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      Chapter One

    


    It was the first day of June 1900 but there was no June-like mood in Herbert Mosley’s household, high on one of the hills overlooking San Francisco Bay.


    ‘That girl should be whipped!’ he thundered as spilt milk ran in rivulets across the damask tablecloth and dribbled on to a hideously patterned Turkish carpet.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ Lottie Stullen said contritely, looking not at her enraged uncle but towards her eighteen-year-old sister. ‘I didn’t mean to do it, Lilli. I just caught the glass with the edge of my hand and …’


    ‘It’s all right, Lottie,’ Lilli said, already mopping the milk up with her napkin. ‘No great harm has been done …’


    ‘No great harm has been done? No great harm has been done?’ Her uncle pushed his chair abruptly away from the breakfast table his heavy-jowled face choleric. ‘No child of mine would have ever made such a remark! That you have done so is typical of your regrettable upbringing and Irish blood!’


    Lilli’s face whitened. Since she and her ten-year-old sister and six-year-old brother had, of necessity, moved into her mother’s sister’s childless home, she had become accustomed to joylessness and petty tyranny. What she had not become accustomed to, and had no intention of becoming accustomed to, were derogatory remarks about her dead father.


    ‘Lottie has made an apology and that should suffice,’ she said tightly, pushing her chair away from the table and rising to her feet with an abruptness equal to his own. ‘Your remarks about my upbringing and Irishness are totally unwarranted.’


    Her Aunt Gussie gave a cry of apprehension.


    Her little brother, Leo, began to cry.


    Lottie clasped her hands tightly in her pinafored lap, hating herself for her clumsiness and hating her English Uncle Herbert even more.


    ‘Your father was a reckless nincompoop who made no provision for his motherless children,’ Herbert roared, his hands splayed on the table as he stood, resting his weight on them, leaning bullishly towards her.


    Lilli didn’t flinch but her forget-me-not-blue eyes flashed fire. ‘My father was a gentleman, as any other gentleman would have been well aware!’


    Herbert sucked in his breath, hardly able to believe his ears. ‘Into my study!’ he hissed, ugly splodges of white mottling his flushed colour. ‘No-one talks to me like that in my own house! Especially not a slip of a girl who, if it wasn’t for my charity, would be on the streets, begging!’


    Only responsibility for Leo and Lottie prevented Lilli from retorting that begging would be far preferable to living with him in his tomb of a house. She had, she knew, already gone too far. If he wanted he could turn her out of his hateful house and then what would happen to Leo and Lottie? Her uncle would never allow her to take them with her. Childless himself, she had overheard him discussing with her aunt the possibility of changing Leo’s surname from Stullen to Mosley. It was an action she had vowed he would take only over her dead body, but it had served to show the direction of his thoughts and it was a direction that filled her with dark foreboding.


    As she followed him out of the room she wondered for the hundredth time how the three of them were ever going to escape him.


    At eighteen she was old enough and capable enough to make her own way in the world, but to do so would mean relinquishing Leo and Lottie totally to her aunt and uncle’s care. If only her Aunt Gussie were a little more forceful the dilemma might not be so great, but her mother’s sister was anything but forceful. Whatever her husband said, she bided by. And she was hungry for children of her own.


    As she crossed the hallway towards her uncle’s study, Lilli was aware that in refusing to be brow-beaten by him she wasn’t, in fact, behaving very sensibly. Such behaviour would merely provide him with the ideal excuse to disclaim responsibility for her and he would then have complete guardianship over Leo and Lottie. Hateful though the prospect was, she was going to have to apologise to him. And then she was going to have to think of a way in which she could care for Leo and Lottie without being beholden to her aunt and uncle in any way.


    ‘Shut the door!’ he ordered as she walked into the room after him.


    With her head high, her jawline tense, she did as he bid.


    He was seated at a large desk that fronted a window through which could be seen a cloud-flecked sky and a corner of the fifty mile expanse of water that was the Bay. He breathed in deeply and then said unequivocally, ‘I demand an apology.’


    Everything about him was tense: his voice; the set of his shoulders; the way his hands were clasped together in front of him, the knuckles white. With a tightening of her stomach muscles she realised that he anticipated her refusing to do any such thing, and that he then intended ordering her from the house.


