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‘The latest addition to Molly’s case files offers a charming combination of history, mystery, and romance.’ Kirkus Reviews on Hush Now, Don’t You Cry


‘Engaging . . . Molly’s compassion and pluck should attract more readers to this consistently solid historical series.’ Publishers Weekly on Bless the Bride


‘Winning . . . The gutsy Molly, who’s no prim Edwardian miss, will appeal to fans of contemporary female detectives.’ Publishers Weekly on The Last Illusion


‘This historical mystery delivers a top- notch, detail- rich story full of intriguing characters. Fans of the 1920s private detective Maisie Dobbs should give this series a try.’ Booklist on The Last Illusion


‘Details of Molly’s new cases are knit together with the accoutrements of 1918 New York City life . . . Don’t miss this great period puzzler reminiscent of Dame Agatha’s mysteries and Gillian Linscott’s Nell Bray series.’ Booklist on In a Gilded Cage


‘Delightful . . . As ever, Bowen does a splendid job of capturing the flavor of early twentieth- century New York and bringing to life its warm and human inhabitants.’ Publishers Weekly on In a Gilded Cage


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


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


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


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


‘The feisty Molly rarely disappoints in this rousing yarn seasoned with a dash of Irish history.’ Kirkus Reviews (starred review) on In Dublin’s Fair City


‘A lot of fun and some terrific historical writing. Fans of the British cozy will love it, and so will readers of historical fiction.’ Toronto Globe and Mail on Oh Danny Boy
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North Texas, Spring 1895


A fierce wind swept down from the north across the desolate landscape with nothing to stop it except for the barbed wire fence that had trapped the tumbleweed. He turned his back on it, shielding his eyes from the harsh light as he stared out across flat nothingness.


“Are you sure this is the right spot?” he asked.


“I’m sure.” The other was a man of few words, talking through clenched teeth to keep out the grit and dust in the wind. They stood together, the prospector and the city slicker, saying nothing for a while. Staring together at featureless scrub with not a tree or bush in sight.


“And there is nothing? You’re sure there’s nothing?”


The other shook his head. “Not a trace. Sorry.”


“Then I’ve been hoodwinked.” The first man spat out the words.


“You and a lot of others, pal.”


“He won’t get away with this, you know.”


“I’d like to bet you he will. Ain’t got your big-city law out here, pal. That guy is long gone and I bet he’s spending your sweet cash right this minute.”


“Not all of it,” the man said. “I wasn’t a complete fool. I have ways of finding him and when I’ve hunted him down, I’m going to kill him.”


“Good luck,” the other said. “You’re going to need it.”


The Texan turned and started to walk away, his cowboy boots leaving neat and distinct prints on the dry crust.
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New York City, March 1906


It had been an unsettled spring, both in the weather and in my life. We had experienced an early warm spell that encouraged blossoms and narcissus to appear, birds to chirp loudly in mating calls, and New Yorkers to cast off layers of clothing and emerge from hibernation. Even the beggars and crossing sweepers managed a smile and a cheeky reply for the odd coin. Then no sooner than March had come in like a lamb it turned into a lion, blasting us with frigid winds that stripped blossom from trees and then with snow that sent us all scuttling indoors again.


My own life had been just as unpredictable and unsettled as the weather. We had started the year with Daniel still recovering from a bullet wound, shot as he tried to stop a new and keen recruit from taking on that dreadful new Italian gang called the Cosa Nostra. Daniel had survived but it had cost the young recruit his life. To make things worse the current police commissioner did not like Daniel. He and his cronies at Tammany Hall found Daniel too straight for them, not willing to toe the party line, and not open to the occasional bribe. So I suspect they’d been looking for a way to get rid of him, which wasn’t easy as he was one of New York’s most respected police captains. But while he was out recovering from a bullet in his shoulder dark forces had been at work, trying to besmirch his name when he was not around to defend himself. Some unknown source had spread the rumor that Daniel had ordered the young recruit to go and arrest the boss of the Cosa Nostra—a foolhardy move, as he surrounded himself with more bodyguards than the emperor of China. The truth had been quite the opposite. Daniel had found out what the young man planned to do and rushed after him. Unfortunately Daniel couldn’t stop him in time and he had been shot and killed. Daniel had taken the second bullet himself, but survived. But now half the police force believed Daniel was to blame. My husband, as responsible and brave a man as you could ever meet, was desperately unhappy about this and unable to set things straight. Now, for the first time, he talked about resigning, about becoming a lawyer or going into politics as his mother had been suggesting. I hated to see him silent and brooding, picking at his meals, hardly noticing his young son. It had almost reached a stage when I was tempted to go down to that police headquarters myself and give them a piece of my mind.


