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The room was cold and flickered with shadows.

	 

	Dirt floor, poorly framed wooden walls, smells of dying plants and mold. How had she gotten here? Ellie shivered and hugged herself. Her eyes wouldn’t stay open, but inside her lids or out, everything swam and shifted. Something tickled her consciousness, a memory. A good memory. Something had happened, something that gave her hope. She was supposed to be somewhere, or—or meet someone. Or…something.

	A steady drumbeat throbbed in her skull, making it hard to think. Or maybe it was the sickly-sweet smell. She knew that smell. It pulsed in her veins with a need stronger than anything. Stronger even than the thread of life reaching out from her womb.

	“Kūdikis,” she whispered through dry, cracked lips.

	A man loomed over her, dressed in a dark coat and trousers, and she recognized him as he caught her wrist. “Stay still and this will be over soon.”

	He held a syringe, and memory flooded back—he had grabbed her from behind. She’d struggled, then felt the stinging pinch in her neck, the sweet drug entering her veins, then blessed blackness.

	“No,” she whispered. Her heavy body wouldn’t move, and besides, where would she go? Tears burned her eyes and the life in her womb fluttered then stilled. “Kūdikis…baby…”

	 

	



	

Praise for Kerry Blaisdell

	“From the first moments that readers meet Allie—in the men’s room, stewing about unfair treatment at work—her tenacity, temperament, and life circumstances are palpably wrought. Her will-they-won’t-they rapport with Matt enlivens the already-dynamic story, and Blaisdell shows, through Allie’s story, that women can have it all: a successful career, romance, and a future of their own choosing.” ~ Publishers Weekly BookLife Prize

	 

	“Blaisdell is an incredibly gifted author and is now my favorite rom-com writer. The vivid imagery of the scenes colorfully brings them to life, making it feel like watching a Hollywood rom-com. Blaisdell effortlessly switches between introspection and drama, bringing out intricate emotions.” ~ Reader’s Favorite

	 

	“Ms. Blaisdell is a master storyteller...So many twists and turns will have you sitting on the edge of your seat!” ~ Still Moments Magazine 

	 

	“The supernatural mystery and suspense elements drive the fast-paced plot forward, combined with enough romance to add sentimental flair between the characters. Balanced with a sense of fun and quirky situations, Debriefing the Dead is excellently imaginative and hard to put down.” ~ Reader’s Favorite

	 

	“Fans of television shows like ‘Constantine’ or ‘Supernatural’ will absolutely love [Waking the Dead]… Hyacinth is phenomenal and develops so much in this book.” ~ InD’tale Magazine
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Dedication

	 

	For the Omicron Group: Joyce, Julie & Kevin. 

	Your faith in me and this book kept me going. 

	You’re the best!

	 

	 




 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE SWAN

	Frank Stuart Flint (1885–1960)

	 

	Under the lily shadow

	and the gold

	and the blue and mauve

	that the whin and the lilac

	pour down on the water,

	the fishes quiver.

	 

	Over the green cold leaves

	and the rippled silver

	and the tarnished copper

	of its neck and beak,

	toward the deep black water

	beneath the arches,

	the swan floats slowly.

	 

	Into the dark of the arch the swan floats

	and into the black depth of my sorrow

	it bears a white rose of flame.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter One 

	 

	Summer 1904 – Portland, Oregon

	 

	“TO PROTECT FAIR GUESTS – Many girls are lured to the city at times of expositions. The Traveler’s Aid committee is in a great measure preventing a repetition of the awful record of the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, when 693 girls left home and were never heard from again…” —The Morning Oregonian

	 

	The pretty girl with the blonde ringlets stood on the busy corner, glancing from side to side. She wasn’t quite his type, a little green, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. He shifted his weight and scanned the crowd: men, women, children, hurrying about their business in the fading light, rushing to make it home in time for supper. 

	The musk of horse dung and the salty tang of human sweat filled his nostrils, and he withdrew a handkerchief and held it over his nose. No one paid him any heed, and he wiped the perspiration from his brow before replacing the linen square in his breast pocket. 

	It had been smart to save his uniform all these months. The dark wool trousers scratched his raw skin mercilessly, and the matching coat and cap were heavy for this heat, but the air of respectability they provided outweighed any discomfort. His collar pressed into the open sores on his neck, and he tugged it aside, relishing the moment of relief as he refocused on the girl. The crowd swirled around her like smoke from the fires of Hell, making her appear and disappear, again and again. 

	God had revealed her to him, and she would be his. 

	The power and the lust and the rage throbbed in his loins, and he clenched his fists. He must not seek his release now under cover of his coat. He must expel his excess fluids not into his hand, but into the young, sweet vessels God provided him. The Gospel was absolute and unyielding: It was his duty to purify the unclean.

	The girl turned expectantly, as though someone had called her name, but then her face fell. She was in her late teens or perhaps just cresting twenty. Young, but not overly so. He had no truck with those who defiled children, the True Innocents. But this one, her full breasts mounded like the ripe, sweet fruit of Eden under the fine lawn of her blouse, she needed saving. 

	He caressed her with his eyes, admiring the cut of her jacket and skirt. Even her straw bonnet was well-made, the weave tight and uniform, its blue ribbon tied jauntily. It must have cost a pretty penny.

	He frowned. Could that be a complication? 

	The advantage to whores was that hardly anyone ever missed them, and their procurers, if they had one, could be bribed into silence or coerced into acceptance. But this girl was surely not alone in the world, however solitary she might be at this moment. If she went missing, would a brace of angry males—father, brothers, uncles, perhaps a sweetheart—seek retribution?

