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To those displaced from their homeland, past and present; the women whose
stories are untold; and anyone who doesn’t fit neatly into a category.


Also for Lisa, my beloved and intrepid fellow buccaneer.
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Author’s Preface on Historical Authenticity, Complexity,
and the Messiness of the Human Condition


History is neither simple nor sanitized. It is layered, contradictory, and often uncomfortable. It doesn’t come to us prepackaged with modern sensibilities, nor does it unfold in ways that align neatly with contemporary values. In The Covert Buccaneer, I have sought to capture the realities of two distinct time periods with meticulous attention to primary sources, ensuring that the voices, conflicts, and social norms of each era are depicted with honesty rather than revisionist hindsight.


The diary passages in this novel reflect the actual language and evolving perspectives of a young person growing up in the 1860s — a time when prejudices were deeply ingrained, yet personal experiences had the power to challenge them. Teddy’s journey, like that of so many historical figures, is one of transformation. Erasing her initial biases would mean erasing her growth.


Similarly, the modern timeline embraces the duality of human nature — the push and pull between duty and desire, selflessness and exhaustion, idealism and pragmatism. Ellie is a woman riddled with self-doubt and juggling impossible demands; her struggles as a special needs mother and attorney are drawn from real, lived experiences. Her story is not meant to fit a simplistic narrative of martyrdom or effortless strength — it is meant to be real.


This novel is not here to comfort. It’s here to provoke, to ignite discussion, and to illuminate untold stories, past and present. The history of women — especially those who defied convention — has often been buried or diluted. I have chosen not to dilute this one.


I ask that you resist the temptation to yield to surface-level “hot takes” that might otherwise misinterpret the book’s complexity. Instead, I invite you to step into this world with an open heart and mind, not to judge but to embrace — or at least examine — its contradictions and to allow its characters the space to be flawed, courageous, misguided, incongruous, and transformative — just as real people are.


If you find yourself questioning Teddy and Ellie — at times irked by them, noticing their flaws and inconsistencies (and gossiping about them with friends) — I’ve done something right.


—S. Lucia Kanter St. Amour
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CHAPTER 1


ELLIE


January 10, 2019. San Francisco, California.


A quarter past three, and the fog swaggered in, taunted into a rematch by the Golden Gate’s bratty undertow. Although born and raised just outside Chicago, where she had stoically braved real winters, the wet, windy San Francisco fog chilled Ellie down to the bone.


Ellie pulled a pashmina around her shoulders and slid past her clunky desk to shut the drafty window. Turning back, she studied her client, Fernanda Salinas. They had just spent the past two hours in deposition in a conference room down the hall, facing down the attorney for Assurance Underwriters of California. Fernanda, a refugee from western Mexico, had been fired from her hotel housekeeping job after catching her hand in a fire door, which had been pushed open by a frazzled banquet manager.


Instead of filing a workers’ compensation report and covering the hospital bill for X-rays, surgery, and physical therapy, the hotel management had sent Fernanda her pink slip, firing her from the job and cutting off her meager income. The result was the eviction of Fernanda and her three children from their small, cockroach-infested apartment, as she’d struggled to pay her medical bills. No rent, no mercy.


When she had come to Elizabeth House, a women’s shelter in Oakland, for help, they had a waitlist for housing women with children, but an outreach worker had put Fernanda in touch with the San Francisco Immigrant Legal Defense Collaborative, where Ellie had started working just two months ago. The offices at 4 Embarcadero Center were a departure from the sleek marbled suites at Hutton & Fetterer, where she’d previously worked; here, the surfaces were firmly chipboard, but she had been buoyed by the work and felt a sense of worth. Now, she saw Fernanda’s face, eyes shining, tears trickling down her cheeks.


Moments earlier, the attorney for Assurance had paused the testimony and pulled Ellie aside with an offer. A settlement — today, if her client would sign now. Ellie had known exactly what that meant. They saw the same thing she did in the medical records. The damaged finger wasn’t healing well, and there was a real risk of amputation. They wanted to cut their losses and close the case before that certainty.


The case was worth much more. But she also knew Fernanda’s situation — no home, no income, no time left to wait.


“How long?” asked Fernanda. “How long for the money?”


“Oh,” said Ellie. “Well, there’ll be a bit of paperwork, but it’ll come through in a couple of weeks. They tend to want to tie these things up and close them off.”


Fernanda nodded.


“Yes, yes, I’ll sign; can I sign now?” Fernanda clasped her hands on the table, supporting her still-recovering right hand with her left.


Ellie’s stomach tightened. Fifteen grand was a fortune to Fernanda — but waiting a few months could mean twice that. Maybe more. Today’s offer was a pittance to Assurance; their reputation of denying and delaying claims, wringing people to the point of desperation, was legendary. Ellie had trained in a shark tank. If only Fernanda would let her circle a little longer.


Ellie hesitated. “Yes, we can draw up the paperwork today. But Fernanda … you’re sure? Just a few months more and —”


How could she put it to Fernanda? How could she persuade this woman to wait even a day longer in this horrendous situation?


“Escucha, Fernanda. Podría ser mejor esperar.”


Ellie used her Spanish skills with most clients who came through the door. It was a requirement of the job, as they assisted a continual flux of refugees like Fernanda who had traversed the Sonoran Desert to California, leaving behind homelands ravaged by drought and famine. But Ellie’s fluency was also a way to gain the confidence of her clients.


She explained that if Fernanda could wait just a few months, the Qualified Medical Evaluator’s report could double the settlement — if not more.


“Your treatment will be covered and your medical debt wiped clean with a settlement now or later anyway, but the difference of real money in your pocket, if you could wait, could be substantial,” she said.


Fernanda shook her head.


“No,” she said. “No more waiting. If this money is coming, I can look for an apartment and tell the social worker. I can bring my children home!”


“I get that,” said Ellie. “You’ve waited more than long enough. But I know there’s more money to be had. Look, I can squeeze another ten thousand from them, and you can still sign today. With your permission, I’d like to counteroffer at $30,000, let them negotiate me down to twenty-five thousand, and hold firm. Fernanda, this is what I do. They will make that deal. Do you trust me?”


Ellie watched the few seconds it took for her client’s fear to dissolve. Then, Fernanda leapt from her seat, rushed toward a startled Ellie, and threw her arms around her.


“I trust you! Yes. ¡Gracias — usted es un ángel! Thank you so much. You are saving my life!”


Ellie thought an “angel” should do more to level the playing field. Still, she patted Fernanda on the back and held her embrace for a few moments. She couldn’t imagine hugging any client at Hutton & Fetterer. There, things were strictly business, and any emotional outburst would have been frowned upon.


On the wall opposite, Ellie glimpsed the small watermark forming on the fiberboard drop-ceiling. Below the watermark, the hands of the dated analog clock ticked her deeper into the danger zone. Her heart thumped an all-too-familiar rhythm of anxiety. It would be touch and go to finish up with Fernanda and get to Nathan’s day care pick-up in the Presidio. Their policy of charging a dollar per minute late made every after-work drive a gauntlet of luck and breath-holding with the Columbus Avenue traffic lights. Plus, her older son, Luca, would be dropped off at their door in North Beach by his program bus.


So, Ellie quelled her frustration — not just at Fernanda’s gratitude but at the entire situation. At the paltry sum offered by an insurance carrier whose executives took home half a million dollars a year. At the possibility that Fernanda could be permanently disfigured by an accident that wasn’t her fault. And worst of all, at the fact that Fernanda’s three young children had been taken from her and placed in foster care — not because she was unfit but because she no longer had a home to bring them to. Ellie heard the echo of Fernanda’s frightened words, whispered during their first interview, an impression of her terminating employer in stilted English:


“You’re an illegal; you don’t have any rights; just be glad we don’t report you to ICE.”


