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‘Winning . . . It’s all in a day’s work for this delightfully spunky heroine.’ Publishers Weekly on Tell Me, Pretty Maiden


‘Sharp historical backgrounds and wacky adventures.’ Kirkus Reviews on Tell Me, Pretty Maiden


‘With a riveting plot capped off by a dramatic conclusion, Bowen captures the passion and struggles of the Irish people at the turn of the twentieth century.’ Publishers Weekly on In Dublin’s Fair City


‘Molly is an indomitable creature . . . The book bounces along in the hands of Ms Bowen and her Molly, and there is no doubt that she will be back causing trouble.’ The Washington Times on In Dublin’s Fair City


‘The feisty Molly rarely disappoints in this rousing yarn seasoned with a dash of Irish history.’ Kirkus Reviews (starred review) on In Dublin’s Fair City
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‘Tell me, pretty maiden, are there any more at home like you?’
‘Oh yes, kind sir, there are a few. Kind sir, there are a few.’


‘Tell Me, Pretty Maiden,’ Florodora,
1901 Broadway musical




One


New York City, December 1902


 


My feet were freezing. We Irish have been known to embroider the truth, but on this occasion I was being literal. The boots leaked badly, letting in snow and slush, and I could no longer feel my toes. If I had been sensible, I would have gone home immediately, but I have never been known for being sensible. Besides, I was on a case. A good detective wouldn’t leave her post just because of a little frostbite.


Winter had arrived in New York with sudden fury on the day after Thanksgiving, blanketing the city with snow and bringing traffic to a virtual standstill. Since then the roads and sidewalks had been shoveled and swept to make passage possible, but great mounds of snow and ice were piled in the gutters, and the wind that swept in off the Hudson cut through the warmest of winter coats. And this evening I wasn’t even wearing a coat. I was wearing a threadbare jacket, knee britches, and hobnail boots. My hair was piled under a cap and my face was dirty. I was, in fact, posing as a street urchin.


It had seemed like a good idea at the time, when I put on the clothes in the warmth of my little house on Patchin Place. My assignment was to follow a certain Mr Leon Roth and I had already learned the hard way that women who loiter alone on the city streets at night are likely to be arrested for prostitution. Street urchins, on the other hand, are plentiful and invisible. For good measure I took a broom with me and made halfhearted attempts at being a crossing sweeper while I watched and waited.


I had actually picked up all of twenty cents for my pains. But I hadn’t expected Mr Roth to take so long. And I was rapidly coming to the conclusion that no job was worth risking pneumonia.


This had promised to be a straightforward assignment. A wealthy Jewish couple, the Mendelbaums, had hired me to check the credentials of the young man they wanted their daughter to marry. He had been produced by a matchmaker, which seemed to be normal for their tradition, and he seemed to possess all the qualities that would make an ideal husband. These qualities included a Yale education and a considerable private income. But New York was not the shtetl of their forebears, where everyone knew the habits of everyone else. These parents cared about their daughter and wanted to make sure that her intended harbored no secret vices – and was as rich as he claimed.


I had taken on the job with enthusiasm. It was one I thought I could handle without danger, one not involving the sordid peeking and sneaking of a divorce case. Besides, the fee was generous and if I carried out my duties to my clients’ satisfaction, then they might well recommend me to their friends. It had been easy enough to check on his place of employment at a major shipping and importing company and to learn that he was expected to go far. I hadn’t yet managed to obtain the details of his bank accounts, not having had much opportunity myself to know the inner workings of banks.


And now I was checking into his moral character, which was proving more interesting. I had stationed myself outside Mr Roth’s address and watched and waited. He lived not too far from me, in an apartment hotel on Fifth Avenue. This was not the swank part of Fifth Avenue, up among the Vanderbilts and Astors on Central Park, but the lower part of that street, south of Union Square. It had once been the most fashionable address in the city, but not any longer. The big brownstone houses were mostly divided into apartments. Gone were the carriages and liveried footmen. It was still respectable but definitely not glamorous.


The first few days of my task convinced me that Mr Roth was also respectable but not glamorous. I had managed to follow him to the Knickerbocker Grill, where he met with other young men and drank nothing stronger than water, to the Manhattan Theater where he saw a production of A Doll’s House, by a Swedish playwright called Mr Ibsen – by all accounts a rather gloomy sort of play if one could judge by the sober pictures outside the theater. I even followed him to Macy’s new department store where he bought a silk ascot.


I was almost ready to report to the Mendelbaums that their daughter could marry Mr Roth with confidence when he came out of his house in a great hurry one evening and hopped on the Broadway trolley. I lifted my skirts in unladylike manner and sprinted, managing to haul myself aboard the trolley at the last moment, and then alighted after him at Forty-second Street.


As soon as his feet touched the cobbles, he took off at such a great pace that he had been swallowed up into the crowd by the time I managed to disembark – skirts and petticoats making it impossible to leap down from a vehicle the way he had done. It was a little late for theaters, but the street was still chock-a-block with diners emerging from restaurants, touts advertising new plays, newsboys shouting the latest headlines, hawkers, flower sellers, beggars, crossing sweepers. Since the sidewalks were still piled with snow and ice, the crowd was walking in the street, bringing carriages and cabs to a halt.


Mr Roth was heading west. I fought my way past the Victoria Theater and the Republic, with the electric glow from their marquees lighting up the street scene and making it seem quite merry. Then, on the other side of Seventh Avenue, I thought I caught another glimpse of his homburg, far ahead of me now and still moving toward the Hudson. It was then that my suspicions were roused. Of course I could have given him the benefit of the doubt and believed that he was running a little late for a theater performance, but I couldn’t see any more theater marquees beyond this point. In fact the crowd had now thinned out and the street ahead looked decidedly darker and less savory.