Luckily it didn’t come to that because John Wilkie came back into our lives. As the wife of a police captain, I suppose I should have learned not to be surprised by any unexpected twists of fate. But opening the front door and finding John Wilkie on the doorstep certainly caused my jaw to drop. For one thing it’s not every day that the head of the U.S. Secret Service comes to visit, and for another, we had not parted on the best of terms the last time I had encountered him. When I found out he had used me as bait to catch my brother, who had come to America trying to raise money for the Irish Republican Brotherhood, I had not been able to contain my anger. The result had been my brother’s death, for which I blamed John Wilkie.


Mr. Wilkie seemed to have forgotten this unpleasant episode as I opened my front door onto our quiet little backwater called Patchin Place to see him standing there on a blustery March evening. Snowflakes swirled around him and it took me a second or two to recognize him, muffled as he was in a big red scarf.


“Good evening, Mrs. Sullivan,” he said, extending a gloved hand. “It’s good to see you again.”


“Mr. Wilkie,” I replied, not returning his smile. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”


“I hope I don’t call at an inopportune moment,” he said.


“Not at all. I take it this is not a social call on such a cold and miserable New York evening?”


He smiled then. His mouth was still hidden under the scarf but I saw his eyes smile. “I hoped for a quiet word with your husband. Is he home?”


“He is just finishing his dinner,” I said. “Won’t you come in and I’ll go and tell him you’re here.”


I had just closed the front door behind him when Daniel came out of the kitchen, wiping the corners of his mouth with his napkin. It had been Irish stew for dinner, Daniel’s favorite.


“Who was that at the front door, Molly?” he asked, then I saw his eyes register surprise. “Mr. Wilkie. This is an unexpected honor, sir. Let me help you off with your overcoat. And Molly, would you be good enough to take Mr. Wilkie’s gloves, hat, and scarf?”


We divested Mr. Wilkie of his outer garments.


“I’m afraid we’ve no fire in the front parlor so it will have to be the back parlor, which also serves as my study these days, now that all the bedrooms are occupied,” Daniel said as he led Mr. Wilkie down the hall.


John Wilkie smiled. “Of course. You need a nursery now, don’t you? You’ve had a child since I saw you last. Boy or girl?”


“A boy,” I said. “He’s eighteen months old now. We called him Liam, after my dead brother.”


I saw Daniel shoot me a warning look, but Mr. Wilkie seemed unaffected by my comment. Perhaps he had already forgotten how my brother died. Perhaps he didn’t care.


“Congratulations,” he said. “A fine son to start your family.”


“Can we offer you something to drink, Mr. Wilkie?” Daniel said as he paused to turn up the gaslight in the back parlor. “I believe I’ve still got decent whiskey left, or I’m sure Molly would be happy to make you coffee or tea.”


“I wouldn’t say no to the whiskey.”


“Then please take a seat near the fire and I’ll see what we can do,” Daniel said. He looked at me again. “Molly, could you bring us two glasses?”


That was indeed making it clear that I was not to be included in the conversation, especially since Mr. Wilkie said nothing as he pulled up a chair to the fire. Fair enough, I thought. The further I kept away from John Wilkie’s kind of business, the better. I went back to the kitchen, where Liam was protesting about sitting in his high chair when there was clearly company in the house, and Bridie, the young girl I had brought across from Ireland all those years ago, was starting to clear the table. She was currently living with us so that she could go to school in the city, and was proving to be a grand little helper.


“Leave those for now, Bridie love,” I said. “Could you take Liam out of his chair and get him ready for bed? Captain Sullivan has a visitor.”


She put down the plates she was stacking. “Come on, Liam,” she said. “We’re going to get you ready for bed.”


Liam let out a wail. “Mama,” he cried.


“Bedtime, young man,” I said firmly. “And if you’re good Bridie will tell you the Three Bears story and then Dada will come up to tuck you in.”


Bridie carried him upstairs, still protesting. But then she whispered something in his ear and he smiled at her. She was becoming quite the little mother, I thought. So grown-up. Ready to blossom into womanhood. I took two of our good glasses from the cupboard, wiped them clean, added a dish of cheese straws I’d baked the day before, and carried them through on a tray.


As I opened the door Daniel was saying, “I admit you’re not wrong about what your spies tell you and I think I might be wise to look for . . .”


Conversation was broken off as I came in. I placed the tray on Daniel’s desk. “Is there anything else I can get you before I go to put Liam to bed?” I asked.


“No, thank you. It’s very kind of you, Mrs. Sullivan,” Mr. Wilkie said.


“I’ll leave you then.” I went out and closed the door behind me. In the past Mr. Wilkie had told me I was a fine detective and wanted to recruit me to work for him, but clearly this time I was to be excluded from whatever they were discussing. Unfortunately I could hear nothing through the door although I confess that I did try pressing my ear to the wood. My mother always told me that my curiosity would get me into trouble one day. So I was forced to go back to wifely duties and wash up the dishes.


I had cleaned up the kitchen and still they were closeted in that room. I went up to check on Liam only to find he had already fallen asleep. Bridie was sitting beside him, reading a book in the dim gaslight.


“You don’t have to stay up here, my darling,” I said. “Come down and keep me company in the kitchen. It’s nice and warm in there.”