As Ellie detached from Fernanda’s embrace, she wanted to say, “I know it’s hard. You’re going to be okay. Here is chocolate and two million dollars.”


Instead she said, “Let’s get that deal done and sign the paperwork.” She smiled. “And you can call your social worker with the news.”


Fernanda wiped her tears and smoothed down her shirt. She straightened up and moved toward the door with a new air of dignity.


Ellie had lost count of how often she wished the deck weren’t so stacked against women like Fernanda. Taking a breath, she pulled open the door and guided her client down the corridor. A small battle won.
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Ellie peeled out of the parking garage onto Drumm Street. Traffic was the first chance all day for her mind to wander. As she braked her way down the street, she heard the telltale clang of a cable car on California Street just a couple of blocks away.


The Workers’ Rights unit of the ILDC was not where Ellie had pictured she would be at this point in her legal career. Up until nine months ago, she’d been a rising star at the prestigious, global law firm Hutton & Fetterer on Market Street. Their multi-floored offices, with pristine marbled lobbies, walls of windows overlooking the bay, and copious staff, were a palace compared to the offices she clocked in and out of each day now.


She had tumbled far from the sleek art-bedecked conference rooms and the de rigueur Jura Giga espresso machines producing delicate crema for discerning Fortune 100 clients. Prefer a fresh and frothy matcha latte? An invisible minion would make it so.


She had been the senior associate in her department when Luca — just eighteen months old at the time — was diagnosed with several disabling conditions. She was on family leave after the birth of her younger son, Nathan, when the news came. His diagnoses, while not shocking to Ellie — she had suspected that Luca was not reaching his milestones despite family protestations that he was “just slow to start” and that she was being an overly worried “new mom” — had launched her into an aggressive early intervention regimen.


Within a month, Ellie found herself managing a team of fourteen professionals to assist him, as well as securing him a spot in a sought-after research study at the MIND Institute at the University of California’s Davis Medical Center in Sacramento. While she knew she was doing the absolute best for her son, she worried constantly, barely ate, and slept so little that she had begun having hypnagogic hallucinations.


With two children under the age of two at home, Ellie had been forced to request a little extra leave time from the firm to line up reinforced childcare so that she could return to her job properly — knowing things were taken care of domestically. The firm did not take kindly to the request. HR informed her in a cold, formal email that she would receive three days additional leave, but beyond that, it “might be in [her] interest to consider all long-term options.” Post two maternity leaves, Ellie read between the lines: if she needed more time off, it meant she couldn’t do the job. And there were plenty of other willing, childless employees ready to fill her seat at the table.


Exhausted from her situation, Ellie had been too tired to get angry. She didn’t have the strength for a rebuttal — to point out her stellar performance or her enviable and well-regarded client relationships. Nor did she write back to HR to remind them that she’d taken less leave than any other woman at the firm who had had a baby. Not that there were many of them.


Ellie drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, spotting a mom in designer athleisure bounce along the sidewalk, all toned limbs and post-Caribbean glow. Must be nice. Ellie couldn’t help but wonder how some women made it look so easy.


Bouncy Mom reminded Ellie of the paralegal who had gotten pregnant and never returned to the firm. They had the same swishing blond hair, tied high in a ponytail. Ellie recalled the paralegal’s baby shower, held a few weeks after Luca’s first birthday, where one of the partners, munching on a slice of pink buttercream-frosted cake, said, “This is the last of the pregnant women, right? There won’t be anymore?”


Everyone had laughed. Ellie had forced a tight-lipped smile while she’d felt the color drain from her face. She wasn’t sure if it was the hormones now surging through her body (she was only nine weeks pregnant with Nathan) or the dread of revealing her impending news. She hadn’t intended to get pregnant again so quickly, but there they were.


Looming motherhood was often a point of chitchat in the office, always with an acerbic edge. Ellie had served on an interview panel with two male partners for a prospective associate — an assured, well-qualified young woman. The candidate had nailed the interview — confident, sharp, exactly what the firm needed. Ellie was about to say so when —


“Did you see that engagement ring?”


“Sure did. So, she’ll get married, then get pregnant, then want maternity leave, then come back part time, then get pregnant again …” The two men shrugged.


How illuminating. Who needed a life coach when these oracles could chart your entire life trajectory between the conference room and the elevator?


The woman didn’t get the job.


Snapping out of her reverie, Ellie found that she was turning from Lombard Street onto Presidio Parkway. She checked the clock. Nine minutes late. She jumped out of her Odyssey, doing her best to mask her bedraggled state, and met the day care worker at the door, who was holding Nathan’s hand.


“Hi there!” Ellie smiled.


The caregiver sighed at Ellie, let go of Nathan’s hand, and gently pushed him toward her. Nathan reached up and cheerily cried, “Mama!” as he proudly held out a card of construction paper decorated with glitter.


Oh, it warmed her heart to see her squishy, squeezy little guy! She picked up Nathan and planted two juicy Italian mamma kisses on his sparkled chubby cheek.


“See you tomorrow,” she sang to the caregiver, but the door was already closed.


Ellie buckled Nathan into his car seat, ruffled his tousled hair (was that dried glue?), and hopped back into the driver’s seat to push out into traffic. By the time she turned onto Greenwich Street, her apartment building — perched at the foot of Coit Tower — came into view. Luca’s school bus was already there.


Anika Owens, Ellie’s neighbor, best friend, and general guardian angel, had come to Ellie’s rescue once again and was holding out her hand for Luca’s. Her fiery five-year-old daughter, Leila, wiggled beside her, while her more cautious four-year-old son, Milo, held her other hand. Ellie waved, parked, and freed Nathan from his seat. She smiled with relief as she approached her friend.


“What are you in for this month in late fees?” Anika asked, knowingly.


“Thirty-four bucks,” said Ellie.


“Ouch!” said Anika.


Ellie shrugged. “And the year is young!”


They scrambled up the stairs of the five-unit building, where, to Ellie’s enormous relief, Anika said she had started dinner and headed straight to her apartment. Ellie exhaled for what felt like the first time in days.


In Anika’s apartment, Ellie watched the four children scatter across the play area, marked out by colored mats on the floor. Luca climbed into his favorite spot: a velvet eggplant-colored worn armchair that overlooked the street. He wordlessly settled into his usual position, leaning back to gaze giddily at the ceiling fan.


Leila and Milo unburdened the sofa of its cushions and throw blankets and began constructing a “secret” fort. Nathan, wiped out from day care misadventures, lay on the mat and sleepily steered Milo’s Thomas the Tank Engine caravan along a wooden track while quietly narrating a conversation between the engines. When his route encountered a blockage in the form of the family’s seventy-five-pound black Labrador, Bravo, who was splayed across the tracks, he simply repurposed the dog into a hill that the intrepid engines capably climbed. The gentle hill snored but didn’t budge, well accustomed to little hands.


Anika handed Ellie a glass of freshly uncorked Pinot Noir before returning to the kitchen to stir a steaming pot.


“Well, dear, how was your day?” she asked ironically. It was a long-running bit of theater between them, this golden time they’d formed over the years, when Anika would treat Ellie like her returning husband before Anika’s real husband, Ben, did come home from work.


Ellie chuckled at her friend’s rendering of domestic bliss and felt the cortisol drain from her body as she sat down on a counter stool and took a sip of Anika’s favorite red wine, tasting notes of dark cherry with a whisper of vanilla.


“Chaotic!” said Ellie, her voice raised over the din of the playing children.


