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      Want more feisty historical heroines who go against conventions? Love intricate mysteries with humor and a fun cast of characters? Then you’ll love my free offer at the end of this book! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      Vivian looked at the man in front of her with the bushy eyebrows and a face that resembled a rag doll she had once seen when she was a child. “Mr. Bates, you ought not to take such advantage of a lady.” There was no denying that, even in her worn tweed suit and faded blouse, her strawberry blond hair tucked underneath her, she was still a lady despite the past year’s hardships.

      She had also kept the cultivated finesse and helpless demeanor of a woman who was used to being pampered by men in the blue blood society where women were little better than lap dogs, which she put on for such occasions when she knew it would do some good. And it worked on Mr. Bates, for his beard quivered, and his eyes cast down with the shame of a man who had insulted a lady. “I assure you, Mrs. Caulfield, I have never taken advantages in my life, neither with a man nor a woman.”

      “I didn’t say woman, Mr. Bates.” Vivian eyed him. “I said lady.”

      Mr. Bates, a formidable opponent with bargaining, even with those far above his station, offered her a hard-seated chair when she came into his bookshop, but Vivian took the worn one with the stuffing nearly gone out the back. As she leaned forward and crossed her ankles, their definite shape appeared below her long skirt. She knew she presented the figure of a lady whom a man dominated by commercial self-interest could not outdo.

      “Mrs. Caulfield, these books are rare antiques,” the man insisted.

      “They are nothing of the kind, sir,” she said. “The Fables of Phaedrus was published a mere thirteen years ago.”

      “Well, really⁠—”

      “And the Lewis Carroll books are practically modern,” she pointed out. “The Wonderland book has been with us since the end of the Civil War, and the Looking Glass book only six years after that.”

      He cocked one of his eyebrows, making the beaded dark eye disappear. “Your knowledge of modern literature astounds me, Mrs. Caulfield.”

      “I used to be a great reader,” she said, not without a note of regret in her voice as she looked far off into the high book shelves that walled the shop on all sides.

      “One has little time for books when one must earn one’s living,” Mr. Bates agreed with a sigh, throwing the same regretful look at the shelves.

      Vivian put both hands on the pouch in her lap, making the man’s gaze draw upon it. “I shall pay fifty cents for four copies of each of the books we discussed.”

      The disheveled beard and mustache hid his expression, but Vivian could tell from the grim tone in his voice that he was not pleased. “I sell to lending libraries at seventy-five.”

      “We’re not another lending library, Mr. Bates,” Vivian said firmly. “We don’t take subscription prices for our bread and butter. These books are for women who desperately need to improve their reading.”

      “With all due respect, that would hardly concern me.” His eyebrows evened, and the beaded expression hardened. “I will accept seventy and no less.”

      She leaned forward, casting a demure look in his direction, her eyes widening to just the right weight of helplessness. “You don’t understand, sir. We are a charitable institution.”

      The buzz of the electric light hummed over his voice in the small bookshop. “Sixty.”

      “Fifty cents is all I can spare,” she said, her look equally determined.

      “Even the wholesalers wouldn’t dare ask that,” he grumbled.

      “But you shall make an exception for a charitable institution for ladies, won’t you, Mr. Bates?” She gave him a sweet smile.

      “Charity begins in the home, does it not?” he asked.

      “Precisely,” said Vivian. “We occasionally allow ladies without one to bed down at the library. That makes it a home, doesn’t it?”

      He looked at her, a flicker of admiration in the grim smile. “You’re quite a tradeswoman, Mrs. Caulfield. Lady like you, if you don’t mind my saying so⁠—”

      “I do mind,” Vivian said sharply.

      He sighed and headed toward the back of the shop, calling over his shoulder, “You shall take the books with you, of course.”

      “I will do no such thing,” she said. “I will take one copy of the Phaedrus with me, and the rest I will expect you to send promptly, just as any other library would.”

      “Sent!” He stared at her. “But, Mrs. Caulfield, you’re in Waxwood!”

      “You told me yourself you frequently send books to several of your clients living in those big houses up on the hills of Waxwood,” Vivian pointed out. “Perhaps the Waxwood Women’s Lending Library isn’t so fine, but I hope we may consider ourselves equally important clients.”

      “Clients who shall take the bread from my children’s mouths if I don’t take heed,” he snarled.

      “No, sir,” she said firmly, leaning against her parasol as she rose. “Clients who will put noble ideas into your children’s hearts when they learn their father has sold books at a special price to women who are helping other women gain a desperately needed education.”

      He leaned against the table with both elbows, peering up at her. “Seems to me you women have been using your education too well already with your banners and shouts outside City Hall and down Market Street, eh?”

      “Not enough of us,” Vivian said with a smile as she counted out the bills. “But the future will bring more.”

      “So they say, so they say,” he muttered as his eyes turned like globes, taking the money in his hand and counting it again.

      She stepped outside Post Street, breathing in the cool air. She couldn’t help but think with amusement that Mr. Bates was probably one of those men who considered women only slightly superior to birds. Then she remembered the last time she had visited the man and his lamentations of a canary who had flown away while he was cleaning its cage in his shop. Recalling the damp-eyed fondness with which he had spoken of the yellow bird’s sweet song, she knew nothing would coax Mr. Bates and his kind to speak of their wives with the same regard, had the wives been the ones to fly away rather than the canaries.