“All right.” She followed me down the stairs.


“What are you reading?”


“Little Women,” she said. “My teacher lent it to me. She knows I like to read.”


“You’re turning into quite a student,” I said. “Your mother would be so proud of you.”


“And my father?” She looked up at me wistfully. “He was never much for books and reading. I think he must be dead too, don’t you?”


Bridie’s father and brother had taken a boat to Panama to work on the new canal and we’d not heard any news from them for a year or more. Having heard rumors of the horrendous conditions down in that hellhole, I thought it was quite possible that Seamus was dead, but I put an arm around Bridie’s shoulder. “Not at all. I think he might be in a place far from any communication. There aren’t any roads or post offices, you know. And as you say, he was never one for writing much. Perhaps it never crosses his mind that you’re worried about him. Men are different that way. They don’t think that we women worry.”


She managed a brave smile then. “He won’t know me when he comes back,” she said. “I hope I can still stay with you or with Captain Sullivan’s mother out in the country.”


“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it . . .” I said, and broke off as I heard a door opening and voices.


“You’ll think about it then?” John Wilkie’s voice. “What will I tell President Roosevelt?”


“I’ll give you my answer by the end of the week,” Daniel said. “It’s a big step. I can’t decide lightly.”


“I’m sure I can smooth it over with the commissioner, especially if the request comes straight from the president,” Mr. Wilkie said. He stood in the hall as Daniel helped him into his overcoat and then handed him his scarf, hat, and gloves.


“So good to see you again, Mrs. Sullivan.” Mr. Wilkie turned to me. “Many thanks for the cheese straws. They were delicious.”


I nodded politely as Daniel ushered him out the front door. The second the door was closed I demanded, “What was all that about? Mr. Wilkie wants you to work for him?”


“I’m afraid I can’t talk about it,” Daniel said. “But yes, that’s the gist of it.”


“You’d leave the police force?”


“If Wilkie can work it out properly, I’d be seconded to him, on assignment.”


“And the request would come direct from President Roosevelt?”


“It would.”


“So you’d be working for the president himself?”


“Indirectly.”


“You are infuriating, Daniel Sullivan,” I said in exasperation. “How can you not tell your wife what you’ll be doing? Surely any decision in your life concerns me.”


“I haven’t decided yet,” he said. “I need to weigh the pros and cons. This assignment is not exactly straightforward. It involves an element of subterfuge.”


“And danger?”


“Possibly that too. But I live with danger every day in my current job, as you know only too well. I’ve already taken one bullet recently.”


I put a hand on his arm. “Then do what your mother wants. Go into politics.”


He laughed then. “Can you actually see me in Albany as a congressman? Or worse still, in Washington? If I’ve fallen foul of the police commissioner because I won’t take bribes and turn a blind eye to corruption, how much worse do you think it would be in politics? I’d be beholden to those who elected me. I’d have to toe the party line and go against my conscience.”


“Is this assignment from John Wilkie in New York?” I asked. “Can you tell me that much?”


“No, I don’t think it would be in New York.”


“We’d have to move?”


“No. It would only involve a brief trip away from home, I hope. A month or so at the most.”


“And I would stay here?”


“You’d stay here,” he said. “Much better all around. Bridie has her school. You have your friends to keep an eye on you. And I’d be free to do—what I have to.”


I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I don’t want you to do anything dangerous, Daniel.”


“Don’t be silly.” He kissed me on the forehead. “I know how to take care of myself. I won’t take any stupid risks. It will be fine.”


“You sound as if you’ve already made up your mind.”


“I think I have,” he said. “I’d rather be out and doing something than hanging on here, watching my colleagues get handed the juicy investigations, waiting for my enemies to find the next nail to hammer into my coffin.”


“Don’t speak of coffins, please.” I looked up into his face.
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Two days later Daniel told me that he had decided to accept Mr. Wilkie’s assignment. It would be a good challenge for him, he said. And a chance to sound out other opportunities. If he got on well with the president, if the president came to value him, who knew where that might lead.


I looked up from the potatoes I was peeling at that moment. “I’d love the folks in my village in Ireland to see me now,” I said. “Molly Murphy, from the tumbledown cottage with the drunken father, now married to a man who has been personally summoned by the president of the United States for a special assignment.”


Daniel grinned. “You make it sound more important than it really is,” he said.


“You could at least give me a hint about what you’ll be doing.” I glared at him. “Will you be chasing criminals, catching spies? I don’t exactly know what the Secret Service does.”


“Neither do I,” Daniel replied. “Neither do they, I think.” He laughed. “The service was started to prevent the counterfeiting of money and to protect the president. But John Wilkie is an ambitious man and I’m sure he seeks to expand its role.”


“So you’ll be protecting the president?” I asked innocently.


“No. My task is humbler than that, I can assure you.”


“Is it espionage then?” I asked. “Anarchists?”


“No anarchists, I promise you.” He smiled. “And you’re making much more of this than it really is, Molly. I don’t think it will amount to much more than a simple case of fraud.”