Toeing her ballet flats off and letting them drop to the floor, Ellie tucked one leg up under the other. This was her favorite part of the day. By far. And since her divorce was finalized just five months ago, it would be the only time she spent with another adult for the rest of the evening.


“So, just another day that ends in y, then?” Anika said, pouring milk into a sippy cup while stirring a bubbling puttanesca sauce — Ellie’s recipe, actually. Even when Ellie didn’t come to Anika’s, she always cooked fresh, no matter how tired she was. If she couldn’t control much else, at least her boys would grow up with the smell of their mother’s sauce marinating in their DNA.


Anika stepped away from the stove and handed Nathan the sippy cup. She knew he’d be tired after his day and the milk would comfort him. Ellie loved how they could mother each other’s children and often secretly wished they could set up a combined household where they could raise their kids together.


Through the kitchen window, the tower glowed warmly in the winter’s early nightfall, snuggled in a blanket of fog as the last of the day’s tourists descended the stone steps. Ellie’s eyes fell back to Anika, and she watched as her best friend moved gracefully about the kitchen again, hands reaching out to close cupboard doors, folding a dish towel, and removing plates from a high shelf for dinner.


“What time will Ben be home?” asked Ellie loudly over the white noise of the exhaust fan.


“Oh, your guess is as good as mine,” said Anika with an artificial casualness, her back to Ellie. “It used to always be six, like clockwork. But these days it could be seven, eight p.m. Nine, if he goes to the gym.”


Ellie frowned. Ben, originally from London, was, in her opinion, a strange match for her deeply spiritual friend. While Anika had a daily morning chanting routine and practiced Buddhism, Ben was self-absorbed and materialistic; he had two favorite subjects: himself and money.


Their apartment had Sashiko-stitched floor cushions, trailing plants, and a candle always burning — out of reach of the children. Ben, however, had little interest in domestic life. A cupboard door still clung on by one hinge in the kitchen (he’d promised Anika he would fix it months ago), and the three-foot-tall weeds in their private garden had become an eyesore. He had much more interest in his Ted Baker suits and BMW M5 than he had, it seemed to Ellie, in his wife and children.


As a C-suite executive for a robotic toy company based in the city of his birth, he seemed to be finding reasons lately to travel there more and more often. While Anika barely complained, the days were too long with two young children to be alone with her thoughts in the apartment all day. It was unfair, thought Ellie, and she couldn’t help but hold it against Ben. As parents, both members of the couple were grieving, but one of those parents had unchecked freedom and seemed to be taking great advantage of that fact.


Anika carried two plates of pasta over to the counter and handed one to Ellie before perching beside her.


“We’ll eat and then I’ll feed the herd,” she said, blowing the steam off her plate. “It’s too hot for little mouths anyway.”


Ellie tasted the sauce and swallowed a mouthful quickly; the food was piping, but the aroma rising from the plate was too inviting to wait. Ellie loved these cozy evenings spent wrapped up in friendship after a hectic day. She felt, fleetingly, like a teenager again, lolling about and laughing with a school friend, long before the reality of life as a professional and mom had come to bear.


“Anything planned for the weekend?” asked Anika, taking a sip of her own wine.


Ellie shrugged. Typically, she and the kids would climb the steps to Coit Tower, chat with some tourists, wander the rotunda with its floor-to-ceiling New Deal–era murals, where the bustling artwork was their private I-spy game canvas — always noticing some new detail, and Ellie would hoist the boys up to the viewfinders to marvel at the panorama. It checked all the right boxes: no cost, exercise, fresh air, socialization, and entertainment.


“Oh, you know, the classics — laundry, hunting down the smell of decay in the fridge, and rappelling down the Transamerica Pyramid.”


“Joe taking the boys this weekend?” asked Anika.


“For a few hours on Saturday,” said Ellie flatly.


This was their custody arrangement after long and often difficult conversations. Ellie had come to accept that Joe was unable to cope with Luca’s additional needs, and Nathan was still very much attached to her.


“He’ll have them in the evenings, when I start supervising the law students,” Ellie continued. “Which reminds me, I’ve got some prep to do. I guess that’s how I’ll be spending my weekend!”


As part of her new role at the ILDC, Ellie had agreed to periodic after-hours mentoring at their Workers’ Rights Clinic, a partnership with the two nearby University of California law schools at San Francisco Civic Center and the Berkeley campus. She would, alongside other lawyers, oversee the free public clinic where law students enrolled for course credit and advised clients seeking help with work-related legal problems.


“You know, you really should get on the apps,” urged Anika.


“Oh, the apps,” said Ellie, throwing her eyes to the nine-foot ceiling, a coveted feature of old North Beach architecture. “Not this again!”


“Yes, the apps, Captain Fabulous! It’s what all the it girls are doing! You’re still young and a smoke show, Elle Belle!”


“How do you even know about ‘the apps’?” teased Ellie. “You’re married!”


“I decline to answer on the grounds it may incriminate me. Don’t worry about it. I know things.”


Ellie seriously doubted that she was a “smoke show” or that any sane adult would be romantically drawn to a thirty-seven-year-old mother of two kids, one with severe special needs. She suspected it was Anika’s way of considering her own options out loud without acting on them.


“I’ll do that,” agreed Ellie, sarcastically. “I’ll squeeze it in, in between let’s see … solving global warming, performing legal miracles, dodging fundraising emails from day care, Luca’s neurology appointments, Costco runs, baking apology brownies for Luca’s bus driver, and —”


“Leila! Off! Bravo is not a pony!”


Bravo, who had awoken from his slumber, was now staggering under the five-year-old’s weight. Leila dismounted and looked sheepish. Ellie was glad for the kind of friendship she and Anika had where they could yell at each other’s kids.


“You know what your problem is?” Anika pressed on, undeterred. “You’re undersexed. You need a night — or ten — with a man who knows his way around a woman and will feed you cake while you wear nothing but the shirt he has liberated from his glistening, chiseled torso.”


“You’re so right, my shameless bestie,” Ellie deadpanned. “But honestly? I’d settle for twenty minutes at a day spa and a man with that come-hither look that says, ‘Hi there. I’m Nick, and I’ll be doing your hot stone foot massage.’”


“A cent’anni!”


They clinked glasses and laughed. A golden moment of satisfied silence stretched between them — until a tug-of-war broke out between Nathan and Leila, with Leila on the losing end of a robotic, voice-controlled dinosaur. One perk of Ben’s job was the regular stream of prototype toys for the kids to beta test, which kept him looking very slick in their eyes.


Ellie suspected Leila was annoyed at being admonished for fashioning Bravo as her trusty steed and was taking it out on sweet little Nathan.


“He won’t give it back, Mom!” cried Leila.


“Just give it to him, Leila!” said Anika firmly. “You can play with it anytime!”


“It’s mine!” wailed Leila, with a stomp of her foot.


She yanked the toy from Nathan’s hands, twisting his fingers in the process.


He started to shriek.


“Leila!” scolded Anika.


She set her glass down and walked over to the children. She crouched down and held out the dinosaur to Nathan.


“Nathan, you can borrow this from Leila, okay?”


Nathan reached for the toy and nodded, his lower lip trembling.


“Leila,” Anika said, placing her hand firmly on her daughter’s arm, “we don’t pull like that. You hurt Nathan, okay? Now, you choose a different toy, and when Nathan goes home, you can have the dinosaur then.”


Leila turned away in a huff, scampered to the armchair beside Luca, and buried her head under a cushion. Luca, ever mute, didn’t turn his eyes away from the ceiling fan.


“Not fair!” Leila whined.