	He examined her again more critically, comparing her to the other ladies on the busy sidewalk. Her attire, while modish, seemed less sophisticated than that of her peers: more countrified, as though she were new to the city. Perhaps she had come to Portland seeking employment, like so many young women these days. Perhaps her family was far from here after all. 

	It was such a shame when one, or two, or…more…of these girls went missing. But not unexpected. The world was a dangerous place, seething with corruption and sin. 

	Fortunately, he was here to combat both.

	He stepped into the dusty street, heedless of the horses, wagons, automobiles and bicycles, the masses that surged and clawed and fought to swallow him.

	Yes. Their loss was such a shame. But not as shameful as wasting God’s gifts. For he had been filled—filled—with a purpose that he must share, to bring the Truth of the Word to all sinners, everywhere. God’s Word. God had chosen him, and through him, her.

	He reached the corner and climbed onto the wood sidewalk in front of her. Up close, her scent of lavender water wafted over him, and he saw she had rouged her cheeks and lips, altering the gifts bestowed upon her by God. The rage seethed, feeding his shameful lust. His duty was not enjoyment; his duty was purification and returning the little lost birds to their Heavenly nest.

	He swept off his hat and bowed. “Good afternoon, miss. I wonder if you might need some assistance?”

	She regarded him curiously, no doubt judging the poor condition of his leather boots, the simple cut of his cheaply-made uniform. But in the end, it was this which decided her: The authority of his profession prevented her shying away and demanded politeness.

	She smiled gratefully. “Oh, thank you! You are too kind!”

	“Not at all, my dear. Not at all…”

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	Saturday July 23

	 

	“WOMAN CRAZED BY INTENSE HEAT – Loses Her Reason While En Route to Jacksonville with Her Four Children – Her actions became so annoying that the conductor thought it unsafe for her to continue the journey alone. Her husband has been communicated with.” —The East Oregonian

	 

	Solace Grey sat back on her booted heels in the bone-dry dirt and admired her handiwork. She needed to water, and the quarter-height garden fence wanted painting. Perhaps Allen could do that when he returned from the library. But in all, a good day’s work. The little garden was now bursting with color and scent: upright fuchsias contrasted with low stonecrop; sweet alyssum lay at the feet of black-eyed-Susans; delphiniums, hostas, and foxgloves prepared to tower over their neighbors; and vinca and lobelia were poised to fall gracefully over the stone border she’d built yesterday. 

	To the left of the house lay the vegetable garden, planted by the previous tenants with neat rows of lettuce, cabbages, and peas, plus tomatoes in the center, and “sprawlies” like summer squash and pumpkins on the edges where they could roam to their hearts’ content. To these Solace had added beneficials, such as wild carrot to boost tomato fruiting, and dill and fennel to repel aphids, slugs, cabbage loopers, and squash bugs. But otherwise, a bit of weeding and pruning, and one would hardly know it had been neglected half the summer.

	Not so the flower beds, which after two days’ hard labor were barely domesticated.

	She glanced at the sky from under her straw bonnet. Whoever said it “always” rained in Oregon had never summered here. Nothing but relentless blue above, and an orange-hot sun hovering over the West Hills. Her poor plants would be dead tomorrow if she didn’t get back to work. But there wasn’t much she could do until the mulch arrived. Surely it should have come by now. Hadn’t Mr. Fisher said all deliveries were made by six on Saturdays?

	It must be well past that. Allen would be home soon, expecting to be fed, but cooking had quite slipped her mind. She’d have to improvise a cold supper and finish the garden tomorrow.

	A quiet footfall in the rutted lane behind her made her rise and turn sharply. A man loomed, closer than expected, and she stepped back. He was middle-aged and stocky, only a few inches taller than she, with brown hair and long mustaches. He wore a navy single-breasted wool coat, matching trousers, and a helmet, which he tipped deferentially. 

	“Deeply sorry, ma’am. Didn’t mean to frighten you.” 

	His ingratiating manner touched a nerve. Or perhaps it was the heat and irritation over the delayed delivery. She put on a polite smile, using her apron to scrub ineffectually at the dirt on her hands and forearms. “Think nothing of it. May I help you?”

	He glanced up the deserted block at the quiet houses, shuttered against the late afternoon sun, before meeting her gaze again. “Mrs. Grey, is it?”

	She also glanced around the empty lane. The mix of maples, oaks, and evergreens cast long, obscuring shadows. Even the neighbors’ children, who had earlier been playing bats noisily in the road, were long gone. “Forgive me. I don’t believe we have met. You are…?”

	He bowed, indicating the brass badge on his left breast, which she had previously missed. “Detective Jenkins, ma’am, of the Portland Police.”

	“Of course! I should have recognized the uniform. But…did you say you are a detective, not a patrolman?”

	“Yes. We are visiting the neighborhood as a service to our citizens. I believe you are new to Portland, and may not have heard of Joshua Creffield and his Holy Rollers?” 

	“I don’t think so…”

	“I thought not. He has committed a number of heinous crimes. You needn’t worry your pretty little self over what he’s done, but there is a statewide manhunt to locate him.”

	“I see,” Solace murmured. Pretty little self, indeed! “How long has he been missing?” 

	She had not meant it as a barb, but he flushed. “Not long. He and his second, a Major Brooks, left Corvallis—that’s south of here—three months ago after they were tarred and feathered. We believe Brooks died from his wounds, but Creffield could be anywhere.”

