked them to the door, opened it, and pointed straight ahead. “It’s hard to miss. It’s that large white building.”

      They thanked him again and headed there. It was a short walk and they reached the wooden stairs leading to the main doors. They opened the doors to the large room, the sanctuary was located at the far end. Numerous people sat on the floor on one side and Preacher stood on the opposite side.

      He was working on the bag dispersal plan. When he saw them, he nodded and indicated they could take a seat with the others. He waited until they were settled before he started talking. “Okay, everyone. I’d like to start this meeting with a prayer.” Everyone bowed their head. “God, we pray for those who were lost and those who are injured and are thankful for the people who are here with us. Amen.”

      The group responded with an, “Amen.”

      He looked to the two men in suits on his left and motioned to them to join him. “Okay, folks. Let’s get down to business. This is Joe Locke and Mike Carter with the railroad. They‘re here to make some announcements about the bag distribution.”

      One man stepped forward and said, “As Preacher indicated, I’m Joe Locke, the Railroad representative. We have a system that makes sure your bags get to you. I’ll call on you to describe the bag, then we’ll retrieve it from the other room and bring it to you.”

      A lady raised her hand and said, “What if two are similar?”

      Joe went on to explain, “Then we open the bag and you’ll identify what it contains.”

      As they waited for the bag dispersal to start, Emma sat there thinking about how they had gotten here.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chicago, Pinkerton offices—about a week before

      

      

      Emma and Jeremy entered Cole’s office. Jeremy asked, “What’s up, Pops?”

      He looked distracted as he waved them to the seats in front of his desk. “Please, sit. I have a case to review with both of you.”

      Emma nodded and pulled out her notebook, ready to take down the details as Cole started. “We have information, from a confidential informant, about the two men who robbed the Chambers Bank in Denver, Colorado. They’ll be on the train on its way through South Carolina. We know the dates and I would like you and Jeremy on that train.”

      Jeremy frowned and asked the obvious question. “Why the train, if we know who they are, can’t we wait and get them at one of the stops?”

      Cole frowned and responded, “Well, we don’t actually know who they are. The informant didn’t give us that information, just that the two men who robbed the bank will be on the train.”

      “Who is this informant?” asked Emma.

      Cole shook his head. “We do not know that either. A telegraph was delivered from Denver and addressed to this office.”

      “Can’t we find who sent it?” Jeremy asked.

      “I notified the telegraph office, but the clerk didn’t have a record of the sender.”

      “What makes you think it’s credible?” asked Emma curiously.

      “They provided details that were withheld from the public,” Cole explained.

      “Such as?” inquired Jeremy.

      “Such as that it wasn’t gold that was taken, but silver,” said Cole.

      Jeremy asked, “Why take the silver and not the gold? It seems like it would be easier to turn into cash.”

      “Silver mining’s more profitable and popular right now. The Bland-Allison Act, passed in 1878, opened up a new market for silver to be used for minting dollars. I’m sure they assume it will be one big score,” replied Cole.

      Jeremy saw the glint of mischief in Emma’s eyes and asked, “How about a trip, Emma?”

      “I would love to,” she replied.

      Their tickets were secured, and they moved quickly to catch the train leaving that night. They would have to switch trains several times but should be able to make the date mentioned by the informant.

      On the first leg of their trip, Emma asked, “What’s the plan?”

      “We use our observation skills to rule people out,” indicated Jeremy.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Back to church, after the accident

      

      

      As the bag dispersal began, Emma and Jeremy watched the process closely. The individuals were called upon to describe their bag; the bag was brought out and confirmed to be the right one. Since they were looking for two men, families were discounted. They had their eye on two passengers who seemed to be together. She had first seen them in the rail car that had to be stabilized. Both were clutching their bags when asked to leave them behind. The first of these two was called up and described his bag as a brown leather carrying case.

      Preacher cleared his throat and said, “Of course this way.” Emma caught his eye and his slight nod. The man asking for the luggage did not notice the signal. He looked relieved when his bag was brought out. The man carrying the bag commented, “Heavy.”

      “Just books,” he assured him as he took it and went to sit down next to his friend.

      The friend was next and went up to describe his bag, similar to the other man’s, but it had a black ribbon tied on the handle. It was brought out and the same heavy comment was made. The man explained, “We’re booksellers.” He moved back to his previous location.

      The rest of the bags were dispersed and most of the people opened them to check their belongings. Emma and Jeremy watched the two men, noting they did not open theirs. That will work in our favor, Emma thought.

      Preacher went to each person, checking on them to see if anything might be needed. When he reached Jeremy and Emma, he ask, “How are you both doing?”

      Emma leaned forward and asked in a low voice, “Were you able to remove the item?”

      “Yes. I have it put away,” he answered in a similar tone. “What happens now?”

      “We notified the proper officials and they are on the way to pick them up,” Jeremy responded.

      A young woman, assisting Preacher, came over to him and said, “We have the water ready.”

      “Thank you, Eve. I’ll let everyone know.”

      He went to the front of the group and said, “Water is being heated in the bath so you may get washed up; you may go in one at a time. We’ll change the water out as each of you finishes, so you can get refreshed.”

      The people looked relieved and started going in and out of the bathing area. One of their targets took his turn in the bathing chamber. He didn’t make a move toward his bag. Instead, he nodded toward his friend and headed in. He returned a little while later, dressed in the same clothes but looking relaxed. His friend left his bag and also returned in the same clothes. It took about two hours for everyone to get cleaned up.

      “They aren’t opening the bags,” Emma murmured to Jeremy.

      “Yes,” he said in the same low voice. “It gives us more time. We’ve got the word out and help should be here soon.”

      Just after everyone finished and was settling down, Mike Carter came back in and said, “We’ve gotten word that the repairs will be started tomorrow morning. We hope to have you moving in the next two days.”

      One of the two men they were watching spoke up, saying, “Is there alternative transportation out of this town? We have to get somewhere.” There were a few nods from other people.

      Mike answered, keeping his tone polite. “This town is not easily accessible to other towns. I also know the animals that have been used to transport you from the crash site will need rest and feed for at least a day. It’s best that you let us do our job and get you on your way.”

      One of the two men looked like they still might argue, but the other tapped him and shook his head.

      Jeremy leaned over and said to Emma, “We should be able to get some Pinkertons here before those repairs are completed.”

      “So, we wait and hope they don’t open the bags?” she inquired.

      “We wait,” he confirmed.

      They settled into their pallets provided by Preacher. He agreed to let them relocate to the church, which allowed a family with a baby to move into their room at the house.

      From their pallets, they had a view of the two men. They watched them closely but saw they made no further effort to leave. They seemed content to wait for the railroad to provide transportation.

      The two days went by quietly. Jeremy grew nervous that the detectives would not arrive in time to take them into custody. They were hesitant to confront them for fear of hurting the families staying in the church, so they continued to watch and wait.

      That third morning, Joe Locke announced to the group, “There’s an update for you. The rail has been repaired.” A cheer went up. “There is a slight delay because the train is being outfitted to move the injured people who need to lie down and another car for the deceased.” Everyone got very quiet at those words. “It will be here in another day.” They understood the arrangements and settled in for another day.

      Jeremy came to a decision and said close to her ear, “Emma, I’m going to check if there are any telegrams for us.”

      “I’ll stay here and read.” She had her book out and covertly watched the whispering men. They looked quite confident in their plans.

      Jeremy seemed troubled when he returned. He handed her the telegram and said in a low voice, “They may not make it in time. We’ll have to come up with a plan.”

      Emma mulled that over. “We don’t want them to board the train. We will have to stop them ourselves.”

      “Agreed,” murmured Jeremy.

      She drummed her fingers on her lips. “It’s funny,” she said. “I thought we had such luck that they stayed around so we could keep an eye on them. Now, as I see it, they are using the victims as protection.”

      Jeremy nodded. “We need to find a way to separate them from the group.”

      As they thought about that, Emma said, “I have a plan. Let’s keep it simple.” She explained it in detail and Jeremy offered suggestions.

      The next day, the newly outfitted train arrived. Everyone lined up to go outside to be transported to the rail station. Emma and Jeremy did not join then and were talking quietly in the corner. Their targets were last in the line. She closed her carpet bag and moved to the first man and asked if she could go ahead of him. He nodded and waved his hand, allowing her in. Jeremy moved to the end of the line behind the second man.

      As they started to move, Emma delayed stepping forward and let some distance open up between her and the family in front of her. To further the distance, she dropped her coat and turned to apologize for the delay. She picked it up and then again delayed them by stopping abruptly, causing the men to run into her. These delays caused a significant gap in the line. She continued to walk so slowly that the rest people had exited the room, leaving them behind. The men behind her were starting to grumble about how slow she was but were not yet being pushy.

      As they neared the door, it slammed shut. Emma had prearranged that with Preacher and was ready for the move. She turned, her knife pulled and a smile on her face. “Gentlemen, I think we need to talk.”

      “She’s just a girl. You can take her,” the second man said with false bravado. They had forgotten Jeremy was behind them. The first man went after her and Jeremy knocked out the second man before he could turn around. He was tying him up while Emma fought the first man.

      Emma pointed her knife at him and said, “I think you need to realize you’re caught.”

      He wasn’t listening. Instead, he swung his heavy bag to hit her, trying to dislodge the knife. The bag was unwieldy and did nothing other than twirl him around. She jumped back, taunting him. “Ready to give up yet?”

      “No!” he tried to hit her again and finally noticed his friend was tied up on the floor. He stopped abruptly and asked, “Zach, are you okay?” He forgot about Emma and bent down to check on his partner. Emma took the moment to jump on his back and push him down to the floor with her knee. Jeremy handed her some rope to secure him.

      Jeremy tapped the person he had tied up, saying, “Wake up.” He stirred and realized he and his partner were caught.

      “You can have it,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Have what?” Jeremy asked innocently.

      Emma bent over and opened one of their bags. “Look here, Jeremy.”

      He went over and said with a frown, “All of this for pig iron?”

      The two men looked confused.

      She opened the other bag and found the same thing.

      “Where did it go?” the second man asked.

      They heard a knock and saw the knob turn on the door. Preacher stuck his head in and said, “Can I come in now?”

      “Yes, Preacher, please join us,” indicated Emma.

      “I have some company with me.” He came in carrying two bags, followed by two men in black suits.

      Jeremy raised his eyebrows at the two Pinkerton men. “A bit late, aren’t you?”

      One of the men looked around the room and took in the two tied up on the floor. “Yeah, but looks like you didn’t need much help.”

      Emma smiled broadly and said, “We had it under control.”

      “But where’s the silver?” one of the men on the floor whined.

      “Oh, we have it here,” said Preacher as he handed the two bags he was carrying to the Pinkerton men.

      “We’ll take custody of these two and get the silver back to its owners,” one of the Pinkerton men stated.

      Jeremy stood and said, “Can I see your credentials?”

      “Of course. I’m Edward James and this is Mason Baker. We’re from the South Carolina branch of Pinkerton.” He pulled out his paperwork and handed it to him.

      Jeremy reviewed it thoroughly and handed it back before saying, “This confirms what I was sent from the Pinkerton office in Chicago. Where will you go from here?”

      “We’ll take them with us and be with you on the train for the next two stops. We’ll process them locally and transport the silver back to the bank after their court case,” he explained.

      Preacher said, “Not to rush you, but they’re holding the train for you and they’re eager to get going.”