It was Anika’s turn to throw her eyes upward as she rejoined Ellie at the counter.


“And so, the siege commences,” she said.


“Yup,” said Ellie. “We ride at dawn.”


They managed a few more bites of pasta, and Leila’s muffled cries faded as she grew bored with her own foul mood. They watched as she rejoined Milo and plopped down, forcibly frowning, arms folded defiantly on an upturned cushion.


“You could really do with Ben being back before bedtime, right?” nudged Ellie.


Anika looked at her plate listlessly.


“I want him to come home all day. But when he does, he’s grumpy and tired and doesn’t want to play with the kids and it’s just … tense. It’s easier for me to do it all myself.”


“Because that’s fair,” deadpanned Ellie.


“Welcome to the glories of motherhood,” said Anika with the feigned cheer of a greeter at a family theme park. “I can’t believe I’m using the word adulting, but here we are.”


“I’m worried about you.” Ellie dropped her voice, looking directly at her friend now. “It’s coming up to a year. I know it’s … looming.”


Anika’s eyes became glassy.


“I just feel worse,” she murmured as tears tripped from her lower lids onto her cheeks. “They say it gets easier with time, but I think I actually feel worse.”


Ellie nodded. “I know.” She placed her hand on Anika’s leg, feeling helpless to meaningfully salve her friend’s hurting heart. Anika’s joggers showed stains of domesticity — splattered oil, a smear of puttanesca sauce, and … something … else from earlier in the day. Her painter’s-palette tableau was a far cry from Ben’s always crisp and breezy GQ-ready appearance.


“I know it’s his way of coping,” said Anika. She was practiced at explaining and excusing Ben. “Avoidance. I mean, I know what’s going on. But it’s hard to live through it.”


As a licensed therapist, Anika understood the complexity of messy emotions better than most, but she had not been able to bring herself to return to her job at the International School just yet — much to Ben’s disappointment. While Ellie often thought that she needed to get out of the house more and put her profession to use, she could see why Anika couldn’t face going back to tackling other people’s problems just yet.


Ellie wanted to shake Ben. Clearly, he was finding more ways to stay away from home. Anika had confided in her a little while ago her suspicions that Ben was seeing another woman in London after she’d found a dinner receipt from a romantic bistro in a jacket pocket. When she noticed the date, she recalled that he had told her he’d ordered takeout to his hotel room that night. She remembered the date so clearly because it was her birthday. Who had been out to an intimate dinner with Ben on his wife’s birthday, thousands of miles from home?


Because it was weeks after the fact, she felt she couldn’t confront him, but Ellie thought that Anika’s suspicions were spot on. It made her dislike the man even more. She could very well imagine him at dinner with a shiny, stylish, stain-free woman, ordering the best wine on the menu, bragging about how he always traveled business class because he couldn’t “deal with economy.”


From behind the sofa came the buzzing of Ellie’s phone in her bag. She ignored it, annoyed. She was used to her phone going off in the evening — no one thought anything of calling her at all hours of every day at Hutton & Fetterer — but she hadn’t yet received an after-hours call from the ILDC, and she wasn’t keen to start up that trend again.


Dinnertime was sacred, and she hadn’t even taken three sips of her wine.


The buzzing stopped momentarily before starting again.


“Darn it.” Ellie reluctantly set down her fork.


She pulled her phone from her bag. Dad. Calling from Chicago.


“Dad?” Her father, Stanley Benvenuto, very aware of her busy schedule with either clients or children, usually sent a text first to arrange a phone conversation. Something was up.


“Ellie,” said her father, and Ellie could hear the panic in his voice. “I’ve been trying to reach you! It’s Nonno. He’s taken a turn. The hospital called. Can you get over there?”


“Oh my gosh!” cried Ellie, her cortisol surging again. “Oh, Dad! I didn’t see my phone. I was having dinner. I’ll go straight there! Is he in pain?”


“I don’t know. I think it’s worse than that. I think …”


Ellie heard her father’s voice break.


“It’s not looking good.”


She could hear the tears stuck in his throat.


Ellie stood, staring out the window at the lights illuminating Coit Tower. Tears now filled her eyes too. In the rush home from day care, she hadn’t even thought to check her phone. The evenings were such a circus.


Enzo, her grandfather, had, up until last year, shared his home with Ellie’s grandmother, Genevieve, where they’d lived in Berkeley for the past fifty-plus years. When Genevieve passed away from cancer, a short, shocking illness in the end, Enzo began to decline. He was lost without his beloved wife, and Ellie had helped her father arrange for a home caregiver, a quiet and capable woman named Thais who was the oldest of eight siblings and had migrated from Brazil. Last week Thais had taken him to the hospital with breathing difficulties. Ellie had just visited him on Sunday, and while he’d been weak, his spirits were good.


Ellie ended the call, threw her phone into her bag, and rushed to put on her shoes.


“Anika. It’s my nonno, I have to go. Would you mind?” Ellie waved at the children.


“I’ve got this,” said Anika, resting her own fork on her plate and standing up. “Go!”


“Thank you!” She rushed over to plant a kiss on Luca’s and Nathan’s heads. “Mommy’ll be back soon. You stay here and play. Ani will give you dinner, ’kay?” She pivoted quickly to avoid meeting Nathan’s confused little face.


Grabbing her car keys, Ellie rushed out the door and sprinted down the stairs. Her heart drummed in her chest as she jumped into the Odyssey and started the engine.


She turned right onto Stockton Street, calculating the fastest route to the Bay Bridge. She pressed her eyelids hard, forcing back tears. The feeling in her stomach swirled and churned as she drove, and she tried to ignore what her premonition was telling her.


Nonno couldn’t be gone already, could he? She couldn’t lose him like this — not without a goodbye.
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CHAPTER 2


ELLIE


January 11, 2019. Berkeley, California.


Ellie drove past the stately Claremont Hotel, the historic wedding cake sentinel that did double duty as an iconic resort and southeast gateway to the UC Berkeley (referred to as simply “Cal”) campus. Lit gloriously against the inky January evening and shadowy foliage, it was a welcoming foray to Piedmont Avenue, which was lined with many elegant (and some tired) sorority and fraternity houses. Campus was quiet, with many students still returning from holidays before the winter school term began. There was little rhyme to the architecture of the mansion houses constructed originally as manor homes for their previous wealthy owners, now housing the brightest and best students from all over the world in shared conclaves.


They passed a student in a Golden Bears Cal hoodie, having just stepped off the AC Transit bus outside the International House at the intersection of Bancroft and Piedmont, her large roller suitcase standing, handle to the sky on the sidewalk. Ellie thought how her whole life was ahead of her and suppressed an impulse to lower the window and shout to her, “Stay free!”


Usually, when Ellie drove these streets, a serenity washed over her, for it was here that she had spent some of her happiest days—without realizing it at the time. She still heard her grandfather’s gruff voice in her head, habitually addressing her by her full name—Georgina Ellis Benvenuto, buck up and show them what you’re made of!


It was on the north side of Berkeley and campus that she had lived with Enzo and Genevieve, and where she and her father Stanley, now beside her in the front passenger seat, had grown up. But today, there was no calm to be had. Today, her stomach swirled in a charcoal pit of sorrow


She’d reached Alta Bates hospital yesterday evening, sped through the green corridors past the nurse’s station toward Enzo’s room only to feel an urgent, grabbing hand pulling her back.


She’d wriggled, spinning to face the Filipina nurse. “I’m Ellie Benvenuto,” she cried. “I need to see my grandfather, Enzo …” Her voice faltered. As she looked at the nurse’s face, she already knew. She was too late.


