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This book is dedicated to my fairy godmother, Meg Ruley, and to Dorothy Cannell, who was kind enough to introduce us.




One


New York, July 1901


“You want me to do what?” I demanded so loudly that a delicate young female walking ahead of us glanced back in horror and had to reach for her smelling salts. I burst out laughing. “For the love of Mike, Daniel—can you picture me as a companion?” Then I looked up at Captain Daniel Sullivan’s face. He wasn’t smiling.


He gave me an embarrassed half-smile, half-shrug. “I was only thinking of you, Molly. You do need a job, and you haven’t exactly been successful in your search so far.”


“So I haven’t come up with the perfect job yet.” I picked up my skirts to avoid the wet patches around a grand-looking fountain. It had a fine bronze statue of the Angel of the Waters on top, but at this moment the scene was anything but grand. A host of little boys, some of them naked as the day they were born, were scrambling in and out, standing under the curtain of spray before being evicted again, squealing and yelling as they avoided the nightstick wielded by an overzealous policeman. It was Sunday afternoon and we were doing what most New Yorkers did on hot summer Sundays—we were strolling through Central Park. For once Daniel’s day off had actually fallen on a Sunday, and there had been no incidents to drag him away with an apologetic peck on the cheek.


It seemed as if pecks on the cheek were all I was getting these days from Captain Daniel Sullivan. Yes, I know that pecks on the cheek, properly chaperoned, are all that decent young ladies should expect before marriage, but propriety rather went out of the window when I was with Daniel. And I had hoped our romance might have blossomed into something more substantial by now, but as New York’s youngest police captain, Daniel threw himself wholeheartedly into his job. I, on the other hand, had no job to keep me occupied.


It wasn’t as if I hadn’t tried. After my somewhat dramatic arrival in New York, I had looked for something suitable. The saints in heaven will attest that I really put my heart into it. I wouldn’t have minded a governess position, in fact I’d have been good at it. But it didn’t take me long to discover that an Irish girl, fresh off the boat, and with no references—or at least no references that could be verified (I had made some very convincing forgeries), would not be hired to teach the children of a good family. Nursemaid maybe, but I didn’t think I’d last a week as a servant.


After that, I tried my hand at any job I could find, short of gutting fish at the Fulton Street fish market. I did draw the line at standing up to my elbows in fish entrails.


“You have to admit that there have been some rather spectacular disasters.” Daniel voiced my thoughts for me, making me wonder whether he could actually read my mind.


“I wouldn’t say disasters.”


A breeze blew off the boating lake beyond the fountain, sending a fine curtain of spray in our direction. The cool tingles on my hot skin felt wonderful and I was tempted to stand there for a while until Daniel pulled me clear. “Molly—you’ll get soaked to the skin.”


“But it feels divine.”


“It might feel divine,” he said, looking down at me with those alarming blue eyes, “but that’s a very fine muslin you’re wearing, my dear. We wouldn’t want other men ogling you, would we?” He led me firmly away from the fountain terrace, along the edge of the boating lake. I paused to look longingly at those rowboats. A couple came gliding by, the girl’s face hidden by a deliciously decadent parasol—all frills and lace and froufrou—as she trailed a hand languidly through the water. Her beau, pulling manfully at the oars in rolled-up shirtsleeves, didn’t look as if he were enjoying himself quite as much. Undignified rivulets of sweat streaked the beet-red face beneath his boater.


“You wouldn’t say disasters?” Daniel repeated, chuckling as he led me away. “The shirtwaist factory?”


“So I got a needle through my thumb. It could have happened to anyone.” I tossed my head, almost losing my straw boater into the water.


“And who sewed all those sleeves on inside out?” Those alarming blue eyes were twinkling.


“That wasn’t why I was fired and you know it. It was because I stood up to that brute of a foreman and wasn’t about to take any of his nonsense. All those unfair rules—docking their workers’ pay every time they so much as sneezed. I knew right away that I’d never be able to hold my tongue for long.”


“Then there was the café,” Daniel reminded me.


I gave him a sheepish grin. “Yes, I suppose that counted as a spectacular disaster.”


We had reached the dappled shade of spreading chestnut trees as the path left the lakeside. The effect was instant, like stepping into a pool of cool water. “Ah, that’s better,” Daniel said. “Look, there’s a bench under that tree. Let’s sit awhile.”


I noticed that Daniel seemed to be feeling the heat more than I. His face was as red as the young man’s in the row-boat and his wild black curls were plastered to his forehead under his boater. Of course, gentlemen are at a disadvantage on days like this, having to wear jackets whilst we women can keep cool in muslins. But he was a born New Yorker. I’d have thought he grew up used to this heat. I, on the other hand, had come from the wild west coast of Ireland, where a couple of sunny days in a row counted as a heat wave, and we had the chilly Atlantic at our feet whenever we needed to cool off.