	He peered at the house’s foundation as though the fugitive might pop out from under it. Surely Creffield was not so brazen as to hide in Portland, with its large police force searching for him? Still, for once Solace was glad they had no cellar nor even a crawl space.

	As though reading her thoughts, the detective said, “Have you a shed, Mrs. Grey?”

	“Yes, but it is not big enough for a man to hide in. Only a few shelves, no floor space.”

	“Pity. I see you are an avid gardener.” 

	He stepped over the small fence and moved to inspect the side yard vegetable beds. “You’ve put weeds in the borders. Why?” Seeing her puzzled frown, he added, “I am from New York City and now have my first garden. I only wondered why you would plant them.”

	It seemed a strange topic given his stated errand, but perhaps he was being polite. “The wild carrot has beneficial effects, such as increasing production. The others are edible and repel pests, or in the case of the marigolds, attract bees, which aid in pollination.”

	“Ah. Did your husband teach you all that?”

	Dear God, was he fishing for information about Allen? He was a detective. And there were those incidents, first in Wichita, then later in Berkeley…

	But those had nothing to do with Allen. Merely coincidence. All cities were susceptible to the criminal element, and if she looked for patterns, she would find them. Jenkins was only being condescending. But either way, she must not act as if his words had affected her. 

	“My apologies, detective. I really must go in and make supper. Was there anything else?”

	He returned to her side. “Yes, since you mention cooking. Perhaps you have not heard the other news making headlines, about the packers’ strike in Chicago?”

	Was he a cop—or a newspaperman? “I’m afraid not. What has that to do with Portland?”

	“Most of our meat ships from the Midwest. If you have a large ice box, you may want to stock up before the butcher shops run out. I bought a whole side of beef last week, and they were already low.”

	Just then, a wagon creaked around the corner from Lownsdale Avenue. The driver spied her by the only tilled garden on the shabby, rundown lane and aimed the horse toward her.

	Detective Jenkins pursed his lips, then bowed. “I’ll be going now. I only wanted to warn you about Creffield. If you see anything unusual, report it immediately.”

	“Of course,” she said, but he had already moved down the block, away from the wagon.

	She unrolled her sleeves, soiling them further. She must look a sight. All day, sweat had trickled from under her hat, and she had wiped it away, never considering the smudges she made. Her low bun was nearly undone, and she couldn’t bear to think what state her blouse and brown wool work skirt were in. Detective Jenkins must be accustomed to seeing people at their worst. But here she stood, covered in dirt, about to receive her second caller of the day. Fortunately, Fisher’s delivery man was his elderly father, presumably with eyesight to match. 

	Except it wasn’t white-haired Mr. Fisher senior at the reins. The man driving looked to be only a little older than she, perhaps nearing thirty, with a shock of auburn hair under his wide-brimmed hat. The stubble on his jaw glinted red-gold in the sunset, giving him a fierce, bandit-like appearance, and he sat tall, gaze unwavering, like a man who knew what he wanted and took it.

	Solace untied her filthy apron and tossed it over the fence. She twitched her skirts into place and patted her hair for any loose pins. Then she stopped herself. What on earth was she doing? He had no business looking at her hair, and she had no business caring if he did.

	For shame! And you a married woman, whose loyal and loving husband will be home any minute, expecting his wife to care for him, as he cares for her.

	The devil on her shoulder protested the strict veracity of this, but she squelched it. 

	Married is married, no matter the circumstances. You chose this life and the man that goes with it, for better or for worse. Moved all the way to Portland to make it better, even!

	Still, acquiring a reputation as a slattern would help nothing. A policeman could hopefully hold his tongue, but deliverymen visited many houses, and gossip was good for business. The neighbors must already think them eccentric, but they couldn’t move again.

	If only Allen— 

	Well, if wishes were horses and all that.

	The wagon came to a groaning stop, and the driver stared down at her, his eyes a startling blue in his tanned face. Shouldn’t he greet her? Or was Portland still so untamed that its residents eschewed civilized manners? It certainly no longer resembled a frontier town, with its wagons, buggies, bicycles, and automobiles crowding the streets, its multi-storied buildings sprouting on both sides of the river, and electric light poles and telegraph wires on every corner. 

	But perhaps the residents’ attitudes lagged behind the sophistication of the city. If so, she might as well respond in kind. She stared boldly back, which only made her realize that he was too handsome by half, whereas she…was not. She had no illusions; she was neither classically beautiful nor commonly pretty. But looking one’s best led to being one’s best, and sadly, that ship had sailed hours ago. 

	At least the man’s frayed work clothes made her feel better. She lifted her chin at the wagon, which smelled strongly of Fisher’s Finest Mulch and Manure. “That my delivery?”

	“Depends.”

	“On what?”

	“Who you are, and if this is what you ordered.” His words, while abrupt, were spoken clearly, like an educated man, but with a slight accent she couldn’t place. Russian, perhaps?

	Without thinking, she blurted, “Where are you from?”

	He blinked, but only chewed his lip before answering. “Chicago. What’s it to you?”

	“No, not there.” 

	His jaw worked, but he couldn’t seem to form a response to her admittedly rude assertion. But then, he’d been rude first, and anyway, who needed a reputation as a polite, demure woman? Men valued intelligence and confidence, did they not? 

	In each other, not their women, whispered that little voice, but she ignored it. Despite its absurdity, Detective Jenkins’s claim that weak-minded females were too stupid for details only the Big Strong Men could know had stung. Men could be so—so—pigheaded!