    ‘I apologise,’ she said, forcing the words through lips that felt frozen, her only solace the bitter disappointment that flared though his eyes.


    ‘The devil you do!’ Once again, like a malevolent Jack-in-the-Box, he sprang to his feet. ‘You’re being insolent, young lady, and don’t think I don’t know it!’


    ‘You demanded an apology and I gave it,’ she retorted icily, keeping her temper well-curbed, knowing how fatal it might be if she were to lose it. Down in the distant Bay the sun sparkled on the white of furled sails. With a pang she remembered the leap of excitement she had felt when her father’s lawyer had told her that San Francisco was to be her new home. Compared to the small Kansan town in which her widowed father had died, it had seemed to promise so much …


    ‘’49ers,’ Leo had said, his eyes rounding. ‘Don’t you remember the stories Pa told us about the Gold Rush? That was San Francisco! Do you think there’s still gold to be found there, Lilli? Do you think we might find gold?’


    Leo’s thick thatch of hair was nearly as dark as her own and she had laughed and ruffled his curls. ‘The San Francisco Gold Rush took place long ago, in 1849,’ she had said lovingly. ‘That was why the gold prospectors called themselves ’ 49ers.’


    Lottie had said, a catch in her voice, ‘If Pa hadn’t been ill, I know he would have taken us to Alaska looking for gold, because he told me so.’


    Neither Leo or Lilli had doubted her. Going to Alaska, panning for gold, was exactly the sort of adventure to have fired their father’s imagination. And if he had lived long enough to have embarked upon it he would most certainly have taken them with him, for he took them everywhere with him.


    They had all fallen silent, thinking of the father they had loved so much. An immigrant to America, he had been an incurable optimist, always certain that things were ‘going to look up’ and that good fortune lay ‘just around the corner’.


    Sometimes his optimism had been well-founded. There had been a time, when their mother had been alive, when home had been an exceedingly comfortable ranch-hand’s cabin in Wyoming. Like nearly all Irishmen, Connor Stullen had had magic in his hands when it came to horse-flesh, and it had been when he was working with horses that he had been happiest.


    His brother-in-law, an immigrant of a very different stamp, had had no time for a man who earned his living in such a gypsyish fashion. Herbert liked to think of himself as being a businessman, though exactly what his business was remained a family mystery …


    Nearly as tall as he was, her eyes holding his, Lillie faced Herbert across the solidly built surface of his leather-topped desk. From the moment she had stepped across his threshold, holding Leo and Lottie by the hand, she had known that she was not welcome. The knowledge had shocked her, but it had been a shock her resilient nature had quickly come to terms with.


    What she had not been able to come to terms with was the growing realisation that though she was definitely not wanted, and Lottie was only tolerated under sufferance, Leo was wanted very much indeed.


    At first she had thought the favouritism shown towards her little brother was simply the favouritism often shown towards the youngest of a family, especially if the youngest were a boy. Then, as she became more attuned to the tense atmosphere in the childless household and to a better understanding of her uncle’s character, the ugly truth dawned. Herbert believed Leo was young enough to be moulded by him; young enough to have all traces of Irish accent eradicated from his speech; young enough to be reared as his son and for the world to be duped into believing that he was his son.


    ‘You’re an insolent chit and you’ve sponged on my generosity long enough,’ her bête noir said now, with savage vehemence, spittle forming at the corners of his thin-lipped mouth. ‘If your father’s boasting about how talented and educated you are were true, you’d be able to find employment quick enough, though as he alone was responsible for that education I don’t imagine it amounts to much!’


    Lilli, steeped in an upbringing that had embraced her father’s idiosyncratic view of world history, the very best in Irish literature, a detailed knowledge of Greek mythology, a wide understanding of botany and the medicinal use of herbs, the ability to play both an accordion and a fiddle and the ability to care for and cure sick horses, remained silent. She also knew her Bible and she had no intention of casting her pearls before swine.


    Her refusal to retaliate to his goading enraged Herbert to near apoplexy. ‘I want you out of this house today!’ he shouted, slamming his fist down hard on the top of his desk. ‘I’ve no legal obligation towards you, and your insolent behaviour has ensured I have no moral obligation either!’