      The Pinkerton men took custody of the bank robbers and escorted them out. Emma and Jeremy picked up their bags and followed.

      Just before exiting the church, Emma looked over at Preacher and said sincerely, “Thank you so much for everything. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “You’re very welcome. Please come back and visit us,” he said warmly.

      “We will,” promised Jeremy.

      They were finally on the train and sitting with the other passengers in third class. The first and second classes were taken up with the injured or dead. Emma pulled out her and Jeremy’s books so they had something to occupy their time during the journey. Jeremy opened his immediately and started to read. Emma found herself distracted by a crying baby. She missed her time with her niece Charlotte. She was a little over a year old now and the night she was born brought a few surprises.
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        * * *

      

      The thunderstorm had been blowing through loudly with lightning strikes booming, but the loudest sound in the house was not the thunder—it was Dora. She was lying in the bed, trying to bring her baby into the world. She’d gone into labor hours earlier; the midwife had been called and the long wait had begun.

      The midwife was checking Dora and said, “I think this is it.” Tim looked faint but stayed next to her. The midwife gave him more directions. “Get behind her and give her some support.” He helped Dora to sit up.

      Emma was there, holding Dora’s hand, and watched as the baby came into the world. She had never wanted a baby or this experience for herself, but the birth affected her. She felt an immediate love for that red wrinkly mess. The midwife clean her up and gave her to a crying Dora. Tim’s face was shining and he didn’t seem to be able to stop smiling.

      Emma watched the baby with curious eyes. She held out her finger to her, rubbing her little hand. The baby grabbed on and Emma laughed. “She’s strong,” said Tim, in awe of his new daughter.

      “She is,” said Dora, touching her face lightly. The baby followed her hand and started rubbing against it.

      The midwife had completed cleaning up Dora and covered her back up, saying, “The baby’s hungry. You’ll need to put her to your breast.”

      “I’ll step out,” said Emma, hoping to give them some privacy.

      “Thanks, Aunt Emma,” said Dora in a soft voice.

      Emma smiled and leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. She headed toward the door and turned back. “What’s her name?”

      Dora looked at Tim and he supplied it. “Charlotte Emma.”

      Emma’s eyes overflowed with tears and she ran over to hug them both. She exited the room to head downstairs to share the news.

      Patrick had stayed up to wait for the baby to be born. Dora and Tim had adopted him when his parents were murdered in a child abduction scheme. He danced around the room in the excitement of the impending birth. He spotted Emma and shouted, “Is the baby here?”

      Papa put his hands on Patrick’s shoulders and said quietly, “Let her tell us.”

      Patrick was still excited but he waited. Papa prompted, “Emma?”

      “A beautiful baby girl,” Emma said in a rush.

      “Wonderful!” said Papa. “How is Dora?”

      “She’s also wonderful, tired but wonderful,” said Emma with a long sigh.

      Jeremy came up behind her, pulling her to him, and said, “You need to rest.” He guided her to the settee.

      Cole was there as well and Emma sat next to him, saying, “Cole, were you here waiting all night?”

      “I was,” he murmured. “I couldn’t miss out on seeing the newest member of our family.”

      “Yes, we are family,” she said, reaching out to touch his hand.

      Tim came downstairs, grinning widely, and inquired, “Would you like to see the baby?”

      “I do! I do!” shouted Patrick, running up to him.

      Tim swung him up in a big hug and looked around. “Where’s Jake?”

      Papa said, “Jake said it was time for bed, so we told him we would tell him about the baby in the morning.”

      Tim frowned but knew Jake had his schedule. He would make sure he felt included in the morning. Lifting Patrick onto his shoulder, he led everyone upstairs to see the baby. He knocked lightly on the door. Inside, Dora sat up, holding a sleeping baby. “Come in,” she said to the group, “and meet Charlotte Emma.”

      Tim took Patrick off his shoulders and walked him to the bed. He had grown quiet as Tim took him closer. “Patrick, this is your new baby sister,” he said.

      “My sister?” he asked, fascinated.

      “Yes, your sister, your family,” Dora confirmed.

      “Can I touch her?” he asked, looking at the small creature in his mom’s arms.

      “Lightly,” she cautioned.

      He put out two fingers and gently touched Charlotte’s arm. “She’s so soft.”

      Dora looked up at Tim and said, “He needs to go to bed.”

      Tim leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. “I’ll take him. Bedtime big guy.”

      Patrick yawned broadly and said, “Okay, night, Charlotte. Night, Mom. I love you,”

      “I love you, too, Patrick,” she said and wiped her eyes, watching them leave the room.

      The rest family moved toward the bed to see the baby.

      They received word that the storms had brought more than Charlotte. Claire and Thomas had a surprise that night as well. Their baby Mary Elizabeth had also been born that same night.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Back to the train

      

      

      Jeremy asked, “Did you want to stop somewhere and rest?”

      “No,” she said. “I’d like to go home.”

      “Then, that’s where we shall go,” he said as he pulled her closer.

      It would be more than a week of train travel and communications to get them there. The train finally pulled into the Chicago station in the early morning and they exited to make their way home. Suddenly, their names were being yelled across the platform. “Emma! Jeremy!”

      They looked toward the voices and saw their family. Yes, she thought, all of our family is here. Papa, Cole, Dora, Tim. As they started hugging her, Emma said, “You all came.”

      “Of course, we did. We’re family,” said Cole, kissing her on the cheek.

      Cole saw Jeremy was in pain and said, “Let’s get them to the boarding house so they can eat and rest.”

      Jeremy nodded, grateful they were there for them.

      Dora linked arms with Emma and said, “I’m glad you weren’t hurt worse than you were. Though that eye is still looking bad.”

      She gently probed it and said, “Yes, it’s probably colorful. I’m so glad to be home.” She changed the subject after they climbed into the waiting carriages. “How is Charlotte?”

      “She’s sleeping, finally. The colic is better.” Charlotte had suffered a bout of colic that kept everyone awake.

      “Was Jake able to move back into the boarding house?” Jake had been forced to relocate to Cole and Ellis’ house for a while. The crying had upset him and disrupted his schedule.

      Dora nodded. “It was better for him to be away while Charlotte was loud, but he is back now. We missed him.” She hugged her close and said, “I missed you, too.”

      “I can’t wait to see her,” Emma said as she laid her head on Dora’s shoulder until they arrived home.
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          PINKERTON OFFICE

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Cole sat at his desk, reviewing the information from the silver case. He looked at Emma and Jeremy and said, “Thank you both for coming in to discuss this. I know you are fatigued from your travels.”

      “No, we don’t mind getting out some. We need the exercise,” said Jeremy. Emma nodded in agreement.

      “Okay, then I will get on with it. Good job getting the silver back and arresting the two people involved. As I understand it, the Pinkertons who arrived in Statesville didn’t have to do much.”

      Jeremy and Emma laughed. “It was an interesting couple of days.”

      Emma looked at Cole and asked, “Did you find out who gave us the information that led to the arrest?”

      “Family,” said Cole simply. “We did some checking into the telegraph operator once we had the bank robber’s information. One of the robbers was named Michael Cannon. It turns out his sister Martha is married to Jerry Stanton, the clerk who sent the note.”

      Emma asked unexpectantly, “Cole, where does Martha work?”

      “Why do you ask?” Cole asked, curious what she was thinking.

      “The bank robbers didn’t seem intelligent enough to pull this off on their own,” Emma commented.

      “That’s worth looking into,” Cole acknowledged. “I’ll have the Colorado office check into it.”

      A few days later, Cole sent over a note that said, An accounting of the silver showed it wasn’t all recovered. Martha did work at the bank and was involved; she and the husband are missing. They’re now persons of interest in the case.

      Emma had answered the door and was walking back into the sitting room while she read the note. She sat next to Jeremy, who noticed it and asked, “Who sent it?”

      “Cole,” she said, absently handing it to him. As he read it, she said, thinking out loud, “Jeremy, I think there’s a chance to catch them. We know they’re on their way to Washington D.C. since that’s where the buyers are located. I’ll bet that train crash also delayed their arrival.” Train schedules had to be changed after the wreck.

      “There may still be time to intercept them,” he said, following her line of thought. “But why turn the brother and friend in?”

      “I’m assuming to give them time to escape. We went after Michael and Nick, not knowing the others were part of the plan. They would have made it without being detected.”

      “Except for the train wreck,” he said thoughtfully. They couldn’t have known they would have a significant delay in their schedule. “I’ll head over to the Pinkerton office now and let Cole know what we’re thinking. Do you want to come with me?”

      “No,” she said. “I have to help with the baking. We have the meeting tonight for the charity.”

      “Okay.” He grabbed his hat and carefully put on his jacket. He walked over and gave her a quick kiss. “See you soon,” he promised.

      “Count on it. Watch that arm,” she reminded him.

      “I will.”

      “Emma,” called Dora from the kitchen.

      “On my way,” she called back. She looked around and saw a flash of pink run behind the chair next to her. She called out teasingly, “Lottie, where are you? We’re going to do some baking in the kitchen.”

      She heard a squeal and one-year-old Lottie wobbled out from behind a chair.

      Emma caught her up and tickled her as they moved to the kitchen. As they entered, they saw Dora gathering the ingredients. “What are we making?” asked Emma.

      “Chocolate Lebkuchen,” said Dora. She looked at Lottie and asked, “And you, little lady, will you be helping today?” Instead of responding, Lottie giggled and buried her head in Emma’s shoulder.
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      They sat around the large table, waiting for the board meeting to begin. They were snacking on the Chocolate Lebkuchen that Emma and Dora had brought. Papa looked at the shape of the pastry and asked Dora, “Are these different types of lebkuchen?”

      “No,” she said with a laugh. “Emma thought it would be fun to have Lottie help with the shapes.”

      “Oh,” he said with a smile. “It doesn’t seem to affect the flavor.”

      Emma and Jeremy sat near Cole, talking quietly about the bank robbery while they waited for Clair to start the meeting.

      “Any word yet on the sister and husband? Have they been seen in D.C.?” asked Jeremy.

      Cole answered in a low voice, “Pinkerton has the train station monitored with agents and others are assigned to watch for the black-market contact. They already had an idea of who the contact might be. We should know something in the next few days.”

      “We can’t discount alternative transportation given the disruption in rail,” suggested Emma

      “Yes, that’s why they have agents watching the most likely persons to be involved in the case,” indicated Cole.

      Clair entered the room with Thomas. They took their seats and the room quieted. “The first order of business,” said Clair, “is to settle on a new name for the charity. We have been calling it “the charity” for long enough.”

      Emma looked at her with interest and asked, “What do you suggest?”

      “I was thinking of naming it after our benefactor,” Clair said.

      “You’re right, we should have done this earlier,” agreed Emma.

      “I’m calling for a vote,” stated Clair in a businesslike manner. “Those voting yes,” she looked around the table and documented all hands were raised. “The yesses have it. The charity will now be called the Carlyle Foundation. I’ll submit the paperwork to our lawyer tomorrow.”

      Clair read down her list, looked up, and said, “The second item on the agenda. I would like to start organizing a gala to raise money.”

      “Why?” asked Emma. They had always kept the charity based solely on investments of Mr. Carlyle’s money.

      Clair laid her list down and said, “I’ve been discussing this with our lawyer and our accountant.” She nodded at Tim and received a nod back. “We need to fundraise to make us more visible. With more money, we could help more people.”