      She looked at the watch hanging from her belt. At this hour, her mother would be at home.

      She began walking toward Leavenworth, crossing Union Square to get away from the crowds. She came to the city frequently now for books and donations to the lending library, always walking to and from the train station now that there was no money for taxi cabs. More than once, Nettie offered to go in her stead, insisting it was hardly fair to send Vivian wandering around the city in the style to which she was no longer accustomed. But Vivian argued Nettie was the last person to wander the streets of in San Francisco.

      “It used to be my city,” she reminded her. “I know its streets, its rhythms, and its people. I still have connections, some of whom may help us.” And, indeed, she had managed to get a donation for the library from more than one Nob Hill aristocrat. She found she enjoyed haggling with men like Mr. Bates, who thought their business savvy more than equal to a frumpy woman running a lending library and reading room without asking for a subscription from anyone.

      Today, she welcomed the trudge up Leavenworth. She took the steps slowly, as her thoughts came quickly — the books she had just bought, the room at the lending library Nettie had said that morning could become sleeping quarters if they could only get hold of two or three cots, and her promise to make time to read with the two Mrs. Shiners, sisters-in-law who had just found an old Bible lying in the attack of their recently deceased father-in-law’s house.

      “We want to understand the Sunday sermons at church better,” the women had said. “And talk about ‘em too. Smart-like, you know.” The older Mrs. Shiner had added, “Karen’s man just got a job at the front office. He’s takin’ mail n’things, but the boss is a God-fearing man and likes to hear church talk ‘mong his employees. He ain’t much for book-learnin’, so Karen figures if she knew how to talk ‘bout them things, he might pick up on it.”

      Vivian couldn’t help but grimace at her reflection in a shop window. Karen Shiner’s husband, she knew, would avoid his wife’s “book-learnin’” if he could help it. He would, she was sure, disapprove of her wasting a Sunday afternoon after church at the library, just like so many of the men.

      The male population of the city had not greeted The Waxwood Women’s Lending Library and Reading Room with many cheers when she and Nettie opened their doors in January. Not that anyone did a thing to stop them. Waxwood, her friend assured her, was not a town of violence. But the frowns on the faces of both men and women who passed by the small room, which had been a feed store a few doors down from Alda Quigg’s office, said more than whatever words could come out of their lips. It was a wonder the women came at all. And yet, they did, not only from Waxwood, but from all over the county.

      A cab pulled up to the curb, and two figures flounced out, their lilac perfume and bright pink and green dresses swirling across the pavement. Vivian slowed her steps as she saw the flax-colored waves underneath the picture hat, and the flushed cheeks of one of them belonged to Amber Griffith Stewart. Near her, a woman who looked much younger and had more of a scarecrow figure loomed, pressing her parasol from one gloved hand to the other, as if awaiting instructions. As she turned around, her eyes met Vivian’s.

      Before Vivian could move away, the girl rushed forward, her wide eyes matching the wideness of her mouth. “Why, Miss Alderdice!”

      In a smooth voice, she said, “I go by my married name, Mrs. Caulfield, now. Just as you go by yours, Mrs. Leblanc.” She had met Christina Sowberry, the sweet, if rather complacent young woman, the previous summer in Waxwood. Just before Christmas of last year, the girl had become Mrs. Monte Leblanc.

      “Oh!” The girl seemed relieved. “Monte will be so pleased to hear you’re married. We thought⁠—”

      “Vivian means her deceased husband’s name,” Amber said with her ferret smile. “If you don’t mind my saying so, dear, it’s about time you went by Miles’ name. Odd that you never did.”

      “I could hardly feel like a Caulfield when we were only married ten months before he died, Amber,” Vivian said. “Unlike you, I never considered my husband’s name a given even before the ink on the marriage license was dry.”

      A flash of anger appeared on the woman’s face, but her voice was pleasant as she said, “You’re looking well, Vivian.” Her sharp eyes swept from head to toe.

      “You mean, I’m looking shabby, and that pleases you.” Vivian cocked the rim of her hat a little toward her face, aware that she looked pale in the brilliant city sun. “You always needed a social interpreter, Amber.”

      “Perhaps you mean a truth-sayer,” said the woman, eyeing her. “Still intending to take your freedom rather than have it given?”

      Vivian felt her face grow hot. “How did you know about that?”

      “Oh, Monte told us all about it,” Amber said. “About you and he last summer.”

      “Did he?” She doubted Monte, from whom she had parted company on the best of terms, would have broadcast their rather odd summer together to Washington Street society. His father, on the other hand, loved to gossip as much as the ladies and often did so with little discretion.

      “His father did, really,” Mrs. Leblanc admitted, as if reading Vivian’s mind. “He thought it rather amusing. The way you put it, I mean.”

      “I assure you it was anything but amusing.” Vivian glanced at the window of a flower shop near them.

      “You ought to have told us you were back from the Adirondacks,” said Amber.

      “Adirondacks?”

      “Larissa gave us the impression you would be there for quite some time,” the woman said.

      “Oh, I see.” Vivian felt anger bristling in her chest. “Mother told you I was in the Adirondacks.”