    The very idea of Herbert Mosley feeling bound by moral obligations of any sort was so farcical that under other circumstances, Lilli would have hooted with laughter. Instead, knowing how difficult he would make it for her to return for Lottie and Leo if she once left without them, she said tautly, ‘It’s unreasonable to expect me to leave the house when I have no employment and nowhere to go.’


    Satisfaction flared across Herbert’s face. ‘So you’ve realized your predicament at last, have you? You should have thought of it much earlier, young lady!’


    Lilli’s stomach lurched sickeningly. Dear Lord, how low was she going to have to sink in order to gain herself time? Time to find employment; time to find a home for herself and Lottie and Leo; time to think of a way of achieving both without Herbert being able to trace them.


    With her hands behind her back, her fingers crossed so the deceit wouldn’t stain her soul she said, struggling to sound suitably contrite, ‘I’ve already apologised once for what you perceived as my insolence and I apologise again.’


    Her uncle wasn’t fooled for a moment.


    ‘You can apologise until the Second Coming!’ he snapped viciously. ‘And while you’re doing so, you can search The Examiner’s “Domestics Wanted” column for a suitable situation.’


    Striding from around his desk he snatched a copy of the local newspaper from its surface and thrust it into her unwilling hands. ‘I want you out of here by the time I return home this evening. Is that understood?’


    He was so near to her that she could smell his tobacco-tainted breath. It was clear now, that her uncle had made up his mind as to what the outcome of their interview was going to be and she was wasting her time trying to placate him. Abandoning pretence she held his eyes unflinchingly, letting all her contempt for him show.


    ‘And you needn’t think you can take Charlotte and Leopold with you,’ he said, falling back a step beneath the force of her gaze. ‘No-one will employ you as a live-in maid if you have two brats in tow.’


    ‘What makes you so sure I’ll be looking for employment in the “Domestics Wanted” column?’ she retorted tartly. She was rewarded by seeing a flash of doubt flare through her uncle’s eyes. It disappeared almost immediately.


    He gave a bark of laughter. ‘How stupid of me! I’d forgotten about your grandiose education. You’ll no doubt get employment as a school-mistress or a book-keeper. I only hope your superior salary will be enough to enable you to rent a house and provide a nurse for Leopold,’ and, chuckling to himself, he turned on his heel and walked out of the room.


    Lilli remained, standing a foot or so before his desk. His amusement was quite justified. Any chance of her finding employment other than that of domestic work was extremely unlikely and, even if she were lucky enough to do so, who would then care for Lottie and Leo?


    Dimly, from the direction of the breakfast room, she could hear Aunt Gussie’s voice raised in protest. No doubt her husband was informing her of the action he had just taken. Her aunt would be devastated, but it would be a devastation that would count for very little.


    She hugged her arms, trying to fight down her rising sense of panic. What on earth was she going to do? She couldn’t possibly leave Lottie and Leo in Herbert Mosley’s care, yet neither could she see a way in which she could take them with her. And even if she could take them with her, where was she to go?


    No more vain protests could be heard coming from the direction of the breakfast room. Instead, there came the sound of muffled weeping. Lilli drew in a deep, steadying breath. In the few months she had been living in the house, there had been many occasions when her aunt had turned to her for comfort, but with the best will in the world she felt no inclination to offer it now.


    There came the sound of the front door slamming, and a feeling of palpable relief settled over the house. Herbert was gone, attending to his many business affairs, hopefully until early evening.


    ‘Lilli! Lilli!’ Lottie shouted, hurtling out of the breakfast room, and running across the hall towards the study. ‘Lilli, are you all right?’


    She rocketed into the room, tears streaming down her face. ‘You’re not going to leave us, are you, Lilli?’ she demanded, flinging her arms around Lilli’s waist. ‘Tell me Uncle Herbert didn’t mean it when he said you were to leave the house! Tell me he was only being bullying and beastly and trying to frighten us!’


    Lilli’s arms folded around her. ‘I’m not going to leave you, sweetheart,’ she promised, her eyes burning with fierce resolve.


    Lottie’s hiccupping sobs began to ease but she made no attempt to let go of her big sister. Instead, still hugging her, she said passionately, ‘I hate Uncle Herbert. He doesn’t like you or me. He only likes Leo and I don’t think he truly likes Leo, because if he did he wouldn’t upset him by telling him he’d told you to leave the house.’