      Cole asked concern etched on his face, “Are we having money problems? Have we had a business loss?”

      “No.” She laughed. “Since we got rid of Sam, the accounts have been perfect and they are making money.” Sam had been Clair’s assistant when the charity first opened. The money disappeared from accounts and he was caught, admitting it had been part of a private vendetta.

      “Who would we invite?” asked Emma, unsure how to proceed. They didn’t occupy the same circles as people who could donate large sums of money.

      “The elite of society, the people who have money to spend and to donate. I have a list of prospective donors for us to review,” said Claire firmly.

      “Where did you get the list?” Emma asked curiously. “We don’t have a social register in Chicago.”

      “I made a list similar to that one in New York. I used the paper’s society section to build it.”

      “There’s also the University club,” stated Cole. “I believe their goals and the Carlyle Foundation’s goals match up. Their focus is around the values of a common educational experience.”

      “We do put a lot of money into education,” stated Clair. “Can you inquire if they would be willing to attend?”

      “I can. I’m also a member.”

      “The others on your list, would they come?” inquired Emma.

      “I think that, if we list the groups of people we’ve helped in the past and show the ones we hope to have in the future, then yes,” said Clair, positive about her idea. “I planned to put together a package and send it out with the invitations.”

      Tim looked contemplative and said, “We have several previous clients I believe would attend and encourage friends. I’ll get you their names.”

      “Thanks, Tim. Any other ideas?” asked Clair expectantly.

      “My client roster would also be a good start,” said Ellis. He rattled off a few well-known names. “Aaron Montgomery—founder of Montgomery Ward; Potted Palmer and Marshal Fields—major department store leaders; George Pullman—Pullman manufacturing, rail cars.” He had worked with each to rebuild after the ’71 fire.

      Clair nodded. “That’s an amazing start. Once we approach the first people and get an acceptance, that should open up the door for more donors.”

      “Clair, have you chosen a venue?” asked Tony, thinking how he could help.

      “I’ve looked around,” she admitted. “But I haven’t found the right place yet.”

      Tony said, “The museum would make an excellent location for this event.”

      Clair looked hopeful and asked, “Do you think Philip would mind?” He was the curator at the local museum and Tony worked as his assistant.

      “I’ll speak with him. Have you picked some dates?” he asked, knowing Philip wanted to expand the usage of the museum.

      Clair pulled out her calendar. “I was thinking of three months from now.”

      Tony wrote the date down and promised to get back to her.

      Dora had been attentive and asked, “What about food?”

      “I think we would serve a full dinner,” said Clair.

      “And desserts,” supplied Dora.

      “Yes, and desserts.” Clair laughed. “We will have tables full of desserts.”

      “We should cater the dinner and use the bakery to provide the desserts,” suggested Dora. “I can also assist in picking them out and setting up the menu.” She had some extra time because she had added a cook to their boarding house as her pregnancy progressed, After the baby was born, she kept the new staff on full time. She continued to manage Patrick, the baby, and both boarding houses.

      “Are you sure? It’ll be a lot of work?” asked Clair.

      “I’m sure,” confirmed Dora firmly.

      “And I’ll help her,” said Tim, covering her hand with his. She smiled over at him, still so happy he was in her life.

      Dora looked over at Jake and said, “Clair, Jake could provide photographs for us also.”

      Clair said, “That would be excellent. Jake, can you do that for us?”

      Dora tapped his book to get his attention. He usually brought one to their meetings. “Can you take pictures at the event?”

      “They’re not my normal pictures,” he stated without answering the question. His pictures were usually murder scenes for the police department. Jake tended to be very literal and sometimes required extra explanation for the easiest things.

      Dora explained that it was a part of his role as a board member. Once he understood it was a rule, he agreed.

      Clair handed out the assignments:

      Tony: to confirm the venue and how many people could be invited.

      Emma, Cole, and Tim: to build a guest list.

      Dora and Clair: food.

      Jake: to take the pictures.

      Jeremy and Cole: to review the security setup and provide Pinkerton agents as security guards.

      The team worked to organize the event. It was arranged for three months from that day. Philip graciously provided the museum as the venue, and an orchestra was arranged as entertainment. Clair and her assistant secured tables and chairs for the evening, while Claire then met with Philip and Tony to design the setup.

      The invitations went out and everything was in place for the big night.
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          THE NIGHT OF THE GALA

        

      

    

    
      The event came together quickly. Ellis had met with each of his clients and explained what the Carlyle foundation was working on. With that and the information Clair provided, each agreed to be there to support the charity.

      Clair was right. Once the news was circulated that Pullman and Fields would be there, they had trouble keeping people out. The list had to be reviewed and trimmed several times. Security at the event would be tight.

      The museum was the perfect atmosphere for the occasion. Gas lights offered a glow on the room, the orchestra played throughout the night. The main area floor had been cleared and round tables surrounded the dance floor for people to observe. The dinner had been served with Clair and several guest speakers discussing the projects the foundation was supporting. As that wound down, the dancing had begun.

      Ellis and Cole spent much of the evening together. They stood off to the side of the dance floor, watching the dancers twirl by. Ellis listened absently as Cole talked about the follow-up to the silver case. He was saying, “They were able to pick up both the robbers and the buyers.”

      “That’s nice,” Ellis said, not hearing him. He noticed Emma and Jeremy dancing. She was lovely in a brilliant red ball gown with black lace trim and Jeremy wore a black tuxedo.

      He watched them twirl by, and Emma sent him a small wave. As he waved back, he noticed Tony out of the corner of his eye. He was lounging against the wall, watching Emma and Jeremy dance with a dark expression on his face.

      A triangle, he thought. Emma, Jeremy, and Tony. He could understand Tony’s hurt feelings. That particular triangle reminded him of the past where he and Cole had also pined for one woman. Funny, he thought. I haven’t thought about Abbey in years. Suddenly, the memories flooded his mind, recalling their first meeting.
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        * * *

      

      He and Cole were about fifteen at that time and had been living on the streets for a few years. They lived in a structure they had constructed out of wood from various delivery drivers. Some had been gotten honestly, some weren’t, he thought with a smile. They had been in the shelter that night; the rain pounded down on them as they sat talking. It was at that moment their small door rattled and flew open. At first, they thought it was the wind, but then they saw someone crawling into their space.

      “Hey!” Cole said loudly, angry the wind had almost blown out their light. “You weren’t invited in here.”

      The boy closed the door and looked around, saying, “Pretty nice place.”

      Cole continued to frown. “You’re not wanted here.”

      Ellis saw something Cole didn’t and smiled to himself. His thoughts were confirmed when “the boy” whipped off her hat to reveal auburn curls.

      Cole finally saw what Ellis saw and said, “Oh!”

      “I’m Abbey,” she said, introducing herself.

      Ellis spoke up and said, “I’m Ellis and this is Cole.”

      “How did you know we were here?” Cole questioned softly. They were pretty well hidden in the back of the alley.

      “I’ve been following you,” she said simply.

      “What! Why?” Cole asked, puzzled. What could this girl want?

      “You’re both pretty good pickpockets,” she said. “I was working a few of the same places and watched your technique.”

      “Yeah, we’ve been doing it for a while,” Ellis answered for them.

      “You never thought to move into other things?” she asked innocently.

      “What types of things?” asked Ellis cautiously.

      “Well, let’s just say you could be doing better than this,” she said, looking around.

      Cole was resolute. “No, we don’t want to be involved in something like that. We’re getting along fine now.”

      Ellis had been thinking the same thing; he didn’t want to get further into criminal activities.

      “Suit yourself,” she said and shrugged off the negative reply. “I just thought you might want to make more money.”

      They sat quietly after that, waiting for the rain to abate. As it let up, she said.” I have plans. I’ll check back in with you both at a later date.”

      They nodded and watched her leave. They both knew they had made the right decision.

      Over the next few weeks, they were conscious of her being in the neighborhood. She continued to dress as a boy and seemed to know everyone in the area. That day, Ellis was at the fruit stand when Abbey strolled up. She ignored him and started a conversation with the owner of the stand. The owner’s back was to Ellis and she kept him talking. Cover. he thought and grabbed three apples and put them in his pockets. Starting to move away, he hesitated, wanting to hear what they were talking about.

      The vendor asked, “Is your mom getting out soon?”

      Getting out, thought Ellis. Prison?

      Abbey answered in a lighthearted voice, “Sure, Mom will be out at the end of the week.”

      He realized they were wrapping up, so he strolled in the opposite direction.

      Later that night, Ellis mentioned to Cole that Abbey’s mom was in prison. “What about her dad?”

      “Not sure.”

      Hmm, thought Cole, there are layers to this girl.

      They continued to see her throughout the week.

      The next Monday, they were in their shelter when once again the door opened and Abbey entered.

      “Becoming a habit?” asked Cole wryly.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “My mom is back and I thought you might like to have a warm place to sleep tonight.”

      Cole looked at Ellis and he shrugged. “Why not?” They gathered their things, books, and blankets to head out.

      Abbey saw what they were carrying and asked, “Books?”

      “Yes, we both like to read. We get them from the library,” explained Ellis.

      She raised an eyebrow at that. “Do you check them out?” She knew they couldn’t get a library card without an address.

      Cole responded, “We return them when we’ve finished reading.”

      They continued to follow her to a small apartment a few blocks away. Abbey opened the door with her key and said, “Mom, I’ve brought them back with me.”

      Her mom stepped out. She had similar hair to her daughter, though grayer throughout. She was a striking woman; wiry intelligence shined in her eyes. “Hello, boys,” she said. “Tell me your names.”

      “Cole.”

      “Ellis.”

      “Mine is Marjorie. You may call me Miss Marjorie.”

      “Thank you,” both boys answered.

      “You can stay with us as long as you want. Though,” she said looking around, “it could be better.”

      “It’s fine, Mom.” Abbey knew what she was thinking; better meant a job. A job meant a risk of going back to prison and she would like her to stick around longer this time.

      Miss Marjorie pretended not to hear her and said, “All right, boys, the evening dinner is a simple event. Cooking’s not my forte.”

      “Anything would be fine,” said Ellis, thinking that a warm meal, whatever it was, would be nice. Cole nodded in agreement.

      Miss Marjorie wasn’t shy about why she went to prison and talked about it at dinner. “I picked the wrong people for that last bank robbery.” The boys were fascinated; Abbey appeared to be less so.

      Abbey remarked as she finished, “You got careless about the amount of money you were spending, that’s why you got picked up.”

      Miss Marjorie sent her a look and said, “Listen, girl, when I want advice on how to do my job, I’ll ask for it.”

      “I could do better and do it by myself,” she muttered.

      Miss Marjorie stood and got out the bread. She pulled a knife from seemingly thin air and slammed it into the loaf. “You need to refine your skills more. I need you to be ready to start doing jobs with me.”

      Abbey said in a low voice, “There’s nothing wrong with my skills. I just prefer to work alone.”

      Miss Marjorie didn’t respond to that statement, but she narrowed her eyes as she watched her.

      Cole and Ellis sat silently, eating the meal and eyeing them both, not sure what to say.

      After a while, a truce seemed to be called and they moved into the small living room.

      “You boys can sleep here as long as you want. We have plenty of food and, once I get my next score, we’ll move to a bigger place.”

      “However temporary that will be,” Abbey said.

      Miss Marjorie glared but chose not to enter into another argument.