I walked more cautiously. It was rumored that Forty-second Street was rapidly becoming a den of vice. The better class of prostitutes was now moving away from the Lower East Side and brothels were now to be found side by side with the-aters and restaurants, especially on the west side of Broadway. I wandered up and down for a while, hoping he might re-emerge from some building, or that I might spot him in some restaurant, until I realized that I was also being observed. The constable patrolling his beat was eyeing me with suspicion as he passed me the first time. When he returned some half an hour later and I was still there he crossed and came over to me.


‘Waiting for someone, miss?’ he asked, his hand idly fingering his nightstick.


‘Uh, yes. My cousin,’ I said.


‘This is no place for a young girl at night,’ he said. ‘If I were you I’d beat it while you’re safe. You look respectable enough, but my opinion of you might change if I find you here next time I come around.’


I took the hint and went home. I had been arrested for prostitution once before while observing a house in a more respectable part of the city than this. A woman out unescorted after dark was always suspect in the eyes of the law, and I had no wish to spend another night in jail. I didn’t even have Daniel to bail me out these days, since he was still suspended from his duties with the New York police force, pending a trial, and was currently out of the city.


On the way home a young boy swept the slush and muck for me to cross the street and then said, ‘Spare a nickel, miss.’


That gave me an idea. I had been in the middle of packing up a box of clothes to send to my former lodger Shamus O’Conner and his two children, Shamey and Bridie. They were now living in the country where Shamus was employed by a farmer and young Shamey was already helping him with the farm chores. It was an ideal situation for them, healthier and safer than life in the city, but I still missed them terribly. I had become used to young Shamey clattering down the stairs, yelling, ‘Molly, I’m fair starving again. Could I have some bread and jam?’ And to Bridie snuggling close to me and taking my hand.


Among the clothes I had been given, outgrown by a friend’s son, were britches and a jacket that were too big for Shamey. It occurred to me that I should put them to good use while he waited to grow into them. So the next day I acquired a newsboy’s cap and a pair of old boots from a pushcart on Hester Street, and the transformation was complete. When I went to observe Mr Roth that evening, I was no longer a respectably dressed young lady called Molly Murphy, but one of a thousand street urchins, hoping to make a penny by sweeping the crossings clear of muck.


It was too bad my assignment had coincided with the early snowstorm. It only took me a few minutes to feel profoundly sorry for the children who really had to face this weather in such rags. I felt profoundly sorry for myself, too, to tell you the truth. I would have gone home on the spot, but I was definitely on to something interesting.


For the second night in a row, Mr Roth had hurried to West Forty-second Street. What’s more I hadn’t lost him this time. I had kept pace with him all the way to the block between Eighth and Ninth avenues, where he had disappeared into a faceless building. An hour later he still hadn’t come out again. Forty-second wasn’t like Elizabeth Street, where girls sprawled on the stoops in provocative poses or called out ribald comments to passing men. These uptown houses of ill repute had discreet name plates: Fifi, or Madame Bettina. They could have been any normal apartment or office buildings. This particular one had no plate or card beside the door, just a dark, narrow staircase leading up to God knows what. I hadn’t liked to follow him up there. I had an aversion to brothels since I was almost press-ganged into one. Besides, dressed as I was I would be tossed out again on my ear.


I had just come to the conclusion that this was a foolish endeavor and that the numbness in my feet was a sign that frostbite was taking over when he came running down the stairs again. What’s more, he was carrying a large brown paper parcel this time. He walked briskly to the corner of Eighth Avenue and hailed a cab. I was now truly intrigued. I hadn’t heard of brothels making presents to their customers. I simply couldn’t guess what might be in the parcel and I had to know. Ignoring the warnings in my head, I went back to that doorway and made my way up those stairs.


The staircase was poorly lit and there was peeling oilcloth on the stairs. I stumbled my way upward until I saw a line of light spilling from under a door. I drew level and listened. No sound of girlish laughter. No sound of female voices. Silence, in fact. Then I almost fell back down the stairs as I heard a noise I hadn’t expected. A loud mechanical clatter. Cautiously I pushed the door open to see an old man working away at a treadle sewing machine. On a table beside him were pattern pieces laid out on cloth. A dummy held a suit pinned to it. That was when I realized that Mr Roth had just paid a visit to his tailor.


I was trying to close the door silently again when the tailor looked up and saw me. ‘Get out of here, you no-good kid,’ he shouted and made as if to throw his iron at the door.


I fled. As I made my way back to the Sixth Avenue El I felt red-faced and foolish. Only I could have suspected drama in a simple visit to a tailor. It’s part of my Irish temperament, I’m afraid. We enjoy making great drama out of the most mundane events. My one relief was that I had told no one of my plans and so nobody knew about my silliness except me.


I had been pretty much on my own for the past week or so. Daniel had spent Thanksgiving with his parents in Westchester County and had not yet returned, and my neighbors and good friends Elena Goldfarb and Augusta Mary Walcott, usually known by their irreverent nicknames Sid and Gus, respectively, had been invited to Vassar for a reunion with other girls of their graduating class. I had therefore welcomed this assignment. I wasn’t good at doing nothing and being alone. Sid and Gus had returned the night before but I gathered they had brought friends to stay and I hadn’t liked to interrupt. I had no idea when Daniel would come back. Maybe not for a while. If he had finally told his parents about his current unfortunate predicament, then maybe they had pressed him to stay out of town with them until the whole matter could be settled. It occurred to me that he could at least have written to let me know his plans. Men are always so bad at that kind of thing.


I was just approaching the corner of Sixth when I saw a scuffle going on. A couple of my fellow street urchins were facing one another. One of them was a tall, skinny chap, about my own height, and he was facing a little runt half his size. But it was the runt who was obviously the attacker.


‘Go on, beat it. This is my spot,’ he was shouting in his high, childish voice, ‘and if ya ain’t careful, I’ll fight ya for it.’ He raised his hands in true prizefighting stance.