      “She said you found yourself a little peaceful cottage in the woods.” Amber’s ferret eyes cast their stone glance. “Recovering from your disappointment last summer.”

      Her words startled Vivian for a moment. “I had no disappointments last summer.”

      “I would hardly say that,” said the woman with a little laugh. “Considering Christina is wearing Monte’s ring and not you.”

      Vivian bit back a smile. So this is what her mother had told everyone. She felt her heart quicken. “You’re quite wrong. I’m very happy for them both.”

      “Why, it was Miss Alderdice — Mrs. Caulfield — who suggested it!” Mrs. Leblanc fluttered.

      Amber glared at her friend as if reprimanding her for daring to contradict, and continued, “I suppose you’ve taken up that cottage in Waxwood now?”

      “Cottage in Waxwood?”

      “Oh, the beach there has become quite fashionable now,” said Amber. “George and I were thinking of buying one ourselves next year, just so we can have a rest now and then in the summer.”

      “Cottage.” Vivian could hardly keep the smile off her face, thinking of the small, hollow flat in which she and Nettie lived on the commercial side of town. “I assume my mother told you that too.”

      “She mentioned something of the kind.”

      “I’m afraid I must correct some of your misconceptions, Amber.” Vivian felt her chest tighten. “I was never in the Adirondacks, whether to recover from a romantic disappointment or anything else. And I don’t live in a cottage in Waxwood.”

      “Oh?”

      “I live on George Street,” said Vivian. “In Waxwood’s commercial district.”

      “Oh.” Amber ground her lips. “Now I understand.” Her eyes flicked again to Vivian’s worn dress and hat.

      “I’ve taken up with a friend there.” Her voice grew stronger. “We run a business, and we also help working-class and poor women enhance their education.”

      “Then you’ve joined Mrs. Moore in her blue-stocking activities?” Amber asked. “I’m not surprised.”

      “I’m afraid Marvina and I no longer move in the same circles,” Vivian remarked. “We’re still friends, of course. But her work is about petitions and letters. Mine is more practical and immediate.”

      “You always were practical and immediate,” said Amber icily.

      “I wasn’t really,” Vivian said. “I was as frivolous as the rest of you. But when one has to earn every penny, one must be practical and immediate.”

      Amber glared at her. “Then it’s very generous of you to find the time to visit us in our frivolous world here on Washington Street. Especially since Larissa told Mother you’ve become so engrossed in your romantic disappointment you haven’t even written.”

      The eggshell pallor of her face contrasted the sudden flush on Vivian’s. “I wouldn’t have bothered any of you in your insulated enclave had Mother not summoned me.”

      “One cannot ignore a mother’s summons, heaven knows.” Amber linked her arm with Mrs. Leblanc’s. “Come, dear, we mustn’t keep Vivian from her important call.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve kept you from your important appointment,” Vivian mumbled.

      “We’re helping Miss Dunstan with her trousseau,” Mrs. Leblanc said in an eager voice. “She’s getting married in a few months.”

      “You remember her, don’t you, Vivian?” Amber asked. “Miss India Dunstan?”

      “I met her briefly last year,” said Vivian. “Congratulate her for me, will you?”

      “You’re so far removed from the likes of us, she would hardly remember you.” Amber smirked.

      “I’m still civilized enough to wish a young woman happiness,” Vivian snapped.

      “It’s a perfect match, of course,” Mrs. Leblanc blurted. “Monte says Mr. Firestone has the most precious jewelry shop on Union Street. He promised to take me there to buy me diamonds!” This sent a shine of cherry through her thin face.

      “I doubt Vivian would be much interested in diamonds, Christina,” said Amber. “She’s made it quite clear her tastes are more plebeian nowadays. Or are they?” The ferret eyes glistened.

      “My diamonds may be in the rough,” Vivian said, “but they shine nonetheless.”

      Without answering, Amber shot into the flower shop, dragging Mrs. Leblanc behind her.

      Vivian shook her head as she continued mounting Leavenworth with a less than steady gait. She had expected Larissa to come up with some excuse to explain why her daughter no longer lived among the people who had been, if not her friends, her acquaintances for most of her life. But she had hoped her mother had stopped spilling out half-truths that no one believed and hiding anything she thought Washington Street society would consider shocking or unconventional. She would have wanted nothing more than to see Larissa smash to pieces the box of Unmentionables that had held the family in a prison of the past for so long.

      As she passed Clay Street, she saw a woman settled on the pavement with her back against the wall of an abandoned shop. Her dress was more ragged than Vivian’s, and her stringy hair flew out from beneath a half-eaten hat. But her face and hands were not dirty, nor did she have the sour gaze Vivian had seen on so many city beggars. The woman was not quite begging, either. She sat cross-legged, her hands on her knees, staring straight ahead. The unblinking eyes made Vivian wonder if the woman had lost her sight and her home.

      She stopped and dug into her pouch for a handful of coins. Bending down, she took the woman’s hand and laid the coins carefully inside. “Here, ma’am. Buy yourself some pins for your hair. Better still,” she pulled out a few bills, “buy yourself a new hat this winter.”

      “Bless ya, miss, bless ya,” murmured the woman.