      The next morning, they woke up and saw that Abbey was already gone. Miss Marjorie was working on lock sets in the small dining room. “Boys,” she said. “There’s pastry and fruit in the kitchen.”

      “Thanks,” said Cole as he headed that way.

      “What’s that you’re working on?” Ellis asked, interested. He hesitated by the table, watching what she was doing.

      Miss Marjorie didn’t look up when she said, “Lock sets.”

      Ellis sat down and continued to watch her.

      Miss Marjorie picked one up, handed it to him, and explained, “These are examples of the lock sets used in most homes and businesses at this time. When I plan to enter a building, I like to practice picking ones that are of different ages; they can become trickier to open with time.”

      He turned it slowly in his hands, examining it, and said, “This slot looks like a flat key.”

      “Yes, that is the new Yale design,” she commented.

      “Would a business use only one type of lock?” he asked, thinking of the types of keys used in homes.

      “Yes, most have moved to the lock sets that use a pin and tumbler design. Interestingly, the design was an improvement on the simple wooden tumbler lock created by the Egyptians.” She looked at him with a gleam in her eye and asked, “Would you like to learn to pick locks?”

      Ellis had an interest in how things worked and said, “Yes, please.”

      They worked together quite happily, taking apart the various locks and putting them back together. Cole called out from the kitchen, “Ellis, you should eat breakfast.”

      He called absently back, looking at the lock set in his hand intently, “I’ll be there in a moment.”

      Cole knew that tone and said, “I’ll bring it to you.”

      Ellis sat there for the next three days, working diligently on each one. He took them apart to learn how they operated and then worked on the techniques used to pick them. Miss Marjorie stayed with him, working out the details and the questions.

      At the end of the week, Miss Marjorie said, “I think you’re ready.”

      “Ready?” he asked absently.

      “Yes, ready to help me with the locks on a job I’m planning.”

      Cole, who was sitting in the room with them, said, “Wow, I don’t think he should be doing that.” He was always protective of Ellis.

      Ellis looked contemplative and said, “I’d like to see if stress in the field affects my performance.”

      “Seriously, you aren’t considering it?” Cole asked, frustrated at this turn of events.

      “I am,” he said.

      “Well, you can’t.”

      “Can’t? Cole, you’re not my parent,” he said simply.

      “No, you’re right,” he conceded. “But we haven’t gotten caught yet and doing something like this could get you sent to the workhouse or prison.” Cole was always thinking ahead to the possible consequences.

      “I know, but I would like to do this.”

      “I don’t support your involvement.”

      Miss Marjorie looked over at Cole and said in a sarcastic tone, “I don’t think you were asked.”

      Abbey, who was sitting nearby, giggled.

      “What are you laughing at?” asked Cole belligerently.

      “You. You’re a thief. Why try to stop him from basically doing the same thing?” Abbey asked.

      “It’s not though, is it? This moves him into areas that could have serious consequences,” said Cole.

      “I think he can make decisions for himself,” she said, looking at Ellis consideringly.

      “Abbey, will you be going?” Cole demanded.

      “I work on my own,” she said evasively.

      Cole watched her closely, wondering what her game was.

      She laughed, noticing his gaze, and said, “Don’t try to figure me out.”

      “Hmm, you know if I had more data, I might be able to work it out. Would you like to go to the park with me for a walk?” Cole said smoothly.

      She smiled softly and said, “Only if it’s the three of us.”

      He frowned. He would rather be with her on his own but decided that some time with her was better than none. “Okay, how about the three of us go out this evening?” he suggested.

      She said, “Now, that we can do.”

      They started to go out together, the three of them. They spent all of their time together, walking, talking, and generally enjoying each other’s company. It was also the first time in a while that Cole and Ellis could relax, knowing they had a warm place to sleep and food to eat.

      As the week progressed, Ellis continued to work with Miss Marjorie. They had the job scheduled for that Friday night, a robbery of a known gangster location. The safe was located inside a large multiroom building. Ellis would manage the door locks and Miss Marjorie would work on the safe.

      Cole and Abbey had monitored the location and noted there were external guards day and night, with a shift change at 9pm. They were also able to confirm that no one entered or exited the building after that time. Miss Marjorie used this information to set her schedule for the heist. She went the night before to test the time and to loosen a spot in the roof to drop into the area where the safe was located.

      Friday night, Ellis and Miss Marjorie left for the job. Cole and Abbey waited for them to return. They were dozing on the chairs in the sitting room when they heard a banging at the door. Abbey ran to the door to let them in; Ellis was supporting Miss Marjorie and moved her to the couch.

      “What happened!” Abbey demanded as she followed them.

      Ellis was looking at Miss Marjorie, concerned. “I’m fine. She saved my life. She stepped in front of me and took the bullet. I was standing like a statue, not moving. She tried to get me to move but I just froze.” He looked over at Cole and said, “Looks like you were right. I shouldn’t have gone.”

      Cole nodded but didn’t say anything more. He knew Ellis already felt terrible about the situation.

      Abbey saw the blood and tore Miss Marjorie’s sleeve off. She looked at it carefully and said in a relieved voice, “She’s fine. It’s just a scratch. I’ll clean it and bandage it.”

      “Thank goodness,” said Cole.

      “Ellis, come here,” Miss Marjorie called to him as Abbey worked on her arm. He bent down next to her. She said quietly, “None of this is your fault. You were amazing tonight; you got into every door faster than I could have. Without you, we wouldn’t have made it inside.”

      “Without you, we wouldn’t have made it out,” he said quietly, feeling guilty he hadn’t responded better in the high-pressure situation.

      “Enough of that. Bed for you both,” Abbey told them firmly.

      “Yes, I could use some rest,” said Miss Marjorie, fatigue making her look older than her years.

      Cole called, “What do you want me to do with this?” They looked toward him and saw he was holding bundles of money he had pulled from the bag.

      “Wow,” said Abbey, rushing over. “That’s a good haul.”

      “Yeah, it’ll get us a nicer place,” said Miss Marjorie in a tired voice.

      Abbey frowned. It was always a nicer place, but only temporarily. She tried to reason with her. “Mom, we could stay here and save money. Not blow it.”

      “Little girl, that’s my money and a cut of it belongs to Ellis. You have no stake in this.”

      “And no say in where we end up,” she said bitterly.

      Miss Marjorie frowned at her, not answering.

      Ellis stepped in before they could argue further. “You need some rest. Let’s get you to bed.”

      “Thank you, Ellis,” Miss Marjorie said, looking pointedly at Abbey.

      Ellis and Cole watched the interaction between Miss Marjorie and Abbey over the next week. Abbey had voiced her opinion about how the money should be spent and didn’t bring it up again. Miss Marjorie made all of the arrangements and announced the date of the move.

      After they moved to a larger place, Abbey grew moodier with every week. “Hey, what’s wrong?” asked Ellis.

      “This,” she said, waving her hand, indicating the stylish, fully furnished room around them. “It’s just temporary. She gets a score and spends it immediately.”

      “She likes to live this way,” he said in a calm voice.

      “Well, I don’t,” she said and stomped off.

      Miss Marjorie started planning another job. The nicer apartment was a priority for her. She looked over at Ellis; he was good in the field but had said a definite no when she tried to get him involved. Backup would be needed. Her eyes found Abbey and she said in a firm voice, “Abbey, I need you on this job.”

      “I thought you said my skills weren’t good enough,” she answered in the same tone.

      “Well, it’s time to test you in the field,” Miss Marjorie commented.

      “I prefer to work alone,” she said forcefully.

      “If you want to stay here, you need to work with me. I need help. I need someone I can trust.”

      Abbey felt forced and she didn’t like it, but she had nowhere else to go and finally said reluctantly, “All right.”

      The job was located at a local department store. The safe was a large one in the manager’s office. They also had onsite security staff. Miss Marjorie set up the job so they would enter a weak point in the roof structure. She had weakened it herself over the past two weeks. She had Cole and Ellis case the location at night to check for security schedules.

      The final plans were set for that Thursday at 1am. Miss Marjorie and Abbey set off, dressed in black. Cole and Ellis would wait up for them.

      The evening wore on slowly for Cole and Ellis, each watching the clock.

      When it got past the hour they should have returned, they decided to go to the job. At that moment, Miss Marjorie crashed opened the door, and said, “Abbey’s caught.” She threw her bag down and sat.

      The boys looked at one another, their worst fears coming true. “What happened?” asked Cole. “Who got her? Was it the security guards?”

      “Yes,” she muttered, not explaining further.

      Ellis insisted, “We need to try to get her out.”

      “No,” she said. “We lay low. They’ll know someone else is involved and arrest whoever shows up.”

      “We can’t just leave her there!” said Cole forcefully. Ellis agreed.

      Miss Marjorie had gone quiet.

      They sat there, watching her for the next hour, whispering back and forth, trying to work out how to get Abbey home.

      A loud knock was heard from the door. Miss Marjorie reacted violently and almost fell out of her chair. “Hide! I have to hide!” she said as she ran into the bedroom.

      The knocking grew louder.

      Ellis looked at the door and asked in a low voice, “Should I get it?”

      Cole replied in the same tone, “Yes.”

      Ellis got up to answer it. It was Abbey. “How did you get away?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she narrowed her eyes and asked, “Where is she?”

      Miss Marjorie stood in the doorway of her bedroom and said with false bravado, “See, I knew you’d make it out. How did you get away?”

      Abbey looked in disgust at her mother. “Did she tell you what she did? Did she tell you she left me behind?”

      The boys looked at her in disbelief. Miss Marjorie had saved Ellis’ life and helped them so much, but had left her daughter behind at a job?

      “You’re like a cat, always landing on your feet. I knew I didn’t have to worry about you. You got back here, didn’t you?” Miss Marjorie said defensively.

      “What happened?” asked Ellis, taking Abbey’s hands in his.

      Abbey swallowed the lump in her throat and started. “We had emptied the safe and were making our way back out, through the roof. I thought we had time before the next security rounds, but we got spotted. I lost my footing on the roof and slid down the shingles. When I called for help from this one,” indicating her mom with her head, “she just left me.”

      “What happened next?” asked Cole, caught up in the story.

      “The guards rescued me and took me into custody. They put me in cuffs and placed me in a room until the police were notified. I got out of the cuffs and crawled through the window,” she explained.

      “Well, you’re home now and safe. You’ll just need to keep a low profile for a while, maybe change your appearance,” Miss Marjorie said consideringly.

      Abbey looked at her incredulously and said in a loud voice, so no one could mistake her meaning, “I’m done! Done with you and done with this life!” Her mom was not as careful as she used to be, and she would get caught sooner or later. Abbey didn’t want to go down with her.

      “If you’re done, then I think you should plan on living elsewhere,” said Miss Marjorie in a voice ringing with anger.

      “I plan to. I want my cut from tonight’s heist,” Abbey insisted.

      Miss Marjorie pulled out a bundle of bills and tossed it at her.

      Abbey counted it quickly and said, “Hey, there was much more than just this.”

      “Think about it as a finder’s fee. I have expenses,” muttered Miss Marjorie.

      Abbey stomped off to her room. Cole and Ellis followed and watched her pack.

      “Where are you going?” asked Cole.

      “As far from her as possible. I can’t stay here; they’ll be looking for me. I’m heading to New York City, then to Europe.”

      Both boys frowned at that statement.

      “Would you like to come with me?” she asked, not looking up.