“Ms. Benvenuto,” said the nurse quietly.


Ellie dropped her eyes, focusing on the nurse’s name tag: Marisol.


“I’m sorry, Ms. Benvenuto. He’s gone. I can tell you … he went peacefully.” Marisol’s voice had the compassionate cadence of someone practiced in doling out bad news to loved ones.


Ellie stared blankly at her for a moment, while Marisol took a step back and gently dropped Ellie’s arm.


“He’s … gone?” said Ellie, her voice a whisper.


Marisol nodded.


“I’m very sorry,” she said. “Let me come in with you. He went just a short time ago. We were with him, Ms. Benvenuto. He wasn’t alone.”


How long was a short time? Ten minutes? Half an hour? Ellie had raced here as fast as she could, cursing the cement truck and closed lane that held her up on the Bay Bridge, swollen with rush-hour traffic.


In shock, Ellie allowed Marisol to bring her into the room where Enzo lay, a white sheet pulled over his head. When the nurse carefully folded it down, it looked as though he were just sleeping. He even seemed to be … smiling. Ellie reached for his hand, but already the warmth had begun to cool. It was then that she broke down.


When she’d recovered somewhat, Marisol left her to sit with Enzo, and Ellie took out her phone to call her father. Three missed calls. Dang it! She hadn’t paired her phone with the Honda she’d bought after she and Joe divorced because she wasn’t a fan of phone distractions, hands-free or otherwise, while responsible for two young lives in the back seat. Ellie rebuked herself now; if she’d done so, she would have gotten Stanley’s earlier calls and made it in time to be there for Enzo, who’d always been there for her. She tapped the icon on her phone to call her father back.


“Dad,” choked Ellie, through her tears.


“I know,” he said, his voice also cracking. “I know. They called me.”


For the next hour, while Ellie sat beside her beloved grandfather’s still body, she thought about how she had never quite felt so alone. Now, Enzo and Genevieve were both gone. They’d been so much more than figureheads, as she had spent her formative college years living with them in their small three-bedroom house on Le Conte Avenue. They’d been protective and encouraging, always so proud of her, sizing up her college boyfriends and putting up with her moodiness while studying for the law school entrance exam. When they had needed more care as they grew older, she had been there — closer to them than to her own parents, who lived in Chicago.


Her father, who had been checking flights as they spoke, wouldn’t land until the next day, Friday. She’d typed a short, to-the-point email to her brother Leo, who was an environmental engineer working on projects all across sub-Saharan Africa and was notoriously difficult to contact. Joe would be understanding through this and look after the boys when she needed, but that shared intimacy of being there for her was long gone.


She called Anika.


“I’m so sorry,” said Anika, while Milo called in the background. “What a blow. My heart hurts for you, Elle. I know what he meant to you.”


By the time she got back from the hospital, the children were zonked out on the sofa in Anika’s apartment, and together they lifted the boys over to Ellie’s and put them straight into bed, peeling off their clothes and finding pajamas without switching the lights on. Ben had been in the shower, and Ellie was relieved she didn’t have to make conversation about what had just happened. In her living room, Anika embraced her tightly.


“Thank you,” said Ellie. “Thank you for everything.”


“Try to get some rest,” said Anika. “I put a bowl of puttanesca in your fridge. I know you won’t feel like eating, but it’s there and it will keep a couple of days.”


Ellie smiled. They shared keys to each other’s homes. Some days it seemed their shared coming and going was what held everything together.


After a fitful night of sobbing and reliving memories of both her beloved grandparents, Ellie rose for work that morning, eyes red-ringed and puffy. She felt as if she hadn’t slept at all. She would go in, sort out some case work, and leave early to allow for Nathan’s (punctual) pickup and Stanley’s from the airport; his flight was due that evening, according to his early morning text message — always in caps and always signed, LOVE, DAD despite her repeated instruction that texts didn’t require a sign-off. She was relieved it was Friday, and she would have the weekend to spend with her father while they attended to all too familiar end-of-life affairs, having dealt with the loss of her grandmother less than a year ago.


Stanley was chatty when she picked him up, leaving out no detail about his flight snacks, about friends of his at the Chicago Curling Club, about a plumbing problem at the house, about their dog, a golden retriever named Dogzilla, who Stanley complained was “completely irresponsible” for the countless tennis balls he failed to retrieve and who had arthritis. Ellie figured he was filling the space with banality to save them talking about what was really happening. She couldn’t bring herself to join in and responded with neutral “mmms” and “aaahs.” She felt exhausted and emotional and was glad Joe had taken the boys early for the weekend.


At Le Conte Avenue, they pulled up in front of Enzo’s two-story brown shingled house, in somewhat disrepair from years of weathering. It pained Ellie to see the house in darkness, knowing Enzo would never come home again. As they walked up the path, the winter overgrowth pushing past the edges of the stepping stones, Ellie watched her step. The door was sticky, and a stagnant smell greeted them — the odor of a house unaired and unlived in — when she pushed it open. Enzo had been in the hospital for only a week, and yet the house already groaned in his absence. Stanley set his suitcase in the front hall and moved through the house, switching on lights. Perhaps he, too, felt the sense of loneliness and lack of light.


Ellie put the kettle on the stove and dug through the kitchen drawer where she remembered Genevieve had kept an assortment of tea that she suspected was still stashed there. Enzo was strictly a coffee man, but Genevieve had loved to drink black tea, and now, even though she normally avoided caffeine, Ellie decided that tonight was different.


Tonight, she needed the boost.


She sat on the saggy sofa while Stanley ran his hands over Enzo’s black leather recliner, finally sinking into the throne from which his father had ranted over many a Cal-versus-Stanford football game. They sipped from their steaming cups in silence for some moments.


“Well,” said Stanley brightly, “looks like I’m an orphan now!”


“Dad! Not helpful!”


Yet they both chuckled. It was a moment of levity amid their murky grief.


“I feel so sad,” said Ellie. “It’s like a sharp stone in my gut.”


“I know,” her father said. “It is sad, but he had a long life. We’re all only here temporarily.” He seemed comfortable speaking only in platitudes.


“I can’t believe I didn’t get to say goodbye,” said Ellie, finally admitting her guilt. “If I’d just checked my phone earlier … or had it connected with my car like I should have. I should’ve been there with him in the end, but he died alone … without any of us … in a hospital!” Tears brimmed in her eyes again. They seemed to be hanging there all day, her grief like the sword of Damocles threatening to crush her spirit on repeat.


“You know, Ellie,” Stanley shared, “my grandfather died in a hospital bed, and I did make it in time to say goodbye. He was already one foot in the next place and mumbling about camping in Golden Gate Park and Enrico Caruso singing opera. I’m not even sure he knew I was there, and I can tell you this much: it didn’t make it any easier. You can’t beat yourself up. Look, I wasn’t even in the same city, and he was my dad! That’s life. Your nonno’s looking down on us right now, I betcha, saying, ‘Hey, that’s my seat! What are you doing drinking tea?’”


They chuckled again. Her father was an upbeat person. It was nice to see him, even if the circumstances were bleak.


“You’ll be okay to stay here?” she asked, even though she knew the answer. Stanley would prefer his childhood home to her tumultuous, child-dominated apartment.


“Sure,” said her father, “just like old times.”


After Genevieve had died, Stanley had stayed with Enzo in the house too. Neither of them had expected he would be back to stay again in a similar circumstance in such a short time.


“We’re lucky he wasn’t a hoarder!” said Ellie. “I mean, the place is pretty tidy, right?”


“Looks like that lady you hired was doing a good job,” said Stanley.