      Vivian realized the beggar was younger than she had first thought. The city elements had not been kind to her skin, and a molten pallor covered the delicate wrists, which Vivian noticed as the woman’s sleeves slipped down when she had taken her cupped hands.

      She pressed Marvina’s card into the woman’s hand. “My friend can help you find shelter and food, miss.” She added, “If you can get someone to read the card for you⁠—”

      The woman leaned forward and grabbed Vivian’s hand, crushing her fingers in a savage way. “You’re looking for forgiveness!”

      “Forgiveness?” Vivian stared at the woman’s face. She realized the half-closed eyes were staring straight at her with recognition.

      “You shall find it,” the woman promised. “In those who have caused you pain, you shall find it, but only if you do not deny them your own.”

      Vivian let her hand slip out. She backed away, feeling as if the woman’s razor tone were cutting into her like scissors ripping through a lace pattern. Not that she felt the woman had cursed her. It was only the way she had said it with such certainty, like a prophetess, that frightened Vivian.

      She ambled up Washington Street, and soon she could see the house — Alderdice Hall, on the haunches of the hill where her grandfather Malcolm Alderdice built it to prove that the Flesa buccaneer could outdo even the grandiosity of the Hopkins and Crocker mansions. Looking at it now, Vivian admitted that, compared to the flat she shared with Nettie, it was like a giant spider of a place with its turrets and towers and trim. How little she had thought about those wide-spaced rooms and high ceilings and hallways where one couldn’t see the last room from the first when she had lived there! And yet, its coldness had chilled her bones, unlike Nettie’s flat, which was always warm and bright, even when the curtains were closed.

      Although she had never given back the key to the house, she knocked on the door as if she were a guest. Basset, the butler who had been with the family for generations, treated her as such. There was no warmth in the man’s greeting, no recognition in the glinted gray eyes. He merely bowed as he took her gloves and parasol and asked her to wait while he saw whether “the mistress was still at home.”

      The way he let her stand in the hall, her hands folded in front of her, made her feel like an intruder. She lived in the house for twenty-six years and had come in response to her mother’s message. And yet, she had to announce herself like someone waiting to find out if the master and mistress were at home!

      She heard a tapping at the stairs and lifted her eyes to see Betty, the upstairs parlor maid, peeking down, the feather duster lifted like a sword in her hand. She gave Vivian a somewhat toothy smile and lifted her free hand in a wave. Betty had always liked her and admired her love of books, always venturing a question or two about the book Vivian was reading if she stumbled into a room where Vivian had settled herself with a novel. Vivian had always answered her by relating the plot, amused at the way the girl’s eyes had bulged and her mouth had parted, as if she were a child listening to a ghost story.

      For the first time since she entered the house, Vivian felt a wave of warmth surge through her. She made a mental note to send over a few of the books from the library for Betty through Mrs. Dale, the Alderdice Hall cook, who approved of “book-learning” for women.

      The doors separating the hallway from the parlor slid open. Vivian expected to see Basset with his stony face, but it was her mother. Larissa’s expression was pleasant and composed, her elegant features holding steady like a mask. It was the way she remembered her mother before Jake left. Larissa had now regained her equilibrium.

      And yet, there was apprehension that pinched her sharp blue eyes as she came forward and took both Vivian’s hands. “This is a pleasant surprise, dear.”

      “You wrote me, Mother,” she reminded her. She wanted to lean forward to kiss Larissa on the cheek, but something in her mother’s poise forbade it.

      “Well, we weren’t sure if you would come. We haven’t heard from you in so long.”

      “I’ve been so busy,” Vivian murmured. She followed Larissa into the parlor. “Where’s Bennett?”

      “At the club, dear,” said her mother. “Where he always is this time of day. We weren’t sure if you would come,” she repeated.

      Vivian reddened as she settled into the chair that had always been her favorite. “I would never ignore a summons from you.”

      “I hardly call it a summons,” Larissa said sharply. “When I told you last year that I wouldn’t return your letters unopened, I expected there to be letters. Not one Christmas card and no more.”

      Vivian looked down. “I told you, I’ve been busy.”

      “I see you’ve lost some of your ladylike manners.” Her mother glanced down at the gloves. “You’ve also lost that annoying habit of fidgeting with your fingers.”

      “Sometimes one outgrows one’s faults, Mother,” Vivian replied, her voice equally sharp. “When one has a mind to.”

      There was the resigned silence that always followed her and her mother’s sparring. No matter how stinging their words became, Vivian was aware of an underlying respect for one another’s viewpoints between them.

      She tried to lighten the mood. “I see it didn’t take Bennett long to pick up the Washington Street habits.”

      “His habits were well established when we married,” her mother remarked. “I haven’t tried to change a single one of them.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t, since they coincide with yours,” Vivian said slyly. “Isn’t it lucky your third husband should have been Mrs. Marsden’s relative and thus well acquainted with Washington Street practices?”

      “I hardly see what that has to do with it.” Larissa nodded at Annie, who had wandered in at the ring of her bell. “Tea, please, Annie.”

      “Yes, madame.” The girl bowed, but her eyes flickered with warm recognition at Vivian as she went out of the room.

      “On the contrary,” Vivian said. “It has to do with everything.”