      “Who are you talking to?” asked Ellis.

      “Both of you.”

      “You can’t have both of us,” said Cole and looked at Ellis. “Right?” Ellis nodded in agreement; he didn’t want to share either. All three of them were so young, trying to make a decision like this. Cole wanted her all for himself and Abbey had always shared her time between them.

      “I don’t see why there should be a decision. Can’t we just continue as we are?” she said, looking at them. She was happy with things as they were.

      “No,” said Cole resolutely. He wanted this worked out.

      Ellis spoke up and said in a kind voice, “Abbey, it isn’t fair to any of us. The one you don’t choose can still be your friend.”

      With tears in her eyes, she looked directly at him and asked, “What if I said Cole, instead of you?”

      “Then I would have two best friends,” he said resolutely, not willing to lose either of them. They were his family and he would do anything for them.

      Abbey looked at him and said in a low voice, “Ellis, can’t you fight for me? Show some emotion?”

      Even at that time, Ellis was more removed and not as emotional as his peers. He lived a lot of his life in his head. His response to her was just to shake his head.

      She stomped her food and said, “I won’t do it. I won’t choose.”

      They went down to the train station with her, keeping a lookout for any persons who might be following them. “Abbey.”

      “Yes, Ellis?”

      “I have something for you.” He handed her a large portion of the money from the heist he had been involved in.

      “Oh,” she said with tears in her eyes. “I can’t take all of your money.”

      “It isn’t all of it,” he assured her, but it was most of it. “Take it and be safe.”

      “I will.” She kissed both boys’ cheeks and boarded the train for New York.

      That was the last time Ellis had seen her.
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        * * *

      

      He continued to watch the dancers, absently trying to place Abbey’s head on each of the women. He seemed to have achieved this and saw her dancing by him. He shook his head to clear the memory, but when he looked again, he could have sworn that was her. My imagination is getting away from me.

      “What was that?” asked Cole.

      Ellis started when he realized Cole was still beside him, that he’d muttered his thought out loud. “Nothing,” he said absently. “I just thought I saw someone.” He continued to watch the dancers intently to see if he would see her again. They twirled past and the music came to a stop. The woman he was watching turned toward him and strode deliberately over to where he and Cole stood. Cole was not facing the dance floor and had not noticed her walking up to them.

      “Abbey,” said Ellis in a faint voice, “is it really you?”

      “It is,” she said as he moved to hug her. She returned it warmly. He stepped back but kept her hand in his. She looked happy to let her hand stay where it was.

      Cole had turned to speak with an associate, but immediately turned back when he heard her voice. He watched as Ellis stepped back after hugging her.

      His voice was hard when he said, “Abigail, why are you here?”

      Ellis turned and gave him a long look. He hadn’t seen Abbey since that day she refused to choose between them. He narrowed his eyes at Cole, wondering if he had seen Abbey since then.

      Before she could answer, Jeremy and Emma strolled up. “Hey, Pops,” said Jeremy as he put his arm around Cole’s shoulders. “Are you having a nice time?”

      “Yes, you need to dance,” he said in a firm voice to Jeremy.

      “I believe my card is open if you would like to dance with me,” suggested Emma in a teasing voice.

      “I’m not sure I want to let you go,” Jeremy teased her.

      Emma laughed, but no one else in their small group did. Emma noticed they were very quiet and nudged Jeremy, nodding toward them.

      Jeremy looked curiously at the woman standing with Cole and Ellis. She had not turned toward them. He noticed Cole and Ellis were also preoccupied.

      Cole looked over at Jeremy and said with a smile, “Why don’t you take the next one with Emma and save one later for me?”

      Jeremy raised a brow at him, but took the hint and said to Emma, “Shall we?”

      “We shall,” she said with a smile, but concern lit her eyes. They went to the dance floor and, as Jeremy twirled her into his arms, she asked, “Should we be concerned?”

      He looked over her shoulder toward their two fathers and finally said, “No, I don’t think so. I’ll check with them later.”

      Cole looked harder at Abigail and asked again, “Why are you here?”

      She smiled innocently. “What, I can’t attend a charity dance? I paid for my ticket.”

      He looked around for a place where he could speak to her privately. “This way.” He turned away from them and strode out of the room, expecting them to follow.

      Ellis shrugged and offered his elbow to her; she took it moving at a slower pace behind him. As they entered, Cole’s calm demeanor vanished as he slammed the door behind them. He turned to her and said, “What are your plans?”

      “I plan to meet my son,” she said simply.

      “Here? Tonight?” he asked loudly.

      “Yes, I don’t want to waste a moment,” she said, using the same loud voice.

      “No!” Cole shouted.

      Ellis stepped in, “I feel like I have started to read a book in the middle. I assume the two of you were…”

      “Married,” supplied Abbey.

      “When?” Ellis asked, confused that his two closest friends had been married… meaning Abbey was Jeremy’s mother.

      Cole sat on the long leather couch, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes. “It was after you and Mary had married, and Dora was on the way.”

      Abbey sat slowly and said, “I was in New York and I was headed to see you both here in Chicago.”

      “Why didn’t I see you?” Ellis asked.

      “I never made it there. I ran into Cole in New York,” she said quietly. She didn’t say that she had told Cole she had finally made her decision about who she wanted, and she was on her way to Chicago to tell Ellis she loved him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        New York 1865

      

      

      Cole watched as the rain fell. It was hard and cold on his face that early morning, but at least the gale-force winds and fog had abated. He was on a whaleboat that belonged to the U.S. Revenue Cutter Richard Rush. They were chasing a steamer; they had information that indicated it was carrying a large amount of opium.

      Cole stood on the side of the whaleboat with his men, waiting for the steamer to give up the chase. It tried to outrun them but it was no use; the winds were with them.

      They had caught up and boarded the mostly empty ship steamer. One of his men called from down in the hold, “Opium!”

      “How much?” Cole shouted back.

      “More than 500lbs of opium packed in 1/2lb tins.”

      Drug use had increased in the U.S. with large amounts of Chinese-made opium being smuggled in on ships. The U.S. Treasury had hired the Pinkertons to help out with the case. Cole was already a lead investigator, making a name for himself within the agency.

      The drug smugglers were taken into custody and moved to the whaleboat. They left several sailors from the whaleboat to bring in the steamer. The smugglers were escorted off and given into the custody of the U.S. Treasury Department.

      As Cole and his men started to exit the boat, the Treasury representative thanked him for their assistance in taking down the steamer and recovering the opium. They shook hands and he departed with the smugglers and drugs. Cole stood on the boardwalk and watched as they moved the carriages and wagons away.

      “Always involved in something, aren’t you?” asked a female voice.

      Cole stilled immediately when he recognized that voice. He said without looking back, “Abigail.”

      “Yes. Did you get bored waiting for me?” she teased him.

      He turned slowly; it had been so long since he had seen her. She was the same girl he remembered, but now she had a polished look. “I didn’t know you were back in the country.”

      “I just got back,” she said lightly. “I’m on my way to Chicago.”

      “You are?” he teased back. “On the way to see me?”

      “Why don’t you give me a ride to my hotel, maybe dinner tonight? I can explain things then,” she said quietly.

      “I can do that,” he said, looking at her for answers he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear.

      The trip to her hotel was full of conversation. They had been friends a long time and they had plenty to catch up on. They were laughing about a story involving Ellis, Cole, and Abigail as they pulled up to the hotel. “I’ll pick you up at 7 for dinner?” he suggested.

      “That would be lovely,” she said. The stories brought her back in time when they were all friends. When they tried to get her to decide between them, she had opted not to make one and left. Now she was older, she felt she could make that choice. They said goodbye and agreed to meet in the lobby later that evening. She rested in her room and then picked out an outfit to see an old friend.

      She felt a bit nervous as she walked down the stairs to the lobby. The decision she was planning to share might hurt Cole. Pausing, she looked around and saw him sitting on one of the settees. He was taking in the whole room, observing everything. He hasn’t changed through the years, she thought.

      He turned, as though he had felt her gaze. She could feel the heat across the room. Wow, she thought, this will be harder than I thought.

      He stood and walked over to greet her. “Abigail,” he said and leaned down to kiss her on the cheek.

      “Cole,” she replied.

      He offered her his elbow, which she accepted, and they departed for the restaurant. The carriage ride was silent and once they reached the restaurant, it continued. Cole reached across the table and took her hand in his. “Abigail, is there something you want to tell me?”

      She took a deep breath and said, “You could always see to the heart of things. I’m here because I wanted to see you and Ellis.”

      “And,” he prompted.

      “I finally made a decision,” she said decisively.

      He didn’t have to inquire what she was talking about; he knew. He looked at her for a long time and said, “You didn’t choose me.”

      “No,” she said softly. “I chose Ellis.”

      He shook his head and said with a twisted smile, “It would have been better if you had chosen me.”

      She frowned and said, “I don’t understand.”

      “Abigail, you waited too long,” he started.

      “Why has he forgotten about me?” she asked coyly.

      That made him laugh; no one could forget Abigail. “No, he never forgot you.”

      “Then why did you say I waited too long?” She was feeling bewildered by the turn of the conversation.

      His face went solemn. “He’s married.”

      She felt her stomach drop and asked in a casual voice, “Do you think it will last?”

      “I do,” he said. “He’s very happy and they have a baby on the way.”

      “Happy and a baby. I guess there’s nowhere to go from there,” she said, feeling down. All that way and to not even see him.

      “Aren’t I a good substitute?” he asked, trying to lighten up the atmosphere.

      “Yes,” she said, letting him lighten her mood. “I don’t know why I thought he would wait for me.”

      Cole didn’t tell her that Ellis did wait, far longer than he should have. He looked at her and knew he wanted the opportunity to win her himself. “Let’s enjoy our dinner.”

      “Yes,” she said, picking up her fork.

      “And a stroll after,” he tempted her.

      “That would be lovely,” she commented.

      The next few weeks were a whirlwind. Cole applied himself to entertaining her. As they got to know each other again, she remembered why the choice had been so hard. Cole was wonderful company and they got along so well. She watched him as much as he watched her. Studying him, she came to a conclusion and it was Cole. They had similar backgrounds and wanted similar things.

      So, when he stopped her on their stroll a few weeks later to ask her to marry him, she said, “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Back to present-day Chicago

      

      

      “We decided to get married. Jeremy came about a year after that,” Abigail explained to Ellis, without mentioning she thought she would end up married to him and not Cole.

      “Why have I never heard about this?” asked Ellis, feeling hurt that his two closest friends had kept something so vital from him.

      “We weren’t exactly close during that time,” Cole muttered.

      “That’s true,” admitted Ellis, acknowledging that he’d had a part in their separation. He asked the obvious question, “So, why aren’t you together now?”

      Instead of answering, Cole stared at Abigail. She stood, agitated. “Fine, I admit it. I screwed up.”

      And when she didn’t continue, Cole said quietly, “She was on the run when we married.”

      She walked toward the fireplace and turned back to them, saying, “I was in prison in France. I took a necklace. I didn’t think it would be missed.”

      “Not missed! It had an emerald and was surrounded by diamonds,” Cole said in disbelief.

      “I returned it,” she said defensively.

      “Yes, after you were caught,” he said, still bitter about the event that destroyed their family.

      “Yes,” she said, not adding more.

      Cole looked at Ellis and said, “She escaped prison in Europe and went on the run. When the men showed up to take her, I had to stay to look after Jeremy. He was just a little guy and he needed me.”

