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Chapter One


ONLY MARY JEROME MINDED THE CLOSING OF THE HOUSE. She knelt beside an open trunk in the one bedroom where a fire burned. A welter of women’s garments surrounded her as she busied herself with packing. She was a slight, small-boned woman, neat to her finger tips, with hair that had grayed becomingly and a gentle strength in her face.


From across the room her daughter Sara glanced at her now and then in sympathy. In every detail Sara contrasted with her mother. At twenty she was a big girl, well-built and handsome, though she lacked the picture-book prettiness of the currently admired Gibson girl. Her thick hair was blue-black and glossy with health and her dark eyes had a way of looking at the scene about her with eager curiosity. There was always a touch of the dramatic in Sara. The lift of her chin, the set of full lips that were not always soft, betrayed a determination that had not yet learned to be wise.


“I wish you didn’t mind our leaving so much,” Sara said. “I wish you could be as glad as I am to get away from this house.”


The house was waiting for them to go. It stood dark and ready, its shutters closed to the January sunshine; curtains and draperies long since removed. Two days ago drays had taken away most of the furniture to be sold at auction, as Ritchie Temple had instructed. Ritchie no longer lived in Chicago, but he had come home briefly the month before to attend his mother’s funeral. When he had returned to California he had left final details in the hands of his mother’s long-time housekeeper, Mrs. Mary Jerome.


Sara mused on, thinking aloud. “It’s nothing but a shell of a house now. It will be better to leave it.” She did not add that it had been no more than a shell for her ever since Ritchie had first gone away six months before.


Mrs. Jerome sighed. “A furnished room won’t be as comfortable, you know. And so far, in spite of notices I’ve put in the paper, I’ve found no position.”


“There’s no need to worry.” Sara was confident. “After all, Ritchie paid you for a month in advance, which was the least he could do. And I have the legacy Mr. Temple left me when he died. I’ll get work in an office as soon as I can. Then you can rest for a while.”


But she knew that to her mother this house was home. Mrs. Jerome had lived here far longer than the few years of her marriage. Sara had been only four when Mrs. Jerome had brought her to Chicago and sought work in the Temple household. All these years Mary had been happy here. It didn’t seem fair that she must now begin all over again in some alien place. If only she were willing to let her daughter make life easier for her. …


Mrs. Jerome shook out a ruffled shirtwaist that belonged to Sara and refolded it into a tray. “You’ve no notion of money, my dear. That legacy won’t go far. As for office work, I’d rather not have you struggling in a man’s world.”


“But this is a new century!” Sara reminded her eagerly. “I’ve learned to type and it’s perfectly proper for young ladies to work in offices these days.”


She turned to add more coal to the fire, searching for a casual way in which to ask the question that was uppermost in her mind. It was a question her mother had always met with silence, but perhaps now, in their need—


“Didn’t Father have any sort of family? Isn’t there anyone to whom we could turn?”


Sara spoke the words more abruptly than she intended and she knew the answer from the sad, closed look that came over her mother’s face.


“There’s no one on your father’s side to whom I would ever turn,” Mrs. Jerome said gently.


It was no use, Sara knew, beating against this blank wall. Her mother never treated her questions unkindly, or reproved her for asking, but always there was this retreat into a silent sorrow which Sara could not fully understand. When it came to her father’s life, his family, where they had lived when Sara was a baby, even the city of her birth—all these things her mother had shut a door against. Sara knew only that her father had gone away one day and never been heard from again. Always her mother’s love for the husband she had lost was evident, though Sara had gathered from words spoken now and then that he had been something of a spend-thrift, with grandiose schemes for making money which had distressed and frightened his young wife. She knew too that her mother believed with an unshakable conviction that her husband was dead.


Sometimes Sara wondered. She liked to weave make-believe dreams about his unexpected return. She couldn’t help building a fantasy in her mind, with an exciting figure that was her father at its center. Somehow he always seemed like an older version of Ritchie, and she liked him that way. It would have been so wonderful as a little girl to have a father, as other children did. A gay, handsome father who teased and spoiled and loved her. At times faint memories of someone like that seemed to stir in her, though she could never be sure.


Jerome, of course, was her mother’s maiden name. Sara knew that her married name was Bishop. But her mother’s unwillingness to continue as Mrs. Leland Bishop was part of the forbidden past her mother would never talk about. Sara had grown up with the name of Jerome and no one knew that she had any other.


Rubbing her weary knees, Mary pulled herself up from the floor by the edge of the trunk. “It must be time for the postman by now. Perhaps we’ll find an answer to my notice today.”


“I’ll go,” Sara said quickly. She was glad to escape from the stuffy room and her mother’s discouragement that she was helpless to relieve.


She went into the cold upper hallway and moved toward the gloom of the stairs. As she put one hand on the rail she heard the whisper of a letter dropping through the front-door slot. The envelope made a white splotch against the dark, bare floor, and Sara ran downstairs to pick it up.


Daylight filtered through the side panes of beveled glass in the front door and she held the creamy envelope up to examine it. The postmark read San Francisco, January, 1906, and suddenly excitement quickened in her. The handwriting, with its black letters slanting faintly to the left, was Ritchie’s. She’d have known it anywhere. But the envelope was addressed to her mother.


For just a moment old hurt rushed through her. How could he have gone away? How could he have followed Judith Renwick to San Francisco?


Just a month ago, when he’d returned early in December, he had stood at the foot of this stairway, his fair hair thick and shining in the morning light. And he had caught Sara’s hand in his teasingly. For all that she had tried to steel herself against his touch, the old longing had run through her again, the longing to be kissed by Ritchie Temple. And by Ritchie only, always and forever.


He had not kissed her, but he’d read the look in her eyes and she knew it had pleased him. He had read that look for the first, time when he had been seventeen and she twelve. Twelve and big for her age. Now, all her growing up years later, it was still, for her, like the first time he’d ever looked at her.


In those years how often he had told her he loved her, that she was his very best girl. He had looked at other girls of course. How could he help it when they always looked at him? But it was to her that he’d told his dreams. Wonderful fantasies of the fine buildings he would someday create as a great American architect. “The best architects of our time are developing right here in Chicago,” he’d said. And Ritchie Temple had to be one of them. Sara’s eyes would shine with her belief in him and he’d laugh and kiss her. He was going to marry her, he’d say—when she grew up.


With five years between them, growing up had been difficult to manage. When she was eighteen and surely grown, he had said that first he must be established. Always she had believed him and waited, her love never faltering.


Then, some eight months before, Judith Renwick and her mother had come to visit in this house. Hilda Renwick was an old friend of Mrs. Temple’s and had lost her husband the previous year. She had brought her elder daughter with her on the trip. Ritchie had been plainly attracted to Judith and when she had gone home to San Francisco a restlessness had grown in him. There were opportunities for a budding young architect in San Francisco, he said, and since he had been invited to stay at the Renwick house until he decided what to do, there was all the more incentive to go. His mother had encouraged the trip before she fell ill.