I stopped to watch, not giving much for the little one’s chances. Instead the older boy shrugged. ‘Keep it. Ain’t no good anyway,’ he said, then shouldered his broom and strolled away. There was something about the way he walked that made me follow him. It took me a good half-block before I realized what it was that had made me suspicious. He walked like a girl. Boys saunter. They plant down their feet carelessly. They kick at things. This one was treading carefully, taking small steps. I smiled knowingly to myself. It was no street urchin but another girl in disguise, like me.




Two


Intrigued now, I fought my way through the crowd to catch up with her. Why another woman should want to dress up as a street urchin, I had no idea. The only other female detective I had met in New York City was Mrs Goodwin, but she was employed by the police and wore a uniform. I was determined to keep this woman in sight until I could find a suitable opportunity to confront her. At least I didn’t have to worry about her fighting temperament.


Then I heard the rumble of an approaching El train over our heads. The young woman suddenly dashed up the steps to a station platform. I went to follow her, but I didn’t have a ticket. She pushed through the barrier and onto the train while I was left fuming and waiting in line at the ticket booth. For the second time in one evening I was furious with myself. If she truly had been another woman detective, then maybe we could have worked together and helped each other on occasion. God knows how hard it is to survive as a woman in a man’s world and how lonely such a profession can be.


My small back alley of a street called Patchin Place was in wintry darkness as I approached it, picking my way along the narrow trough that had been cleared through the snow. As I fished in my pocket for my front door key I realized I dreaded the prospect of an empty house on a cold, dismal evening. I’m really not a creature designed for the solitary life at the best of times, and at this moment I longed for nothing more than a roaring fire, hot drink, and good company. I knew where I could find all of the above, but I hesitated to burst in on my neighbors so late in the evening, especially when they were entertaining friends whom I had not yet been invited to meet.


For a long moment propriety battled with longing. Being of a Celtic disposition, of course longing won out. I picked my way across the street and knocked on their door. It was opened by Sid wearing her customary gentleman’s velvet smoking jacket, her Turkish cigarette in its long ebony holder resting gracefully between her fingers. She was the picture of bohemian elegance but she was eyeing me with horrified suspicion.


‘What do you want?’ she demanded. ‘Go on. Clear off.’


‘Sid, it’s me. Molly,’ I said.


A surprised smile spread across her face. ‘Bless my soul, so it is. What on earth are you doing out this late, dressed in that extraordinary manner? No, don’t tell me. Gus will want to hear it too, and I know our guest will be thunderstruck to meet you.’ She was already chuckling as she ushered me into the house and then threw open the drawing room door with a dramatic gesture.


‘Prepare to be astonished, Gus,’ she said. ‘And as for you, Elizabeth, here is a street urchin hot on your tail.’


I stepped into the delightful warmth of their drawing room. A big fire was blazing in the hearth. The heavy burgundy velvet drapes shut out the chilly night. A low table held a brandy decanter and steaming mugs as well as a copper bowl of figs, dates, and nuts. My friend Gus was sitting in the high-backed Queen Anne chair on one side of the fire, a beaded black shawl around her slender shoulders, while the person on the other side of the fire was my fellow urchin, whom I had lost on the train station. Her cap was now removed to reveal a fine head of dark hair. She had half risen from her seat and was eyeing me with fear.


Gus recognized me immediately and came toward me, arms open. ‘Molly, my dearest, pray tell what is going on. Is this some festival we are missing? The night of the street urchins? Surely not the Holy Innocents?’ She dragged me toward the fire. ‘Goodness, your hands are freezing. Sid has just made some toddy for Elizabeth. Sit here while I fetch you some.’


I was firmly pushed into Gus’s seat by the fire and felt my hands and feet tingling back to life. My fellow urchin was eyeing me with interest as Gus returned with a steaming mug and thrust it into my hands. ‘Take a sip of that and then tell all,’ she said.


I sipped and felt a delicious glow spreading down through my body. ‘Holy mother, that feels good,’ I said. ‘I thought I was about to lose my hands and feet to frostbite. What a ridiculous idea to dress up as a street urchin on a night like this.’


‘I came to that same conclusion myself,’ the visitor they had addressed as Elizabeth said in a rich, cultured voice. ‘You must have had a very good reason for doing so.’


‘I was following a man into an unsavory area,’ I said. ‘Women who loiter on the sidewalk are liable to be arrested for prostitution. Urchins are invisible and plentiful, especially since every crossing currently has a sweeper or two in attendance, as you’ve just found out.’ I smiled at the woman who threw back her head and laughed.


‘You saw me, did you? Dismissed by a pint-sized bully. What a humiliation. But he looked a tough little devil and I had no wish to take him on and come home with a split lip for my pains.’


‘So you were following a man, Molly,’ Sid prompted.


‘Yes. I’ve been asked to check on the character and potential vices of a young man. I’m supposed to see if he’ll make a suitable husband.’


‘And he was venturing into a disreputable part of the city? Tut, tut.’ Sid chuckled.


‘Only to visit his tailor as it turned out,’ I admitted. ‘So far his behavior has been exemplary.’


Their guest was looking at me with interest. ‘Do I take it that you are some kind of detective?’


‘I am,’ I said.


‘A very good one too,’ Gus added proudly. ‘I haven’t introduced you properly, have I? Molly Murphy, this is Elizabeth Cochran Seaman. Molly has solved all sorts of dangerous cases. You’ll find her a fellow adventuress with stories to tell almost as good as your own.’


‘Fascinating,’ the woman said. ‘A woman detective. I don’t think I ever met one before.’


‘Are you not a detective yourself?’ I asked. ‘What other reason could there be for skulking around dressed as a boy on such a cold, unpleasant night?’


‘I’m doing a little investigation of my own,’ the woman said, smiling enigmatically. ‘Into the plight of newsboys.’