	She tapped a finger against her lips. “You may have lived in Chicago, but you were not born there. Let me see. Somewhere in the Russian Empire? Or one of its neighbors?” 

	His gaze flicked to her mouth, and she dropped her hand. With sudden clarity, she saw how she must appear to him, covered in dirt, rudely discussing his parentage, and generally making a fool of herself. What would he say at his next stop? Or to Mr. Fisher? Their reputation, so recently re-knit, would unravel faster than a pair of Allen’s socks, and all this—moving north, renting this tiny cottage in wretchedly poor Goose Hollow, trying to make things better for Allen—would be for naught. All because she still could not suppress her true nature.

	See what you’ve done? the little voice prompted, and this time, she listened.

	“I’m very sorry,” she said quietly. “I am overtired. Forgive me. I placed an order for a wagonload of mulch, for Allen Grey. My husband.”

	“I see,” he said, expression unreadable. 

	She forced herself to stand tall. She might owe him the apology, but she would not cringe. If only he wouldn’t scrutinize her so, weighing her words, judging her, though she’d no doubt earned it. The heat rose in her cheeks, but she kept her mouth shut. For once.

	He glanced at the new plants in the garden, examined the border outside the fence, and finally, peered at the vegetables along the south side of the house. “I see,” he repeated, then cleared his throat. “Mrs. Grey, I’m from Fisher’s, and I believe this is the mulch you ordered.” 

	He knotted the reins and jumped from the bench. His heavy boots thunked in the lane, raising clouds of dust that further sullied her skirt. She coughed, waving her hands before her face, while he detached a shovel from its fasteners on the wagon’s side.

	“What are you doing?” she managed between gasps.

	He unhooked the wagon’s gate and nodded at the garden. “Spreading your mulch.”

	“But…” Heat burned her cheeks again. How to explain that she had paid only for delivery? That, with such a small advance on Allen’s salary to draw from, they could barely afford fertilizer, let alone the labor to spread it? Even the flowers were a luxury, but she’d been desperate for something to liven up the dismal yard. 

	Now this tall young man reflected her folly back at her. As Allen would say, Vegetables can be eaten, the seeds harvested for next year. But flowers? What good are they? 

	True, he said it without rancor and smiled indulgently when he found specimens drying all over the house or perfuming the insides of his books. But he was right all the same. They hadn’t the money for frivolous things, and wasn’t beauty the most frivolous of all?

	“I’m sorry,” she said again, hating that this was her second apology in as many minutes to this aggravatingly unflappable man. “I—we—please put the shovel away.” 

	The man ignored her. Instead, he expertly balanced a shovelful of mulch, brought it to her newly planted border, and let it slide gently into place around a purple pansy. His flannel shirt strained over his broad back, proving he could make short work of the task if she left him to it.

	With a sigh, she sped that happy thought on its way and planted herself firmly in his path as he turned back to the wagon. “Excuse me, Mister…?”

	He eyed her up and down. Then with a sigh of his own, he struck the shovel into the ground amid another cloud of dust and leaned on the handle. This time she managed not to flap like a goose, but her efforts only resulted in a loud and unladylike sneeze.

	“Į sveikatą. Bless you. The name’s Jacobs. Lucky Jacobs.”

	It was an effort, but she refused to be distracted by whatever language he’d spoken. From the challenge in his eyes, he’d done it apurpose to tempt her. 

	She said primly, “Very glad to meet you, Mr. Jacobs. If you please, you may back the wagon up over there by the side of the house and deposit the mulch. Then you may go home to your supper. I—we have paid for delivery, which you have provided. We”—thank Heaven, she’d remembered this time!—”are perfectly capable of mulching our own garden.”

	The sun was low, and Allen would return any minute. All else being equal, he wouldn’t notice the transformed garden. But if the wagon and its tall, muscled driver were here, surely even Allen would notice a disruption that obvious in his tidy, flowerless world.

	“Spreading is included in the delivery charge.” 

	The obdurate man moved to go around her, and she stepped quickly to block him again. “Mr. Jacobs, please! It’s past six. I would not wish to make you late in returning the wagon.”

	He gripped the shovel tighter. “Mrs. Grey—”

	“You may tell Mr. Fisher I am very appreciative, but I do not need my mulch spread for me.” There. If nothing else, her interruption had shocked him into silence. 

	He watched her a moment, then said, very deliberately, “Us.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“You meant to say, for us. We are appreciative, we don’t need my help for our garden.”

	Oh, for the love of… What deliveryman noticed pronouns? Weren’t they all like Mr. Fisher senior, who could barely see his customers, let alone hear them?

	“I—we—oh, blast it all to hell!” She clapped a hand to her mouth. What had she done?

	Mr. Jacobs’s brows shot up. “I must say, Mrs. Grey, I begin to wonder at this supposed spouse of yours, who allows his wife to use such language. Perhaps he is a figment of your imagination, or…” He became thoughtful. “Or he is real, but you have failed to tell him how you spend his money. Is that it? For shame, Mrs. Grey. A man deserves better in a wife.”

	~:~:~

	The moment he spoke the words, Lucky wished them back. The flash of hurt in Mrs. Grey’s eyes before she lowered them made him feel every inch the ass he was. 

	Hurt, and something else. Fear? Of him? Or her husband? 

	She obviously had not meant to swear, but he’d driven her to it. Blame the heat, or the long day, or that he’d been forced to work for Fisher’s at all. Six days a week for Jones Lumber Company barely covered his living expenses, even when the creeks and machinery were in top form. When they weren’t, and he had to take lower-wage jobs to make up some—but not all—his missed pay, it left him out of sorts. None of which was Mrs. Grey’s fault.