When Ritchie left, Sara’s grief had been a shattering thing which she could not hide from her mother. If only he had remained within her reach, Judith Renwick could never have exerted such a spell over him. But what could Sara do when he was half a continent away and she was trapped here in Chicago?


When he had returned for the funeral a month ago he had not talked about Judith. Sometimes he had even looked at Sara Jerome in the old way and she could see in his eyes that he was still fond of her.


Nevertheless, when his mother’s funeral was over, he had put the house and furniture up for sale and dismissed the servants. San Francisco, he had decided, was to be his permanent home, and he’d dusted his hands for the final time of Chicago. Hope died in Sara then. But love could be a hardy thing, struggling on when there was nothing left for which to struggle.


She told herself that he was gone for good and her heart must stop trembling foolishly at the mere sight of his handwriting on an envelope.


She stirred from her dreaming and carried the letter upstairs. Nothing Ritchie might write could matter now. Probably this was no more than a graceful thank-you note, removing him from any further burden of obligation. She gave it to her mother with an air of indifference which she hoped was convincing.


“From Ritchie,” she said. “There was nothing else.” And she went to warm her hands needlessly before the fire. Though not before she saw the sympathy in her mother’s eyes.


“How nice of Ritchie to write,” her mother said, studiedly casual. Her eyeglasses were attached to a metal button near the collar of her dress, and she pulled them out on their chain, pinching them to her nose with a precise gesture Sara had loved to watch as a child.


When her mother was absorbed in the letter, Sara stole a look at her face and saw in it unaccountable alarm.


“What is it, Mama?” she cried. “Has something happened to Ritchie?”


Her mother crumpled the letter in her hands. “Why, no. Nothing.”


She leaned past the trunk and Sara, seeing her intent, caught the wadded paper from her before she could toss it into the fire. Mrs. Jerome’s lips trembled, but she did not reach to recover the letter.


“Read it, then,” she said. “Of course what he suggests is impossible.”


Sara spread out the crinkled paper and knelt on the hearthrug to read by the flickering light. What Ritchie suggested was indeed astounding.


“San Francisco!” Sara cried. “He wants you there. And I am to go too!”


So his look had meant something, and the way he had held her hand. Of course a young man must go where opportunity offered. Judith was not important after all and this was Ritchie’s way of getting Sara Jerome to San Francisco.


Her mother’s silence, her grave look, brought Sara back to the shuttered room in Chicago.


“But of course you’ll accept, Mama,” Sara said eagerly. “If Mrs. Renwick isn’t well enough to manage the house, and Judith is too inexperienced—they need you. It must be quite a household.” Sara had learned from Ritchie about the others—Judith’s little sister Allison, and her brother Nicholas, a year older than Judith. Now of course there was Ritchie too, apparently making his home with them. “Mrs. Renwick has asked Ritchie to write to you,” Sara went on, “so this is official. And it’s the answer to everything!”


Mrs. Jerome’s face had paled and her fine-boned hands gripped the edge of the trunk with an intensity she seldom betrayed.


“We can’t go to San Francisco. Ritchie is only trying to be generous.”


No, Sara thought, and her heart did a small thump against her ribs. Ritchie wouldn’t go to all this trouble just to be generous. Surely there was a purpose in this invitation which concerned Sara more than it did her mother.


“Mama,” she persisted urgently, “why don’t you want to go to San Francisco? I can get work in an office there, just as I could here. I don’t want Renwick charity. Tell me why you’re set against San Francisco!”


Mrs. Jerome shook her head. “I will never return to San Francisco. It is a wicked, evil city, and there are wicked, evil people in it.”


Turning Ritchie’s letter in her fingers, Sara had the feeling that she was on the verge of discovery; that if she moved carefully something might be revealed that she needed to know. She quieted the storm that ran through her blood, spoke softly.


“Return? I didn’t know that you had ever been in San Francisco. Why should you hate it so?”


Mary Jerome hesitated, then made up her mind. “You were born in San Francisco. I spent the five most miserable years of my life there. I don’t want to go back!”


Coals clinked in the grate and the January wind blew icily against the windows. Mary Jerome’s eyes held her daughter’s and there was in them that ultimate in strength which she could bring to bear when the need arose. Sara knew and respected this quality in her mother. It was her own gaze that dropped first.


She tossed Ritchie’s letter on a table and ran from the room. There was no hope to be found in her mother’s resolution. She must be off by herself where she might think this thing out. There must be a way—there had to be a way.


She ran through the cold hallways to her own room, took a sweater and cloth coat from the wardrobe closet and slipped into them. Then she caught up a shawl and threw it over her glossy hair. When she left her room she did not go outside, but ran up the narrow stairs that led to the attic. It was wintry cold under the eaves, but she thrust her hands into warm pockets and hurried through the gloom toward the rear of the house.


Here, a few steps up, steps she knew instinctively, was the old haven of her childhood. A pointed tower made an excrescent growth on the house and contained within its cylinder a small circular room. Sara felt for the china doorknob and opened the door. Here there were windows, smudged and clouded with cobwebs, but winter sunlight, blinding in its reflection from snowy roofs, filled the small room.


Sara closed her eyes against the pain of brilliant light, blinking until she could accustom herself to its force. A window seat of dry, splitting leather ran all the way around. She chose her favorite place and knelt upon the seat. Her breath clouded the air and the windowpane, but she rubbed the glass clear with her handkerchief and looked down upon the rutted carriage tracks of the street, upon high-heaped snow banks, and on toward the gray-blue gleam of Lake Michigan.


Ritchie had always laughed at her love for high places. He alone had known of this hideaway which had played many a role in her childhood, from crow’s nest on a ship, to lighthouse tower. Once he said, “I’m sure there must be hills in your blood. Else why must you always be on top of things?”


Hills in her blood? San Francisco hills? The very name sent a prickling along the skin of her arms. An evil, wicked town, her mother said. Yet was it her father’s home? The city he had loved? Who were his people? And if they knew her would they help her in this need?


She considered the little she knew of her father’s people. The family was a good one. Once when she had bewailed the fact that Ritchie was above her own social plane, her mother had denied her words.


“You’ve good blood on both sides, Sara. Your father came of wealth and fine family. You have nothing to be ashamed of, if background is so important to you. It isn’t to me. I wish I could make you understand how little social position really means.”


Mama had a good many notions about individual worth that puzzled Sara. Obviously wealth and family counted more than anything else. For as long as she could remember she had yearned to be Ritchie’s equal. Surely they would have married long ago if she had been his social equal.