Sid came over to perch on the arm of the woman’s chair. ‘This, my dear Molly, is none other than the famous Nelly Bly.’


‘But I thought you just introduced her as Elizabeth,’ I said, and flushed at their laughter.


‘My sweet, Nelly Bly is her pseudonym,’ Sid said. ‘Surely you must have heard of her. She is very famous.’


‘Infamous, rather, wouldn’t you say?’ Nelly, or was it Elizabeth, chuckled.


‘I’m sorry. The name is familiar but I really don’t know . . .’ I mumbled.


‘You have to remember that Molly has been in America less than two years,’ Gus said, coming to put a comforting hand on my shoulder. ‘Your most infamous exploits were all over by then, and perhaps news of them didn’t travel to Ireland.’


‘It may have reached Dublin,’ I said, laughing too now, ‘but not the backwater where I lived. We got the news of Queen Victoria’s death two days late.’


‘Well, let me fill you in,’ Sid said. ‘Elizabeth is a newspaper reporter. She specializes in exposing corruption, injustice, that dark underbelly of society that we should know about. She is worse than you at putting herself in harm’s way to achieve it, too.’


‘She got herself arrested so that she could report on conditions in a women’s prison,’ Gus said, ‘and she went undercover in an insane asylum.’


‘From which they almost wouldn’t let me out,’ Elizabeth added.


‘And didn’t you cause a ruckus in Mexico?’


Elizabeth laughed out loud again. Truly she had a most infectious laugh. ‘I did indeed. I reported on the corruption surrounding their elections. I was lucky to have got out of that one alive.’


‘So what adventures have you undertaken recently?’ I asked. ‘I’ve read the newspapers diligently since I came here and I don’t think I’ve noticed your name.’


‘My dear, I have been playing at being a staid married woman,’ she said. ‘Only just recently it has begun to pall. And when I heard that the city newsboys were talking of forming a union, I thought what a good story it would make and resolved to look at their plight for myself. Hence the disguise.’


Gus looked across at Sid. ‘Aren’t you pleased that all our friends have so much spunk?’


‘They wouldn’t stay our friends for long if they didn’t,’ Sid said. ‘Life is too short to have boring friends. I must say it was delightful to discover that not all of our Vassar classmates had succumbed to matrimony and domestic drudgery.’


‘What about that girl who had gone up the Amazon?’ Gus exclaimed. ‘Her description of anacondas made me long to see for myself. Should we take a trip to the Amazon, do you think, Sid dearest?’


The fire and the hot toddy had brought back life to my hands and feet and I was feeling comfortable and drowsy. It occurred to me that conversations like this did not take place in many drawing rooms. Young women were supposed to swoon at the thought of a giant snake, not wish to rush up the Amazon to see one. I gazed at them fondly. Gus’s eye caught mine.


‘Molly, where are our manners? You look quite worn out. Have you been overdoing things while we’ve been away? Have you eaten tonight?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ I said, not wanting to impose.


‘And has Daniel the Deceiver been treating you well during our absence?’ Sid asked.


‘Daniel is still away, as far as I know,’ I said. ‘I’ve not heard a peep from him since before Thanksgiving.’


‘Just like a man.’ Elizabeth chuckled. ‘It never crosses their minds to think that we women might be worried and want to hear from them. But why would you want to hear from a deceiver, may I ask?’


‘That is all in the past,’ I said, feeling my cheeks turning red at the thought of explaining this. ‘He is a reformed character. But Sid and Gus still insist on using the epithet.’


‘Because he still doesn’t treat Molly how she deserves to be treated,’ Sid said. ‘Too self-centered by half.’


‘Aren’t all men?’ Elizabeth said. ‘My husband is better than most but if he has a pet project then all else is shut from his mind. I once waited over an hour for him to pick me up from the station, because he was rearranging his stamp collection and had forgotten the time.’


I decided that I should probably go home and let these old friends enjoy one another’s company. I rose to my feet. ‘If you ladies will excuse me,’ I said. ‘It’s been a long day and I should get out of this ridiculous outfit.’


Gus took my arm. ‘Molly, do stay and have a late supper with us,’ she said. ‘Sid has found some lovely ripe cheeses and we’ve a bottle of claret we’re dying to try.’


‘It does sound tempting,’ I said, ‘but I think I should go home and let old friends reminisce.’


Nelly Bly also got up. ‘And I should also go and change before there is any talk of supper. I’ve been an urchin long enough today.’ She held out her hand. ‘It was my plea sure to make your acquaintance, Miss Murphy.’


‘Molly, please,’ I said.


‘And I am Elizabeth. I prefer not to use my infamous nom de plume when I am not working.’


Her handshake was firm, almost like a man’s.


Gus held open the door for me. ‘Tomorrow you must come to dinner, or will you be out sleuthing again?’


‘I suppose I must, if I’m to do this job thoroughly,’ I said, ‘although I rather think that the young man will turn out to be just as represented.’


‘Lunch then,’ Sid said. ‘We won’t take no for an answer.’


‘Thank you.’ I smiled at them. ‘Then I definitely accept.’


‘Unless Daniel the Deceiver puts in an appearance,’ Sid said dryly, ‘then we’ll be cast aside again, you mark my words.’


‘Absolutely not,’ I said. ‘I am not a puppet on a string. I don’t jump to Daniel’s commands. And if he can’t be bothered to send me one note in over a week, then he can wait until I’m ready to see him.’


‘Well said, Molly,’ Elizabeth applauded. ‘Spoken like a Vassar graduate. I take it you didn’t go to that esteemed institution?’


‘I went to no institution at all,’ I said. ‘I was educated, to a certain extent, with the daughters of the local landowner, but then my mother died and I had to stay home to raise three young brothers. I’d have dearly loved to further my education, but it just wasn’t possible.’