      “And left me to fend for myself,” she said, bitterness now coloring her voice. “Just like she did.”

      That statement almost broke Cole’s heart. He wanted to defend his actions but didn’t think he could. He sighed and said, “I’ll talk to Jeremy tomorrow.” He looked at Ellis. “I’ll include Emma, also. Jeremy will need the support.”

      “Emma?” asked Abbey, clearly bewildered at this person’s name being introduced into a private family matter.

      “Yes,” said Ellis. “She’s my daughter. She and Jeremy have been together for a while.”

      “Are they married?” she asked, curious about her son’s life.

      “No, but fully committed to one another,” said Cole.

      “Whose idea was it to not get married?” asked Abigail, studying Ellis.

      “I believe it was a joint decision,” Cole answered smoothly. He knew it was Emma’s request, but Jeremy supported her.

      She let that go, for now, knowing she would want to hear more about this commitment. “You’ll make sure that I see him tomorrow?” she asked Cole.

      “If I can work it out, plan on dinner at our house,” he said, looking at Ellis.

      She looked at both and laughed out loud. “You’re living together?”

      “We are. The kids have Ellis’ house for their business ventures. We get along well together,” said Cole. He decided that was enough for one night and stood. “I would prefer that you left now.”

      “Now, Cole,” she chided him, “I would like to dance with Ellis. After all, I paid for my ticket.”

      He leaned forward, placing his hands on his thighs, and said, “As long as you don’t approach Jeremy and no funny business.”

      “You mean like this?” she asked as she pulled his watch from her bosom.

      “That’s my watch,” said Cole. She handed it to him with a coy smile. Cole took it from her and shook his head, thinking, She’s the same person she has always been, a charming thief.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be on my best behavior,” she assured them.

      Cole quickly checked his pocket and Abigail noticed, saying in a wry voice, “Don’t worry, Cole. Your wallet is safe.” She watched as he slowly dropped his hands. She turned away from him and asked Ellis, “Shall we?” He happily obliged and offered her his elbow.

      As they were walking back, Ellis noticed she had to wipe her eyes. “That scene affected you more than you let on,” he said quietly.

      “Yes, I just didn’t want him to see,” she said. “He always thinks the worst of me.”

      Ellis changed the subject and asked, “How about that dance?”

      She smiled gratefully and said, “I would love that, dear Ellis.” He showed a debonair side to his personality by twirling her onto the dance floor. They danced three more dances together.

      Ellis was captivated. Outside of Mary, Abbey was the only other woman he had loved. He murmured in her ear, “You didn’t come back to see me like you did Cole.”

      She shivered as she felt his hot breath on her neck and said, “I had planned to see you, but Cole intercepted me in New York City.” That made him stop abruptly on the dance floor as he looked down at her.

      Abigail didn’t like to call attention to herself and said, “Ellis, we should keep moving.”

      He stood there a bit longer, then pulled her back to him and started moving again. “You were going to choose me?” he asked hoarsely.

      “Yes,” she said, softly laying her head on his shoulder. They danced closer, enjoying their time together.
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      Emma looked around as they danced and asked curiously, “Did you see who Papa is dancing with?”

      “Hmm, not really,” murmured Jeremy, his face in her neck. “I only have eyes for you.”

      “Really?” she asked with a low laugh, letting her attention be pulled back to her escort.

      “Yes,” he replied, “and I believe there’s a lovely, warm bed at home.”

      “I’d like that,’ she said and took his hand to exit the dance floor. Just as they walked past the first table, someone grabbed her arm. She looked back to find Tony standing before her. “Hi, Tony,” she said with a smile, one that faded quickly when she realized he’d been drinking.

      “You promised me a dance,” he reminded her rather forcefully.

      “Yes, I did,” she said as she turned to Jeremy. She asked lightly, her eyes silently pleading with him to understand, “Jeremy, would you mind?” She didn’t want to bring attention to Tony’s drinking in his place of work. There were a lot of people there who knew and respected him.

      Jeremy nodded, understanding. “I’ll be over there.” He went to where Dora and Tim were seated and joined them.

      “Where’s Emma?” asked Dora curiously.

      “Tony wanted a dance,” he said and his voice betrayed his displeasure.

      Dora heard the tone and watched him closely before she commented, “I understand Peggy has been away visiting family. He’s probably lonely.”

      Jeremy nodded but thought to himself, No, it’s just his drinking has shown that he wants Emma back. He continued to watch them closely.

      On the dance floor, Tony tried to pull her in close; Emma placed her elbows between them. “Tony, not so close. Let’s enjoy our dance.”

      “Yes,” he said, “let’s do that.” They continued to dance quietly. He finally burst out in a desperate tone, “Emma, why him and not me?”

      “Tony, you know why. We were growing up and apart. It was time,” she said in a calming voice.

      He seemed to sober abruptly and asked, “What if I want to get back together?”

      She answered him in a quiet tone, looking him in the eye. “We aren’t going to get back together. We’re better friends than anything else. Can’t you be okay with that?”

      “I’m trying,” he muttered.

      “Where’s Peggy?” she asked, knowing he had real feelings for her.

      “She went to visit family,” he said shortly.

      Emma studied him and asked searchingly, “Was there a reason she left town?”

      He turned a bit red and admitted, “She wants to get married.”

      “And what do you want, Tony?” she asked bluntly.

      “I had thought the answer was you. I just wanted to go back to when it was simpler,” he said lamely.

      “Tony, we’ve all grown up and moved into our lives. Don’t use me as an excuse to delay your future.”

      He didn’t want to talk anymore and requested, “Can we just dance?”

      “Yes,” she murmured and moved to the music.

      When the dance was done, she had him escort her to where Jeremy stood with Tim and Dora. She looked over at Tim and said firmly, “Tim, I think Tony wants to head home.”

      He glanced from Emma to Tony and said, “Yes, I see that he does.” He slapped him on the back, saying cheerfully, “Tony, old man, let’s go.” He looked over at Dora and asked, “Are you ready?”

      She got the message and said quickly, “Yes, I’m tired also. Amy’s probably ready to go home, too.” She had stayed at the boarding house to babysit the kids. They gathered up their things and, with Tony firmly in hand, headed out. Emma watched them leave and took the chair next to Jeremy.

      He was quiet, thinking about Tony. He looked contemplative as he asked, “Anything I need to worry about?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t think so. I think he just had too much to drink and is missing Peggy.”

      Jeremy nodded, not voicing his doubts.

      Cole walked over to them and said, “Looks like things are breaking up.”

      Jeremy glanced around and said, “Yes, seems to be a successful night for the Carlyle Foundation.”

      Emma nodded as she looked around; she wanted to check in and see if they needed to help clean up. “Have you seen Clair?” she inquired.

      Cole indicated by nodding his head. “She’s just over there.”

      Emma looked where he gestured and saw Clair speaking intently to a tall man in a suit. I wonder what that’s about, she thought. Clair didn’t seem upset. She continued watching as Thomas approached them; Clair gave him a sweet smile. He must be a benefactor, she concluded. Clair and Thomas excused themselves and made their way to Emma’s table.

      “Did everyone have a nice evening?” Clair asked their small group.

      Emma responded with a smile. “The event has been lovely. It also appears to have been successful.”

      “We were able to fill all of the tables and meet our goals for new projects.”

      “Wonderful,” said Cole, and Jeremy nodded in agreement.

      Jeremy asked, “Do you need anything? Would you like us to stay and help clean up?”

      “No, no,” she assured them, “we have a crew coming in.”

      Cole said, “Our detectives are in place and will be here through the night. “

      Clair said, “I’ll get with them and confirm the next steps. Lily will also oversee the closeout.” Lilly Edwards had been involved peripherally in another case that the group had solved. She had been caught with stolen merchandise and served some jail time. It was limited because she turned in her boyfriend as the main person behind the thefts. She was truly repentant of her mistakes. After she served her time, she returned and was sent to business school by the foundation. When Clair saw how talented she was, she made Lily her assistant.

      At that moment, Lily walked up, wearing a black dress with a white collar. “Clair, we’re just about ready to start taking things down.”

      “Wonderful. Do you think you can handle this cleanup?”

      “Yes,” she said competently. “I can handle it.”

      Clair looked at the group and said, “Thank you so much for your support. I’ll organize a meeting to review the contributions and suggestions for new projects.” She looked back at Lily and said, “Let’s move to the office and confirm the details.” Lilly nodded and followed her.

      Jeremy noticed Cole looked like something was bothering him. “Pops, are you okay?”

      “Yes,” he said and took a deep breath to steady himself. “Jeremy, can you and Emma stop by tomorrow? I need to discuss something with you.”

      Jeremy frowned as he watched him, growing more concerned by the minute. “Pops, do you want to talk to us tonight? We can come by the house.”

      Cole shook his head. “No, it can wait until tomorrow.” It has waited this long, he thought. One night won’t make a difference.

      “We will come by the house in the morning,” confirmed Jeremy.

      “I will see you then.”

      Emma stood up decisively and said, “I’m ready to head home. What about you?”

      Jeremy stood up as well and said, “I am. Pops, would you like to ride with us?”

      “Yes,” he said laconically, knowing his ride had left without him.

      Their hired carriage was waiting outside to take them home. They dropped off Cole on their way. Once they arrived home, Jeremy helped Emma down and they walked into the house, talking softly.

      Voices sounded from the sitting room as they took off their coats in the foyer. Dora called out, “Emma, Jeremy, come in, sit down.”

      They joined the other couple, winding down for the evening. Emma looked at Tim and asked, “Did Tony get home okay?”

      Tim grimaced, and said, “Yeah, I think he’ll be nursing his head tomorrow morning.”

      Dora couldn’t wait any longer and said, “Emma, did you get a chance to see who was dancing with Papa?”

      “What?” Emma asked, distracted.

      Dora continued, “The lady dancing with Papa. I saw them together, then they were gone.”

      Emma frowned at that. “He didn’t tell you he was leaving?”

      “No,” Dora said.

      “That is odd,” she murmured.

      “Yes, he was gone, and I noticed that woman with him was also gone.”

      “Are we already calling her ‘that woman’?” Emma teased.

      Dora frowned, thinking Emma wasn’t taking this seriously enough.

      Emma yawned and said, “We can ask him tomorrow. Cole wants us to stop by in the morning.”

      Jeremy said, looking at his watch, “I hope we can get some sleep before that.”

      Emma leaned over and murmured suggestively in his ear, “Maybe.”

      He laughed in a low voice and said to Tim and Dora, “We’ll see you in the morning.” Tim’s laugh followed them up to their rooms.

      Jeremy and Emma had an enjoyable interlude and slept in the next day. “We need to get up,” Jeremy said softly into her hair.

      Emma moaned and said into his chest, without looking up, “I guess we have to. Why did we make a morning date with your father?”

      “He needs us, and I think it might be important,” he reminded her.

      “You’re right,” she said as she turned over and stretched. “Up we go.” They both rose, with Jeremy exiting through the secret entrance to his room to prepare for the day. Emma finished getting ready and tucked her white tailored shirt into her green skirt. She put a red tie around her collar. Rather than her bowler, she picked up a straw hat with a matching green ribbon. Strapping her clutch knife to her leg, she heard Jeremy call through the door, “Ready?”

      She went and opened it, seeing him. “Let me grab my bag and notebook.”