      Her mother regarded her with a simpering look. “Still speaking in circles, aren’t you, Vivian?”

      “Yes, that’s one fault I haven’t outgrown,” Vivian admitted. “But you’ll be glad to know I’m no longer your Dagger Girl. I’ve stopped probing, Mother.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Her mother mumbled.

      “I’m more sensible too,” Vivian continued. “Compared to some of the peacocks here, I’m positively efficient.”

      “I thought you were looking rather tired,” her mother said dryly.

      “It’s tiring to earn one’s living, Mother.”

      “I thought you were doing charitable work.”

      “I am,” said Vivian. “I’m also working with Nettie at the drugstore for our bread and butter.”

      “The hours are too long,” said her mother.

      “How could you know how long the hours are?” Vivian jumped. The cognizant look in Larissa’s eyes made it clear. “You’ve had me followed!”

      The parlor doors opened, and her mother turned her attention to Mrs. Dale, who set the tea tray down. As she did so, the simple woman’s eyes cast upon Vivian. The dampness in them touched her as the cook said, “Good to see you again, miss, and if you ain’t looking a sight for sore eyes!”

      “It’s good to see you too, Mrs. Dale.” Vivian grasped the woman’s hand.

      “It ain’t never been right, you being away, and Mister Jacob⁠—”

      “That will do, Mrs. Dale.” Larissa’s voice cut through the perfumed air. “Thank you for bringing the tray up yourself.”

      “Oh, madame, when Betty told me Miss Alderdice was home⁠—”

      “Mrs. Caulfield,” Larissa corrected.

      “Yes, madame, Mrs. Caulfield.” The woman curtsied. “I just had to see her again.”

      “I’m glad you did,” Vivian said kindly.

      “You may go.” Her mother’s voice was now shaking. The woman withdrew, dabbing at her eyes with the edge of her apron.

      “Well, at least the servants have missed me,” Vivian remarked.

      “Not only the servants, dear.” The simple statement came from her mother’s lips with the same even tone as she would use to welcome a Washington Street family back from vacation, but the glistening in her eyes told of something deeper.

      “Is that why you wrote me?” Vivian asked. “Or is it because your spy told you I was disgracing the family?”

      “My spy, as you call him, was your stepfather,” Larissa snapped. “When he saw how upset I was at not hearing from you for six months, he took it upon himself to inquire after you.” She set the teapot down. “I know you find it hard to believe, Vivian, but there are people in this world who worry about you.”

      Vivian felt the shame burn her cheeks as much as the teacup she took in her hands burned her fingertips. “I’m sorry. It was very kind of him to take an interest in my welfare for your sake.” She sighed. “You’ve done well for yourself, Mother.”

      “The luck of the third adventure, I believe Miss Barrett Browning said.” Her mother looked at her slyly.

      “I hope so, considering the first and second time didn’t yield much,” Vivian murmured.

      Her mother handed her the teacup with a cinnamon stick lying on the saucer instead of a spoon. Vivian had always loved her tea with cinnamon, but this was rarely served because her mother considered cinnamon too excitable for a young woman. “It yielded a little more than that.”

      Vivian knew her mother was referring to her as the result of first marriage and Jake the result of her second, and she covered her mother’s hand. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “Bennett will be back for lunch, of course,” said her mother. “You’ll stay and have lunch with us, won’t you?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t.”

      “But we haven’t seen you in so long!” There was a ragged edge in her voice.

      “Not as long as it ought to have been, according to Amber and Mrs. Leblanc.” Vivian leaned back with a keen eye. “I met them coming up here.”

      “You ought to call her Christina, dear,” said Larissa. “She’s one of us now.”

      “But I’m not.” Vivian gave her in a meaningful tone. “My station in life warrants a formal address of anyone I don’t know personally. You remember I only met Miss Sowberry and her mother last year.”

      “Such nonsense!”

      “It isn’t, Mother,” said Vivian. “I’m living a different life now, far away from Washington Street. Anyone walking down Leavenworth just now would have seen it. Me in my sensible suit and those two peacocks in their flouncing pastels and lace parasols.”

      “You sound as if you were jealous,” said her mother with a shrewd look.

      Vivian set the teacup down with a clang. “The only thing I’m jealous of is that they get more spending money from their henpecked husbands than Nettie and I can make in a year!”

      “You may return here anytime you wish,” said her mother in a soft voice.

      “From my cottage on the fashionable side of Waxwood?” Vivian snorted. “I know you’ve been telling everybody that too.”

      “I had to tell them something when you didn’t come back to San Francisco with me last summer,” Larissa insisted. “And since they all expected you to marry Monte⁠—”

      “You let them believe I was recuperating from the disappointment of being cast off by the Canadian buccaneer and hiding myself in a cabin in the Adirondacks,” Vivian finished. “We’ve never even been to the Adirondacks!”

      “You hardly left me a choice, did you?” Larissa asked with an even smile.

      “The truth is always a choice.” Vivian glared at her. “You ignored that choice, as you always do. You left it up to me to tell those women the truth.”

      “Truth?”

      “About what I’m doing,” she said. “About who I am now.”

      “Vivian!”