	Before he could apologize, she said softly, “My husband has given me leave to make our house into a home, whatever the cost. Lord knows, it needs it.”

	She spoke the truth. Like most of Goose Hollow, this lane consisted of small, cheap houses, haphazardly constructed on sad, untended lots to accommodate Portland’s population boom. It was nothing like the slums of Chicago, but for Portland, it was close. Mrs. Grey had done an admirable job remaking the overgrown, half-dead garden of this particular cottage into a thing of nascent beauty, its honeyed scents alluring and homey at the same time. 

	Yet here he was, figuratively if not actually trampling her hard work into the ground. Apologies were not his specialty, but he knew when one was owed. 

	“Forgive me, Mrs. Grey. I was out of line. I’ll spread this for you and be gone in no time. You won’t have to lift a finger and can get on with your womanly pursuits.” 

	There. That should restore her spirits. He waited, but her head still hung low, hiding her tears. Damn it, he’d have to do better. He didn’t have time for this. He—

	She lifted her head and a bolt of awareness shot through him. Far from being cowed, she’d found an inner fury. Hazel eyes blazed from her dirt-streaked face, her sweat-dark hair slipping from the prim confines of her straw bonnet. She jabbed a finger in the air, advancing on him, and he held the shovel sideways like a shield. 

	“You listen to me, Mr. Jacobs. Your job is to deliver for Mr. Fisher to his customers. If you would like to keep that job, and would prefer I not tell him how you insulted me, I suggest you take this shovel—” She wrenched it from his grasp and brandished it at him. “—and unload my mulch, quick as may be. Then you may leave my property and never return.” 

	She paused for breath, then froze, shovel aloft, staring wide-eyed over Lucky’s shoulder at something behind him. 

	“Solace?” said a man’s voice, but Lucky couldn’t drag his gaze from the woman before him. Her wrath had been so absolute, her color so high, but now she blanched and swayed. Instinctively, Lucky reached out, but she only lowered the shovel and steadied herself with it.

	“Allen.” 

	She met Lucky’s gaze again, pleading this time. But for what? Was her husband such a monster? A violent terror from whom she feared a beating?

	Lucky’s hands fisted and he turned, only to find a slight man with gray, tufted hair standing in the lane. His wrinkled coat hung open, vest buttons askew, and his trousers were dusty, as though he, too, had been working in the dirt, although he carried a stack of books.

	Lucky checked himself. Mrs. Grey did not seem precisely afraid. And yet…there was that flash of anguish in her clear eyes. 

	You’re a fool, Lucky, plain and simple.

	Mr. Grey moved to his wife’s side, set his books on the ground, and gently pried the shovel from her white-knuckled grip. “Solace, what is happening here?” He stared at the shovel as though he’d never seen one before, then leaned it against the wagon.

	“Nothing,” Mrs. Grey replied calmly. “I was just…” Her gaze traveled over the mulch-filled wagon, then to the garden, and finally landed on Lucky. Her expression soured, like he was a stinkbug she’d found in her kitchen. She took a deep breath. “Mr. Jacobs, allow me to present my husband. Allen, Mr. Jacobs is from Fisher’s. He has brought mulch for the garden.”

	Grey blinked and offered Lucky his hand, his grip surprisingly strong for one so thin. Up close, his hair showed brown amid the gray, and his pale eyes were framed with crow’s feet. He smelled of musty books, and Lucky put him north of fifty, decades older than his wife. 

	“Very glad to meet you, sir,” Grey said. 

	Lucky released his hand. “Pleasure’s mine. Mrs. Grey and I were just discussing whether I should spread the mulch for you, or whether you would prefer to do it yourself.”

	“Ah, yes, I see,” Grey said. “Are you one of the neighbors?”

	Lucky’s confusion must have been evident, but Mrs. Grey’s only reaction was a slight reddening of the cheeks. “No, my dear.” Taking her husband’s arm, she gently turned him toward the sign painted on the wagon, then gestured at the side garden. “He is from Fisher’s. He brought mulch for the vegetables.”

	Why had she drawn Grey’s attention away from the gay front borders to the more practical food garden? Mulch was a common commodity. Why fear her husband’s reaction to it? 

	Perhaps Lola Baldwin and her do-gooder crowd had gotten under Lucky’s skin. According to his landlady, those women could make anyone out as a “poor soul in need,” but especially females who were new to Portland and ignorant of its Big City dangers. Yet…what if Mrs. Grey’s danger lurked not outside her home but in it?

	“Of course, my dear,” Grey said, blinking at the wagon. “You know best.”

	He did not sound angry, and Lucky tried to relax. His instincts were off today, although Grey’s demeanor was strange. He now stared blankly at the tomato plants in the side yard, as though unsure what to do. Mrs. Grey retrieved his dropped books.

	“Did the library stay open late for you today? That was nice of Mrs. Ellesmere.”

	Grey took the proffered books. “Ah, yes. Yes, of course.” He smiled vaguely at Lucky and let himself through the gate, then paused. “Solace, I believe my…uniform…will need repairs before school starts. I noticed a tear in one of the cuffs when I…when…” 

	“When you last wore it? Of course. I will mend it.”

	He beamed at her and continued up the walk, and Lucky’s gut did another reversal. The man hardly seemed dangerous. But what of his hesitation when revealing how his “uniform” had been damaged? Was there an unpleasant history there between man and wife?