The cotton stuffing was coming through a hole in the leather of the tower seat and her fingers plucked at it idly. As they plucked she remembered. Months ago she had pulled at this same hole, tearing at the padding with fingers that had to be busy, could not be still because of the hurt inside her. She had come here one day while Judith Renwick was in the house. How well she remembered the reason!


She had started downstairs so casually that morning, the carpet concealing without intent on her part the sound of her descent. Ritchie and Judith were in the lower hall, and Judith had been in his arms. Sara stood frozen on the stairs, not believing that he could be kissing her, that Judith’s hands were clasped behind Ritchie’s head.


Then Ritchie had released her and gone out the front door. Sara, not daring to move, had stayed where she was, while Judith raised lovely hands to tidy strands of pale hair, a little smile curving her lips.


Judith was within a year of Ritchie’s age and she had the beauty of an exquisite crystal figurine. Her hair was ash-blond and her eyes were blue-green as Lake Michigan could be on a cloudy day. She looked as fragile as a figurine too, as if you would not dare to hold her roughly. A fine glass stick of a woman to make love to, thought Sara miserably.


She must have moved on the stairs because Judith drew a quick breath and looked up at her. There was no time for Sara to pretend she had not seen. No time to hide the stricken look which must have betrayed her. There was nothing she could say. She had turned and run upstairs, away from the girl in the lower hall. She had fled to this tower room and flung herself on the leather seat in bitter unhappiness.


Judith had surprised her. Up the narrow stairs she had come, and across the dusty attic floor, the silken frou-frou of her skirts and the delicacy of her Paris perfume strange to this musty place. She had stepped into this very room and sat right there, across from Sara. And the sunlight had touched her to dazzling beauty.


Judith had been unexpectedly direct. “What is Ritchie to you?” she asked.


Sara sat up and stared at her, recovering from her first shock and ready to do battle for her love.


“I’m going to marry him,” she said. “He’s always promised that. You had no right to be kissing him.”


The little smile lifted Judith’s lips again, and watching her, Sara felt young and awkward.


“A man may change from a boyhood fancy,” Judith said, not unkindly. “But I’ve no desire to hurt you, or to take Ritchie away if he is promised to you. Tell me, Sara, what would you do for him if you married him?”


The question had bewildered Sara. “Do for him? Why, I’d adore him, of course. I’d love him with every bit of me.”


“What if adoration isn’t good for him?” Judith asked coolly. “You might sit at his feet and clap your hands over his dream castles. But if I married him, I would make him build them.”


Sara had found nothing to say and after a moment Judith stood up. “You needn’t worry. I’m not going to marry your Ritchie. I’ll admit to his charm. I’ll even admit that I’m attracted to him. But such things aren’t good enough for marriage.”


She had rustled silkenly away down the stairs and Sara had stared after her, silent with astonishment.


Of course, as Sara realized now, she had not needed to worry about Judith. A girl who was so pale and without warmth could never have been right for Ritchie. Certainly she had inspired him to raise no breath-taking buildings in San Francisco. Instead, as he’d admitted when he was here, he had invested in the insurance business of Renwick and Merkel. Judith’s brother Nicholas was a partner in this firm, and insurance was apparently a profitable business in San Francisco.


The tower room was cold. Sara stood up and shook the stiffness from her body, blew out her breath in a great cloud of vigor. That other time when she had faced Judith she had not known what to do. But now action was possible—if only she could find the way.


As she crossed the attic she left the tower door open behind her and a finger of sunlight cut the gloom, setting dust motes dancing in its beam. When she turned toward the stairs to the lower floor, something flashed in the darkness, very close to her, and she drew back startled. Then she saw it was the oblong mirror set in the top of an old bureau discarded here in the attic. Her own reflection looked back at her out of darkness touched with sunlight, and her breath caught in her throat, her knees trembled, as sharp memory returned.


She closed her eyes and clung for a second to the edge of the bureau, aware of the sick trembling that ran through her. All in quick succession pictures flashed through her mind. A long dark corridor in a strange house. The flashing of storm across the surface of a mirror.


She picked up her skirts and fled toward the stairs, ran all the way down to her room. There she sat on her bed, clenching her hands together until the trembling stopped. She mustn’t dream tonight. It was a bad omen whenever the dream came. Perhaps she could stay awake, not sleep at all. Read. Write letters. Write a letter to Ritchie to say that they’d be coming.


Because they were coming. Sara knew, irrevocably, that they had to go to San Francisco. But she could not write until she had persuaded her mother, and still she did not know the way to do that.


She roamed the empty house that day, as if movement might give her a sense of meaning. In her futility she found herself remembering her childhood, recalling happy hours and sad ones between these walls. Ritchie’s father had been her good friend. Mr. Temple had long ago stopped struggling with his wife and had given up his son to be raised by Mrs. Temple. He had told Sara once that he wished she were his daughter, and much to his wife’s annoyance he had left Sara a bit of money when he died a few years ago. Mrs. Temple had never liked her or approved of her. Mainly, perhaps, because of Ritchie’s interest and kindness.


He had been kind when she was a little girl. Once there had been a dance when she was ten, and she had hidden behind a door, where she could watch through the crack and observe the gaiety she could have no part in. Ritchie had found her there and pulled her out. But he had not revealed her presence to the others. He had danced her away down the hall while the music played and whirled her till she was dizzy. Afterward she hadn’t minded so much going up to her own room alone.


Ritchie had taught her to dance and he’d helped her with her lessons—though he went off to private school, and she did not. She had hated her own school because Ritchie wasn’t there. And somehow Ritchie’s friends had always seemed so much more exciting than the few children who had been available in the neighborhood for her to play with. As long as there was Ritchie she never minded. She had been content with books and imaginative games and had never felt sorry for herself, though she knew her mother had worried about her solitary life.


Now as she looked back, remembering, it seemed a lonely life for a little girl, with only the one bright star that was Ritchie Temple to light an empty sky.


In one way or another Sara postponed the moment when she must return to her room and go to bed. The answer to her problem still eluded her and in the end the day passed. There was nothing else to do at a cold, late hour. She fell restlessly asleep in spite of herself and at once the dream she feared returned—as it had not done for years.


She was in a room in the dream. Not a bedroom. Not a parlor. But a room cluttered with furniture—a storeroom perhaps. And there was the glass—a long gleaming shaft of wardrobe mirror shining in the gloom of a stormy afternoon. Then a soft light. A candle. Moving closer, not dispelling the gloom, but making it all the more ghostly. A hand holding a tall candlestick. Then the feeling of horror that always closed her throat so that she could not scream, though she struggled to. In a moment something dreadful and completely demoralizing would appear in the glass. There was a loud crackling sound in her ears.