‘There is always time,’ Elizabeth said. ‘These two women possess an impressive library and a wealth of interesting and informed friends.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘I have taken full advantage of both. Now if you’ll excuse me, I look forward to continuing this conversation tomorrow. Now I hear soap and a washcloth calling to remove this grime from my face.’


I left them laughing merrily and closed the front door feeling in much better humor. I crossed Patchin Place and was about to put my key in the front door when I was grabbed violently from behind. My arm was wrenched behind my back as an elbow came around my throat.


‘Got you,’ a voice hissed in my ear. ‘Don’t try to struggle or it will be the worse for you. I could snap your neck in a second it I wanted to.’




Three


For a moment I was too terrified to move, and when I tried to struggle I found that my attacker had me in an impossible stranglehold; an arm crushed my windpipe so that I couldn’t even cry out.


‘Right. Let’s take a look at you,’ the voice continued in low, threatening tones, and I was dragged backward to the lone street lamp. ‘Okay, who sent you? Who put you up to it, huh? Have the Hudson Dusters now got boys breaking into homes for them?’


The iron grip on my neck was released just a fraction. My heart had started beating again and I recognized the voice.


‘Daniel,’ I croaked, trying to turn my head toward him. ‘Daniel, let go of me. It’s me. Molly.’


The hands let go of me as if I was burning.


‘Molly? Are you all right?’


‘I will be when I can talk again,’ I whispered.


‘I’m so sorry. I had no idea,’ he said, then glared at me. ‘What in God’s name do you think you are doing? I thought I’d arrived just in time to nab a burglar.’


‘I’ve been out on a case,’ I said. ‘The situation necessitated a disguise.’


He turned me toward him, his big hands resting on my shoulders. ‘My dear girl, when will you give up this absurd notion and start living a safe and normal life?’


‘I have to earn a living,’ I said evenly, although the closeness of his presence was unnerving.


‘I have enough to worry about at the moment on my own behalf, without having to worry about you. You have to stop taking these absurd risks, do you hear?’


‘As to that, I was taking no risk at all,’ I said calmly. ‘I merely wished to be invisible on a city street. Besides, I earned twenty cents for my pains, sweeping a crossing.’


I reached into my pocket and produced the coins. He looked at them and suddenly burst out laughing. ‘Molly Murphy, what am I going to do with you?’


‘Right now you could tell me why you didn’t write all the time you were away,’ I said, ‘and then I suppose you could kiss me.’


‘Didn’t write? You knew where I was.’


‘Daniel, you said you’d be away for a couple of days over the holiday,’ I said angrily. ‘It turned into a couple of weeks. I was concerned. Besides, I thought you might possibly be missing me.’ I pulled away from him. ‘But since you obviously weren’t, I see little point in standing out here in the snow discussing it. I’m freezing to death in these clothes. I need to get inside.’


I stomped ahead of him to my front door. Daniel followed. I opened the door, then turned to face him. ‘And another thing, what were you doing at my doorstep at this hour of the night?’


‘It’s only ten,’ he said, ‘and I wanted to make sure you were all right as soon as I returned to the city.’


‘Well thank you kindly, sir. As you can see, I’m hale and hearty.’ I went to shut the door. He put out his hand to block me.


‘Are you not going to invite me in, Molly? When I’ve come all this way in the snow?’


‘What, and risk compromising my reputation?’ I said. ‘A young woman who lives alone and admits a man to her house late at night risks terrible censure from society.’


At this he laughed again. ‘Now you sound exactly like Arabella. Since when did you ever care a fig what society thought of you?’


‘I might have turned over a new leaf, while you’ve been away,’ I said. ‘I may have need of a respectable suitor someday.’


‘Molly, don’t torment me like this,’ Daniel said suddenly and pushed his way into the front hall beside me. ‘You know what I’ve been going through recently.’


‘Too busy to write to me what ever it was,’ I said. ‘What happened – did you get invited to such brilliantly fashionable parties with Arabella’s set that you couldn’t turn them down?’


‘I’m sorry.’ He sighed. ‘It’s been a worrying time. My father caught a nasty grippe that we feared would turn into pneumonia. For a while it was touch and go, so I couldn’t leave in such circumstances. I was at his bedside day and night. You know how frail his heart has become.’


At this news of course I felt rather silly and shallow. ‘Is your father now recovered?’ I asked.


‘Mercifully yes, thank God. And then the snowstorm stranded me for a few extra days, and my mother was trying to persuade me to stay even longer.’


‘Ah, you did finally tell them the truth about your predicament?’


‘I told my mother something of it – that I was having a spot of bother with the current commissioner of police.’


‘Daniel, you promised you were going to level with them. How can you let your own family go on believing that you’re still flourishing as a captain of police when you’re in such deep trouble?’


His eyes flashed dangerously. ‘What did you expect me to say to a man with a weak heart – to an ex-policeman who retired with full honors? That his son had been kicked out of the force in disgrace, accused of being in the pay of a gang?’


‘No, I suppose in the circumstances . . .’ I said weakly.


‘And as you pointed out yourself, John Partridge is only police commissioner until January. I have to be patient for another month and then who knows. Maybe someone more sympathetic to my cause might be chosen for the job.’


‘I’m sure your fortunes will change, Daniel,’ I said. ‘John Partridge is only being stubborn. He already knows you were set up. It would be most unfair to keep you on suspension any longer. You’re one of their best men. They’d be fools if they didn’t reinstate you, with an apology.’


‘Let’s hope they are not fools then,’ Daniel said. He stood there staring at me.


‘What?’ I asked.


‘You look damned alluring in that ridiculous outfit, with that smudge on your nose and those wisps of red hair escaping from that cap.’ He ran his finger experimentally down my nose and over my lips.


My resolve had never been strong where Daniel Sullivan was concerned and I could feel it melting. ‘I think you should probably go, Daniel,’ I said. ‘Before we both act imprudently.’