	Lucky gave himself a mental shake. Forget Grey. What the hell is the matter with me?

	Mrs. Grey watched her husband go inside the house, then faced Lucky, a determined set to her chin. Before she reiterated her claim of not needing his help—a lie if he’d ever heard one—he retrieved the shovel and stepped around her. “I’ll just spread this for you now, Mrs. Grey, and be out of your hair in no time. Fisher’s appreciates your business.”

	He set to work, moving the mulch carefully from the wagon to its new home, protecting the roots of her tender young flowers. All the while, her anxious indecision pulsed at his periphery, a physical thing, like a deer at the edge of a meadow. 

	At last she murmured, “Thank you. It’s very kind of…Fisher’s.”

	He heard the swish of her skirts as she followed her husband inside. The door closed with a muted clunk, and then Lucky was alone with a wagonload of mulch to spread in the two hours before nightfall. He risked a glance at the house but could see nothing through the lace curtains concealing the windows. 

	A damn fool, that’s for sure. 

	Still, perhaps Mrs. Baldwin or one of her cronies could look in on the Greys. Something about the business had got under his skin, and with a sense of foreboding, he knew he’d pick at it until it either went away or he rooted out the infection.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	Mrs. Aurora Greene Baldwin, known to her friends as Lola, saw the last of the Young Women’s Christian Association committee members to the door. Mrs. Jessie Honeyman had stayed after the general meeting to discuss matters dear to Lola’s heart: the plight of young women and girls everywhere, but especially here in Lola’s new “hometown” of Portland, and especially with the Lewis and Clark Exposition arriving next year.

	Not only to discuss, but to entice Lola to do something about the situation in advance. Many unchaperoned females would flood the Northwest in the coming months, seeking both employment and entertainment. If no safe, moral avenues were provided to them, they would follow unsafe and immoral ones. Therefore, the new Portland chapter of the YWCA-sponsored Traveler’s Aid Society, which Lola had immediately joined, now wished her to expand her role and supervise their “female-protective and vice-preventive” work for the fair.

	Mrs. Honeyman’s salary offer was generous, and Lola was flattered that Dr. Kate Waller Barrett, national head of the Florence Crittenton homes for “rescued prostitutes” and unwed mothers, for which Lola had been a staunch volunteer since she was a young woman living in Vermont, had facilitated their introduction. Though she had yet to meet Dr. Barrett in person, their paths had crossed remotely over the years, through letters and other means, and it was clear they had a shared vision of how best to help the country’s growing population of “rudderless” young females.

	But if Lola accepted the position, it would mean cutting back elsewhere, and how was she to do that? Still, the pull of such meaningful work was difficult to resist, and she continued to mull it over as she went to the kitchen to check the roast she had started for dinner.

	Her husband, LeGrand, found her at the oven and leaned over her shoulder, inhaling deeply. “Delicious!”

	Lola frowned and used a dish towel to push the pan back into the oven before shutting the door. “It’s underdone. This stove is not as reliable as our last one.”

	“Did I say I meant the roast?”

	She peered up at him over her spectacles. “After twenty years of marriage, I know very well what you meant. I also know that to keep you happy for the next twenty years, I must refrain from serving you raw meat.”

	LeGrand laughed and kissed her forehead, tucking back a strand of her dark hair that had escaped her top-knot. His own hair was beginning to gray, but the twinkle in his eye was that of the young man she’d married so long ago. In fact, he looked quite dashing in his tailored gray suit. Two sons and two decades together hadn’t dulled their mutual affection, and she found herself smoothing her brown wool skirt and ruffled blouse, trying to tidy herself up after a day’s hard work at home.

	He said, “Perhaps it isn’t the oven. Perhaps it’s that the cook was distracted and forgot to turn the oven on.”

	Lola stared at him, aghast. “Oh dear—did I do that?”

	“I’m afraid so. But I noticed it halfway through your meeting, so all is well. Dinner will be only a little delayed. How did it go, by the way? Will travelers to Portland be safely delivered, thanks to your efforts?”

	She grimaced. “Thank you. I don’t know what is wrong with me, forgetting something like that. But yes, the Aid Society business is moving along well. They wish me to become more involved and have made an offer that will more than make up for my leaving the bookkeeping position at the store.”

	“Charlton’s can find another bookkeeper, although I have enjoyed us working together. Will you accept?”

	“I need to think about it. But yes, I’m considering it.”

	“Good,” LeGrand said decisively, and Lola thought again how lucky she was to have married a man who shared her social welfare concerns. Not only shared them, but supported her efforts, even when it meant his dinner would be late.

	She lit the burner under a large pot of preheated water on the stove, then retrieved the butter and cream from the icebox, placing them on the worktable in the kitchen’s center. At the sink, she picked up her paring knife and one of the potatoes waiting in a bowl on the counter. 

	“LeGrand, I have been thinking. We are facing an uphill battle to draw attention to the plight of the friendless women and girls in Portland. General sentiment is that these poor females have brought their fates upon themselves, which is simply not true. Poverty is not their fault, and the men who seduce them…”

	She glanced up from peeling the potatoes to find him watching her indulgently. Proselytizing was one of her worst habits, and she knew it gave her the appearance and reputation of a stern and unyielding woman. But LeGrand didn’t need “converting,” and would no doubt appreciate her getting to the point more quickly.

	“Never mind. You know this, and that prison is not the solution, for once released, they must return to illegal activities in order to survive. Worse, if a baby results, and the mother later returns to jail, the child is left to fend for itself. Look at that poor girl we found yesterday.”