She awoke drenched with sweat, her throat muscles tensed, her body tightened with dread. Always she awoke before the vision in the mirror came clear, possessed by a dreadful feeling of weakness and nausea. As a child the dream had come often. “The mirror nightmare,” her mother called it and could make nothing of it. But Sara had grown up with a sensitivity toward any mirror in a dark room. She knew where every mirror in the house was, and in her own room she kept a cloth flung over the one on her dresser so that it could not frighten her suddenly in the dark. A mirror in a lighted room she did not mind.


But things had been moved about upstairs in the attic during the packing, and she had not known that bureau had been turned from the wall where she had pushed it long ago.


She lay back in bed, her stomach still squeamish, and for a long while she stayed awake.


She must get to San Francisco. That was where her roots lay. Not only Ritchie, but her father’s family. The Bishops of San Francisco. When she could claim her rightful background in Ritchie’s eyes, how much less Judith might matter. And now she knew how she would manage. Now she knew the way to get there.




Chapter Two


THEY ATE THEIR MEALS IN THE KITCHEN THESE DAYS, SINCE the two of them were alone in the empty house. At breakfast-time, with the big black cookstove freshly stoked and crackling, it was the coziest room in the house. This morning snow blew across the city and Sara stood by the kitchen window looking out at the big flakes falling from a gray winter sky.


In San Francisco there would be no snow.


Her mother was making pancakes, setting golden syrup on the table and a mound of country-fresh butter. There was an odor of freshly ground coffee from the mill. Sara watched until her mother sensed her look and glanced at her, smiling.


The smile was an effort to pretend that yesterday had never been, that no letter had come from Ritchie Temple. If only she could make her mother understand how important it was to reach San Francisco. If only the thought of that city didn’t worry her mother so. Perhaps it was better to plunge right away and get the words behind her. Pleading and argument had failed. Now she must take the next step.


“There’s no other choice for me, Mama,” she began. “I must go to San Francisco.”


Mrs. Jerome stood with the pancake turner in her hands. “Because of Ritchie?”


“This is my only chance. If I am there, where I can be near him, I’m sure—”


Automatically her mother flipped over a browning cake. “You believe what you want to believe, Sara, not what is really so.”


But she had to give this a chance to be so, Sara thought. If she sat back and passed up the opportunity, then of course what she wanted could never happen. She would have to come right out with her plan, even though it frightened her a little. She and her mother belonged together; neither of them had anyone else. Nevertheless she had to fight for this chance.


“I have the legacy,” she said quietly. “If you won’t go with me, then I must go alone.”


“What will you do in San Francisco alone?” Mrs. Jerome asked, working at the stove, not looking at her daughter.


“I’ve told you, Mama—I’ll find work. Perhaps Ritchie will help me in that. And then I’ll look for my father’s family. If I can show him that my background is just as good as his, it will weigh a lot with Ritchie. And if I am there, then everything will be as it used to be. Only I’m grown up now and he’ll realize that.”


Carefully Mary Jerome set the turner down on the stove, as if it were something fragile she might drop and break.


“You’re such a determined girl, Sara. Sometimes you remind me frighteningly of someone I knew long ago. Someone I disliked. Of course you can’t possibly make this trip alone. We will have to go together. Now sit down and eat your breakfast.”


Sara sat at the table feeling a little dazed. Her mother was like that. When necessity demanded, she could do a complete about-face and march in an opposite direction with her chin up. But the capitulation had come more quickly than expected and Sara, braced for a siege, found herself wordless.


“It’s true that this solves the problem of a position for me,” Mrs. Jerome went on, setting a glass of cold milk at Sara’s place. “And if you must take this step it will be better if I am there.”


“Truly I didn’t want to go alone!” Sara cried.


Her mother smiled faintly and began to dish up the pancakes.


“Nevertheless,” she said, “I can accept Ritchie’s offer only on one condition.”


“Anything you say!” Sara promised recklessly.


“If we go to San Francisco,” her mother said, “then we go under the name of Jerome. You will have to forget what you call background. Believe me, Sara dear, I have my reasons for feeling as I do. Most of last night I went over these things again and again in my mind, wondering what was possible.”


So the capitulation had not been quite so quick as it seemed. Sara waited for her to go on.


“The Renwicks have no idea that I ever lived in San Francisco. I never told Ritchie’s mother and father, so he doesn’t know either. They mustn’t learn this now. I don’t want them to discover that your name is Bishop. Will you promise me that, Sara?”


Of course she would promise. This was the thing that mattered least at the moment. To get there was everything.


“I give you my word not to tell Ritchie or the Renwicks,” she said dutifully.


Nevertheless, curiosity tantalized her. Why did her mother want this secrecy? What was she afraid of in San Francisco?


At least the impossible had been accomplished, and now Sara began to discuss plans eagerly as they ate breakfast. Ritchie had said that Mrs. Renwick would forward their train expenses. Tickets must be purchased, a date set. Oh, this was going to be fun, really. And with Ritchie at the end of the journey, how could she help but feel excited and happy?


Her mother watched her sadly, but said nothing more.


The moment Sara had finished the breakfast dishes, while her mother returned to more packing, she went again to her room and burrowed in a drawer of possessions she had not yet packed. Laid carefully between the folds of an innocent sachet case was a small oblong of stiff photographic board. She drew it out with careful fingers so that she would not bend it at the place where it had long ago been mended with paper and paste.


It was the picture of a handsome man with fairish hair and a mustache. He was dressed in the manner of more than twenty years ago, dressed debonairly like the dandy he must have been. She had always been certain that this was her father, Leland Bishop. Even though the imprint of the photographer showed that the picture had been taken here in Chicago, she was sure.


She remembered the day her mother had torn the picture up. Sara had been no more than nine at the time. A letter had come for Mrs. Jerome which had upset her very much. She had not thought Sara was watching, there behind her book, when she read the letter, with her lips tightened and an indignant flush in her cheeks. From a drawer she had taken the picture, which Sara had never seen, and torn it in two as if she were putting a part of her life behind her, trying to forget something that made her unhappy. She had dropped the pieces in the wastebasket and gone quickly from the room.


It had frightened Sara to see tears on her mother’s cheeks. Seeking the reason, she had taken the two pieces from the wastebasket and carried them away to her room. There she fitted them together and set the print up beside the mirror on her dresser to scrutinize it inch by inch.


True, the man in the picture did not have black hair like her own. Nor had Mary Jerome’s hair ever been as dark as Sara’s. But there must be black hair and a Spanish look somewhere in the family. The chins were different—no resemblance there. Sara’s had a square, strong set to it, even as a child—a chin with a will behind it. The pictured chin was softer, more feminine in quality. A nose you could not tell about in such a picture, and the mouth was hidden by a mustache. But the eyes were enough for Sara—the width they were set apart, the shape, the vigor with which they looked out at the world.


“This is my father,” the young Sara had said to herself.


She had talked to the picture as a child, and now she talked to it again.