Daniel took out his handkerchief and mopped at his brow. “That’s better,” he said. “I swear, every summer is hotter than the last. It’s those new skyscrapers. They block the cooling breezes from the East River and the Hudson.”


“It’s certainly hot enough.” I fanned myself with the penny fan I had bought from a street vendor last week. It was a pretty little thing from China, made of paper and decorated with a picture of a pagoda and wild mountain scenery. “Here, you look as if you could use this more than me.” I turned and fanned Daniel too. He grabbed at my wrist, laughing. “Stop it. You’ll be offering me your smelling salts next.”


“I’ve never carried smelling salts in my life and never intend to,” I said. “Fainting is for ninnies.”


“That’s what I like about you, Molly Murphy—” For a long minute Daniel gazed at me in a way that turned my insides to water, his fingers still firmly around my wrist—“Your spirit. That and your trim little waist, of course, and those big green eyes and that adorable little nose.” He touched it playfully. Then the smile faded but the look of longing remained. “Oh, Molly. I just wish . . .” He let the rest of the sentence hang in the humid air, making me wonder what exactly he was wishing. He was young and healthy, with great career prospects—and a future that should have included a wife too. But I wasn’t going to press him on this one. Who knew how men’s minds worked? He could be waiting for a pay raise or saving enough to buy a house before he popped the question—if he did indeed intend to pop it. For once in my life I kept silent.


“I’m pretty content myself,” I said gaily. “I have a fine big room of my own and a handsome fellow who comes to call from time to time, and I’m living in a big city, just like I always dreamed I would.”


Daniel let his gaze fall and he sat there for a moment silent, his eyes focused on his hands in his lap.


“There’s no rush for anything, Daniel,” I said. “If I could just find a way to keep myself a respectable job where I wasn’t abused or overworked . . .”


“Did I not mention the companion’s position?”


I patted his hand. “Daniel—can you see me as a companion to an old lady? Companions are pathetic, downtrodden creatures who cringe when spoken to and spend their days holding knitting wool and combing cats. I tried my hand at being a servant, remember. I wasn’t born to be humble. And you know yourself that I can never learn when to hold my tongue.”


“But a companion is not a servant, Molly. You’d be expected to read to Miss Van Woekem and take her for strolls around the park—that kind of thing. What could be easier?”


“She’d be crotchety and finickety. Old spinsters always are. I’d lose my patience with her and that would be that.” I gave a gay little laugh, but still Daniel didn’t smile.


“Molly, I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that you do need to find some kind of job soon. I know the alderman gave you a small gift by way of apology for what happened at his house—”


“It was a bribe, Daniel, as you very well know.”


“But it won’t last forever,” Daniel went on, ignoring my statement. It was funny the way the New York policemen seemed to become suddenly deaf at the mention of the word ‘bribe.’ “And you do have rent to pay, even though it’s a modest amount.”


“The O’Hallarans are being very kind,” I agreed. “I’m sure they could rent out their attic for much more if they chose to.” It was Daniel himself who had found me the pleasant top-floor flat owned by a fellow policeman. “And don’t forget Seamus shares the rent, and pays for most of the food, too.”


“I should think so, considering that you cook it and look after his children for him.”


“I’m glad to do it,” I said. “They’re no trouble, and how would he manage without me, poor man, with his wife back home in Ireland just waiting to die?”


I had brought Seamus’s young son and daughter to New York at their mother’s request when she found that she had consumption and wasn’t allowed to travel. And in case you think I’m some kind of saint, let me assure you that the arrangement suited my own purposes very well.


“You’ve a good heart, Molly,” Daniel said, “but this arrangement can’t go on forever. I’m not entirely comfortable with you living up there with a man whose wife is back in Ireland.”


I laughed. “Not comfortable, Daniel? Seamus O’Connor is a perfectly harmless individual—you’ve seen him yourself. Hardly the greatest catch in New York. What’s more, we have a kitchen and hallway between us to keep things proper, and Mrs. O’Hallaran downstairs too, keeping an eye on things.”


“That’s not the point,” Daniel said. “People will talk. Do you want them saying you’re a kept woman?”


“Certainly not.”


“Then may I suggest you listen to me and find a suitable job for yourself that will not end in disaster.”


His reminders of my dismal failures in the world of commerce were beginning to rile me. I didn’t like to fail at anything. “If you really want to know, I’m still planning to follow my original idea and set myself up as a private investigator.” I threw this out more to annoy him than anything.


Daniel rolled his eyes and gave a despairing chuckle. “Molly, women do not become investigators. I thought we’d been through all this before.”


“I don’t see why not. I thought I was pretty good at it.”


“Apart from almost getting yourself killed.”


“Right. Apart from that. But I told you. I don’t plan to deal with criminal cases. Nothing dangerous. I still keep thinking about all those people when I was leaving Liverpool, Daniel. They were desperate for knowledge of their loved ones who had come to America. I’d be doing good work if I united families again, wouldn’t I?”