	LeGrand’s expression turned grim. He, like her, was most angered when innocent children suffered for the sins of their parents. “Have you found a place for her?”

	 “I think so. No one knows where her mother is, but most of the boarding houses can use extra hands in exchange for a room and meals. But that is merely responding to the symptoms of the issue. My idea is to fix its root cause—I intend to find gainful employment for every downtrodden female in Portland who is willing to work to turn her life around.”

	“Excellent. How?”

	Lola let out a breath and dropped the last of the peeled potatoes into the now-bubbling pot. He had not questioned her logic nor told her the plan would not work. Not that she had thought he would. But by asking for more details, he showed he believed she could do it, and his only curiosity was about how, not if.

	“In the months since we moved here, we have made important connections, many of whom are far wealthier than we are. Enough that they can afford hired help.”

	Another reason LeGrand was a good match for her was his quick understanding. “You are going to find the women positions as maids.”

	“Yes.”

	“What if they have no experience?”

	“I—or we, for I intend to enlist the help of the Florence Crittenton people—will train them. I am on their board; surely they will listen to me.”

	“And if the women have children or are expecting?”

	“We will provide childcare where we can.”

	“Excellent,” he repeated. He stepped around the worktable to meet her at the stove and took her hands in his. “I’ll look for your first candidate to arrive shortly.”

	“But… That is, I wasn’t hinting…”

	LeGrand grinned and kissed her. “We can afford it, too. And you need the help, especially if you become ‘more involved’ with the Aid Society. So it will benefit you, Portland, and me. I won’t have my dinners late all the time, when there is such a simple solution.”

	He squeezed her hands and went through the door to the dining room. Lola turned back to the potatoes and smiled. Of course it made sense that she test her hypothesis before asking Portland’s High Society matrons to take former prostitutes and opium users into their homes. But it truly had not been her intent to ask LeGrand to go all in with her plan in such a way.

	Yes, he was a remarkable man, and she was remarkably fortunate to have found him. Furthermore, their sons could begin helping more at the store. Why, Pierre was eighteen, Myron fifteen. They could increase their participation, and she could focus on cleansing the city.

	Now, if she could just get Portland’s mayor and police chief to comprehend the depth of the problems these women faced, and agree to send them to Lola instead of incarcerating them… 

	But that was a task for another day, and first, she had to get dinner on the table.

	~:~:~

	Chief Charles Hunt stood at the window of his office in the Portland Metropolitan Police Force building, surveying the busy corner of Oak and Second below. This was his hard-won kingdom, and he had the white hair to prove it.

	A year and a half into his second term and he had accomplished much. He’d committed to cleaning the city of gaming and other vices before next summer’s Lewis and Clark Exposition, even meeting with Mrs. Jessie Honeyman of the Traveler’s Aid Society and Mrs. Mary Stillwell of the Salvation Army, to hear their womanly theories on the matter. And he’d redesigned the official police badge from that god-awful seven-pointed star to something more simple and authoritative.

	But would he be remembered for any of that? No. He would go down in history as chief of the bumbling police force that couldn’t find one small, charismatic man whose penchant for living with two dozen women had gone from the merely immoral to the possibly deadly.

	Murdered girls—that happened elsewhere, not here. Only last month, a prostitute had been killed in Berkeley near the university. Perhaps it gave this Creffield the idea. Or perhaps he couldn’t find another way to rid himself of his extra wives. Odd how he’d started with the Salvation Army, converting reprobates to Christianity, then swung so far away, he’d had to create his own religion. If only the Stillwell woman could say where he was, Hunt would let her march anywhere she wanted and set up red-kettle collection sites all over Portland.

	At least Brooks, Creffield’s even more fanatical second, had gone for good after the pair were tarred and feathered in Corvallis last January. Wandered off into the woods and died, or was eaten by wild animals. Likely both. A few other male Holy Rollers had left the group, and many of the females had been returned to their families or committed to the Oregon Asylum on grounds that their minds were “unhinged by religious mania.” 

	But not Creffield. No, he couldn’t take a hint if it stabbed him in the eye. Before the tar cooled, he’d returned to his so-called Bride of Christ church and married one of his followers, then bolted again in March when the woman’s aunt, who he’d also tupped, swore out a warrant against him for adultery. At least that was a charge he could be arrested for. If they found him.

	Hunt clenched his fists behind his back, staring out at the city. Where are you, you rutting bastard? By God, I’ll arrest you if it’s the last thing I do in office.

	There was a tap on the open door behind him. He knew who it was, even before Detective Jenkins said “Sir?” in that obsequious tone Hunt loathed.

	“Come!” he barked without turning, then waited a full minute, stroking his trimmed mustache and continuing to stare out the glass before facing his visitor.

	Walter Jenkins stood ramrod straight in the center of the office, not a wrinkle on his pressed shirt, dark blue coat, or matching trousers. He’d been on the job a year, arriving with excellent references from the force in New York City, not to mention the “recommendation” of his wife’s wealthy family. But as everyone knew he’d not been hired solely on his merits, he overcompensated by promoting new-fangled detection techniques from back East, such as this so-called “fingerprinting” nonsense.

	Still, old money was difficult to ignore, and Hunt had ambitions of his own which Jenkins might assist with, if their mutually greased hands could stick together long enough. He sat behind the desk and gestured at the chair in front of it. However annoying Jenkins might be, he was a good detective, and it wasn’t his fault Creffield still eluded them.

	“Go on, sit. What’s kept you here so late on a Saturday? Don’t you have a pretty young wife at home?” 