I felt a small spark of relief that at least he wouldn’t be battling dangerous foreigners. “So why is Mr. Wilkie coming to you? Doesn’t he have agents of his own to do his dirty work?”


“Of course. But I rather think he wants me because I’m not one of them. I’m an outsider. Unknown.”


I stood there, a half-peeled potato in my hand, staring at him, willing him to speak. “Daniel, won’t you at least tell me where you’re going?”


“As to that I can’t tell you because I don’t rightly know. I’ll be meeting with the president in Washington, D.C. After that . . .”


“After that? I’m your wife. Don’t I have a right to know where you’ll be? What if Liam was taken deadly sick, God forbid? Or your mother?”


“John Wilkie will know where I am. In case of dire emergency, you can contact him.”


“So what sort of clothes should I be packing for you?” I asked. “Will it be your winter long johns or your summer blazer?”


He laughed then and slipped his arms around my waist. “I’m not going to fall for your subtle attempts to get a confession out of me, Molly Sullivan. I’ll pack my own bag when I’m ready to leave.”


I sighed and went back to my potatoes.


The next few days passed too quickly. Daniel received telegrams and presumably sent replies. I made sure all his clothing was clean. He packed what seemed to be a ridiculously small bag. At least this cheered me up a little. He could not be expecting a long absence if he was taking so little clothing. When I’d gone to Paris I’d taken a trunk. So maybe I was worrying too much over nothing. It might be no more than a brief consultation with the president and then he’d be home.


Daniel himself seemed in the best of humor when he said good-bye to us on a brisk March morning. Wind whipped at his scarf as he paused halfway down Patchin Place and turned back to wave and blow Liam a kiss. Then he was gone. I blinked back stupid tears. I was being unnecessarily emotional. He wasn’t being sent abroad to be a spy. He was doing a simple job for the president. No more dangerous than his normal work in New York.


The door across Patchin Place opened and my neighbor Gus Walcott came out.


“He’s off then?” she said as Daniel’s back disappeared around the corner onto busy Greenwich Avenue.


I nodded.


“Cheer up. He’ll be back before you know it.” She gave me an encouraging smile. “And they do say that absence makes the heart grow fonder. I’m going to the French bakery to pick up croissants. Come over in half an hour and have coffee with us. We’ll plan some exciting things to do while Daniel is away.”


I tried to seem more cheerful when I was ushered into their warm kitchen later that morning. The good smells of brewing coffee and warm breads filled the air. Gus’s companion, Sid Goldfarb, was standing at the stove, stirring a bubbling pot, looking like a rather glamorous witch in her emerald green velvet jacket and black silk trousers. I suppose I should explain that Sid and Gus were nicknames for two women officially called Augusta and Elena. They had enough private money to live a Bohemian lifestyle, completely ignoring the rules of polite society. They were always trying new things, painting, writing, traveling, and enjoying themselves. They were also passionate suffragists. While I supported their cause I had to tread carefully as Daniel did not approve of women making spectacles of themselves (nor of women getting the vote, I suspect). And since he was well respected in New York society, I couldn’t do anything that might jeopardize his position. However it occurred to me as I put Liam down to toddle around that I’d have more freedom to be involved while he was gone.


Sid and Gus must have been thinking along the same lines because Sid looked up from the pot she was stirring. “So the cat’s away and the mice are going to have tremendous fun playing, eh, Molly?” she said with a mischievous smile. “We were just talking about you last night and how it’s up to us to keep you entertained. We have art galleries you have to visit and we’ll invite all our disreputable artist friends your husband so disapproves of. Also we’re planning a spring suffragist campaign and we’d love you to be part of it. We’re even talking of marching in the Easter Parade again with our banners.”


“Is that a good idea?” I asked as Gus put a cup of coffee in front of me. “It wasn’t too successful last time, was it? And Daniel was furious that he had to rescue me from a jail cell.”


“That was several years ago now,” Gus said. “I think more women are coming around to our way of thinking. And we can’t give up because of a few petty setbacks.” She took a croissant from the basket on the table and handed it to Liam, who promptly sat down on the rug and began to suck on one corner.


“At least you’ll come to our meetings, won’t you?” Sid asked. She put down the spoon and came to sit beside me at the table.


“Of course I will.”


“We have to keep you occupied so that you won’t pine,” she said. “It’s worked for us. You see how busy we’ve kept ourselves since the children went to live with their grandfather.”


“You still miss them?” I said. Sid and Gus had taken in two street orphans who had now been happily reunited with their family. (Thanks to a spot of my detective work, I should add.)


“Of course we do. But we are to see them soon. Their grandfather wrote to us last week. It seems their family owns a cabin in the Adirondacks and we are to take the children up to the snow as the old man is not up to that kind of travel yet.”


“Oh, that should be marvelous fun,” I said. “I’m glad for you.”