      “Well, it can hardly hurt you now, can it?” Vivian asked. “You’re no longer Larissa Alderdice, the daughter of a Flesa upstart forced upon their society. If you ever were that.”

      “I was always that.” Her mother stared at her.

      “You’re Mrs. Blackwell, wife of the respectable and retired owner of Blackwell, Fisk, & Moody, the most prominent brokerage firm in Los Angeles,” Vivian continued. “Whatever they say can’t touch you now.”

      “That won’t stop them from saying it,” said Larissa dryly. “It might make Bennett very uncomfortable.”

      “I thought you told him all about us,” Vivian said, looking at her mother squarely. “All the woes I let out of Pandora’s box last year and the years since Grandmother’s death.”

      “A woman doesn’t rub her past in the face of the man she loves,” her mother insisted.

      Vivian watched Larissa as she poured herself another cup of tea, then daintily took a lump of sugar from the bowl, dropped it into her cup, and while stirring, made a whirlpool in the brown liquid. She wanted to make some snide comment about love, for her mother’s words from last year still echoed in her ears: Love ruins a woman. She didn’t believe Larissa would allow herself to love anyone. Not now.

      “At least you admit there is a past to rub in his face,” she said instead.

      “I admit no such thing.”

      The parlor doors opened, and the man in question poked his head in. When he saw Vivian, he smiled amiably. “I see you’ve decided to come see us after all.” He opened the doors all the way and stepped in.

      Vivian smiled, accepting his kiss on her cheek. She liked Bennett, whose robust figure and apple cheeks reminded her of a caricature of President McKinley, except his eyes and mouth were set in a less severe pose. But the slick hair and arched eagle eyebrows were the same.

      “Help me persuade her to stay for lunch, dear,” said her mother, tilting her head so he could kiss her cheek.

      “Of course you must,” he said with a smile, easing himself into the gold high-backed chair, the only one that fit him comfortably. “You’ve neglected us for far too long, Vivian. You can’t fly off without a good chat, and we’ve much to discuss.” He threw Larissa a glance.

      “Mother and I have already had a good chat.” Vivian rose. “I really must catch the train back to Waxwood.”

      “Larissa, did you talk about that other matter, ahem?” He made a pointed gesture at her mother with his arched eyes.

      Larissa put her arm around Vivian’s shoulders. “I wrote you for a reason, Vivian.”

      “Oh?” Vivian smoothed down the folds of her jacket.

      Larissa tilted her head. “I hate to see you looking so dowdy, dear. Your clothes are still upstairs, you know. Your room is just the way you left it, in fact.”

      Vivian grimaced. “I can hardly serve sodas and shelve dusty books in satin and lace, can I?”

      “You don’t have to look like a factory girl either,” her mother snapped.

      “You look a bit worn, my dear,” Bennett ventured.

      “Nettie made me this suit.” Vivian stiffened a little. “We went to a shop in Goldspur to see a woman. We had to buy something, so we bought this linen. I think it’s rather becoming, in its businesslike way.”

      “One may wear businesslike clothes without looking limp,” Bennett said and gave a hearty laugh.

      “Nettie will be insulted when I tell her you said that,” Vivian remarked, but she knew he was teasing.

      “Then don’t take your old clothes.” Her mother’s hand pressed her shoulder. “Buy your own.”

      “With what?” Vivian eyed her. “Do you know, Mother, a shirtwaist costs almost a dollar nowadays? One can buy a book for that, or a few boxes of fancy stationery⁠—”

      “And what of it?” Larissa interrupted. Bennett gave a slight cough.

      Vivian, amused at the innocent look on her mother’s face, realized how futile it was to talk to her about such things. “It’s a question of priorities, Mother. A new shirtwaist is not a priority. More books and writing paper and pencils are.”

      “And why are they?” Larissa looked genuinely confused.

      “Because the more of those we have, the more women we can help,” said Vivian. “The more women we help, the quicker they can get better jobs and buy their own shirtwaists rather than go begging for them.” She adjusted her pouch around her wrist. “And now that I’ve explained to you how the other half lives, I really must go.”

      “I asked you to come because I know you need clothes and shoes and other necessities,” Larissa said firmly. “Your old allowance is still waiting for you.”

      “Just like my old clothes?” Vivian asked warily. “And my old life too, perhaps?”

      Bennett ventured, “Your mother’s been most concerned about you, my dear.”

      “Yes, I know you’ve been asking after me,” Vivian said. “But Nettie and I are getting by very well with what we earn from the drugstore. We’re hardly paupers.”

      “You can’t tell me you’d rather live as you do now rather than the way you did before,” said Larissa. “When you were at home, that is.” The last had a little tin ring of despair.

      She pressed both her mother’s hands. “You’re very generous, Mother. But it’s the library that could use the money.”

      “That doesn’t interest me!”

      Vivian dropped her mother’s hands. “I see. Your generosity comes with conditions. I ought to have known.”

      “I only want to see you happy and not living in such squalid conditions!” The growl came out with even more despair.

      Vivian kissed her mother’s cold cheek. “I know your intentions are good. But I’m all right.”

      “You’re being stubborn, you know,” Bennett remarked lightly.

      Vivian grinned as she headed for the doors. “I have my grandmother’s mulish streak. Ask Mother to tell you about it sometime.”