‘You’re right. We wouldn’t want to act imprudently,’ he said, his eyes challenging mine. ‘But as I recall you yourself invited me to kiss you not a few moments ago.’


‘As long as it just stops with a kiss,’ I said. ‘Our kisses have a habit of progressing to something more, and in our present situation . . .’


‘I understand,’ Daniel said. ‘If only things were different. If I had prospects . . .’ He let the end of the sentence trail off into silence.


I took his hands. ‘Daniel, don’t worry too much. I’m sure it will all be all right in the end.’


‘I’m trying to share your optimism,’ he said, ‘but if you’d been through what I’ve just experienced . . .’


I thought it wiser not to mention my own recent experiences. Men like to believe that they have the harder lot. I reached up and stroked his cheek, then recoiled. ‘You haven’t shaved, Captain Sullivan. Shame on you coming to visit a young woman without attending to your toilet first.’


At this he laughed, grabbed my wrists, and drew me close to him. ‘I recall another occasion when you were not so particular about the state of my whiskers,’ he said.


I recalled that occasion all too well. ‘And it is not to be repeated until your situation is resolved,’ I said, putting my hands on his jacket front and exerting firm pressure to keep him at bay.


He nodded. ‘Very well then. One kiss and I’ll go. But tomorrow let us have fun for once. The snow up in Westchester County was amazing. I’d love to show you what it looks like – not gray city slush, but untouched sparkling whiteness. I’m sure you’ve never seen such snow in Ireland.’


‘You want us to go up to Westchester? I’m afraid that’s not possible. I have a case I’m working on.’


‘Then not as far as Westchester. Surely you can spare some time for Central Park. They have an ice-skating rink and children will be tobogganing. We could take a sleigh ride. You can spare an hour or two for that, can’t you, Molly?’


I was truly weakening this time. ‘I’m sure I can,’ I said. ‘The man I am following is safely at work in his office during the day with no time for getting into trouble.’


Daniel beamed as if I’d just given him a gift. ‘Then I’ll call for you at eleven. How long has it been since we had a day’s outing together?’


‘Too long,’ I agreed.


‘Until tomorrow then.’ He took me in his arms and kissed me gently on the lips. Our lips were still cold from the frigid night air, but they quickly warmed up, as did Daniel. The kiss turned from chaste to demanding and before I allowed myself to respond, I stopped him. ‘Daniel, no.’ I held him away, my hands on his cheeks. ‘Not wise. Go home.’


‘If you insist,’ he said with a sigh, and went.




Four


Of course the moment I had shut my front door I regretted sending him away, and the very next moment I remembered something else. I had promised to have luncheon with Sid, Gus, and their friend, the intriguing Nelly Bly. Now what was I going to do? I dearly wanted to do both. I debated the matter and in the end Daniel won out. I reasoned that Sid and Gus had their guest to entertain them, whereas Daniel had been through such hard times that he needed me more than they did.


So early next morning I went across Patchin Place to explain, and to beg to postpone our luncheon by one day. My friends naturally found this amusing.


‘You see, Gus. What did I tell you? I knew she’d cast us aside the moment that man walked back into the picture. He snaps his fingers and she drops everything to attend to him,’ Sid said with a wink.


‘I do not, in normal circumstances,’ I replied hotly. ‘It’s just that it’s been so long since Daniel and I had a chance to behave like a normal couple and go out to enjoy ourselves. I assure you that I do not come running every time Daniel Sullivan snaps his fingers.’


‘Do you think we should let her off just this once, Gus?’ Sid asked.


‘She obviously enjoys this man’s company, although I can’t think why,’ Gus replied.


‘I suppose he is what might be described as handsome, in a roguish way.’


‘And he may be trying to make amends for his past behavior.’


They were both watching me with amusement as they carried on this conversation.


‘If you must know,’ I said, interrupting, ‘I really want to see the ice-skating and tobogganing in Central Park. I’ve never experienced such things in my life. It doesn’t really snow in my part of Ireland.’


‘Of course.’ They nodded sagely together. ‘That would be the only reason.’


‘You two are quite exasperating sometimes,’ I exclaimed. ‘But I do beg your forgiveness for my rudeness. Please apologize to your friend Elizabeth and tell her I look forward to taking lunch with her tomorrow.’


As I went to leave, Gus called after me, ‘And what do you plan to wear for this outing in Central Park?’


‘Certainly not my waif’s britches,’ I said. ‘I do have that big woolen cape. That should keep me warm.’


‘Quite wrong,’ Gus said, looking at Sid, who nodded.


‘Well, I don’t possess one of those delightful outfits trimmed with white fur that one sees in the women’s magazines,’ I said. ‘The woolen cape is the only warm outer garment I own.’


‘You have the very thing, don’t you, Gus?’ Sid said.


‘I do, indeed.’ Gus rushed up the stairs and soon reappeared holding a mid-length red velvet cape, lined with fur.


‘Holy Mother of God,’ I exclaimed as Gus thrust it at me. ‘I couldn’t possibly wear this.’


‘You don’t think the color goes well with your red hair?’


‘Not at all. But it’s much too fine. I couldn’t borrow such a garment from you without worrying that I’d spoil it.’


‘Nonsense.’ Gus laughed. ‘I hardly ever wear it. Better you give it an outing than to let the moths have their way with it. Go on. Take it. Dazzle Daniel and everyone else in Central Park with your appearance.’


She insisted on trying it on me and I left their house feeling like a queen.


Daniel’s eyes widened when I appeared at the front door in all my finery. ‘You look – absolutely stunning,’ he said. ‘New clothes? Your detective agency must be doing well.’


‘Only borrowed for the occasion,’ I said, ‘but my agency is doing remarkably well. I’ve had one assignment after another since I got back from Ireland. I rather think that Mr Tommy Burke was pleased enough with me to refer me to his friends.’