“Did it ever occur to you that the loved ones might not want to be found?” he asked. “And anyway, how would you set about this—this detective business? You’d need an office to start with, and you’d have to advertise . . .”


“I know that too!”


“And if you discovered that the loved one you were seeking had gone to California, would you take the train to find him? Families of immigrants won’t have money to pay.”


“So I’d need some capital to get started.” I paused to watch an elegant open carriage pass on the road beyond the trees. Lovely women in wide white hats and young men in blazers sat chatting and laughing as if they hadn’t a care in the world—which they probably hadn’t. “And I’d just have to take some cases that paid well.”


Daniel turned to me and took my hands in his. “Molly, please put this foolish idea to rest. You don’t need to set yourself up as anything. You need a pleasant, dignified job that pays the rent, for the time being, that’s all.”


“Maybe I won’t be content with a pleasant little job. Maybe I want to make something of myself.”


He laughed again, uneasily this time. “It’s not as if you’re a man and need to be thinking of a future career. Only something to bide your time until some fellow snaps you up.”


His eyes were teasing again, all seriousness apparently forgotten.


“Snaps me up? But surely you know I’m a hopeless case? Already turned twenty-three and therefore officially on the shelf.”


“You? You’ll never find yourself on the shelf, Molly. You’ll be just as fascinating at fifty.”


“Hardly a comforting thought,” I said. “Still a companion at fifty? Shall we go on walking?” I got to my feet. This conversation was definitely not leading where I wanted it to. Daniel had had several chances to state his intentions and failed miserably at all of them. It wasn’t as if he were either hesitant or shy. Then he said something that made me realize how his brain might be working.


“I wish you’d give the companion’s position a try, Molly. Miss Van Woekem is well respected in New York society. My parents really look up to her. Being with her would give you an introduction into society here.”


Then it dawned on me. That was why he was hesitating—he didn’t want to marry an Irish peasant girl fresh from the old sod. I’d left Ireland with its snobbery and class prejudice and crossed the Atlantic to find that same snobbery alive and flourishing in the New World. And he with parents who came over with nothing in the great famine! Well, if that was how Daniel Sullivan thought—I opened my mouth to tell him what he could do with his companion’s job, and with Miss Van What’s-it too. I stopped myself at the last second. He presumably thought he was doing this for my own good. He wanted me to fit in and become acceptable and accepted in society here. What’s more, it certainly beat out fish gutting. What did I have to lose? “All right, if you think I should take it, I’m prepared to give it a try.”


He stopped and put his hands on my shoulders. “That’s my girl,” he said, kissing me on the forehead.


“Should we try the Ramble today?” I motioned to the inviting woodland path that disappeared into the undergrowth to my left. The area of Central Park known as the Ramble was made up of a series of winding, intersecting paths through a thickly wooded copse. Only a few steps into the woods and it was hard to believe that you were in the middle of a big city. It was also one of the few places where it was possible to steal a kiss undisturbed.


But Daniel shook his head. “It’s too hot for walking today. Why don’t we head for that ice cream parlor?”


“Ice cream? That would be wonderful!” On a hot day like this, ice cream won out over kisses with me too. I had only just tasted my first ice cream and was still amazed at a place where such luxuries were available every day.


Daniel smiled at my excitement. “Don’t ever change, will you?”


“I might well turn into a severe and snooty spinster when Miss Van Woekem starts to influence me,” I retorted.


He laughed and slipped his arm around my waist. In spite of the heat and the fact that this was surely not proper behavior for a park on a Sunday, I wasn’t about to stop him. We joined the stream of Sunday strollers on the wide East Drive. Half of New York had to be here. The upper crust passed by in their open carriages, oblivious to the stream of pedestrians beside them. On the sandy footpath it was ordinary people like ourselves, severe Italian mothers dressed all in black with a fleet of noisy bambinos, Jewish families with bearded patriarchs and solemn little boys with skullcaps on their heads, proud fathers pushing tall perambulators—every language under the sun being spoken around us. As we neared the gate the noise level rose—music from a carrousel competed with an Italian hurdy-gurdy man and the shouts of the ice cream seller. I knew that Daniel wouldn’t buy ice cream in the park. You never knew what it was made from, he said, and typhoid fever was always a worry in the hot weather.


Suddenly a dapper little man in a dark brown suit and derby hat stepped out in front of us.


“Hold it right there!” he shouted.


“It’s all right. He’s only taking our photo,” Daniel whispered as I started in alarm. “He’s one of the park photographers.”


I saw then that the man was pointing a little black box at us and we heard a click.


“There you are, sir. Lovely souvenir of the day,” he said, nodding seriously. He had a strange accent that seemed to be a mixture of London Cockney and Bowery New York. He came up to Daniel. “Here’s my card if you care to stop by the studio and purchase the photo for your lady friend.”