    ‘He was telling Leo the truth,’ Lilli said wryly, stroking the top of Lottie’s neatly braided hair. ‘But I’m going to find a way for us all to leave this loveless heap of stones. Pa would never have wanted us to stay here, not if he’d known what it was like, and he never legally gave any of us into Uncle Herbert’s and Aunt Gussie’s guardianship. Pa’s lawyer only sent us here because Aunt Gussie is our next of kin and it never occurred to him that we might not be wanted.’


    ‘Leave?’ Lottie turned her face to Lilli’s, her eyes widening, hope shining so strong that Lilli’s heart tightened. ‘Oh, Lilli! Can we? Can we really? Will Uncle Herbert allow it?’


    Lilli’s face was grim. ‘Uncle Herbert is going to have no say in the matter. From now on we’re going to make our own decisions.’


    As Lottie sighed in ecstasy Lilli looked around the study. Normally it was a sacred sanctum that no-one entered unless commanded to do so. That her uncle had walked out of it leaving her behind him, alone in it, was evidence of how intently his mind had been focussed on the prospect of ridding himself of her.


    ‘I’m going to have to visit lots of employment agencies,’ she said to Lottie, taking hold of one of the hands clasped tightly around her waist. ‘I want you to look after Leo and to collect all your clothes and belongings together. I don’t know where Aunt Gussie has put the bags we brought with us. They’re probably in an attic somewhere.’


    ‘Do you want me to look for them?’ Lottie’s voice was eager. ‘I’ve always wanted to go into the attics and …’


    ‘No.’ With one hand holding the newspaper and the other hand still clasping Lottie’s, Lilli began to walk out of the room. ‘Goodness only knows how many attics this house has. You could be days looking for them. I’m simply going to tell Aunt Gussie that I’m taking the two of you with me and that I need our travel-bags.’


    ‘She won’t like it,’ Lottie said prophetically. ‘She likes our being here. It stops her from being lonely.’


    As they began to walk across the hall and back into the breaskfast room Lilli felt a stab of guilt. What Lottie said was true. Their aunt did like them being there. Ineffectual though she was, her affection for all three of them was sincere, and when Herbert discovered he had been robbed of Leo it would be her aunt who would suffer the consequences. For the merest fraction of a second Lilli’s resolve faltered. Then she remembered her uncle’s intention of changing Leo’s name from Stullen to Mosley. With steely determination she entered the breakfast room.


    Her aunt was still seated at the table, one arm comfortingly around a bewildered Leo, the other clutching a tear-damp handkerchief.


    ‘Oh, my dear Lilli!’ she said in distress, rising clumsily to her feet. ‘What on earth are we to do? Once your uncle makes up his mind about something nothing will change it! Oh, if only you hadn’t antagonised him so!’


    Lilli suppressed a surge of exasperation. Her antagonising her uncle had had very little to do with his decision to order her from the house. It had merely served as an excuse for an action he had long wanted to take, and it was typical of her aunt that she should fail to see that. The large hand on the grandfather-clock in the corner of the room was coming up to half-past-nine, and she was acutely aware of how much she had to accomplish, in such little time, if Leo and Lottie, as well as herself, were to be out of the house by the time her uncle returned to it. She certainly had no time to waste in comforting her aunt.


    ‘If you could ask one of the maids to hunt down our travel-bags I’d be very grateful, Aunt Gussie,’ she said practically.


    It wasn’t the reaction her aunt had anticipated and her eyes flew wide. ‘But where will you go?’ she protested. ‘What will you do?’


    There were times when Lilli found it near impossible to believe that her much-loved dead mother had been her Aunt Gussie’s younger sister. Her mother hadn’t possessed an impractical bone in her body. It had been her Irish husband who had been the day-dreamer and the incurable romantic. Only physical resemblance had borne witness to the blood relationship between the two sisters. Even now, in her late forties, Gussie Mosley was still a stunningly pretty woman. Her blue eyes were wide-set and thick-lashed, her heart-shaped face delicately boned. It was bone structure Lottie and Lilli had also inherited, but where their aunt’s finely modelled chin betrayed weakness, their chins bore more than a trace of Irish pugnaciousness.