“I’ve been meaning to improve my skiing technique for ages,” Sid said. “I tried it once in college but never quite got the hang of it. My German instructor kept telling me to ‘bend zee knees.’ I bent them but I still couldn’t control where those darned skis were taking me.”


Gus exchanged a glance with me. “I think I’m going to prefer the hot cocoa by a roaring fire with mountain views through a window,” she said. “I may even take my paints and capture the scenery.”


“You’ll want to play in the snow with the children, I know you will,” Sid said. “Think what fun we’ll have sledding and making snowmen. And even . . .” She leaped up again as the pot on the stove began to bubble furiously.


“What are you cooking? It smells interesting,” I said.


“It’s a mulligatawny soup from that Indian cookbook you gave us. We’re getting quite proficient at Indian cookery, aren’t we, Gus? We’re planning an Indian banquet soon. We’ll dress up in saris and put dots on our foreheads and invite someone to play the sitar.”


“Sid was talking about seeing if we could borrow an elephant from the Bronx Zoo to transport our guests along Patchin Place,” Gus said.


“I don’t see what’s so odd about that,” Sid retorted as Gus and I started to laugh.


“And how would you bring the elephant from the zoo? Certainly not aboard the tram or the subway.”


“Details. Mere details.” Sid waved a dismissive hand. “We are determined that our next big adventure will be to go to India, Molly. You know how much we’ve been longing to. But of course we won’t go anywhere until Daniel is safely back and you can do without us.”


“You lead such exciting lives,” I said. “Mine seems so humdrum compared to yours.”


“It wasn’t humdrum when you ran that detective agency, was it?”


“No. It certainly wasn’t.”


“A little too exciting at times, I’d say,” Gus added as she scooped Liam up from the floor before he disappeared into the pantry. “We feared for your safety, Molly. We’re glad you’ve given up such adventures.”


“I suppose so.”


Sid looked up from her coffee. “Do you still miss it? The excitement? The satisfaction of solving a case?”


“As if she’s really given it up,” Gus said. “Who used her detective skills to find out the truth about the children last Christmas? Or solved the mystery of that poor girl’s dreams?”


“I suppose I have had to put my skills to the test occasionally,” I admitted. “And I confess that I’m rather annoyed that Daniel will tell me nothing of this latest assignment. I don’t know where he’s going or what he will be doing.”


“It must be something rather hush-hush,” Sid said. “I bet he’s going to be a spy. How exciting for him. I’d love to be a spy, wouldn’t you, Gus?”


“He’s not going to be a spy,” I said rapidly. “He promised me he wasn’t going abroad.”


“Perhaps he can’t tell you,” Sid said, giving Gus a knowing look.


I wished she hadn’t said that. Now I’d have more to worry about—Daniel secretly in Russia or Japan or Germany. . . . I couldn’t bear to think about it.


So I was relieved to get a postcard from Daniel a few days later with a picture of the White House in Washington. On the back he had written, All going well here. Sending a kiss to my wife and son.


He was in Washington, only a few miles away. And if he had time to buy and write a postcard then he couldn’t be in any imminent danger, I told myself. Maybe he was telling the truth when he said he was handling a simple case of fraud. I resolved to enjoy my time while he was away. Sid and Gus were true to their word. They took me to an exhibition at the Tenth Street Studio—a huge warehouse-like place where poor local artists could rent a studio to work for a very small rent. The rent, unfortunately, did not include heating. The exhibition was under the central dome and even though the setting was quite grand, it still felt chilly and inhospitable. I was glad that I had my fur muff with me and even more glad when I was offered a glass of mulled wine, cradling my hands around it and feeling the warmth flowing back into my fingers.


Also I have to confess that I was not impressed with the latest trends in art. I had found the paintings of the Impressionist school to be beautiful and serene. These post-Impressionists, Cubists, Fauvists, or whatever they liked to call themselves, were not producing pictures I should care to hang on my walls—all distorted figures, garish colors, and nightmare designs. Still, I suppose they represented the new century we lived in with its mechanical progress, political upheaval, and new scientific ideas. I was naturally polite when Sid and Gus enthused over various canvases and compared them to Gus’s own work (which I found equally unappealing, although of course I had never said so).


I did meet one young man whose work I liked. His name was Feininger and he painted elongated figures in pleasing colors, rather like stained glass windows. I was just chatting with him when Gus came up to me in great excitement and dragged me away.


“You’ll never guess who we’ve just met, Molly. Mr. Samuel Clemens.” When she saw my puzzled face she went on, “You know, Mark Twain himself. He’s taken a house here again and we’re invited to a soiree on Saturday. Do come over and meet him.”


Of course. Mark Twain. I flushed at my own ignorance. I had actually heard him speak once before when he was visiting Greenwich Village so I was not unprepared for the shock of white hair and impressive white mustache. He shook my hand when we were introduced.


“This is what I need around me now,” he said, looking at the audience who had gathered around him. “A bevy of beautiful women. Young and beautiful women. Ever since my dear wife and daughter died the world has seemed extremely bleak and forlorn.” He squeezed my hand. “You’ll come to my little gathering, won’t you, my dear Mrs. Sullivan?”