      “Thinking of investigating something today?” he teased.

      “No, just habit,” she commented absently as she placed it in her pocket.

      He took her hand as they made their way downstairs. It was about 9am on Sunday; everyone was free to get breakfast for themselves, so the family could usually attend church. As they reached the bottom of the steps, Emma heard the sound of children laughing. She turned toward it and saw Dora, Tim, and the children. They had mentioned they’d decided to skip church and spend the morning with the kids. Tim was chasing Patrick around the room.

      Emma watched Patrick with Tim and thought, He’s so much a part of our family. Dora was enjoying their antics, holding baby Lottie and laughing. She was such a beautiful baby girl, with strawberry blond hair, a mix of colors from Dora and Tim.

      Lottie was struggling to get down; she wanted to join in on the fun with the boys. Dora finally gave in but said, “Careful, she wants to play also.” Patrick and Tim slowed a bit to include her in their chase.

      Dora noticed them in the hallway and called out, “There’s some pastry and fruit in the kitchen if you’re hungry.”

      “I am,” said Emma. “We have to eat quickly; we’re on our way to see Cole.”

      “Hmm. While you are there, could you see if you can figure out who Papa was dancing with last night?” she asked nonchalantly.

      Emma grinned wickedly. “I can do that.”

      “Food?” asked Jeremy, wanting to get their day started.

      “Yes,” she said and walked with him to the kitchen. Once there, they put together a quick breakfast. Emma noticed Jeremy was quieter than normal and inquired, “Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I’m just worried about Pops. He seemed troubled last night,” he explained.

      They finished their breakfast and passed the sitting room to let Dora and Tim know they were heading out. “Let us know if he needs anything,” Dora said over the noise of Lottie’s happy screams as Tim tossed her into the air.

      Jeremy said, “We will.” He looked at Emma and asked, “Carriage or trolly?”

      “Let’s take the trolly, get some wind in our faces,” she suggested.

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said as they headed to catch it.

      They got off the trolly and walked the two blocks to Cole and Papa’s house. Jeremy opened the door and called out for Cole.

      They heard him say, “I’m in here, my boy.” They walked through the foyer and saw him standing in the sitting room, holding a coffee cup. “Come in. come in. Would you like something to drink? Eat?”

      “No, but thank you,” Jeremy answered for them. “We ate before we came over.”

      “Good. Well, sit,” he said.

      As they sat, they looked at Cole expectantly.

      He placed his coffee cup on the side table and sat on the chair opposite them. He appeared at a loss for words as he stared at Jeremy.

      Jeremy burst out, “Pops, you’re scaring me. Out with it. What’s wrong?”

      Cole thought the best way was to say it straight out. He leaned toward Jeremy and said, “Your mother is back.”

      That took Jeremy a moment to process, and he closed his eyes. He felt Emma’s hand squeeze his. When he didn’t say anything, Emma inquired softly, “How long has it been since you have seen her?”

      “I’m not sure,” commented Jeremy in a hoarse voice, opening his eyes.

      “I am,” commented Cole in a bitter tone. “She went away when he was about two.”

      Jeremy could barely take it in and asked, “Pops, where’s she been all this time?”

      Cole exhaled deeply. “I’m afraid she’ll have to answer that. I only know why she left initially but not why she stayed away.”

      “Pops, you never told me why she left. You just said she had to go,” Jeremy said.

      Cole didn’t answer. Instead, he asked him a question. “Did I ever tell you how we met?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “It was back when we were homeless and making money by pickpocketing and doing odd jobs. Kids tended to stay in groups to survive. You know how close Ellis and I were?” Cole asked, lost in his thoughts.

      They nodded for him to go on.

      He continued, “We were about fifteen when we met Abigail. She had been on the streets longer than us and had graduated from pickpocketing to actual theft. She was excellent at stealing things and not getting caught. When we were taken in by the Giblers, she had already left for Europe.”

      “What happened then? How did you get together?” asked Jeremy, eager to hear more about her.

      There was no reason to disclose that he and Ellis had asked her to choose between them before she left. “All three of us made our way forward, Ellis here, me in New York, and Abigail in Europe.”

      “When did you see her again?”

      “I was in New York working for Pinkerton and I was waiting at the ship dock. I had a case that was wrapping up. Then I heard her voice. She looked so elegant,” he reminisced. “We started to see each other and decided to marry and settle down. That’s when we had you.”

      “Were you happy?” asked Jeremy, curious about their life together.

      “Yes, very much so. We were together for about a year before we knew you were on the way. We were still in New York at that time. I was working for Pinkerton and Abbey was setting up the house for us. It was a busy time,”

      They sounded happy. How did things get so bad that they separated? Jeremy wondered. He asked, “Pops, what happened? Why did she leave?”

      “I told you she did well in Europe, and she was heading home to settle down?” They nodded as he continued. “What she did well, what she was good at, was being a thief. She was very good at it and could get in and out of a building with no one noticing.”

      “Thief!” exclaimed Jeremy.

      Something occurred to Emma. She had come across the name of a lady thief in Europe. “Was she called Mistress K?”

      “She was,” he acknowledged with a twist of his mouth. “She liked the romance of it.”

      Jeremy had heard of her also. “She’s famous, or rather, infamous.”

      Cole nodded.

      “So, what happened?” Emma asked. Abbey had managed to have a very adventurous life.

      “She got caught and went to a Paris prison. She escaped and managed to get enough money to get a boat to New York,” he continued.

      So, maybe I shouldn’t model my life after her, Emma thought with a wry smile.

      “Did you have any idea?” asked Jeremy, wondering if Pops had shielded her from the police.

      “None. It wasn’t until you were about two that there was a knock on our door. It was a Saturday. We were home, relaxing, playing with you. I got up to answer the door and it was the local authorities standing there. They asked for Abigail and said they were working with the Paris police. I remember she just stood there, looking poleaxed, holding you so tightly.” Cole seemed lost in his memories.

      “How did they know she was there?” asked Emma, gently trying to pull him into the present.

      “There had been a local jewel robbery that matched her modus operandi. They tracked her there; she had been selling small loose jewels in local pawn shops,” he explained.

      “Was she arrested?” asked Jeremy, bewildered.

      Emma watched Jeremy’s reaction and realized this wasn’t an exciting story about a stranger, but a story of why Jeremy’s mom had chosen that life over him.

      “Yes, they took her immediately,” Cole said.

      “Did you ask her if she did it?” Jeremy asked, still hoping she was not guilty.

      “They found a necklace when they searched the house,” Cole said, shaking his head. “I confronted her and she admitted it. I asked her why she did it, and why she jeopardized everything we had. All she said was she enjoyed it.”

      “Enjoyed?” Jeremy echoed.

      “Yes, the thrill, the chase,” Cole said and stopped talking for a moment. “I thought, when she settled with us, that she had changed. I was wrong. She had not.”

      “Did you help her?” Jeremy asked, unsure what to say, not wanting to take sides in the family drama that had happened so long ago.

      “I did.”
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        * * *

      

      Cole paced around the small interrogation room.

      “It won’t do any good to wear yourself out. You might as well sit down,” Abbey commented.

      “Sit! How can I sit? They’re sending you to Paris,” he said.

      She cuddled the baby to her chest, not wanting to let him go. She brushed the curls off of his head and kissed him. He was content to lay with his mom.

      Cole watched and thought, She is so good with him. He sat down and placed his head in his hands, mumbling, “What are we going to do?”

      “It looks like I’m going back to Paris. I’m not sure how long I’ll be there,” she teased.

      “You escaped once before. Do you plan to do it again?”

      “Cole, we can get through this—” she started to say.

      He interrupted her. “Why didn’t you tell me you were on the run? We could have tried to work it out.”

      “Really?” she said incredulously. “So, had I stepped off the boat and said, By the way, I’m on the run, would you have married me?”

      Cole just looked at her, not speaking.

      “You really went all the way to the other side, didn’t you? You never asked me why I took the necklace here or why I was in prison in Paris. All you have cared about is that I was in the wrong.”

      “No, that’s not true,” he protested, knowing he was losing something special.

      She heard the doubt in his voice. She continued to hug Jeremy close as an officer came to the door and said, “It’s time.”

      She stood slowly and looked at the now sleeping baby. How can I leave him? she thought as she carried him with her to the door.

      “You’ll need to come alone,” said the officer kindly.

      “Yes.” She kept her tear-filled eyes directed away from Cole as she handed him the baby. She said in a low voice, “Take care of him.”

      Cole took Jeremy and held him close, watching her leave.
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        * * *

      

      “I got her a lawyer and even traveled to Paris to make sure she was okay. But it was no use. She was guilty,” he said quietly. “I went to find out if she stayed with us as a cover or if it was genuine.”

      “What did she say?” Jeremy asked, wanting to know the answer.

      “She said she loved us,” he admitted.

      “Did you just leave her there?” asked Jeremy, not wanting to believe he would do that.

      “No! No,” he said rather loudly. “I did not. I went to see her in Paris, but Jeremy, I had to get back to you. I left you in New York with friends. I also had responsibilities with my job. I saw her that last time at the prison and told her that I would write, and we would wait for her to get out.”
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        * * *

      

      The trip to Paris was long and difficult. When Cole finally made it there, they had already pronounced Abigail guilty of a jailbreak and added more time to her sentence. He was able to get the French police to let him see her.

      There was no big reunion. He entered the room and saw her, wearing a gray cotton dress, standing near a table. She didn’t rush over to him. He got the message and stayed away.

      She asked, without looking at him, “You didn’t bring Jeremy?”

      “No,” he said as he frowned. “It wasn’t possible.”

      “Who is he with?”

      “I have him with the Martins. They’ll take care of him until I return.”

      “You return,” she said slowly.

      “Yes, I can’t stay here. My life and Jeremy’s are there,” he said bluntly.

      “What about me, Cole? Am I just to be left behind as a bad mistake?”

      “I don’t know what else to do. I have an attorney for you. I’d like you to meet him and see if he can get your sentence reduced.”

      “I’ll see him, not for you, but Jeremy.”

      “I’ll…” he started.

      “No,” she said shortly, “you’ll not do anything. I don’t want you to see me again.”

      “Why?” he asked, bewildered.

      “I never should have chosen you, Cole. It wasn’t right for us when we were teenagers, and it isn’t right now.”

      “What about Jeremy?”

      “I don’t know. I hope to come back and be with him someday.”
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        * * *

      

      “Did you leave her there?” Jeremy asked, somewhat accusingly.

      “You think I would leave your mother alone in a foreign country?” he asked, wondering if his son thought so little of him.

      “I don’t know what to think.”

      “I sent letters letting her know about you. I went over several times, but she refused to see me. When I heard she was finally getting out, I made my way back to Paris to pick her up, but she was already gone. That was the last time I heard from her.”

      Emma spoke up. “This is your first contact since then?” Something occurred to her and she asked, “Are you still married?”

      Jeremy had wondered that as well.

      “No,” said Cole. “I waited the mandatory time and filed for a divorce. You don’t need the other spouse present if you wait.”

      “Do you think she’s still stealing things?” asked Jeremy.

      “I don’t know,” he said honestly, “but her fingers are nimble as ever.” He told them about the watch.

      Emma burst out laughing. “Got you, did she?”

      “Yes, it looks like it’s my lot in life to be bested by intelligent women.” He smiled for the first time that morning.