    ‘I don’t know,’ Lilli answered truthfully. ‘But wherever I go and whatever I do I shall take …’


    It was Lottie who squeezed her hand, silencing her in mid-sentence.


    Their aunt still had one arm protectively around Leo.


    Lilli sucked in her breath sharply. Because of her aunt’s basic good nature and kindness she had forgotten that she, too, was as eager as her husband to rear Leo as her own son. So eager, that if she knew Leo was about to be taken away it was possible she would send a message to Herbert demanding that he return to the house to deal with the situation. Certainly there was more than mere protectiveness in the way she was holding Leo so closely against her. There was flagrant ownership.


    ‘… all my belongings,’ she finished adroitly.


    ‘You’re not to go! You’re not to go!’ Leo burst out, anguished. Twisting himself away from his aunt’s hold, he flung himself into Lilli’s arms. ‘Pa’s ghost will haunt you and haunt you if you leave us!’


    Lilli’s heart tightened in her chest as she gently took hold of his hands and removed them from around her waist. ‘I’m not going to do anything that isn’t for the best for all us,’ she said gently, offering him as much comfort as she could without awakening her aunt’s suspicions.


    Lottie’s eyes met hers in complicit understanding. ‘Don’t be such a baby, Leo,’ she said in mock exasperation. ‘Let’s begin packing Lilli’s clothes for her. And do stop blubbing. You’re only making a rotten situation even worse.’


    Thirty minutes later, with a short navy box-coat over her striped pink shirtwaist and cream serge skirt and with her thick cloud of smoke-dark hair piled high in a loose twist on top of her head, Lilli boarded a cable car en route for the commercial heart of the city. It was not a part of the city she was familiar with. The Mosley home, high on Nob Hill, was situated in a superior residential enclave far removed from the rumbustiousness of the areas adjacent to the waterfront.


    ‘Curve!’ the cable car conductor yelled. ‘Hang on tight!’


    Lilli, a novice where cable car riding was concerned, took his advice as the cable car turned a steeply sloping corner almost at a right-angle.


    Unnerving though the journey was, it was also exhilarating. She could see Telegraph Hill, its slopes thick with the low, balconied houses of Mexican immigrants, while to the right, Russian Hill towered even higher. Far below, in front of her, lay the glorious spread of the Bay, the early summer sunshine glinting on hundreds of masts and sheening the water to a glittering sapphire.


    With a surge of wanderlust she wondered where the many great ships at anchor had sailed from. No doubt many of them had struggled around the roaring hell of Cape Horn while others had probably crossed the Pacific, heavy with spices from the Orient. There were gaunt whaling ships and gaily painted Neapolitan fishing-boats and an armada of private yachts. A smile touched the corners of her mouth. Her father would have loved San Francisco. It possessed a raw edge of excitement that would have deeply appealed to his adventurous spirit.


    As the cable car swooped and dipped over other cable car lines, creaking nearer and nearer to the city’s harbour adjacent heart, she removed the newspaper from beneath her arm and shook it open at its front page.


    There was a report from Kroonstad, South Africa, on the progress of the war taking place between Great Britain and the Boers. Nearer to home there was a report of a speech President McKinley had made to a Republican gathering in New York. On the first inside page there was a photograph of a bride and groom under the headline, ‘Bride who shopped for a groom returns to City’.


    Mildly interested, Lilli read on.


    

      ‘Thirty-year-old spinster, Harriet Dutton, transformed her life a year ago when, via the Peabody Marriage Bureau, she answered gold-miner, Daniel Berton’s, advertisement for a wife. Six months ago Mr Berton struck gold in Nome, Alaska and the couple have now returned to the city where Mr Berton intends investing his new-found riches in San Franciscan real estate.’


    


    The groom, heavily moustached and looking awkward in an ill-fitting frock-coat, was smiling sheepishly, one of the bride’s net-gloved hands tucked shyly into the crook of his arm. He had the face of an upright, honourable man and Lilli hoped he and his wife would continue to be happy together. There was nothing else of interest on the page and she turned to the Classified Advertisement column. All the employment agencies in the city were listed. All seemed to be clustered south of Market Street, between Eighth Street and the waterfront.