“Of course. I’ll be glad to,” I said.


“How about that,” I said as we walked back down Fifth Avenue, our arms linked, striding out over the lingering fragments of snow. “Not only does my husband receive a summons from the president, but I am invited to hobnob with Mark Twain. If only Sister Mary Patrick could see me now. Or my mother. They both told me that I’d come to a bad end if I didn’t reform my ways.”


We were still laughing as we turned into Patchin Place. I believe it was the last time I laughed for a long while.
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On Saturday night we dressed in our finery to attend Mr. Twain’s gathering. I had been given some rather lovely silk gowns by a generous young society lady after our house had burned down. I had had little occasion to wear them during the normal course of my life, but was pleased to find them in my wardrobe now. I chose the dark blue with a matching lace fichu and affixed a blue flower to my hair. I was feeling quite glamorous when I bade good-bye to Bridie.


“You’ll be all right here alone for a little while, won’t you?” I asked. “I don’t plan to stay out late and I’m only a block away on Fifth Avenue if you really need me.”


“I’ll be fine,” she said. “I am almost twelve years old, you know. And Liam’s already asleep.”


I hugged her. “You’re such a big help to me. I’m so glad you’re here.”


She beamed at me, but then her face became wistful. “I don’t really remember my real mother very much. You’re more like my mother now. I only hope . . .” She broke off.


“And you’re my big daughter,” I said quickly, knowing that she worried as much about having to go back to live with her father in squalor as she did about finding he had died. “Between myself and Daniel’s mother we’re going to make sure you have every chance in life, and you’ll always have a home.”


She nodded then, her eyes very bright. I have to confess I did have misgivings as I closed the door. I had left her alone with Liam before, but during the daytime and on occasions when Sid and Gus were just across the alleyway. But I told myself not to be silly. I had checked Liam and the house. All was well. I should go out and enjoy myself without worrying.


However, I have to confess that I was relieved when I tapped on Sid and Gus’s front door only to learn that Gus had a headache and did not feel like going to a noisy party.


“Then we don’t have to go,” I said immediately.


“That’s what I told her,” Sid said. “But she insists that you and I go and enjoy ourselves.”


“Then I’ll just pop back and tell Bridie that Miss Walcott is home, should she need her,” I said. I did so then Sid and I set off. The parlor at Mr. Twain’s house on Fifth Avenue was already full of noisy company by the time we arrived. More women than men, I noticed, and most of them stylishly dressed.


“How good of you to come.” Mr. Twain took my hands in his. “Another radiant beauty to light up my small and dreary life.”


“As if anything about your life could ever be small, Mr. Twain,” the man beside him said. “You’ve been a giant in American society since you were a boy.”


“I hope you’re not going to write such exaggerated twaddle now that I’ve given you permission to write my biography, Albert,” he said. He turned to us. “This is Mr. Albert Paine, who has been pestering me about writing my autobiography. Or failing that, to let him be my biographer. Clearly he thinks I don’t have much time left on this earth, but I’ve always sworn that I plan to go out with Halley’s Comet so I’ve a few more years yet. I came in with it and I’ll go out with it.”


“It would be a grand notion if we could all arrange the day of our deaths in advance,” Mr. Paine said. “So much tidier.”


More newcomers arrived and Sid and I were swept into the crowd. Sid seemed to know some of them. I felt rather shy as I found myself chatting with writers, artists, and members of the Four Hundred. I was glad I had been to Paris the year before as the conversation seemed to revert back to that city and to London.


“I wouldn’t dream of having my clothes made anywhere else these days, would you?” a woman was saying. She was dressed in the height of fashion in a mauve dress with the new bolero waist and generous lace trim all over, a jaunty mauve turban on her head, plus a little too-obvious coloring on her lips and cheeks.


I caught the eye of an older woman standing behind her, soberly dressed, and we exchanged a grin. At least there are others here who think like me, I decided and was glad when she came across to speak to me.


“I’m feeling a little like a fish out of water here, I have to confess,” she said to me. “I don’t know why I came but my dear friend Irma Reimer told me it was time I came back into society more and dragged me from the house. Do you know Irma Reimer? She is very thick with the Vanderbilts and the Astors.”


“I’m afraid not,” I said. “I don’t move much in society these days. I’ve a young baby.”


“How fortunate you are,” she said. “Mr. Endicott and I were not blessed with children. It has been a thorn in the side for both of us.” She extended her hand. “I’m Rose Endicott.”


“Molly Sullivan.” We shook hands. “Are you a widow now?” I asked, noting her dark gray dress and that her friend had told her it was high time she came back into society.


“Oh, no,” she replied. “But my husband is away so much. He is in the import and export business. His company has an office in London and one in Havana. He is sometimes gone for months at a time.”


“Oh, that must be hard for you,” I said. “Can he not take you with him when he travels?”