As he handed Daniel his card he moved closer and I thought I saw his hand go to Daniel’s pocket. It was over in a fraction of a second, so that I didn’t know whether to believe my eyes. For a moment I was too startled to act, then, as I grabbed Daniel’s arm to warn him, I saw the man’s hand move away from Daniel again, and it was empty. I didn’t want to make a scene, so I kept quiet until we had walked past the photographer.


“I think that man tried to pick your pocket,” I whispered.


“Then he was out of luck,” Daniel said, smiling. “I only keep my handkerchief in that pocket.”


He slipped his hand into the pocket and I noticed the change in his expression. “Yes, the fellow was unlucky all right,” he said, taking my arm. “Come on, let’s get that ice cream.”




Two


A crisply starched maid showed me into the refined brick house with wrought-iron balconies on South Gramercy Park.


“Miss Murphy, ma’am,” she said and dropped a curtsy before retiring. The old woman who sat in the high-backed chair by the window looked as if she had been chiseled from marble. Her face had shrunk to a living skull but the eyes that fastened on me were still very alive.


“Well, come in, girl. Don’t just stand there,” she said in a sharp, gravelly voice that sounded as if it had dried out like its owner. “What is your name?”


“Molly. Molly Murphy.” Her look was so intense that I was startled.


She sniffed. “Molly—a nickname only suitable for peasants and servants. You were presumably baptized with a Christian name.”


“I was baptized Mary Margaret.”


“And that is a little too pretentious for someone in your station. Nobody below the middle class needs two names. I shall call you just plain Mary.”


“You can call all you like, but I won’t answer.” I had recovered enough to challenge her stare. “My name’s Molly. Always has been. If you don’t like it, you can always call me Miss Murphy.”


She opened her mouth, went to say something, then shut it again with a “hmmph.”


“Let me take a look at you.”


I could feel those dark boot-button eyes boring into me. “Are you not wearing a corset, girl?”


“I’ve never worn one,” I said. “Back where I come from, we didn’t go in for such things.”


She made a disproving tut-tutting noise. “Daniel mentioned that you were newly arrived from Ireland, but he didn’t say that you’d come straight from the bogs. When you leave here today I’ll give you the money and you’ll go to my costumier and have yourself fitted for a corset. And as for the rest of your clothing—I suppose I can’t expect you to wear black in this summer heat. Do you possess a plain gray dress?”


“I don’t possess much of anything,” I said. “I had to leave most of my things behind in Ireland.”


I didn’t mention the reason I’d had to leave in a hurry. Nobody knew that but me. Nobody was going to know it.


“I’ll have my housekeeper see if there is anything suitable for you in the servant’s closet,” she said.


“I understood that you wanted a companion, not a servant.” Again I matched stares with her. With that hooked nose and those black little eyes she reminded me of some kind of bird. A bird of prey, definitely. “I don’t get out much anymore,” she said. “I like to be surrounded by things that are pleasing to the eye.” My gaze followed hers around the room. It was indeed pleasing to the eye—not cluttered with too many knickknacks like other well-to-do rooms I had seen, it managed to be austere and elegant at the same time. The furniture was well-polished mahogany, with lots of silk cushions; a mahogany bookcase filled with rich leather tomes took up most of one wall. There was a lamp with a shade like a miniature stained-glass window and a couple of good, if somber, paintings hung on the walls. Not what one would call a woman’s room, but a room of definite good taste.


“The lamp is from Mr. Tiffany,” she said, noticing my eyes falling on it. “My one concession to the latest fads. And the painting over the fireplace—”


“Looks as if it’s of the Flemish School,” I said, studying the dark and rather too real-looking still life of a dead pheasant and some fruit. “Is it a copy of a Vermeer?”


She snorted. I couldn’t tell if the sound was pleased or contemptuous. “It is a Vermeer,” she said. “And how do you come to know about painting? Are they hanging Vermeers in Irish cottages these days?”


“I’m not uneducated, even though I may not be fashionably dressed. Our governess was a great devotee of art. She had visited all the fine galleries of Europe.”


“You had a governess?” She looked at me incredulously.


“I was educated with the land-owner’s daughters,” I answered, hoping she wouldn’t interrogate further on this topic.


She stared at me in a way that could be considered rude among equals, obviously deciding whether I was lying to her or too impudent to keep. “You have a nice enough face,” she said at last, “and you carry yourself well, but that outfit has definitely seen better days. I’ll have my dressmaker come in and measure you up. Maybe not gray. Doesn’t do justice to the hair, which would be quite striking if properly arranged.” In deference to my companion’s position I had managed to twist my unruly red curls into a severe bun. Not too successfully, I might add. Trying to tame my hair was like trying to hold back the ocean.


“So if you know about art, and you were educated by a governess, you presumably know how to read more than penny dreadfuls.”