‘It’s nice to know that the trip to Ireland turned out to be successful after all,’ Daniel said. He slipped my arm through his and escorted me down Patchin Place. Turned out successful after all, I thought grimly. One brother killed, one banished, and I could never go home again. Hardly a resounding success. But at least I had put Tommy Burke in touch with his lost sister. Maybe his money would help the freedom movement and somehow help make up for its lost leader.


‘Watch your step!’ Daniel snatched me back as I was about to walk out into the path of a carriage charging down Greenwich Avenue at a ridiculous pace.


‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s see where we can best hail a cab.’


‘Daniel, you can’t afford this anymore,’ I said without thinking. I saw from the set of his jaw that this was the wrong thing to say. I had just been telling him how my business was flourishing, and now I reminded him that he was on suspension with no pay until he knew of the outcome of his case.


A cab drew up beside us and I got in without saying another word.


‘So what case are you working on that involves dressing up as a ragged boy?’ he asked.


‘Very simple, really. A Jewish couple wants to make sure that the young man the matchmaker has found for their daughter is all that she says he is.’


‘And is he?’


‘So far his behavior has been beyond reproach. I followed him to Forty-second Street—’


‘Aha,’ Daniel said.


‘—where he was collecting a suit from his tailor,’ I finished.


‘If your case involves the Jewish community, you should ask your friend Mr Singer to do some snooping on your behalf,’ Daniel said. ‘Do you ever see Mr Singer these days?’


I knew the comment was meant as a barb. There had been a time I had considered marrying Jacob Singer, when Daniel had still been engaged to Arabella Norton and I had believed we had no hope for a future together.


‘I haven’t seen him in a while,’ I said. ‘Besides, he wouldn’t move in the same circles as this Mr Roth. Jacob is active among the poor and downtrodden. This young man is a recent Yale graduate who is employed in the family shipping business and dines out at the best restaurants.’


‘He sounds highly suitable,’ Daniel said. ‘Why are these people employing you?’


‘To find out if he has any hidden vices,’ I said, giving Daniel a wicked smile.


‘And has he?’


‘Not that I’ve yet discovered, but most men do, you know.’


Daniel looked at me, then sighed. ‘And so you are fully occupied while I sit twiddling my thumbs. It’s all wrong, isn’t it? Men are supposed to be out earning the daily crust while young ladies are supposed to sit home idly playing the piano or doing their embroidery, waiting for their lord and master to return.’


‘Not this young lady,’ I exclaimed. ‘I’ve never had an idle day in my life and if I did I should die of boredom, as, I suspect, most women in such situations do. And we are only speaking of the privileged few. For most women their life is drudgery from sun up to sun down.’


‘True enough,’ Daniel agreed, ‘although I hope there will come a future time when you are content to learn to play the role of housewife and mother.’


‘We’ll have to see about that, won’t we,’ I said.


He went to say something but I stopped him. ‘Let’s not talk about it anymore,’ I said, patting his hand as one would calm a child. ‘As you said yourself, today is for having fun. We’re nearly there. Look how the snow sparkles in the sun.’


The cab pulled up beside the wrought-iron gates leading into Central Park. The cabbie jumped down and helped me from the cab as if I were a fine lady. Daniel paid and then offered me his arm. I felt like a fine lady as we swept together into Central Park. Just as we were about to enter, a surprised voice called, ‘Why, Captain Sullivan, sir!’ And the constable on guard saluted Daniel.


‘Hello, Jones,’ Daniel said. ‘How are you?’


‘Fair to middling, sir,’ the constable said. ‘Can’t complain and this duty is pleasant enough. A few pickpockets, lost children, lost keys, and that’s about it. Except that today we’ve been told to be on the lookout for a burglar from New Haven, Connecticut.’


‘A burglar from Connecticut? Must be a special kind of burglar to have them alert the New York police.’


‘Ah well, as to that I couldn’t say. But he may be behind a string of robberies and he’s killed those who tried to stop him.’


‘What makes them think he’s coming to the city?’


‘His getaway vehicle was found, having run into a tree on the highway in the Bronx. He’s currently a student at Yale, which would explain the New Haven burglaries, but his family lives here in New York and the police suspect that he may have been trying to get home. Halsted is the name. Society man, too, if you can imagine.’


‘That name rings a bell,’ Daniel said. ‘Halsted. Now, where have I met him?’


‘If you meet him again, be sure to arrest him,’ the constable said with a chuckle. ‘That would put you back in their good books, wouldn’t it? I tell you straight, Captain Sullivan, we need you back on the job with all that’s going on at the moment.’


‘Oh, really? What is going on?’ Daniel asked.


‘Well, there’s this new Italian gang, for one thing. Straight from Sicily, so I gather, and meaner than anything we’ve seen so far. They make the Eastmans look like pussycats.’


‘Do they, indeed. What do they call themselves,’ Daniel asked, ‘and where are they operating?’


‘They’ve no defined territory as far as I know, but they’re behind all kinds of criminal activities – protection rackets mostly, but robbery, violence, extortion, murder – you name it and they’ve a hand in it.’


‘Like the Black Hand boys?’


‘Like them, but worse. The Black Hand thugs keep to their neighborhoods. These guys seem to be operating all over. And they’d kill a man as soon as look at him. They call themselves the Cosa Nostra. No idea what that might mean. It’s Italian, sure enough.’


‘Just what we needed, another gang,’ Daniel said with a bitter laugh. ‘Let’s hope we can nip this one in the bud and stop them before they take hold. There are plenty of Italians to recruit into gangs in New York.’


‘You’re telling me, Captain. Plenty of trouble, too. And you try getting one of them to squeal. They’ve got this code of silence and we just won’t break it. Now if they put you on the job, sir, you’d know what to do. When do you think you’re coming back?’