	Jenkins tugged his collar with a gloved hand, a rare display of nerves which spiked Hunt’s temper again. 

	“Well, get on with it. I have my own wife waiting for me. What is it?”

	Jenkins glanced out the door, but while officers conducted the business of policing downstairs, the upper floors were empty this late in the day. He approached the desk, a glint in his eye, and Hunt understood his errand.

	“Sir, I wonder if we might discuss the extra duties I have been managing for you.”

	Hunt glared at him. “Want to stop, do you? I’m sure any other officer would be happy to take over for you. Or put Patrolman Peters on it. He’s an eager young pup.”

	Jenkins reddened. “I’m not dissatisfied with my responsibilities, sir. It’s just that we—anyone on the force—are too recognizable. The newspapers are threatening to report on our system of collecting the, er, business taxes.”

	Damn. Hunt sat back, considering. A cleaner, more moral Portland was necessary to attract visitors to the exposition next May, but he couldn’t fully shut down the bars and gaming halls. Their owners were too wealthy and influential. Yet public outrage would be high if the papers revealed his and Mayor Williams’s scheme of “taxing” the clubs to keep them open.

	Jenkins continued, “The last few times our men tried to collect, there were reporters waiting inside. The owners got spooked, and the officers had to leave. It’s only been a week or two, but…” 

	He shrugged expressively. Theirs was a dicey relationship, for Jenkins could expose Hunt if he wanted to. But Hunt could fire him first, making him appear merely a disgruntled former employee. Besides, Hunt needed every available man on the Creffield case. 

	“Fine. Get someone less visible. But don’t discuss it with anyone else in the department. Officers can’t blab what they don’t know. Is there anything else?”

	Jenkins coughed delicately. “Well, sir, I have been coordinating these services for a whole year, at great risk to my own reputation, and without extra pay.”

	“I’m a man of my word. You’ll get your promotion to captain. After we catch Creffield.”

	Jenkins looked thoughtful. “Of course he must be found and arrested, sir. But have you considered, what happens if we get him, and the killings…don’t stop?”

	Hunt beetled his brows at the detective. “Think it’s someone else, do you? Because you’re from the Big City and know better than we do here in little old Stumptown? He has no respect for females of any kind. It’s him; I feel it in my bones. Now go and find him for Christ’s sake, and when the killings stop, you’ll see I’m right.”

	Jenkins stood. Whatever assurance he’d wanted, he appeared to have gotten it. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Have a good night, sir.”

	“Go home,” Hunt said irritably. “Go work in that garden you’re always talking about. Clear your head. Or better yet, spend some time with your wife.” 

	He turned his chair around and gazed back out the window, sitting there long after the detective had left. 

	Jenkins was ambitious and tenacious. Just what Hunt needed—a man who would leave no stone unturned in the search for a religious fanatic who was not only living in sin with his dozens of followers, but now appeared to be murdering them.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Four

	 

	Sunday July 24

	 

	“AMERICA’S MEAT INDUSTRY WILL BE AT A STANDSTILL – The great sympathetic meat strike, involving 100,000 men, will effectually tie up the meat industry of the United States.” —The Sunday Oregonian

	 

	On Sunday, Lucky rose at dawn to go to confession. He hadn’t slept well, but today, especially, he felt the need for absolution. It was one thing to lust after a pretty barmaid or the buxom woman who cleaned the boarding house. It was quite another to feel those base instincts toward a properly married, intelligent woman who, even covered in dirt, set his blood on fire with her soft curves, snapping hazel eyes, and sweetly curling brown hair.

	Disgusted, he stared into the cloudy mirror above the dresser. “You’re a damn fool,” he said quietly, wary of disturbing his roommate, Samuel, snoring in the upper bunk. “A damned-to-hell idiot. Sweet hair, my ass.”

	A trip to the water closet, followed by a dry shave with a dull blade, restored his equanimity, until he dressed for church and found a tear in his “good” trousers. He set to work with a needle and thread, but even so, the money he’d earned yesterday would have to go for clothing. Besides a new Sunday suit, he needed another work shirt, heavier trousers, and thicker socks to cushion his boots. At least it was summer, and a winter coat could wait. 

	Still, at this rate, he’d never save enough for passage to the District of Alaska. That was the plan: a short stopover in Portland to replenish his cash, then north to join the gold rush or try his hand at fur trapping. A “stopover” that had lasted more than a year. Perhaps he’d lost the urge to wander and should settle here for good. And do what? Work for Jones Lumber the rest of his life? Or worse, Fisher’s?

	He took yesterday’s earnings from his coat and added them to the hollowed-out Bible he kept in his satchel. Not many would be fooled by that trick, but on first sight, it did resemble a well-read book with a hasp to hold it closed. Besides, most thieves would think him not worth robbing, if they dared approach him in the first place.

	Lucky was big, tall and broad-shouldered like his father had been, and hard labor six days a week kept his muscles strong. Many a pretty lass had said she felt safe on his arm, though some feared his bulk at first. But after he’d sweet-talked them, or furnished the liquor they desired, they warmed up. If not, he moved on. In contrast to his father, Lucky believed a woman who rejected his attentions still deserved his respect.

	Which made it all the more frustrating during the long, sleepless night that he couldn’t get Mrs. Grey out of his head. Was it her soft lips and wide eyes? The swell of her bosom under the sweat-damp shirtwaist? The sudden fire that lit her from within and made her glow? Or was it his unshakeable conviction that she needed his help, but because of that fire, she’d never admit it?
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