“She wasn’t his housekeeper, Dad. But yeah, Thais took good care of him.”


She had called Thais to tell her of Enzo’s death last night and felt both guilt and relief when the caregiver told her how shocked she was, as she had only been to visit Enzo that morning in the hospital, the last kindly visitor Enzo had whom he’d known just a short time. The tears overwhelmed Ellie, and she let out a sob.


Her sudden outburst made her father flinch.


“Ellie belly!” he said, joining her on the sofa and rubbing her shoulder.


“I’m sorry, Dad,” she said. “I know you don’t need this. I’m just really upset.”


“Aww,” offered her father, tenderly. There was nothing more he could say.


He let her cry, still patting her back.


When she had composed herself again, pulling a Kleenex from her sleeve just like Genevieve used to do, her father confessed he’d been worrying about her.


“You’ve had a tough year,” he said. “First your nonna, then all the business with Joe …”


Ellie groaned. She did not want to talk about her divorce.


“And then, of course, that job of yours and all the trouble with that law firm.”


Ellie stiffened. She really didn’t want to discuss that either.


“Have you done anything about it?” he said gingerly. “You really should, you know; I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I know you’re the lawyer and you know this business, but I was reading a case in the New York Times the other day about a woman who was forced out of her job and …”


“Dad.” Ellie stood. “I really don’t want to talk about it, okay?” She sniffed loudly and squared her shoulders. “And besides, you’re right, this is my business. I know what I’m doing.”


“I know you do,” he said. “But sometimes you can’t see the woods for the trees. When it’s your own situation … sometimes things need pointing out —”


“Dad!” Ellie could feel the panicked dropping of her heart into her stomach.


Stanley held his hands up in defeat.


“Okay, okay, Elle. But listen … maybe think about coming back to Chicago with me for a little break? We could bring the boys to see their grandma. I’ll pay for the tickets.”


The thought of packing up the boys — Luca, in particular — made Ellie feel even more drained.


“Martin Luther King holiday is next weekend, and my return flight is Friday,” Stanley said. “Don’t you get an extra day off at that supposedly family-friendly nonprofit that I’m sure underpays you?”


He sighed and Ellie could see how grey and weary he was in the face.


“You look really tired,” said Ellie.


“Traveling takes it out of me. I’m beat,” he said.


“Why don’t you go to bed? I’ll come back in the morning and bring breakfast.”


“All right, Elle.”


Suddenly, Ellie felt desperately weary too. Part of her wanted to go up to her old room, get under the blankets, and close her eyes. She felt that here she would dream of her nonno and nonna. Here she could be close to them. Here, sleeping, it would be as if they were all still under one peaceful roof.
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Ellie returned the following morning with fresh bear claw pastries from Nabolom bakery. She knew her dad’s weak spot for “a really legitimate bear claw,” as he put it — and her mother, Simona’s, mission to keep him from such temptations. But now was a time for comfort. For everyone. She and Stanley needed to organize next steps for, most immediately, Enzo’s cremation and honoring his additional final wishes. Enzo hadn’t mentioned the whereabouts of key documents, such as a last will and testament, bank and investment accounts, and the like, so they had some hunting to do.


Ellie turned on the stove again, this time for the moka pot, and scanned the quaint kitchen with its faded wallpaper of fruit baskets, and speckled beige Formica countertops. Her eyes paused at sentimental objects of her grandparents’ life: the blue Spode Italian ceramic serving trays Genevieve had used for holiday dinners; the hand-painted tea set Enzo had brought back to Genevieve from Japan after World War II; the heavy marble mortar and pestle passed down through generations and reputedly originating from Carrara, Italy.


Enzo had few of the modern conveniences she had in her apartment, like the instant hot water tap. Her grandparents had only capitulated to a microwave when she’d brought one home during her first year of college, telling Genevieve it didn’t make sense to keep a single plate of dinner warm in the oven for her. She had lobbied for a modern electric coffee maker, but Enzo wouldn’t hear of it, a pure devotee of his stovetop moka pot. “All an automatic machine produces is brown water,” Enzo had insisted. “Too quick. Not enough contact of water with the coffee grounds.” This was, perhaps, understandable from a man who had roasted and ground his own beans.


Finding a spray bottle of cleanser, she wiped down the countertops. When done in the kitchen, she moved into the living room and began to swab the shelves as peachy rays of morning sun sliced through the opening in the drapes. As often happened when she was upset, Ellie found that cleaning soothed her agitated mind. It provided instant gratification of reward to effort. Stanley busied himself rifling through the sideboard and chest of drawers in search of Enzo’s personal documents.


Pausing to pick up a photo of Enzo and Genevieve smiling inside a silver-plated frame, Ellie hugged the photo to her chest. It was such a sweet picture of two people who seemed truly in love. They would need an image for the online announcement of Enzo’s death. Maybe this would do.


Ellie placed the picture back on the shelf next to the leatherbound, gilt-edged, illustrated two-volume set of Enzo’s favorite book, The Count of Monte Cristo, which he would ask Ellie to regularly read to him after dinner, as he’d relaxed with a pipe and a glass of homemade limoncello in his great black leather recliner. She smiled again, remembering those cozy moments, and their animated discussion over what Enzo revered as the OG of superhero stories, and noticed a large wooden box protruding from the bottom shelf. She recognized it from the attic when she would help Genevieve haul out Christmas decorations. It was years since she’d seen it, and she’d never even looked inside it. What was it doing here in the living room? Had Enzo lugged it all the way down the retractable attic stairs (she had, after all, pulled her car in front of the house this past year to catch him in the act of shakily ascending a ladder to clean his rain gutters)? He shouldn’t have done that! Is that what caused the attack that had landed him in the hospital? Hadn’t he asked Thais for help?


Ellie’s mind was spiraling again. She squeezed her eyes to avoid another onslaught of stinging tears.


She tossed the dusting rag over her shoulder and eased the box out from its position onto the floor, leaving a rectangular space of pristine mahogany, showing just how much dust had accumulated on the shelves. She took the cloth and wiped around the box space before running her palm over the lid of the box, feeling the smooth curve of the material, almost like satin. Was it rosewood? It was heavy, with the bearing of a treasure chest, as if housing precious and valuable contents. Intrigued, she lifted the lid and, sitting crisscrossed on the rug, saw that it was filled with a potpourri of possessions.


Ellie carefully shuffled through stacks of news clippings, a collection of antique pipes, a small mother-of-pearl-handled magnifying glass, an intact pocket watch with a patina at the edges, and a pouch made of some animal hide. Scattered photographs and letters lay beneath other items she didn’t even recognize. She lifted out a large wooden contraption the shape of a pie wedge. It was a splintered, rickety sextant with levers inside a crossbow shape and looked like something Galileo might have used. Beneath the sextant was a large ridged rock, the color of the caramel swirl Fenton’s ice cream Genevieve used to serve on Sundays after lunch. As she examined it, Ellie thought it actually resembled some sort of giant … molar? She wondered if it was a fossil.


Where had all this stuff come from? In all the time she’d spent in that house having conversations with her grandparents, she had never been shown these artifacts and family memorabilia.


Underneath the rock was a gauzy swatch of faded fabric with a Native American design (as best she could discern from the textiles she’d seen in Anika’s apartment). It was handmade by the looks of it and very, very old. Ellie unraveled it to find a long, skinny, sharp metal rod, almost like a skewer, at the end of which was some sort of carving. She had absolutely no idea what the instrument was used for. A type of letter opener? Miniature campfire poker? Extra-long toothpick?


Sifting through the black-and-white photographs and daguerreotypes, she inspected the faces, imagining she noticed some tawny-complected family resemblances to Nathan and Luca!