“There’s nothing I like better.” I let my eyes wander to the bookcase on the back wall. “I love to read whenever I can.”


“In which case maybe you’ll turn out to be satisfactory after all, in spite of appearances. You can start by reading to me now. What do you like to read?”


“Oh, the novels of Charles Dickens—”


“Popular sentimental drivel, written for the masses,” she said. “Why does one need to read about squalor when there is already too much on one’s doorstep?”


“Jane Austen, then.”


“Feminine frippery. You won’t find many novels in this house, Miss Murphy. I believe that reading should be for two purposes only—to educate and to uplift. Now if you will pick up that slim volume lying on the sofa, you may read to me from it. It is a newly published account of last year’s atrocities in China, written by the sister of a missionary who was beheaded. I am very much afraid there are some races that we shall never succeed in civilizing or Christianizing.”


“The Chinese have a very old civilization and they might not have wanted to be Christianized,” I pointed out.


“What rubbish you talk, girl. It is our duty to spread the Gospel. But then I suppose you are another of those Holy Romans. You’ve never learned the lessons of Martin Luther or John Calvin, more’s the pity. And now my goddaughter is thinking of marrying one. ‘You’d better bring the boy in line before the wedding,’ I told her, because I’ll not attend any service where they swing incense and pray to idols.”


I decided this was a time to keep my mouth shut and went to get the book.


“But Arabella is a headstrong girl and probably doesn’t care a fig for anyone’s opinion, even mine, though she knows she’ll inherit everything from me,” she added as I crossed the room.


I realized I was gritting my teeth with a forced smile on my face. I hoped Daniel realized what I was doing for him, because I wasn’t sure who was going to break first, I or Miss Van Woekem. A white fur rug was lying behind the sofa. As I went to step on it, it leaped up, yowling, and clawed at me. So there were to be cats, after all.


“Watch what you’re doing, clumsy girl,” Miss Van Woekem snapped. “Now you’ve quite upset Princess Yasmin.”


I forbore to say that Princess Yasmin had quite upset me as well. The large white Persian sat watching me with a look of utter disdain. I reached carefully past her to get the book. I need not have worried. She turned her back on me and started licking a paw as if I were of no consequence whatever.


At the end of an hour’s reading the maid reappeared to announce luncheon.


“I will take mine here, on a tray,” Miss Van Woekem announced. “Miss Murphy will eat at the dining table.” She nodded for me to close the book. “You read surprisingly well for one of your station. The accent is uncouth, of course, but I am pleasingly surprised. Maybe you’ll do after all.”


“And maybe I won’t,” I thought as I followed the maid to the dining room. If Daniel thought this was easy work, he had never tried it.


I spent an uneasy meal sitting alone at a vast polished mahogany table, with the maid waiting attendance behind me. I won’t say I didn’t enjoy it, however. For one who has always had ideas above her station, according to my mother, this was the way I should have been eating all my life. And the food was delicious—some sort of cold fish mousse and salad, fresh fruit and tiny meringues for dessert and freshly made lemonade to drink. I began to think better of the job, especially when I discovered that Miss Van W. took an afternoon nap and I was free to browse in her library.


After tea taken at the little table in the sitting room, she instructed me to get her bath chair ready. The maid brought it into the front hall—an impressive wicker contraption on wheels—and helped Miss Van W. into it.


“You can wheel me around the gardens, girl. It is the most pleasant place to be at this time of day.”


The central square of Gramercy Park was an ironrailed garden filled with trees, shrubs and flowers. I wheeled her across the street to the park’s entrance, a wrought-iron gate facing the north side. As I approached, an elderly couple was leaving. The man, with impressive white mustaches, took off his boater, gave a sweeping bow, then held the gate open for us to pass through.


“Good evening, Miss Van Woekem. Seasonably warm again, wouldn’t you say?”


Miss Van Woekem nodded to him. “Since it’s July, that goes without saying. Good day to you.”


As we passed into the gardens, she muttered to me, “Odious man. Just because he knew McKinley in Ohio, he thinks he can forget that his father was a grocer.”


I pushed her around the park, enjoying the shade under the trees, the sweet-smelling shrubs and the banks of glorious flowers. I noticed a man in a brown suit and derby standing among those trees, blending into the shade as we passed. I wondered if he was a gardener, but he wasn’t doing anything and there was no sign of tools. He just stood there, staring up at a house on the south side of the park, and didn’t even notice us.


In the distance a clock struck six. “Time to go,” Miss Van Woekem said. “I must change for dinner. My goddaughter may be joining me, if she doesn’t get a better offer, that is. She is in town for a few days of shopping. You may push me home.”


I wheeled her to the park gate and leaned on it. It remained firmly shut.


“Didn’t you bring the key, girl?” she asked in annoyance.


“Key? I didn’t know there was a key.” I felt my face flushing.


“Of all the stupidity! Of course there’s a key. We don’t want to admit riffraff, do we?”