“We’re going home!” she told the bit of cardboard. She no longer restrained her exuberance, but danced about the room, whirling and dipping. Perhaps her father was out there now. Perhaps after all these years they might find each other. Though this, somehow, she did not quite believe. Nevertheless, hope was in the air, and the possible answer to many things.


Only once did the thought of Judith intrude when Sara wondered idly how she felt about this plan to bring Mrs. Jerome and her daughter to San Francisco. Probably Judith wouldn’t give it a second thought, being no longer interested in Ritchie. Her presence in the Renwick house was nothing to worry about and Sara did not concern herself for long with thoughts of Judith.


In the days that followed there was so much to be done that she was kept in a whirl of activity.


The Temple house had been sold, but the new owners would not move in till the first of February. And the Jeromes would be out in January.


With her own money Sara splurged and bought herself and her mother materials at Marshall Field’s Store and planned suits for them both. She had no particular skill with a needle, but she could take a bolt of cloth as if it were clay to sculpture, and bring out of it a model any lady might be proud to wear. Mama thought her a little daring, but Sara went her own way, bowing to current styles, but holding that any style must first of all become its wearer.


Mary Jerome liked to sew and she worked steadily at her sewing machine and by hand until the new garments were completed. At her insistence her own suit was black and simply cut, with only a touch of white here and there to relieve it. But Sara’s was more dramatic and stylish. The bolero jacket of heavy gray English broadcloth had jet buttons, black velvet piping, and there were bands of black velvet ribbon circling the gray skirt at knee height. Mrs. Jerome thought a small train would be suitable, or at least a fullness at the back, but Sara boldly omitted the train and raised the skirt an inch so that it cleared the floor. She wanted a dress she could walk in, she said, and her mother would see—it would look just right. In the end it was, as Sara promised—perfect and quite modern.


When Ritchie sent the money, it was Sara who made the trip to the soot-blackened station to study timetables and purchase their tickets. Toward the end of their time in Chicago, Mary Jerome seemed to lose something of her courage. She had the air of a woman who walked helplessly toward a fate she had relinquished the power to fight. Often she sat idly, with her hands listlessly folded, and it worried Sara that she was able to make no contact with her mother.


There were good-bys to be said to a few neighborhood friends, but Sara found this easy enough to do. There was no one to hold her to Chicago as Ritchie drew her to San Francisco.


For all her inexperience, Sara enjoyed taking on the full management of the trip. When the tickets were purchased, Mrs. Jerome wrote to Ritchie to let him know the time of their arrival, and Sara had their trunks sent ahead. On the day of departure she summoned a hackney cab to drive them with their portmanteaus to the station. Her mother moved like a woman in a dream and Sara gave up trying to waken her. Mama would rouse herself when they reached San Francisco. She was tired now—let her rest.


Excitement, anticipation, increased in Sara during the long train ride. What lay ahead in San Francisco? The fulfillment of dreams, perhaps? Perhaps the answers to many questions which had puzzled and concerned her all her life and which now seethed to the surface of her mind, churned by her mother’s insistence on secrecy.


The train trip itself was fun. Sara had scarcely taken an hour’s ride in her life, yet now she was rocketing half across a continent to the accompaniment of roaring wheels, a shrill whistling and a constant rain of cinders. But she even enjoyed the discomforts of smoke and dirt, jerky starts and stops, because all these were part of the adventure.


The train trip took nearly three days, but while Mary Jerome slept badly in the Pullman and was weary by the second day, Sara never lost a wink and was bursting with energy by the time the train reached the Oakland Mole and they left it for the ferry.


Take the boat across, Ritchie had written. Someone will meet you in the Ferry Building on the San Francisco side.


He had been casual, but Sara knew it would be Ritchie himself. She could not sit quietly with her mother in the cabin, but walked out on deck into a whipping wind and watched the city across the bay as they neared it. How bravely the houses climbed the hills, undaunted by any height. And how tall many of the buildings seemed, clustered in the down-town section near the lower end of Market Street. She knew her San Francisco by now.


She had found a book in a Chicago secondhand store and pored over the pictures and text. Already she knew the names of the famous hills—Rincon, where the old best families had resided, and still did to some extent. Nob Hill, where Bonanza wealth lived spectacularly. Ritchie lived on Nob Hill! That must be Russian Hill there—the highest one, where the houses were smaller and there were more green spaces, more trees to be seen. And of course Telegraph Hill would be the one to the far right, with the little houses of the Italians clinging to its steep sides.


She gripped the salt-sticky rail in her excitement and there was a singing in her blood. This was where she belonged. She was aware of her mother, come to stand beside her, and as she spoke, her happiness spilled over.


“There—see that big white building at the top of Nob Hill. That’s where they are building the Fairmont Hotel. It’s going to be one of the most luxurious hotels in the world—even finer than the Palace.”


A shiver ran through the slight figure beside her and brought Sara back from her dream.


“You’re cold,” she said contritely. “That cloak is too thin for this wind.” But the sun was shining brightly and she herself was as warm as though she had been running.


“I was always cold in San Francisco,” Mrs. Jerome said.


They were nearing the Ferry Building now, with its square tower gleaming white across the bay. Mrs. Jerome stared fixedly at land, but Sara forgot her again in interest over the docking and eagerness to see Ritchie.


They followed the crowd from the boat, each with a portmanteau in hand. Sara searched the faces of those who stood waiting to meet the boat. But because she was looking for Ritchie, she did not see Judith at once. It was her mother who said, “There is Miss Renwick,” and gave Sara a little push.


For a moment Sara’s spirits thudded earthward, but she managed to rally in a few moments as she found excuses. Of course he couldn’t come to meet them. Ritchie worked at the insurance office. It would look too eager, it would be unsuitable if he left his desk in the early afternoon. That Judith had come was only right, since she was Mrs. Renwick’s daughter.


Judith had seen them, but she stood where she was, smiling serenely, waiting for them to come to her. She had lost none of her beauty. She looked no less perfect than the last time Sara had seen her. An elbow-length capelet of rich brown fur set off her fairness and she wore a toque of fur on her high-piled hair, a brown-dotted veil flattering her creamy complexion. Her furled umbrella, customary equipment for a San Francisco winter, was of brown silk and had a smart, long handle so that one might pose with it in the fashionable manner. Her brown kid gloves had an air of Paris about them.


Judith welcomed them without effusion, and shook hands with each. If she recalled her last meeting with Sara, her eyes did not betray the fact.


“The carriage is over there,” she said in her low-toned voice. “Ritchie has the auto. He often uses it when my brother Nicholas is out of town on business. Nick is really the head of the family now, you know.”


When they were seated in the carriage and the horses had turned up Market Street, Mrs. Jerome inquired about Judith’s mother.


“She hasn’t been well,” Judith said, and it seemed to Sara that there was a hint of disapproval in her tone.