A saddle-brown, soft leatherbound notebook caught her eye. She lifted it from the box and ran her hands over the smooth, worn cover. She opened it to find a handwritten inscription, the writing childish, with large loops and curves.


The Diary of Theodora Mary Ellis
Boston, Massachusetts 1867
(Private).


Wait. What?


Theodora Ellis? Ellie knew that name from somewhere. Yes — she’d seen it in the family tree that Stanley had painstakingly scribed some years back. Yet no one had ever mentioned this Theodora, as far as Ellie could remember.


Theodora was Ellie’s great-great-grandmother.


Ellie’s skin prickled. Sitting with her back to the orange-and-brown-tweed couch, she turned the first yellowed page and began to read.
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CHAPTER 3


TEDDY


April 4, 1867. Boston, Massachusetts.


I was born, so they tell me, on March 30, 1854, outside a small town on Cape Cod, Massachusetts, called North Sandwich. North Sandwich is about 15 miles from Plymouth and one of my ancestors landed at Plymouth in 1630 from England. He married a woman of the Bourne family who had come over on The Mayflower in 1620 and it was they who settled at North Sandwich and why, I guess, the Ellis family has lived there ever since.


Papa says that we belong to a distinct group of settlers – that we are descended from one of the oldest surviving families in these parts, and that gives us an edge over all the newcomers to this country. And there’s a lot of them, these days, he says, all nationalities showing up looking to make their luck, even though we were here first, and should have more rights in that regard.


The Ellis family got the land where our house is built from the Indians. Papa has a land deed on a piece of tree bark signed by the cross of the Indian Chief Quochatecy and it’s dated 1668, so that proves everything he says is true. We do deserve respect for our heritage!


The Ellises were adventurers and many of the men over the years went off to be sailors and soldiers and pioneers. Papa says all the folks in our family have a wandering heart.


I don’t know what sort of heart I have.


Still, the old household is there, although none of us live there at the moment, which is a great shame and the first time, Papa said, in over two hundred years, that the Ellises have absented themselves from North Sandwich.


My full name is Theodora Mary Ellis and we moved to Boston last year for no good reason that I could see. Here, I go to the primary school and it is here that I bring my diary to write in because school half bores me to death.


I like to write and I like to read, but I hate schoolwork, which is boring and of no consequence I feel to anyone. I sneak my notebook in that Papa got me for my 13th birthday and now it is the 4th April 1867 and I write, in secret, because the teacher, Miss Elmes, has her back to the class. She is not an attentive teacher. Even if she had her front to the class, I suspect she would not see me, or notice.


My diary is a pretty notebook with a cover of calf skin. I have other gifts of calf skin, like my dainty gloves, a hair slide which holds my hair from my face and a leather satchel that I keep drawings in, as Papa is in the livestock business and it’s easy for him to come upon these things.


We only moved to Boston last year and it has been hard to grow used to. I miss the countryside and running in the fields and spending time down by the water, fishing and carving things from branches with my penknife.


Stepmother says I should have been a boy.


Maybe she’s right.


Stepmother is my stepmother because my real mother died when I was five. I don’t have many memories of her, only that there was a lot of wailing in the house followed by a lot of quietness and praying and Papa was all white in the face. And then Papa was around all the time except when he had to go to work driving cattle and Josephine my older sister was in charge of the house then and she liked to use the wooden spoon to whack you on the arm or behind if she didn’t like your manners.


Folks always said I was the perfect image of my father, which I found very strange considering he has a big dark bushy beard. I used to stare at him when I was younger and try to picture my hair on him and him in a dress and that made me giggle and then Josephine would wave the wooden spoon at me.


There were four children in our family that Mama left behind when she went to heaven.


Josephine is the oldest and the wickedest. She was eleven when Mama died and so she took on the family to mind us. I don’t think she really wanted to do this, because I have only ever known her to be sour and maybe that is why.


Victor came next, and he was nine when Mama died and I never really paid much heed to him for he didn’t want a little sister trailing after him and so, over time, I stopped running after him but I think that maybe I should have kept on trailing him for when he was eleven, he drowned in the lily pond after borrowing a boat and losing his oar and finding himself tipped over and not able to breathe at all.


I was afraid of the lily pond because we had often seen snakes in there and if there’s one thing I’m fearful of in this world, it’s snakes.


I expect that’s what Victor was thinking about when he got tipped in. That and the water closing in over his head.


Josephine was very upset and cried for a long time afterwards. Papa cried too and I hadn’t seen him cry even when Mama died, so I knew this was a very hard thing for us all. I did not cry for I felt that someone needed to be strong for the family, but I felt enormous guilt over not being with him as his little sister.


Perhaps I could have saved him or at least gone to get help.


That left me the second oldest then, and after me came Beatrice, three years younger, a sweet little thing who we call Trixie, although she does trail me around sometimes, which I don’t like, as I prefer to be on my own.


I have one lithograph of my mother. She looks cold and sad I think, and I can see how I don’t look like her at all. Josephine does, about the eyes, and maybe Trixie too. But it’s hard to see because the picture is so small and it’s grey and black and not color like in real life at all. I have never had my photograph taken, but Papa says we will get one done this year, the whole family, in Boston, for he knows just the man to do it on Washington Street.


In North Sandwich we didn’t have any help in the household as there wasn’t much money around and we had to do everything ourselves.


There was a half-witted man around the village named Leone. Some said he had been disappointed in love, or his sweetheart died, and it threw his mind out of balance. He was perfectly harmless and was supposed to live in a cave somewhere back in the woods. He would disappear for a week or two at a time, no one knowing where he went. He was a kind of utility man around the village. A woman would see him and say, “Leone, take this umbrella to Mrs. Burgess and tell her I am coming to call on her this afternoon.” Another might say, “Leone, go up to the store and get me a peak of potatoes.”


But his specialty was cutting wood, and all of us kids were fascinated by the big old axe he carried, most everywhere. That axe was the sharpest axe in the world it was said. It could slice an apple thinly the same as a big piece of wood.


Leone never knocked but just came straight into the kitchen and I wasn’t scared of him, not really, not if Josephine was around.


One day Josephine had him at work chopping wood in our yard, and I was close by watching him, wood chips flying everywhere and you had to be careful and shield your eyes in case a splinter went right in there and got stuck.


Josephine had been sweeping, and she came to the door and said, “Leone, bring me an armful of wood,” and Leone left his big shiny axe in a log, half cut and went off into the house.


Now, the axe, being a thing of talk among all the boys of the neighborhood, was right in front of me. I knew just about every boy and some girls probably, wanted a go of it. And here it was, just me and the log half cut and the big old axe.


The temptation was too much.


I took up the axe, raised it and brought it down, whack! on the log.


Well, that first blow brought Leone running. He dropped the armful of wood in the middle of the kitchen floor, right at Josephine’s feet and came flying out the door after me.


I turned and ran. I ran like a hare being chased by a whippet and when I looked behind, I saw Leone was after me with the axe and Josephine was after him with the broom.


“Don’t you touch a hair on her head, Leone!” screeched Josephine.


I jumped into a field and hid in the undergrowth of a butternut tree, one of the best hiding spots I knew and lucky I was able to get to it but I had to lie there for some hours till it was safe to come out and Leone was gone.


The incident caused a coolness between Leone and me and so I cut his acquaintance. If I saw him coming, I would cross the road. We didn’t see eye-to-eye properly after that but all the boys and girls in North Sandwich knew I was the girl who had swung the axe and I think many were rightly jealous and also in awe of me too maybe over that.