“You might have mentioned it before we set off,” I said.


“You are most insolent and do not know your place.”


“I thought you required a companion, which, by definition, is not a subordinate,” I said. “If I don’t suit you, then maybe you should look elsewhere.”


We stared at each other like two dogs whose territories have overlapped.


“I think I’ll manage to whip you into shape eventually,” she said with a slight glint that could have been a twinkle in her eyes. “And you had better find a way to get us out of this park before nightfall.”


I left the chair in the shade and walked around the gardens, hoping to attract the attention of a passerby outside the railings. But the square was deserted apart from two women servants who hurried along the far side and a carriage that passed me at a brisk trot, too quickly to be hailed. As I approached the southeast corner, which was the most wooded, I remembered the man in brown. I hadn’t seen him leave the park, and he would have to have a key for us. But he was no longer standing under the trees. I looked around. No movement except for a squirrel that darted across the lawn.


Just then a large shrub close to the railing rustled. The movement was too big to have been caused by another squirrel. A cat, maybe. I moved closer, then froze when I saw the man in brown crouching down beside the shrub. He turned and looked around, nervously. I managed to shrink back behind a tree trunk just in time. Obviously satisfied that there was nobody to see him, he grasped one of the railings, removed it, slipped through the opening and then replaced the railing. It was all over in a second. I watched him brush himself off and walk down the street whistling.


I was so impressed with what I had seen that it took me a moment to realize I had seen him before. He was the same man who had taken our photograph in Central Park.




Three


I didn’t think any more of the strange incident until the next day. I presumed that the man merely wanted to access the gardens without owning a resident’s key. The cool shade was certainly tempting on these stifling summer days when the heat rose from the cobblestones and reflected from the brick walls.


I had followed his example and made my exit through the loose railing, then picked up a key from the maid, not disclosing to Miss Van Woekem the details of how I had made my escape. I had, however, noted the railing for future use.


I had arrived home that night to find my landlady very agitated.


“Well, here you are at last, Miss Murphy, and not a moment too soon.” She stepped out into the hallway, blocking my passage up the stairs. She had an uncanny habit of doing this, no matter what time of day I came home. She was one of those women my mother used to call “lace-curtain” Irish—nothing better to do than sit behind her lace curtains and snoop at the world.


“Why, what has happened, Mrs. O’Hallaran?” I asked.


“All hell has broken loose up there.” She indicated the stairs. “Half the rabble from the Lower East Side, if you ask me.”


“Oh, that will be his cousin’s family.” My heart sank. My least favorite people in the city of New York.


“A fleet of wild children making so much noise that I had to send himself up after them. Any more noise and they’re out.” She turned back to me. “I was given to understand that Captain Sullivan recommended you as a quiet and sober young woman. Now look what you’ve brought into the house.”


“I’m sorry, Mrs. O’Hallaran,” I said, “but I did explain to you about the O’Connors. I felt responsible for those children, packed like sardines into that awful tenement room, and their poor mother dying back home in Ireland.”


My landlady’s grim expression softened. “Well, you would, wouldn’t you. Any decent, God-fearing woman would. Poor little mites in a strange country and their dear mother maybe already up there with the angels.” She paused to cross herself. “There’s nothing wrong with those two that a firm hand wouldn’t mend, but those cousins . . .”


“I couldn’t agree more,” I muttered. “I’ll speak to them myself.”


“Yes, you do that, Miss Murphy. I’d be most obliged.”


I sighed as I walked up the stairs. Little had I known what I was taking on when I escorted two children across the Atlantic to their father. I had expected to deliver them and vanish from their lives, but I had found that hard to do. They were, as Mrs. O’Hallaran had said, poor little mites. I couldn’t leave them jammed into a two-room apartment with that dragon of a cousin Nuala and her terrible family. It had been a case of hate at first sight for both of us when the children and I arrived from Ellis Island. Nuala couldn’t have made me less welcome, even though I had nowhere else to go. Which was why I wanted to rescue Seamus and his little family from that squalor as soon as Daniel found me this wonderful attic on East Fourth Street. I had grown very fond of young Seamus, whom I now nicknamed Shameyboy, and little Bridie. Taking care of them seemed the least I could do for their poor mother, Kathleen, who must have been worrying her heart out back home in Ireland. It had been with misgivings that I had left them to go to Miss Van Woekem’s. They were so small to be alone all day in such a vast city while their father worked eighteen-hour shifts digging the tunnel for the new underground railway. I had to remind myself that they needed to learn to stand on their own feet. New York was the kind of place where only the strongest survived. And after all, I wasn’t related to them. Working for Miss Van Woekem would be a way of easing them into independence, I decided as I mounted the second flight of stairs. It would be up to Seamus to take responsibility for his own children.


The next morning passed quickly and remarkably smoothly as Miss Van Woekem sent me on an errand to match her knitting wool. When I returned from a successful mission, I found her staring out of her window.