      Larissa took a tight hold of her hand. “You won’t let another six months lapse before you come and see us, will you, dear?”

      “I’ll try not to,” she promised.

      As she gathered her gloves and parasol from the hallway, with Basset’s bowed figure presiding, she caught a glimpse of Betty at the top of the stairs. She lifted her hand and waved at her, and the girl grinned, waving back her feather duster so it flapped like a fine woman’s fan. Vivian left the house, willing herself not to look back at it.
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      The train station on Fourth Street was bustling with the lunchtime crowd when Vivian arrived. She saw a cluster of people around the locomotive standing on the tracks. It was clear there had been an accident.

      Having no wish to see the gore, she edged toward the ticket window furthest away from the assemblage and bought her second-class ticket to Waxwood. She found herself a place on a bench near to where her train stopped and settled with the Phaedrus tales in her lap. Glancing up in intervals, she first saw two men in white wiggle through the crowd with a stretcher, then another man with the clear authority of a doctor. At last, the stretcher came away with a writhing figure underneath the blanket. She bit her lip when she realized the size of the person underneath was that of a child.

      “These newfangled engines!” a man close to her remarked. “Ain’t got but evil in ‘em.”

      “You can’t fight progress, Mac,” said the woman sitting next to him.

      “Fight, no,” the man named Mac replied. “But get somethin’ human in ‘em, yes. Look here, I work ten hours a day at that meat grinder, and don’t you go thinkin’ I ain’t got nightmares ‘bout ending up in them blades one day⁠—”

      “Mac, please!” the woman shrieked, holding her hands to her ears.

      “I’m sorry, Rita.” He put his arm around her shoulders, no longer indignant. “Wouldn’t upset you for nothin’, you know that. And, anyway, there’s the insurance in case⁠—”

      Vivian felt a lump in her throat. These were the people she had come to know in the last year, and the way they spoke of death, as if the Grim Reaper were always lurking about, ready to spring out at them with his hood and sickle, had shocked her at first. It was not long before she realized that, for them, it was a simple matter of equation. Their logic dictated that Providence rarely chose its victims among the wealthy.

      The book slid off her lap. She tried to snatch it up before the rushed feet of those running to their train trampled all over it, but thin, knobby hands reached it before hers. The hands opened the book to the place where she had been reading and set it on her lap. She looked up to give the man her thanks and stared, as there was no mistaking the wheat-colored hair and elegant mustache, grown out a bit from the previous year.

      “How do you do, Vivian?” Roger Howe tipped his hat back and took hold of her hand.

      She had a hard time finding her voice to answer him. Seeing Roger again didn’t stun her, but the view of the tall, red-headed man standing a little off to the side did.

      “We seem to meet in crowds, don’t we?” Roger smiled as he sat down next to her. “The last time was a picnic, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes.” Though her hands were still shaking a little, Vivian had recovered most of her composure. “The Fourth of July picnic in the Waxwood city park, to be exact.” She then gazed at the other man, who had not sat down. All the acrid loathing she thought she had driven from her heart in the two years since she met the man converged into one vile lump in her chest, and she gasped for a breath.

      Roger, who had been watching her, stammered, “I was going to ask if you remembered my cousin, but I see you do.”

      “I will never forget him,” she said in a stifled voice. “No matter how hard I try!”

      Roger addressed the redhead, “Come, Harland, you remember Vivian, don’t you?”

      The man’s head tilted at a strange angle, as if he were staring not at the ground or the train tracks but somewhere in between. His arms crossed, and his feet pointed outward. His silence and statuesque manner enraged her more. “We’re more like old enemies, aren’t we, Mr. Stevens?”

      “Harland was never really anyone’s friend,” the young man agreed.

      “If Mr. Stevens has forgotten his manners, I haven’t.” She put out her hand, feeling a sickness rise in her throat at the man’s inattentiveness.

      “My cousin doesn’t move much these days,” Roger said, a note of embarrassment in his voice. “He says nothing either, though he will occasionally write things down.”

      She suddenly noticed a notepad and pencil stub peeking out of Mr. Stevens’ breast pocket. She tried to read the impassive face but met with stoic, manly features.

      Roger looked more mature and more distinguished than he had the year before. His square jawline had filled out, and his eyes held the confidence of a man who knew his business. The arrogant boyishness she saw when she first met him had disappeared. If he was not yet a man of the world, he was well on his way. “The years have been kind to you, Roger,” she said.

      “Perhaps less so to you?” His keen eyes surveyed her frayed suit. “I beg your pardon if I sound rude.”

      “No, only honest,” she said.

      “Don’t tell me the Alderdices have fallen on hard times.” He laughed. “I won’t believe it.”

      “No, the Alderdices are just the same,” she said with a smile. “I’m not really one of them anymore. I go by Mrs. Caulfield.”

      “Oh?”

      “My widowed name,” she said. “Mother always thought it unsuitable for me when I was — well, that was another lifetime ago.”

      “I think we’re all in another lifetime, aren’t we?” His eyes swept toward his cousin. “Some have fared better than others.”

      The redhead neither moved nor ventured an answer where Vivian had expected a retort.

      “May I guess you’re taking the train to Waxwood just as we are?” Roger asked.