Boston, where we live now, is just all right. Here in the city, it’s houses and houses and houses and parklands ain’t the same as the fields I know in North Sandwich. They just ain’t.


Stepmother says I shouldn’t say “ain’t” and that I need deportment and refinement lessons because I’ve been running half wild ever since my mother died. This makes Josephine mad, because everyone knows Josephine did her best, even if she was mostly cross all the time, and so Stepmother and her don’t see eye-to-eye, the same way as me and Leone didn’t.


In fact, when I think about it, I suppose I don’t quite see eye-to-eye with Stepmother either but Josephine said that’s always the way with stepmothers and she seems to know about these things, her about to turn nineteen and all.


Before we left for Boston, I did patch things up with Leone in a way for he came into the yard one day, just after I’d borrowed two doughnuts that Josephine had left on the kitchen table to cool. Thinking that I’d maybe hurt his feelings over the axe incident, I said, “Hello Leone, don’t you want a doughnut?”


I held them out and he took both!


As I walked out the yard, I realized how foolish I’d been. One would have done just as well as two!


“You old pig!” I said as he walked away and couldn’t quite hear me. “I hope they choke yer!”


Sometimes I see a look in Josephine eyes, like she wants to choke Stepmother.


Stepmother is a very prim and proper lady and has never really taken to Josephine or Trixie or me. We are the original women of Papa’s household. I suppose it’s hard for a woman to come into an already-made family to take over from a mother who is long dead and from a daughter who has her own way of doing things and a grumpy cross look on her face.


I find the best way to deal with Stepmother is to keep out of her way. The less she sees of me, the better. That’s hard here in Boston, because mostly folks stay inside their houses, only going out for visits or for shopping excursions, neither of which I have much time for.


Stepmother says I’m getting to an age now where I need to be learning how to be a lady and if I want any kind of future at all, I have to get my education and refine myself.


I’m not sure how I’m supposed to refine myself but I feel fine being unrefined, thank you very much.


The thing I’ve been thinking is that boys really do have it best. They can wear trousers, or short pants, allowing them to jump and climb and even ride a horse with ease.


Last year, when we first came here, Stepmother had two new dresses made for me for school and she said when I was fourteen, I had to start wearing a corset and she would let me off till then. She threatens to drag me shopping to Jordan Marsh nearly every week and I always have to find an excuse as to why I can’t go. I suppose I can see that my body is changing and as much as I try to hide it, it always damn pokes through and I feel that corset creeping up on me, closer and closer, tighter and tighter, squeezing my chest into my very throat.


I know once I put that thing on, I won’t be able to bend and even sitting will be uncomfortable. I don’t want to wear a bustle dress and I don’t want to have to put my hair up, neither. Josephine says I have no choice about the corset and I’m lucky that I won’t have a whole household to run by myself and children to look after while wearing one.


“You’re not old before your time,” she says, “like me.”


I have no idea what she means by that. But she has been doing a lot of shopping lately herself with brown paper packages arriving to the house at all hours. And she’s been taking a great interest in her appearance, I’ve noticed, piling her hair high and wearing pearl drop earrings and scent.


Sometimes I hear her humming and singing to herself, which is not like Josephine at all.
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April 16, 1867


I write in this diary most days in school but yesterday I very nearly got caught by Mrs. Elmes, mostly, I’d say, because I was too quiet, which she noticed.


It’s rare I’m too quiet. She says I’m a fidgeter.


Now, I’m writing in my bedroom which I share with Josephine and Trixie and I suppose I will pass the time, for there really is not much to do when I’m at home. Perhaps I will describe the house where I live, here in Beacon Hill.


The house is red brick with black shutters, a glossy black door with a big brass knocker and black gas lanterns set in the walls outside. The streets are cobbled which are noisy if ever a cart or cab passes by.


In this house we have a lot of modern appliances some of which Stepmother ordered from the catalogs she likes to read. We have a stove here which we didn’t have in North Sandwich.


There, Josephine did all the cooking on the big fire in our fireplace, which was five or six feet wide with a crane on one side that could be swung out over the fire to hold the kettles for boiling. On top of the mantelpiece, we kept a vase to hold lamplighters and the oil we burned was whale oil. In that house, we had a good bedroom and a good parlor, which we never used unless we had company.


All the best things were in the parlor. The best carpet and furniture, our souvenir shells, glass ornaments, paper flowers and the family Bible. Here in Boston, Stepmother has folks over to her parlor all the time and I suppose it’s nice to use the room, but then, I think, well, it just doesn’t feel special no more.


I miss our big brick oven in North Sandwich. Every Wednesday and Saturday, Josephine had a fire built in it and when it was hot and the fire had burned out and the ashes were raked, she had her pies, cakes, brown bread and beans all ready and she put them in the oven with a long-handled iron shovel. The items that required the longest time were put in the back part to bake and the beans were left in overnight. I don’t think the food tastes the same here in Boston. The air doesn’t smell the same and neither does the bread.


Papa’s business is good now but for a long time in North Sandwich, it wasn’t. I guess that’s why we’re able to have the extra help now in the house with a house girl who comes in to clean and the cook who prepares food, but she doesn’t spend all day here and we share her with another house.


Daddy’s job is to drive hogs and cattle and bring them into Boston to sell and he has to be away for long spells on the road, going as far out as Ohio and sometimes Chicago and back. We have an uncle in Chicago but I’ve never met him, for he was one of the wanderers who left North Sandwich when he was young.


I’ve begged Papa to take me with him on the road but he says he doubts I’d have the stamina to ride out so long. I’ve told him it would be not a bother, for I was always good with horses and I’d dress in trousers and overalls and a wide felt hat like him and no one would even have to know I was a girl and sometimes I can see that he’s considering it but he knows it won’t please Stepmother and so far, he hasn’t brought me with him.


Often, I think if Victor were here, he’d have been long out helping Papa on the road and that sometimes he’d like to bring me for family company, only because I’m a girl, I’m not allowed.


If I was a boy he wouldn’t think twice about it.


Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if Stepmother had never come along at all. I think we’d still be in North Sandwich for one thing, because it was Stepmother who comes from Boston and who wanted to move back here.


The first we knew about Stepmother was when a letter arrived from Papa from Boston, saying he was again “embarking on the sea of matrimony.” Trixie wanted to know what “matrimony” was because we called her a “Mother’s Moany” when she was cribbin’ and she thought it was something to do with her, but Josephine reassured her it had resolutely nothing to do with her and all to do with Papa’s “lust and greed.”


“Your father has made a fool of himself and married a widow with three children and he with three of his own!”


After she said that she went quiet and said we weren’t to repeat her words and she was sorry for saying them and Trixie asked her what “lust” meant and Josephine said if Trixie ever uttered the word out loud again, she’d take the stick to her behind. Josephine wasn’t afraid to use the stick. Mostly she used the spoon or hairbrush, but the stick was the worst.


Josephine went about the house, banging and clattering, pulling out all the cupboards and embarking on a big cleaning spree after that. We had a turkey killed for the welcoming dinner and it was hard to be useful while also keeping out of Josephine’s way for no matter what we did, she was liable to shriek at us at any moment.


Two days later, the new family arrived, Stepmother in the biggest bonnet I’d ever seen, with tiny ornamental cherries and oranges all piled up on top. I don’t know how they didn’t topple right off her head. She brought with her Henrietta, a young lady about the same age as Victor, had he lived, and Willie, who was a year older than me. Henry, her youngest son, was two years older than Trixie. We all sat in the kitchen, Trixie and me on one side of the fireplace, Willie and Henry on the other, staring. Josephine sat at the table with Papa, looking on at the new stepmother and Henrietta.
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