Sara had seen little of Mrs. Renwick when she had visited the Temples and had noted her mainly as a plump woman much less attractive than her daughter.


But now there were throngs on Market Street to watch—all San Francisco to drink in with her eyes, and she had no time for anything else.


“We have to take a roundabout way to get up the hill,” Judith explained when the carriage turned north toward higher ground. “It’s just as well we’re not quite at the top. On Russian Hill there are rickety wooden steps to climb if you live very high, but on our hill we manage to make it to our own door.”


Gusts of wind blew dust in their faces as the carriage moved along, and dust eddies swirled constantly in the street. Judith put her handkerchief to her mouth and coughed delicately.


“We’re built practically on sand dunes, you know,” she said with almost an air of pride. “I suppose we shall never be rid of the dust.”


Sara watched the houses they passed intently. Would one of those mansions on Nob Hill strike a chord in her memory? Would there be sudden recognition if she saw the house in which she had lived as a child? Once or twice she stole a look at her mother, to see what might be reflected in her face. But Mary Jerome looked straight ahead, as if she wore blinders and could not see the houses of San Francisco.


“Here we are,” Judith said. “Ours is the corner house on the next block.”


Back in Chicago, Sara had thought the Temple house large and impressive, but it looked a toy beside the Renwick mansion. This was vast in size, with dormer windows and chimneys jutting from the roof. There’d be hundreds of panes to wash—but oh, what a view! If only she could have a room with a view. It appeared that every room in this house must have a view, except, perhaps, those in the cellar. Where did San Franciscans put a housekeeper, she wondered.


At the front, facing south, the house rose three stories—two full ones with tall windows which promised high ceilings within, and a third story at the top, not so high. In the center, at the very front, overlooking second-floor balconies and the steep flight of stone steps that ran up from the street, rose a square tower.


“It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen,” Sara said with respectful admiration in her voice. After all, this was where Ritchie lived.


Judith laughed. “I’m afraid some of us won’t agree with you. It was my father’s idea of proving how important the Renwicks were. Frankly, only Nob Hill was impressed. Ritchie says it is the most awful monstrosity he has ever seen in his life.”


Sara noted only that her tone was casual when she spoke of Ritchie. To her eyes this place was what she had dreamed of, and it was unbelievably marvellous that she had come to live in it.


They drove through the wide carriage entrance and went in through a side door. The woodwork was polished to a dark gloss and there were tapestries on the walls of the hallway. Through open doors as they went toward the wide, graceful stairway, Sara caught glimpses of such elegance as she had never dreamed.


Judith slipped off her cape with a languid gesture. “I’m sure you must be tired after your long trip. Susan will take up your suitcases and show you to your rooms. Ring for tea, if you like. Mother will want to see you later.”


A plump, pretty young maid bobbed to Judith and picked up their bags, starting up the stairs ahead of them. “This way, please, mum,” she said to Mrs. Jerome.


She bounced ahead up the wide, carpeted stairs and Sara’s hopes rose. They were going up. Past the second floor, on up narrower stairs to the very top.


“Wait here, please, miss,” said Susan to Sara. “I’ll take your mother back to her room.”


The depth of the house was to separate them, it seemed. Mary Jerome’s room was at a rear corner and she went into it without a word or a backward look for her daughter and Sara watched her go uneasily. When Susan returned, her feet clicking against bare wood, for there was no elegance of carpets up here, her bobbing servant’s manner was gone. It was quite evident she felt herself on equal terms with Sara Jerome.


“You going into service while you’re here?” she asked cheerfully, leading the way toward the front of the house.


“I am going into business,” Sara said with an attempt at dignity. She wanted her position to be made clear. As soon as she had work, she meant to pay for her room and board. She would not be a servant in Ritchie’s house.


“Business?” Susan echoed, puzzled.


“Work in an office,” Sara explained.


Susan’s giggle showed a lack of respect for such an ambition. “Office work is for men. Where are the tips to be picked up? Or the dresses the rich ladies tire of? Running one of those silly writing contraptions all day! That’s not for me. Here you are. It’s a funny place Mr. Ritchie asked us to give you, I must say.”


Susan pushed open a door into the tower itself and Sara walked in. Ritchie had chosen this! Ritchie had remembered that Sara Jerome loved high places.


The big square room was broken in the middle by a small circular stair, hardly more than a curved ladder. Windows looked out toward the front of the house, but the roof cut the view away on either side. Around the circular stairway the room had been arranged somewhat awkwardly as a bedroom. There was a brass bedstead with a tan spread, on which slept a big, tiger-striped yellow cat. A wavery, oval mirror was set in a swivel on top of a high bureau. There was the usual wardrobe closet, a battered straight chair, and a more comfortable, though shabby, armchair. A small table with a crocheted doily on its scratched top stood near the bed. The floor was bare, except for an oval rag rug, and the walls were a disconsolate tan. But after a quick glance, Sara saw only the stair.


“Nobody ever used this place to sleep in before,” Sara grumbled. “Miss Allison is spitting mad that it’s been given to you. It’s been her playroom mostly. If Mister Nick had been home he’d have stood up for her, I’ll wager. Gracious, there’s that horrible cat! Don’t touch him, miss. He’s possessed. He goes and comes as he pleases and there’s no help for it. I do believe he goes through closed doors, he’s that sneaky.”


The huge tiger cat opened one yellow eye, regarded them dispassionately, dismissed them as unimportant, and went back to sleep.


Except for an amused look at the cat, Sara paid little attention to Susan’s chatter. She waited only for the girl to go so she might climb to the tower itself.


Susan shivered and moved toward the door. “Drafty place, if you ask me. You can have it. Even with a fire in the grate, it’s like trying to keep the whole outdoors warm. I’ll come tell you when Miz’ Renwick wakes from her nap and wants you and your ma.”


She eyed Sara up and down, noting her fashionable traveling suit with interest.


“The lady of the house at your last place give you that? It don’t hardly look worn at all.”


Sara shook her head vaguely, waiting to be alone. Giving her up as a source of information, Susan went out, closing the door behind her.


When she had gone, Sara flung her handbag on the bed, took the pins from her hat and pulled it off. After a look at the sleeping yellow monster on the spread, she set her hat on the bureau. Then she hurried to the narrow curving stairway and climbed to the top, her heavy skirts clutched in one hand, the other hand pulling her around the curve.


It was drafty up here, as Susan had said, but after the bitter cold of Chicago, and with brilliant sunshine all around, Sara didn’t mind. San Francisco was invigorating. She looked about in utter delight.


Glass windows completely surrounded the bare tower and she could look in every direction. Sounds of whistles tooting on the bay, of electric trolleys clanging, came to her. Out on the water a small green island floated. That would be Goat Island—Yerba Buena, as it had once been called. On the shore beyond were the towns of the bay. How wonderful to have a view of water again.