    ‘City Hall!’ the conductor yelled as the cable car approached the junction of Market and Larkin Street. ‘City Hall!’


    Hastily folding the Examiner and tucking it once more under her arm, Lilli stepped off the cable car into the busy street. Heads turned in her direction as she did so. Her Celtic colouring of smoke-dark hair, pale creamy skin and deep blue, thick-lashed eyes was a stunning combination and she attracted many appreciative male stares as she walked at a brisk pace towards the nearest of the employment agencies listed in the Examiner.


    ‘All the book-keepers we place are required to have previous experience and references,’ a thin-lipped, bespectacled woman said to her primly. ‘As for a position as a school-mistress …’ Her rimless spectacles slid down her bony nose. ‘No-one under the age of twenty-five is ever considered, no matter how impressive their qualifications. And your qualifications, Miss Stullen, are non-existent.’


    She met with a similar response at the next, and then the next, employment agency she visited. Gritting her teeth she then tried her luck at an agency that dealt only with domestic and catering staff.


    ‘And where were you last employed as a chamber-maid, Miss Stullen?’ a whey-faced young man inquired.


    ‘I’ve never been previously employed, but I’m intelligent, quick to learn, hard-working, honest …’


    The young man looked at her with condescending pity. ‘This is a very selective employment agency, Miss Stullen. Applicants for positions are required to have experience and …’


    ‘I’m looking for a placement as a chamber-maid, not a chef!’ Lilli protested frustratedly.


    A shutter came down over the young man’s palely freckled face. ‘Whatever the placement you are looking for, you won’t find a placement via this agency,’ he said, distaste in his voice. ‘Domestic staff are required to be polite and respectful, to be seen but not heard …’


    Lilli didn’t wait for him to finish. With her skirt swirling around her ankles she headed for the door, allowing it to swing noisily shut behind her.


    Once out in the street she fought down the panic bubbling in her throat. It was way past lunch-time and she had achieved absolutely nothing. Not only that, she now knew with stomach-churning certainty that her chances of ever achieving the kind of employment she needed, were practically nil. Sick at heart she paused at the street corner, shaking the Examiner open yet again, studying the general classified advertisements in the hope that there might be something there:


    

      YOUNG lady, good figure, wants to pose for artist; references exchanged; positively no triflers …


      ANY person knowing of impending business failures or having any other valuable information can make big money by communicating with smart lawyer …


      A GENTLEMAN would like to make the acquaintance of a young lady bicyclist matrimonially inclined …


    


    CRAFTSMAN desires suitable employment. Urgent …


    Whoever the last advertiser was, Lilli sympathised with him. She, too, desired suitable employment urgently. The day had become hot and muggy and her head ached. Wryly she wondered what kind of a response she would meet with if she placed an advertisement of her own in the Examiner, perhaps,


    

      Young woman (18), penniless, quick-tempered, often accused of being impolite, two young siblings to care for, seeks kind-hearted husband and home …


    


    The very ridiculousness of the idea marginally restored her sense of humour. Stuffing the Examiner once more beneath her arm she squared her shoulders. She had known before she had set out that her task wasn’t going to be easy. Becoming dejected before she had exhausted every possibility was pointless. There were department stores to approach, for department stores were bound to be constantly employing young lady sales assistants. There were other options, too, she hadn’t yet explored, such as laundries, hospitals, factories. With renewed resolution she stepped off the sidewalk, intent on crossing the busy street in order to head in the general direction of the great shopping emporiums.


    The horse, in the shafts of a hackney cab, skittered as it veered out of her way. Lilli screamed, standing absolutely motionless, unable to believe she hadn’t been trampled to the ground.


    ‘Of all the stupid, idiotic, senseless …’ she could hear a male voice expostulating furiously.


    Lilli pressed a hand to her palpitating heart. Dear Lord! Another inch and she would have been beneath the horse’s hooves! Trembling violently she stepped back upon the sidewalk. The horse, thank heaven, hadn’t run amok or injured himself. Though he was still whinnying and tossing his head his driver had regained control of him and had reined him in.


    As the fear that had flooded through her ebbed, a feeling of foolishness replaced it. How on earth could she have been so stupid as to have stepped off the sidewalk without looking to see what was approaching? Even more baffling, how could she have been so deep in thought that she hadn’t even heard the trotting hooves?