“There is a strange man in the gardens,” she said, not looking up. “He has been there all morning.”


I joined her at the window. It was the man in the brown suit.


“He was there yesterday,” I said. “Standing in the same place.”


“I don’t like the sound of it,” Miss Van Woekem said. “Probably a burglar, deciding which house to break into.”


“He’s taking an awfully long time to decide,” I said. “If he’s been standing there all morning and yesterday too.”


“He’s watching our movements and seeing when a house might be unoccupied. Go and find a constable and bring him here.”


I did as she asked and returned with a large red-faced constable I had found on the corner of Fourth Avenue and Twenty-first Street.


“A strange man in the gardens, you say, miss?” he asked, slapping his nightstick against his palm to show he was ready for action. “We’ll soon take care of him. What exactly was he doing? Making a nuisance of himself?”


“No, just standing there and staring up at one of the houses.”


We came into Gramercy Park. “Where exactly was he when you saw him last?” the constable asked in a low voice. I pointed out the southwest corner. He nodded. “We’ll stroll by on the other side, casual-like, so that he thinks we haven’t noticed him. Then I’ll slip into the park and nab him.”


“There he is,” I whispered. “See, under that big tree.”


He gave a quick look, then looked again. “Why, he’s nothing to worry about, miss. That’s old Paddy. I know him well. Wouldn’t harm a fly. I expect he’s doing a spot of bird-watching. That’s what he’d be doing.”


I reported this to Miss Van Woekem. “Bird-watching?” she exclaimed. “I wasn’t aware that any birds nested on the second floor of houses. Still, if the police think he’s harmless . . . upon their heads be it if there is a break-in.”


While she took her nap that afternoon I looked out of the window again. Just what was he doing there? Then I saw the glint of something flashing in the sunlight. Field glasses! The man was using field glasses to watch the house. Then, of course, it hit me. He wasn’t a burglar at all. He was some kind of investigator. And the constable must have known what he was doing. He may even have been working with the police . . .


My mind went back to our encounter with him on Sunday afternoon. Daniel’s relaxed smile when I told him the man had tried to pick his pocket and then his change of expression when he put his hand into that pocket. How could I have been so blind? The man hadn’t tried to take anything from Daniel’s pocket. He had put something into it.


I felt a rush of excitement. I had talked to Daniel about setting myself up as an investigator, but I had no idea how to go about it. When I had tried to solve a real crime, I had stumbled over clues by good or bad luck, more than through my own skill. Now here, before my eyes, was the real thing. As soon as I got off work I would go and see Daniel at police headquarters. I’d make him tell me everything he knew about the man in the brown suit. If the man was, indeed, working with the police, and not a gangster, then I’d go and ask him to take me on as an apprentice.


I waited impatiently for the end of the day.


“Stop fidgeting, girl. You’re acting as if you’re sitting on an anthill,” Miss Van Woekem chided. “What is the matter with you?”


“Nothing. I suppose I’m not used to being cooped up in a room all day. I was brought up in the fresh air. Would you like me to take you for a stroll around the park again?”


“No, thank you. I won’t have time for that today. In fact, I am meeting my goddaughter at the theater. She insists that I see a new play with her. I know it will be dreadful. It’s by a dull young European, and their plays are always middle-class melodramas. As if the middle class could be anything but boring. But I have to humor the child when she comes to town. I don’t see her often enough.” She gazed out of the window. “You can leave early and go and select yourself some fabric for a dress. Nothing fancy, you understand. A plain, dignified single color—beige or gray would be suitable. Here is the money.” She fished into her mesh purse and handed me two dollars. “Bring the fabric tomorrow and I will arrange for my dressmaker to measure you.”


I took the money, thinking that I might not be shopping for fabric at all. If I could worm the old man’s name and address out of Daniel, then Miss Van Woekem would be looking for a new companion to bully. I set off, my heart racing with anticipation.


I hadn’t visited Daniel at police headquarters on Mulberry Street since I had been brought there as a suspect, and I still felt a chill of alarm as I went up those stone steps and along that echoing tiled corridor. Even though reason told me that I was safe on the other side of the Atlantic and that my past could never catch up with me, I still found it hard to breathe.


Daniel’s office was at the far end of the hallway and had a front wall and door of frosted glass. I could see the silhouette of a figure seated at his desk. So I was in luck. He wasn’t out on a case and he might even have time to take a dinner break with me. I tapped and pushed open the door, all in one movement.


“You’ll never guess who I have just seen in Gramercy Park, Dan——” I began, then stopped short in confusion. “Oh, I beg your pardon. I expected to find Captain Sullivan here.”


The figure at Daniel’s desk was an exquisite young woman in a pink silk dress with a large cameo at her throat. A luxuriant coil of dark hair was piled high over an elfin face and was topped with one of those new little hats, with just a hint of pink veil, perched saucily to the front. Her big blue eyes opened even wider in surprise as she looked at me.