She turned next toward the valley that was Market Street, a ruled line from Twin Peaks to the water. She could see the tower of the Ferry Building at one end, and toward the other end the dome of City Hall, with a statue poised atop it. Only at the back of the house was the view cut off by mansions still higher up the hill. Even they were interesting to see. She would spend hours here, feeling strong and free and in command of her own life—as she always felt when she could reach some high spot and survey the world. Besides, there was significance in the face that Ritchie had wanted this for her.


She climbed backward down the difficult stairway and glanced again at the tawny monster on the bed. She would deal with him later. For the moment she wanted a good wash and clean clothes. Her trunk, she saw, had already arrived and waited in a corner.


She got into her wrapper and went in search of the bathroom on the third floor. When she returned, feeling refreshed and clean again, the cat was awake. He watched her lazily, rather like an emperor surveying a slave girl, his yellow eyes neither commending nor condemning, the end of his long tail twitching faintly.


Sara found a green tweedy skirt and ruffled shirtwaist in her trunk that looked reasonably uncrushed. The cat watched her without blinking as she dressed. Once she spoke to him.


“You can’t stay here permanently, you know. And I don’t intend to have you as a regular visitor.”


The cat yawned, revealing a pink cavern well lined with needle-sharp teeth. He stretched and began to wash his face with a well-licked paw. Sara had just buckled on a brown grosgrain belt when she heard footsteps running noisily down the uncarpeted hallway. A sudden banging on her door startled her, but before she could answer, the door was thrust open with a force that slammed it against the wall, and an angry tornado burst into the room.


Sara stared at the girl of about eleven who stood on the threshold with fury in her brown eyes. This, undoubtedly, was Judith’s sister Allison, and undoubtedly, as Susan had warned, she was in a rage over the usurping of her playroom. Sara had never known many children, and she felt at a loss to deal with this one.


The girl’s plain, small face was made still more plain by a bare expanse of forehead that overbalanced it. Her nondescript brown hair had been pulled back in eyebrow-lifting tightness and bound into a braid. A hair bow had been tied at the nape of her neck, but it hung loose in back in two limp streamers. She was dressed in an ugly brown jumper with ink spots on the skirt. From chin to scalp rose a mottling flush as she stared balefully at Sara.


Then she flung the strapped schoolbooks she carried to the floor with a bang and strode toward the bed.


“Even if Ritchie gave you my room,” she announced, “you can’t have my cat!”




Chapter Three


ALLISON RENWICK FLUNG HERSELF UPON THE BED AND, SURPRISINGLY, the huge yellow beast sat up and began to purr. Allison put a scrawny arm about him and he climbed into her lap and began to lick her wrist. She put her face down against the yellow fur and the flush in her cheeks began to fade a little. The cat licked on steadily, moving to a fresh patch of skin.


Sara could only watch in helpless astonishment.


“I suppose you are Allison Renwick?” she asked at length.


“Who else would I be?” the child demanded. “All right—I don’t care! Go ahead and say it! Say what they all say!”


“Say what? I was going to ask if this room was actually your bedroom.”


“Of course not. This is the servants’ floor up here. I have a bedroom of my own downstairs. But this isn’t supposed to be a bedroom. This tower has been mine ever since I was little. Nick would never, never have made me give it up. I hate Uncle Ritchie. I wish he’d never come here. He always plays mean tricks like this.”


“Uncle” Ritchie meant he was well established as a family friend. Sara sat in the one armchair and continued to study the two who occupied her bed.


“Have you thought,” she said, “that Ritchie might have been kind enough to remember how much I love high places? He wanted this room for me because he knows how much a tower room means to me.”


“You’d better say Mister Ritchie,” Allison told her, kicking off dusty shoes and pulling her skinny, black-stockinged legs up under her. “Like the other servants.”


Sara tried to answer calmly. “I am not a servant. I grew up with Ritchie Temple and I shall go on calling him what I’ve always called him. Now do you suppose you could take that savage-looking cat away?”


Indignantly Allison hooked the great cat over her shoulder like a fur piece. “Comstock is not a savage. Next to my brother Nick he’s the finest gentleman in all San Francisco.”


The little girl looked comical as she sat cross-legged with the cat half around her neck. Her dignity was so enormous that Sara wanted to laugh, but she had no wish to further outrage the child.


“Comstock is an odd name for a cat,” she said.


Allison looked her scorn. “I can tell you don’t know much about San Francisco. The Comstock was the great Bonanza lode. Silver in Virginia City. That’s where all the big San Francisco fortunes came from.” Her thin face glowed with sudden interest. “Comstock looks like a Bonanza king. I wish I had lived in those days. Nick does too.”


Sara smiled and Allison seemed to relax a little.


“At least,” the girl remarked, “you haven’t said what all the others do. You haven’t said, ‘You can’t be Judith’s sister!’”


Footsteps sounded again in the hall and Sara looked up to see Susan standing doubtfully in the open doorway.


“Miz’ Renwick’s up from her nap,” she said to Sara. “She wants to talk to you. I’m to call your ma too.” She darted a cautious look at the two on the bed. “Miss Allison, you don’t belong in here. Mister Ritchie asked me to see you didn’t bother her.” She nodded at Sara.


With a leap that showed surprising agility, Allison sprang from the bed with the cat in her arms and was upon Susan in a flash. She thrust the big cat directly at her, so that its forepaws clawed at her hair, pulled strands of it loose. Susan threw her hands before her face and fled squealing down the hall. Pleased at the rout, Allison looked triumphantly at Sara. She bunched Comstock up in her hands and took a tentative step in Sara’s direction.


“I can do that with you too, if I like.”


Sara stood her ground. “You do and I’ll cuff your cat good.”


“You wouldn’t dare. Comstock would scratch you till you bled. And nobody in this house dares touch me.”


The cat seemed to understand the tone of his mistress’s voice. His ears went back and he bared sharp fangs in a snarl. But Sara was not put to the test. It was Allison who retreated toward the door.


“Come along,” she said to Sara, changing her mind. “I’ll take you down to Mama’s rooms.”


She went into the dark, windowless hallway, which had rooms all around and was lighted only by a meager bulb hung from the ceiling. At the door of the tower room Sara pointedly removed the key from inside the door and locked it from the outside, pocketing the key in her green skirt. Allison watched without comment, her gaze as fixed and unblinking as the cat’s.


Susan was already leading Mrs. Jerome down the lower stairway and Allison peered over the banister after her, then back at Sara.


“I don’t like that Susan. She’s a sneaky one. She’s sweet on Uncle Ritchie. Mis-ter Ritchie! Are you sweet on him too?”


This was certainly the most difficult child imaginable.