    She was aware that the gentleman being conveyed in the carriage had jumped down from it and was striding thunderously towards her. He was perhaps ten years her senior and flamboyantly dressed in a dove-grey lounge suit with pearl-grey facings. There was no customary gold watch-chain looped across his matching chamois vest but his high-collared white linen shirt was worn open at the throat and was as frilled as a woman’s.


    There was nothing, however, effeminate about the man. He was above average height and as broad-shouldered as a prize fighter. Beneath his Homburg hat his hair was dark blond, cut long and swept back to curl at the collar of his jacket. As he came to a halt, a foot or so away from her, she saw that his eyes were brown and, though she couldn’t be absolutely sure, she was almost certain they were gold-flecked. Tanned by the sun and the wind, smelling ever so faintly of lemon cologne, and with a thick, neat moustache, a shade darker than his hair, he was the handsomest man she had ever laid eyes on.


    ‘Are you both blind and deaf?’ he demanded, winged eyebrows drawn together satanically.


    Under the circumstances, Lilli felt it was a reasonable enough enquiry.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, trying to collect her scattered wits. ‘I was thinking about something and …’


    ‘The only thing you should have been employed thinking about was whether the street was safe to cross!’


    He hadn’t bothered to lift his hat, and his rudeness and use of the word ‘employed’grated on Lilli’s already fraught nerves. It was because she had been pondering where next to seek employment that she had been so careless in the first place. Aware that he couldn’t know that she checked the tart reply that had risen to her lips and said instead, ‘I’m sorry if I frightened the horse.’


    The unexpectedness of her response checked his anger, as did the realization that she had eyes so true a blue they were almost azure, and a mouth tantalizingly full and soft. A flicker of amusement, and something else, entered his eyes. ‘Don’t worry about the horse. Such incidents are all in a day’s work for a hackney. He didn’t make contact with you, did he? You’re not hurt?’


    It was a rather belated enquiry and she said stiffly, ‘No. I merely gave myself a bad scare.’


    ‘You gave me a bad scare.’ he said wryly, his mouth tugging into a smile.


    Lilli felt her stomach somersault. If he had been handsome before, when angry, he looked like a Greek god now that he was smiling.


    ‘Hey mister!’ the hackney cab driver shouted across to him. ‘Do you still want taking to the Barbary Coast?’


    The Greek god signalled assent and then, manners showing for the first time, inclined his head slightly towards her. ‘Goodbye, ma’am,’ he said, the amusement and admiration in his eyes now naked, ‘and take a little more care crossing city streets. San Francisco isn’t the Emerald Isle, you know.’


    Lilli sucked in her breath, colour rushing to her cheeks. Thanks to her father, her speech occasionally betrayed a slight Irish lilt, but as her mother had been English, and she had been born in England, she never thought of herself as being Irish, and she certainly never thought of herself as having just stepped off a boat from Cork!


    ‘I’ve never even been to Ireland …’ she began indignantly, but she was wasting her breath. He had already turned away from her.


    Dazedly she watched as he strode back across the busy street and sprang agilely into the hackney. Had that been a small gold earring she had glimpsed when he had bent his head slightly and bidden her goodbye? And was he really going to the notoriously lawless waterfront area known as the Barbary Coast?


    She remained standing on the corner of the street, watching until the hackney was swallowed up in a maelstrom of other carriages and carts. An earring! Did that indicate that despite his superbly tailored attire, he was a sailor? His skin had been sun and wind-tanned enough. Or was he perhaps one of the Barbary Coast’s many saloon-keepers? She had never met a saloon-keeper but she found it hard to imagine that they dressed so elegantly.


    Someone squeezing past on the crowded sidewalk behind her, jarred her, nearly sending her once more precipitately into the street. She tucked her copy of the Examiner more securely beneath her arm. She had far more important things to do than stand staring after a man whose name she didn’t know, and whom she was unlikely ever to see again. Somehow she had to secure herself a sales position in one of the city’s department stores, and, at a salary that would enable her to rent somewhere for herself, and Leo and Lottie, to live.