She looked away from me then. “I’m afraid I have a delicate constitution. I do not travel well. I get seasick and Wilbur gets impatient with me. So it is easier this way, although I find the loneliness hard to bear.”


“My husband is also away at the moment,” I said. “I hate to be parted from him, so I understand your feelings.”


She took my hand. “Do you? I’m so glad I met you this evening. May I be so bold as to invite you to visit me while your husband is away? I don’t live too far from here. Just on Eighth Avenue.”


“I live close by too,” I said. “On Patchin Place, just off Greenwich Avenue. And I’d be delighted to come and visit.”


“You’ll bring your child?”


“I’m afraid he’s eighteen months old and into everything at the moment,” I said.


“Oh, but it always cheers me to have a lively youngster about the place. Do say you’ll bring him—for tea, maybe?”


“Very well,” I said.


Sid came over to join us then. “This is my dear friend Molly Sullivan I was telling you about,” she said and I noticed she had a young man beside her. He was less fashionably dressed than most of the company and looked rather skinny and undernourished. More like the students who frequented Washington Square near my home, in fact. “Molly, this is Richard Graves, who edits a magazine I sometimes write articles for. His magazine is a great champion of the suffrage movement. He is doing a piece on women in a man’s world and I told him that you had run a successful detective agency.”


“I don’t know about successful,” I said. “I managed to solve cases without getting myself killed.”


We laughed.


“I’d be most interested in interviewing you, Mrs. Sullivan,” Mr. Graves said. “I am anxious to show the world that real women are not little wallflowers and violets who must be cosseted, but can handle almost any job as well as a man.”


“Not quite as well always,” I said. “You try chasing a suspect in tight skirts and pointed little shoes. We are severely hampered both in prejudice and clothing.”


“Absolutely right!” Sid interjected. “But clothing is designed by men, is it not, to keep up the illusion that women are delicate flowers, and thus to keep them in their place.”


“Although some like yourself refuse to accept such conditions and conventions,” Mr. Graves said, smiling at Sid, who was wearing a man’s smoking jacket and trousers this evening.


“Of course. I have never been one to be bound by the rules,” Sid said. “All the more reason I admire someone like Molly, who is the devoted wife and mother and still manages such impressive feats.”


“Oh really, Sid.” I blushed with embarrassment. “I worked because I had to keep my head above water. Had I been blessed with money I doubt that I should have chosen a career as a detective.”


Sid smiled. “I can’t picture you ever being content to sit at home and hold tea parties.”


“Maybe not.”


Mr. Graves touched my arm lightly. “So may I count on you, Mrs. Sullivan? You could come to my office or I could come to your residence. Whichever is more convenient for you.”


I was tempted. I suppose I was flattered. But a small warning voice was going off in my head. If Daniel’s bosses were looking for excuses to get rid of him might they not jump on an article like this in which Daniel’s wife his portrayed as a great detective? At the very least he’d take a ribbing that I had been solving his cases for him, and at worst his superiors could claim that he had been improperly involving me in police work.


“This might not be a good idea,” I said. “You see my husband is a police officer. If there was any suggestion that I had helped him with his cases you can see what embarrassment I could cause him.”


“I understand,” he said. “You don’t still run this detective agency, do you?”


“No, I gave it up when I married.”


“As do all women, I regret to say,” Sid interrupted. “What husband can tolerate a wife who has a successful career?”


“Other than Nellie Bly,” Mr. Graves said. “I gather her marriage is a happy one and look what exploits she gets up to.”


“We both know Miss Bly, don’t we, Molly?” Sid said.


“Isn’t she wonderful? And yet most women see her as a freak rather than a shining example of what a female can accomplish,” Mr. Graves said earnestly. “We need to educate women and make them realize that all things are possible for them. And you can help. If you grant me the interview, Mrs. Sullivan, I promise you may vet my copy and we’ll make sure it is clear that your adventures were in the past.”


I was still torn, conscious of the crowd around me and people eyeing me with curiosity. I suppose a lady detective is a rarity, even in the company of the likes of Mark Twain. “I’ll think about it and make my decision when I know how long my husband will be away,” I said.


“Your husband is away?” Mr. Graves gave me an almost impudent grin. “Then what could be better? He will not be able to object. The interview will be over and complete by the time he returns.”


Sid touched my arm. “Say yes, Molly. Think of all the good you can do for our poor housebound and dominated sisters.”


“I’d still like to have time to think it over,” I said. “I do have Daniel’s career to consider and I can’t afford to put a foot wrong when there are those at the police department who would love to see his downfall.” I turned to Mr. Graves. “If you will give me your card, I promise I will contact you in a few days with my answer.”


He fished in a pocket. “Very well,” he said. “Here you are. I look forward to hearing from you. You are the neighbor of Miss Goldfarb, are you not? I trust she will work her persuasive magic and make you see what an asset you are to the women’s rights movement.”


He forced his way back through the crowd. Sid gave me an encouraging smile before she followed him, leaving me alone with Mrs. Endicott.