      Vivian nodded. “I live there now.”

      “Do you?” The young man’s eyes widened. “I never considered Waxwood more than a resort town.”

      She laughed. “There have always been residents there, you know.”

      “I suppose there have been,” he admitted. “But why there?”

      “A friend took me in,” she said.

      He hesitated, as if he thought better of what he was planning to say next. “I hope nothing is wrong, Vivian.”

      “If you mean, has my blue blood family disowned me, no,” said Vivian, feeling a sharp pain in her chest. “Not that I have much of a family to disown me anymore.”

      Roger pressed her hand. “I think I know what you mean.”

      “I’ve no one to blame for it except perhaps myself,” Vivian murmured. “But there it is.”

      After a pause where another wave of people rushed toward a steaming train, his voice became more cheerful. “You look quite in charge of yourself.”

      “I am,” said Vivian. “I’ve been doing wonderful work this past year. Devoting oneself to others when they most need it does one no end of good.”

      “Indeed, it does,” Roger agreed. “I sometimes envy you women. You do good deeds with your bare hands, so to speak. We men are expected to make a profit with ours. Those of us who must earn our living, that is.” A tone of resentment entered the air, broken only by the shout of a man at a station master who refused to hold up the train for him.

      Vivian eyed him. “Doesn’t your work at Vanburgh & Gunn satisfy you?”

      He smiled. “You remembered. They are a solid firm, to be sure, but I’m still only an assistant.”

      “I thought your uncle was going to insure you climbed quickly in the ranks,” she teased.

      “My uncle died six months ago.”

      Vivian’s eyes flew up to Mr. Stevens. Not a brow had moved, and nothing in the face showed a flicker of emotion. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said delicately.

      The man did not respond. A train pulled into the station, making its presence known with a shrieking whistle. Skirts flew and feathers in hats swung with the puffs of steam. The redhead remained unflinching.

      “I believe that’s our train,” she said.

      “Will you be joining us in the parlor car?” he asked.

      She smiled ruefully. “I’ve no money for such luxuries anymore, Roger.”

      “Nor would I,” he admitted. “Under normal conditions.”

      He helped her up, then stopped her from closing the book. He looked down at the pages. “‘The Fox and the Stork.’ I see you’re enjoying Riley’s work.”

      “You’ve read it?”

      He smiled. “I’m no stranger to classic works.”

      Vivian noticed there was a slight flicker in Mr. Stevens’ neck, a tiny movement, though she wondered if she had seen it at all, as the rest of the man remained anchored.

      “An apt tale,” Roger went on.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Riley’s stork is female,” he said. “And a brilliant stork. She’s quick to return the cruelty the fox has shown her.” Roger’s eyes slid toward his cousin. “I used to call Harland ‘Red Fox’ when I was a child.”

      “Because of the red hair?” Vivian asked.

      “No, not the hair,” he said. “The smile, I think.”

      “Perhaps if he met his stork, he wouldn’t be a fox.” She pressed her reticule in one hand while taking the book from Roger in the other.

      “He met her, two years ago.” Roger gave her a meaningful look.

      “It’s Jake who was his stork, not me,” Vivian said.

      “Is Jake still in Europe?” Roger asked as they walked toward the train.

      The shrieking whistle from another train gave her time to answer. “Yes.”

      “I imagine he’ll be home soon.” Something in Roger’s eyes reflected his watchful gaze.

      “I imagine,” she said vaguely. “He doesn’t write often.”

      She was suddenly aware of the way her voice crumbled in the sudden wind of people pushing past her, and Mr. Stevens’ head turned a little in her direction.

      “Five minutes!” the station master near the Waxwood train called.

      “Vivian.” Roger looked uncertain. “Will you let me pay for a parlor car ticket for you?”

      “I couldn’t let you do that.”

      “I insist.” His voice was stronger. “I think you could use the company, and so could I.”

      “You have your cousin for company,” Vivian glanced at Stevens. The dark eyes almost met hers.

      “Harland isn’t company,” he said curtly. “Three hours is a long time to ride in silence.”

      “Yes, it is,” she admitted.

      “Then you’ll allow me?”

      Before she could say a word, he flagged a station master and arranged for the parlor car ticket. Vivian watched as he extracted a wad of bills from his pocket with the freedom of one who had been doing so all his life. “I thought you were only an assistant,” she observed.

      “I have legal power over Harland’s assets,” he said. “For the time being.”

      “I see.” She turned to the redhead. “It seems you’re the one I ought to thank for paying my fare, Mr. Stevens.”

      He did not answer or acknowledge she had spoken. She tucked the book under her arm, feeling the surge of rage swarm inside her like a hive of bees.

      The parlor car was nearly empty, so they found a cozy corner with two plush seats. Roger led Mr. Stevens to the chair behind them and turned it toward the window. The redhead’s dark eyes were like glass as they stared into the rolling scenery, his fingertips grasping his knees.

      Roger settled in and studied her. “Tell me about why you stayed in Waxwood.”

      “It’s no secret, really,” Vivian said. “I liked the town from my first visit.”

      “When was that?”

      “Eight years ago. It was only a small, sleepy town by the bay.” She gave a rueful smile. “Not a trace of the lavishness that keeps the swells coming back.”
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