      That made Jeremy smile, too. “It must be hereditary.” Emma nudged him playfully.

      “You’ll have to ask her when you see her,” Cole said. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Would you like me to set up a meeting?”

      “Could we do it today?” Jeremy looked over at Emma. “I don’t think I can stand the wait.”

      Cole looked serious as he said, “I’ll arrange it for you, Emma and Abbey. Is this afternoon at 4pm, all right?” At Emma’s nod, he continued. “She’s staying at the Palmer Hotel.”

      Jeremy and Emma stood to go. Cole looked hesitant when he walked over, looking him directly in the eye. “My boy, I never meant to keep her from you.”

      “I know, Pops.” He reached over to hug him tight.

      Cole returned the hug in full measure. When he pulled away, he had to wipe his eyes. Jeremy’s were also shining bright.

      “Let me know how things go if you want to come by after. I’ll be home all evening,” he stated gruffly, patting Jeremy’s arms.

      Jeremy could tell that was important to him. “Yes, Pops, I’ll come by after.”

      Emma hugged Cole, and they exited the building. Jeremy took her hand in his as they descended. He paused at the bottom and faced her. “I didn’t expect that would be the topic.”

      “No, that was a surprise. Do you remember her at all?” she asked.

      “Just vague memories. A song, a voice,” he said musingly.

      “Nothing else?” she inquired.

      “No.”

      “Did he tell you anything about her over the years?”

      “He told me she was lovely.”

      “Did he say why she left?”

      “I don’t think I ever asked.”

      “Weren’t you curious?”

      “No, I don’t think so. It was always just Pops and me. We were—are—happy. There didn’t seem to be a gap needing to be filled.”

      “Yes, I can see that.” She knew how close they were in their personal and professional lives.

      “Let’s head home.” They turned and continued holding hands as they walked. Taking their time, each lost in their thoughts.

      They reached the house and entered through the kitchen. It was just about time for lunch. Amy and Ethyl didn’t work on Sunday and Dora liked to put together a later lunch for the family. They found her working efficiently. She called over to them, saying, “Great timing, could you grab the trays and move them to the table?”

      “Of course. Sorry, we weren’t here sooner,” Emma said, moving to the table to help.

      “That’s okay, I understand family stuff,” said Dora as she put together the bread tray.

      They grabbed the roast chicken and assorted vegetables to move to the table. “Patrick, Tim, bring Lottie in,” called Dora. Jake was already at the table.

      Emma asked, “Is Savannah going to be on the road for a while?”

      “Yes, that show she’s working will be out for another six weeks,” said Dora.

      Tim came into the dining room carrying Lottie under one arm and Patrick under his other. He asked, “Were you looking for two packages?” They were giggling as he put them in their seats. Patrick sat by Jake; Emma and Jeremy sat down near Tim and Dora.

      Dora had baby Lottie in a chair that placed her higher at the table. Papa had built guards around it so she couldn’t fall. Dora started to cut the chicken and mushed the veggies up a small mound and placed them in front of Lottie.

      Once the family said prayers and started eating, Dora asked, “Well, what was up with Cole this morning?”

      Emma looked at Jeremy, leaving the answer up to him.

      Jeremy looked around, realizing this was his family and he could tell them. “My mother has come back,” he said simply.

      Dora dropped her fork in surprise. She knew he hadn’t had contact with her in a long while. “Have you seen her?” she asked.

      “No, not until this afternoon. Pops is sending over a confirmation as soon as he speaks to her,” he explained.

      “Emma, are you going to accompany him?” Tim asked curiously, buttering his bread.

      “She is,” Jeremy stated firmly, taking her hand in his. She squeezed it in response.

      Dora said sincerely, “Jeremy, I know everything’s going to be okay.”

      “Thanks, Dora. I hope so,” he replied, still feeling out of sorts about the situation.

      Dinner continued and conversation flowed around them. Jeremy ate quietly, lost in his thoughts. They helped clear the table and cleaned up. Jake headed to his lab, and the rest of the family moved to the sitting room. Emma asked Jeremy quietly, “Do you want to talk?”

      “No, no, I just want to sit here and try not to think about it.”

      Emma got a book from the side table and started to read. After a while, they heard a knock on the door. She looked around and said, “I’ll get it. You stay here.”

      She went to the door to retrieve the note from the courier and carried it unsealed to Jeremy. He opened it. “It says she would like us to go to the hotel at 4pm.”

      “We can do that,” said Emma.

      “I’ll arrange a carriage,” said Tim and excused himself. Patrick had gotten his toys and was playing on the floor, while Dora continued to entertain Lottie.

      Emma picked up a book to distract her mind until it was time to leave.

      Tim returned and said, “The carriage is arranged for 3:30.”

      “Thanks,” said Jeremy gratefully.

      “No problem,” he said and settled down on the floor to play cards with Patrick.

      The time came around quickly and they heard a knock on the door. Emma glanced at Jeremy and asked, “Ready?”

      He took a deep breath. “Yes.” He stood and offered her his hand, saying to Tim and Dora, “We’ll be on our way.”

      Dora grabbed his hand as he moved by her. “Jeremy, we’re here for you if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Dora,” he said sincerely, leaning down to kiss her cheek.

      In the foyer, they put on their jackets, opened the door, and found the carriage driver there waiting. “I have a pickup?” the driver said.

      Jeremy nodded and indicated, “That’s us. We need to go to the Palmer Hotel. On second thought, drop us two blocks from there.” He looked over at Emma and she nodded in agreement.

      “Yes, sir,” the driver said and waited for them to climb into the carriage. Emma stood on the box and Jeremy swung her in, entering behind her. He left them off as instructed; they paid him and walked the last two blocks to the hotel.

      They arrived there and took a moment outside. He couldn’t make himself go in. Emma asked tentatively, “Jeremy?” When he didn’t reply, she said, “Jeremy, we don’t have to go in. We can leave a note.”

      “No,” he said. “I need to see her.” He took her hand and they went in, making their way through the dramatic lobby, with glittering chandeliers and a painted ceiling. Emma had not been in this hotel before and was looking everywhere as she walked. Jeremy didn’t see the interior; he was focused on the task at hand.

      They approached the front desk and Jeremy said, “We’re looking for Abigail Lancaster. She should be expecting us.”

      The man at the desk was dressed smartly in a blue suit with a blue tie and a white shirt. He nodded and checked his cards. He looked up at Jeremy and asked, “Your name?”

      “Jeremy Tilden.”

      He smiled and said, “Yes, sir, Ms. Lancaster left word that she would like you to join her in her room. It’s room 4987.” He clicked to the bellman to show them the way. They followed him up the stairs and made their way to her door.

      The bellman knocked on the door briskly and a woman answered. She smiled at him and said, “Thank you.” He left and went back downstairs.

      All three stood very still until Emma realized where she had seen her. “It was you last night! You were dancing with Papa.” She looked closer. “The hair, Jeremy has your hair!”

      Abbey patted it and said with a nervous laugh, “Yes, with some highlights.” Emma noticed the gray threaded through it. She also noticed her eyes, the same shape, and color as Jeremey’s.

      “Won’t you both come in?” Abigail watched them enter and thought, I don’t get time alone with my son. I also have to have the girlfriend.

      Emma looked around; Abigail had a lovely large room with wood floors, plus a sitting room with couches and side chairs. “Sit, please,” Abigail said. “I’ve ordered some tea and pastries for us.”

      They sat and removed their hats. Jeremy placed them in a side chair next to him. They sat there for a few moments in silence before Abigail said, “Well, I guess I’ll start. What did Cole tell you about me?”

      Jeremy straightened. “Pops didn’t say much. He just said you were lovely and a great mom.”

      “He did?” She thought about that statement before she sat up abruptly and said, “He said nothing about my profession?”

      “No, not until this morning,” said Jeremy, not sure what more to say.

      The conversation was making her visibly uncomfortable. She changed the topic and asked, “Can we move to some pleasanter things. I’d like to hear about you.”

      “I’m twenty-two now, and I’m with Emma,” he answered.

      “How long have you been together?”

      “Four years,” he stated, reaching for her hand. Emma placed hers in his and squeezed. Abigail watched that movement.

      “Where do you work? What’s your profession?”

      “I work with Pops at Pinkerton as an investigator.”

      “Law enforcement, that’s nice. Must run in the family. You live on your own?”

      “We both live in Emma’s family boarding house,” he said, looking over at Emma.

      “Hmm,” Abbey said.

      Emma spoke up then. “We’d like to have you over for dinner sometime while you’re in town.”

      “That would be nice,” she said noncommittally. She still wasn’t sure about this young lady. She did notice Emma had looked around the room carefully as they sat down. Almost like she would if she were casing the place. That can’t be right. I must be mistaken.

      “Mom, may I call you that?” he asked tentatively.

      His question brought all of her interest back to him. Her eyes welled up. “I would love that.”

      “Mom, how long are you back for?” he asked with hope in his voice.

      “I’d figured to be here at least six months. I have something I’m working on that will take some time,” she said.

      That verbiage made Emma uneasy and she frowned, clearing her face before Abbey could see it.

      Jeremey asked a hard question. “Mom, I have to ask. Are you on the run from something or someone? We can help.”

      “No, that won’t be necessary. I’m okay. I won’t need any help,” she answered. Again, the way she said it gave Emma pause.

      Turning her eyes to Emma, she asked, “What do you do?” Implying that she didn’t do much.

      There isn’t anything friendly here for me, she thought.

      Jeremy started to talk, but Emma stopped him by giving his hand a slight squeeze. “Really, nothing much. I design lace patterns and work at the family bakery occasionally, things like that.” She didn’t want to share that she was also an investigator, especially at that moment. Her current case involved the diamond merchants and improving their security measures.

      Jeremy got the message and said, “My favorite is her strudel.”

      “Oh, I have that here,” Abigail indicated as she uncovered the pastry tray. She was happy she had gotten him something he liked.

      Jeremy and Emma smiled, recognizing the pastry. Emma said, “You got that from my family bakery.”

      “How do you know that?” she asked, puzzled.

      Emma explained, “The design is specific to us, how the pastry is folded.”

      “Oh, that’s interesting.” She didn’t think it was. The silly girl with no other ambitions, they were not going to get together at all. She must be like her mother, not like Ellis.

      They each took a piece of pastry to eat. Jeremy finished his, took a sip of tea, and said, “I’d like to hear more about where you were during our time apart.”

      She smiled graciously. “I think we’ll have time for that later. And I would like to be alone with you to discuss that.”

      Emma smiled genuinely and said, “I think that’s a wonderful idea. I’ll be busy for a while; that will give you both some time alone.”

      Abbey looked at her in surprise and said without thinking, “An important lace appointment perhaps or pastry emergency?”

      Emma heard the tone and understood it as being protective of Jeremy. She laughed and said, “Something like that.”

      Abigail gave her a considering look. She had thought Emma would be pushy and intrusive into her time with her son. Instead, she volunteered to be absent and allowed them time together. She looked at Jeremy and said, “Lunch in a few days?”

      “How about dinner instead?” he suggested.

      She countered with, “How about dinner out and then back here to talk.”

      Jeremy nodded his agreement.

      Emma watched them talk, glad they were making plans to meet again. He looked over at her and said, “Ready to go?”

      She nodded and they stood. Jeremy said, “Mom, I’ll see you in a few days. Would you like me to pick you up?”

      “Please, I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

      “I’ll be here at seven.”
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