“I’d no idea I was chatting with a celebrity,” she said. “Now I am all the more excited to entertain you at my house. Can we say next Tuesday? How about luncheon instead of tea? My cook is really quite good.”


“Thank you,” I said. “I look forward to it.”


“And you’ll bring the little man with you? It will be such a treat for me.”


“All right. Although I do warn you that he has reached the inquisitive stage.”


“I should add that my cook does make the most wonderful cakes and pastries. What child can resist them?”


When she laughed she looked suddenly younger and I got a hint of former prettiness that the severe hairstyle and worry lines had masked until now. I had two children within my care, friends just across the street, and now, it seemed, a newspaperman waiting to interview me, and yet I knew I’d still be worrying about my husband every day. I could see all too clearly how those worry lines had taken over what used to be a pretty face.
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On Tuesday I dressed Liam in his best sailor suit, packed a bag of his favorite toys, and set off pushing the buggy to Mrs. Endicott’s house. It was a tall, solid brownstone on Fourteenth Street. The epitome of middle-class New York respectability. The maid who admitted me to a warm entrance hall was dressed in a smart uniform. She took our coats and scarves and told me that madam was expecting me in the sitting room.


“Meeting you has been a godsend, Mrs. Sullivan,” Mrs. Endicott said after she had made a fuss over Liam and settled us in an armchair beside a roaring fire.


“How is that, Mrs. Endicott?” I asked.


“You have been an inspiration. Here you are, also abandoned by your husband, and yet you do not let it get you down. You are determined to live your life, to make the most of it. You are a brave woman and I’ve made a resolution to become braver. I will get out more. I will take up new hobbies and make a life for myself while Mr. Endicott is away.”


We went through to the dining room and enjoyed a really good meal of roast chicken and crisp potatoes. Liam was surprisingly good, sitting propped up on pillows at the table and eating mashed vegetables.


“He’s a little angel, Mrs. Sullivan,” Mrs. Endicott exclaimed.


I smiled. “I think he also approves of your cook, Mrs. Endicott. He is not normally so angelic.”


The main course was followed by meringues and cream, of which Liam also approved. When we parted after dessert and coffee she invited me to visit her again soon.


“Oh, no,” I said and watched her eager face fall. “You must come to me,” I added hurriedly. “Remember you promised to get out more. Come to luncheon at my house later this week and I’ll invite my lively neighbors from across the street. They are so witty and have great stories to tell.”


Her face grew troubled. “One of them wasn’t the strange woman at Mr. Twain’s, was it? The one with mannish hair, wearing trousers?”


“Yes, that was Miss Goldfarb.”


The frown grew. “And I was told that she resides with another woman of similar tastes?”


“That’s also correct.”


She hesitated. “I’m afraid . . . Mr. Endicott might not approve of such acquaintanceship, Mrs. Sullivan. He is rather rigid in his ways and beliefs.”


“But he’s not here, Mrs. Endicott,” I said. “How would he ever know unless you tell him? Do you have to write to him with your movements every day?”


She wavered then. “I never know where to write to. And he is always too busy to write back. Sometimes I don’t hear from him for a month on end.”


“Well then. Come and meet my neighbors. I can guarantee you’ll find them kind, charming, witty. The very best conversation you’ve ever had.”


She managed a tentative smile. “Very well. I will come. This is all part of spreading my wings, is it not?”


“And if you’re not careful my friends will persuade you to join them in the women’s suffrage movement.”


“Oh, dear.” Her face fell again. “Mr. Endicott would not like that. Is it wise to want the vote, do you think?”


“Is it wise for a nation to be governed by only half its inhabitants?” I asked. “Are women not blessed with equal powers of reasoning? Why should our menfolk decide what is best for us? When it comes to bills about women’s health and child labor, should they be decided only by men?”


She hesitated. “I suppose not. But Mr. Endicott would say . . .”


“Mr. Endicott is not here, is he?” I gave her a sweet smile.


We parted, agreeing that she should come to luncheon later in the week, as soon as I had found out when Sid and Gus were free.


“My my. What excitement I seem to be having,” she said as she stood at the front door, her face flushed with pleasure. “My friend Irma Reimer wants me to go to the moving pictures with her tomorrow. I had said no, but now I’m thinking that I should go. Although I always find them a little alarming, don’t you? Did you see the one where the wave breaks right at the screen? My dear. I thought I’d be washed away. So did half the audience. There was much screaming, I could tell you.”


“I saw that movie with the wave,” I said. “People tried to rush out of the theater when I was there.”


I pushed Liam home with Mrs. Endicott on my mind. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her—a lonely woman under the thumb of a dominating husband. How would I cope if Daniel were gone for long periods of time? No mention had been made about how long he might be away this time. I had endured a summer without him in Paris. But I had my friends with me and a young baby to take care of. I found myself wondering if Mrs. Endicott had had a child would her husband have stayed away so much. Does it not take a child to cement a marriage?
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