“Ritchie is my good friend,” Sara said quietly as they started downstairs together. “As I told you, I grew up with him. Don’t you have any good friends that you’re growing up with so you can understand that?”


Allison shook her head. “Nobody likes me. Only Comstock and Nick.” There was almost the same note of pride in her voice that Judith had used in speaking of the dust that swirled through San Francisco streets. “Besides, I don’t want to be bothered with any silly children. Books are better company any day.”


She paused at the landing and waited for Sara. Then she pointed.


“Any time you want to watch when they’re having a dinner party downstairs, you can kneel right where the banister curves on the second floor and see through into the hall and the dining room. The way the light is, nobody’s likely to see you. I’ve done it lots of times.”


So other little girls peeped at parties just as she had done.


“Thank you,” Sara said. “I’ll keep it in mind.”


They hurried now and caught up with Susan and Mary Jerome on the first floor. Mrs. Renwick had given up climbing stairs and had a suite of her own on the garden side of the great house. Here the main hall narrowed into an el. Allison stepped back to let Sara go ahead.


“I’m not going in,” she whispered. “She’s not really my mother, you know.” She waited for the satisfaction of Sara’s surprise, smiled smugly and went off, still lugging the great, patient, savage cat.


Mrs. Renwick held her audience from a pale blue chaise longue, heaped with pillows covered in Japanese silk. All over the walls of the corner behind her were crowded photographs, framed and unframed. Surely every friend and relative she had ever known must look out from this cozy corner collection, Sara thought.


Hilda Renwick wore a loose wrapper of no particular style and she had gained considerably in weight since that visit to Chicago two years before. Or perhaps it was just that she was obviously uncorseted. Her thick blond hair had been pushed halfheartedly into a pompadour and then tied back with a child’s hair ribbon. On the small taboret beside her was a box of chocolates. As they came in, she helped herself to a cream and held out the box.


“Hello,” she said with comfortable informality. “Have some candy. Run along now, Susan. This is none of your affair.”


Susan bobbed a curtsy, threw Sara a curious look and went out of the room. Mrs. Jerome refused the chocolates and took a straight chair, very much the housekeeper being interviewed by the mistress. Sara would have liked a piece of candy, but followed her mother’s example, though she chose a more comfortable chair.


Mrs. Renwick licked a finger clean of chocolate and looked at Mary with faded blue eyes.


“It was a wonderful idea of Ritchie’s to suggest sending for you, Mrs. Jerome. I’m very fond of Ritchie. He’s always so thoughtful of my comfort. I’m delighted with the wonderful news. I can’t say as much for my son Nicholas, who grows more difficult every year. But as I say, it’s fine that you’ve come.”


Mrs. Jerome murmured politely and Sara said nothing, wondering what news she was delighted about.


“You see,” Mrs. Renwick ran on, “I can’t trouble myself about the house any more. My heart, you know. Fluttery. The doctor says I’m to do just as I please and have no duties at all.” She beamed at them cheerfully. “A wonderful man. I went through eight doctors before I found him. As a matter of fact, Ritchie discovered him for me. Ritchie knew just what I needed. Now I can read naughty French novels without being scolded, eat all the chocolates I want, and never mind my complexion! I can even turn up my nose at San Francisco society.”


She laughed and looked at Mary Jerome, who was obviously bewildered. Then her quick, pale blue eyes turned in Sara’s direction. Sara was beginning to like her and she smiled back.


Mrs. Renwick, however, shook her head sadly. “A pity. This girl is much too handsome for her own good. She’ll be a problem to you, Mrs. Jerome. Of course all children are a problem. But the beautiful ones are the worst, except, of course, for the plain ones. Like Allison. Have you seen Allison?”


“I have,” said Sara.


Mrs. Renwick moved her hands in a gesture of despair. There was nothing, she seemed to imply, that could be done about Allison.


Mrs. Jerome brought the conversation back to something more pertinent. “Now that I am here, Mrs. Renwick, I’d like to know something of my duties. About the household routine and—”


“Mercy!” cried Mrs. Renwick. “Don’t bother me with such matters. The servants will tell you. Or Judith. Your duties, as far as I am concerned, are not to worry me about anything that happens. Of course you can come visit me now and then. You, especially,” she said, nodding at Sara. “You look like a breath of life. I don’t go out in the world any more. But I like people who bring it to me. And since you’re not mine I needn’t worry about you.”


From the front of the house came the sound of a door opening and Mrs. Renwick’s face lighted.


“There’s Ritchie now! He’s home early again. He’ll be here in a moment. He always comes first to see me.”


It was all Sara could do to sit still. She did not want to see Ritchie under her mother’s eye. Or under Mrs. Renwick’s, for that matter. All day she had been looking forward to this moment, but now that it drew near she felt suddenly shy, like the young girl who had once waited tremulously for Ritchie’s every look and word. She didn’t want to feel that way now. She didn’t want to betray herself again in this first meeting. This time he must come to her.


Beside her chair glass doors opened onto a porch of red tile. Beyond she could see evidence of a garden. She gestured to it casually. “What a lovely place—a wintertime garden! May I see?”


“We have flowers all year round in California,” Mrs. Renwick said. “Of course—run out and smell the posies.”


Sara could hear Ritchie’s voice, speaking to someone in the hall. She rose carefully, so as to give no evidence of haste, opened the doors and stepped outside, pulling them to behind her. After the stuffiness of the close, fire-heated room, the cold air was wonderfully bracing. She filled her lungs with great gusts of it and stepped to the edge of the little porch where she could better see the garden. Frequent rains had brought green to dry grass and with the sun shining it felt almost like Indian summer. A profusion of bright red and pink geraniums bordered the tile. And in flower beds beyond red roses glowed warm with color. There were marigolds, primroses, and snapdragons. An extravagantly purple flowered vine climbed against the house. In a twisted tree with a red trunk and bushy foliage, a robin twittered. All this richness in January!


Yet even as Sara breathed scented air and lifted her face to the sun, a tight core of attention was focused on what might be happening in the room behind her. She could hear Ritchie’s voice again, greeting her mother. This time, she told herself, she must meet him with her guard up. She must not give everything away as she had always done in the past. Let him wonder a little. Let him not read her through and through. Ritchie might value more that which was withheld. Oh, she was older and wiser now!


She pretended interest in the geraniums as she heard the glass doors open and close. She plucked a leaf, smelling the strong, spicy odor. At home there had been a geranium or two in pots at the kitchen window—scrawny plants, dwarfs beside this riotous growth. That was it, think about geraniums, pay no attention to Ritchie, who had come through the doors behind her.


But he was so quiet, speaking no word of greeting, taking no step toward her, that she was forced to glance curiously around. He lounged with a shoulder against the brick wall of the house, his arms folded idly, watching her with amusement in his eyes. She remembered again how bright his hair could look in the sun.
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