“He is due back momentarily, so I am given to understand.” She spoke in a soft, girlish, American-accented voice. “Although with policemen one never knows, does one?” She gave a dimpled smile. “If you have an urgent message to give him, miss, you could write it down and I will make sure he gets it.” She was staring at me, trying to sum me up. “You’re not a witness to a crime, are you? I always adore hearing about crimes. I should dearly love to be a witness, but nothing ever seems to happen in White Plains.”


“No, I’m not a witness. Merely a friend dropping in to give Daniel a message.”


“Oh, well, if you’re a friend, then you’ll have heard all about me.”


“I’m afraid not. You are?”


“Daniel’s fiancée, Arabella Norton. He hasn’t told you about me? Naughty boy.” A simpering laugh. “Well, I suppose he doesn’t go blabbing about his personal life to everyone he meets in New York.”


The world stood still. She was still smiling. “I’m up in town for shopping and theater, so I thought I’d pop in and surprise him.”


“Oh, I imagine you’ll do that, all right.” I fought to keep my face composed. “So if you’ll excuse me, Miss Norton, I won’t bother you any further. What I have to say can wait for another time.”


“Oh, but do leave a message. I’ll promise he gets it.”


“No message,” I said and walked out with steady gait and my head held high.


It was only when I got outside the building that I had to hold on to the railings and remind myself to breathe. Then I started to walk, faster and faster, striding out with no plan and no direction in mind. All I wanted to do was to walk far enough and fast enough to make the hollow pain in my heart disappear. It was approaching the dinner hour and the streets were full of factory girls leaving work, housewives buying last-minute purchases from street carts, children dodging underfoot as they played wild games.


It all passed me by in a blur. I was not even aware of my surroundings or how hot I was until I reached Battery Park, at the tip of Manhattan Island, and felt the cooling breeze from the harbor in my face. Quite a stiff wind had blown up this evening, accompanied by a heavy bank of clouds on the eastern horizon promising rain by nightfall. I stood there letting the wind blow into my face, feeling the chill on my sweat-drenched bodice.


I was so angry I thought I would explode. How could he? How dare he? All this time he had led me on and let me believe that I mattered to him, when he was committed to another woman and knew there could be no future for us. All those times he had taken me in his arms and looked into my eyes with love had been a sham, mere playacting. I was not sure with whom I was angrier—with Daniel or myself. He was a man, after all, and men were out to get all they could from women. I, on the other hand, had been a naive fool. When I thought about it, I realized he had never made me any promises, never even hinted that we might be married someday. In fact, when marriage had been mentioned, he had skirted around the subject or hastily changed it. So he hadn’t lied to me—just never told me the truth.


And I? For once in my life I had kept quiet, waiting patiently for him to choose the right moment for a proposal, as any good girl should. If only I had been my normal impatient self I would have demanded to know his intentions right away and I would have known where I stood.


At least I knew where I stood now. I was on my own again. I would have to forge my own future without any prospect of marriage, or even without the support of friendship. All the more reason to set myself up in a profession as soon as possible. I reached into my pocket and fingered the two dollars. I wouldn’t be getting any sensible dresses made, that was for sure, because I wouldn’t be going back to work for Miss Van Woekem, I’d rather starve than set foot in that house again. How conveniently Daniel had come up with the companion’s position for me. Miss Van Woekem was a family friend, indeed. How conveniently he had omitted to mention that she was also the godmother of his fiancée. Just thinking the word brought a physical stab of pain around my heart. I had never believed that heartache was anything more than a metaphor before. I squeezed my eyes shut to stop tears from forming. I was not going to cry.


At that moment the rain began, fat drops that fell, sizzling, onto the granite of the seawall. I stood without moving, letting the rain wash over me as if I were a marble statue. Only when the first drops turned into a veritable deluge and thunder rumbled nearby did I realize the foolishness of my present position. There was no sense in being struck by lightning. I brushed back the plastered strands of hair from my face and started to walk back up Broadway.


As I passed a tavern, a group of young men was entering it. I braced myself for the usual ribald comments. Instead one of them broke away from the rest.


“Kathleen?” he called.


It was my old friend Michael Larkin, my shipmate from the Majestic, my fellow suspect in a murder case. He stood there before me, grinning delightedly. I would hardly have recognized him. I had left a thin, pale-faced boy and here was a well-muscled man with a confident swagger. I had explained to him why I had been using another woman’s name when we first met, but I suppose he still thought of me as Kathleen. He corrected himself before I could. “I mean Molly, of course. Silly of me. Molly, it’s grand to see you. Whatever are you doing with yourself? You’re soaked to the skin.”


“I got caught in the storm. I was out at Battery Park.”


“Recalling fond memories of Ellis Island?” he asked. “How are you? How are the little ones? Are they still living with you?”
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