‘I wish I knew, Jones,’ Daniel said. ‘I’m being kept in limbo – on purpose, I’m sure. But if we get a new police commissioner in January, he may show more sense than this current fool.’


‘I do hope so, sir.’ He looked around. ‘I should be getting back to work and I should let you enjoy your stroll with your young lady.’ He saluted again as Daniel and I walked on.


‘One of the best,’ Daniel said. ‘One of the few that didn’t turn against me.’


‘I’m sure none of them is against you, now that the truth is out.’


‘But is the truth out, that’s the question? There has been no trial as yet. That rat Quigley has yet to confess.’


‘It will all come right, I’m sure,’ I said, and gave him an encouraging smile.


East Drive had been cleared of snow, which now lay piled in great mounds that urchins were sliding down on sheets of cardboard, giving out hollers of delight. Better-dressed children passed us, dragging proper sleds or carrying ice skates, and accompanied by nannies.


At that moment there came a delightful tinkle of bells and a horse-drawn sleigh passed along East Drive, its occupants looking as if they had stepped straight from a Currier and Ives Christmas scene with their fur-trimmed bonnets and muffs. They were laughing merrily as if they hadn’t a care in the world. I found myself thinking of Arabella Norton. Daniel might have been riding in such a sleigh had he not broken his engagement to her.


‘So did you see anything of Arabella when you were home?’ I couldn’t resist asking.


‘I was not about to make my presence known or to go out into society given my current circumstances,’ Daniel said dryly, ‘even if I had wanted to do so – which I didn’t.’


He started to walk faster, almost dragging me along beside him.


‘Whoa, hold your horses,’ I said, tugging at his arm. ‘I can’t stride out like a man, you know, much as I would like to.’


He looked down at me and smiled. ‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘As you know, I have much on my mind. Let us go and see the skaters and forget all our cares. If you’d like to, we could try it ourselves.’


‘In which case I rather fear I should be sitting on my backside on the ice more than anything,’ I said, ‘since I’ve never been on skates before.’


‘You’d have my arm firmly around you,’ Daniel said, ‘and I have skated on the pond behind our house since childhood.’


‘We’ll see when we get there,’ I said. ‘At this moment I’m just enjoying being in the snow. It hardly ever snows in my part of Ireland, and if it does it’s only a light dusting that soon melts in the rain that follows it. My, how it dazzles. Come on, let’s walk where nobody has trodden before.’


I started to run across what had been a meadow and was now an expanse of pristine whiteness. The snow crunched deliciously under my feet and I looked back at the trail my footprints had left.


‘If I were a criminal, you’d have no trouble following me, would you?’ I called out. ‘Come on, Daniel. What are you waiting for?’


‘Molly, a little decorum, please, and besides, you don’t know how deep the snow might be.’


‘Nonsense,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t come over the tops of my boots. Don’t be such a ninny. See?’


I took two more steps and suddenly found myself sinking into snow up to my knees. I hadn’t realized until this moment how very cold the snow could be. It almost took my breath away.


‘Daniel, help me out,’ I gasped. I glared at him as he started laughing.


‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ he chuckled.


Feeling foolish and angry, I bent down, scooped up a snowball, and threw it at him. It hit him square in the chest.


‘Good shot, Molly,’ I yelled with delight.


For a second he looked startled, then he brushed himself off. ‘Right,’ he called. ‘You asked for it!’ and he bent to make his own snowball.


I struggled free of the snow and started to run. A snowball hit me in the back. I paused, scooped, and threw back one of my own, then picked up my skirts, raising them to a level that bordered on impropriety and ran on again, squealing in delight like a ten-year-old. At the edge of a meadow the ground rose in a series of tree-covered hillocks. I headed in that direction as another snowball whizzed past me.


‘Missed me,’ I shouted, but I could hear him gaining on me. The hills and trees were ahead. We could turn this into a game of hide-and-seek. The snow was deeper here again, however, and I clambered and slithered up the nearest slope. Daniel still hadn’t caught up with me. I started to run down the other side, then almost stumbled over something beside the tree. It was white and I didn’t realize what it was until almost too late. I grabbed onto a bare tree branch and pulled up, recoiling in horror. It was a woman’s body.




Five


She was young and beautiful, with a delicate little elfin face surrounded by rich chestnut hair, and she was clad only in a flimsy white dress and white stockings with dainty little black evening shoes. Her porcelain flesh was as white as the snow and she looked like a large white china doll lying there.


‘I’ve got you now. You’re at my mercy,’ Daniel shouted as he came blundering over the rise. Then he saw my face. ‘What is it?’


Silently I pointed to the ground at my feet.


‘God Almighty,’ Daniel exclaimed, although he was usually most careful about swearing in my presence. ‘Don’t touch her and stand back. I want to get a good look at the scene of the crime. There will be footprints.’


‘Scene of the crime?’ I asked nervously.


‘Young ladies don’t usually wander out into the snow with no warm outer garments and certainly not in those shoes. She was probably killed and brought here.’


He came forward cautiously and examined the ground around the dead girl.


‘Strange,’ he muttered. ‘I see no prints but those the girl herself made. How can that be?’


He squatted beside the girl, lifted her wrist, then dropped it again as if it burned him. ‘I felt a pulse. She’s still alive. Quickly, help me off with my jacket. We must warm her up.’


‘My cape is warmer,’ I said, untying the neck before he could object. I helped Daniel raise the girl from the snow and we wrapped the fur-lined cape around her.


‘We must get help fast,’ Daniel said. ‘And a warm drink. You stay with her. Here, put my jacket around you. I’ll go and alert the constable at the gate. I’ll be as fast as I can.’


He ran off while I knelt in the snow, cradling the unconscious girl in my arms. Her flesh felt so cold to my touch that it was hard to believe she could be still alive. But as I looked down at her face I saw her eyes flutter open and look around in wonder. They were an incredible blue and her wide-eyed stare only added to her doll-like quality.
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