    As the hours crept by and the sun began to creep further and further westwards, it became increasingly obvious that she hadn’t a hope of ever doing so. Sales positions were offered to her, but always the salary was totally inadequate for her needs.


    ‘How much rent do you say you can afford?’ landlords and landladies asked jeeringly. ‘Do me a favour, lady. You couldn’t rent a parrot’s perch for that!’


    Hot, hungry and exhausted she trailed up and down street after street, trawling the city from Howard Street in the south to Lombard Street in the north, from Montgomery Street in the east to Alamo Square in the west. Nor was money, or the lack of it, her only problem.


    ‘Two children and no husband?’ she was asked, eyes quickly flying to Lilli’s ringless left hand. ‘I can imagine your profession, lady. And it ain’t wanted round here!’


    Door after door was closed in Lilli’s face.


    By the time she heard a distant clock striking five, tears of desperation were burning the backs of her eyes. What, in God’s name, was she going to do? She couldn’t, couldn’t, leave the house on Nob Hill without taking Lottie and Leo with her. She had given Lottie her most solemn promise that she wouldn’t do so, and if she didn’t keep that promise she would never be able to live with herself.


    Wearily she began to climb yet another of San Francisco’s interminable hills. The employment agency she was seeking wasn’t one advertised in the Examiner, but was one that had been suggested to her by another employment agency manager. It was her last hope. Time was fast running out for, once her uncle returned home, her chances of leaving the house with Leo would be nil. The very thought of her uncle, and his intentions where Leo was concerned, sent shivers down her spine. She would not allow Leo to be brought up and to be known as Herbert Mosley’s child.


    ‘I will not,’ she said tautly, beneath her breath.


    A middle-aged woman walking a few feet behind her eyed her uneasily.


    Lilli’s hands clenched into fists. ‘I will not, I will not!’ she vowed with increasing passion.


    Preferring to be safe, rather than sorry, the woman hastily crossed the street.


    ‘The Golden Gate Hotel is looking for chamber-maids,’ the greasy-haired middle-aged man at the agency said to her uninterestedly, not bothering to remove a cheroot from his mouth. ‘Other than that we have laundry-work, bar-work, domestic cleaning …’


    ‘At what kinds of salary?’ Lilli asked, tucking a stray strand of hair into the loose knot on top of her head, not caring what the work was if only it would pay her enough to be able to provide for Leo and Lottie.


    The man rolled his cheroot to the other side of his mouth and told her. For the first time in her life Lilli felt hysteria bubble up in her throat. No wonder her uncle had laughed when she had intimated she could find an adequately paid job. He had known how impossible it would be. He had known she would never be able to remove Leo and Lottie from his care.


    Sick at heart she walked out of the office wondering how other women managed to earn a reasonable and respectable living when employers paid female workers a pittance, and when the choice of work available to them was so limited. She remembered some of the advertisements in the classified column of the Examiner and her mouth tightened. The answer was, of course, that the vast majority of women, through no fault of their own, never did manage to fend for themselves; instead they turned to the only alternative there was. Marriage.


    She stood on the sidewalk engulfed in despair, not knowing which direction to take next, knowing only that she had let down the two people she loved most in the world; the two people who trusted her implicitly.


    On the far side of the street a brass name-plaque gleamed dully in the late afternoon sunshine. The name engraved on it was clearly visible. It was The Peabody Marriage Bureau.


    Lilli stared at it, remembering the article she had read in the Examiner. As the letters danced before her eyes her heart began to beat in slow, slamming strokes.


    She remembered how happy the bride had looked; she remembered Lottie saying how, if he hadn’t been ill, their father would have taken them to Alaska, panning for gold; she remembered how excited Leo had been at the very mention of the word ‘gold-miner’; she remembered how far Alaska was from California and how Herbert Mosley would never be able to trace them if they went there.


    The blood drummed in her ears. A husband would provide a home, and if he provided a home for her, why should he not also provide one for Leo and Lottie? It was common knowledge that men living far from female company, desperate for wives, often married widows. If widows with small children were eligible in these particular marriage stakes, why not not a young woman with a dependent young brother and sister?


    The sidewalk seemed to tilt beneath her tired feet. It was a preposterous idea; totally ludicrous. Yet it was the only idea she was left with and, if she jettisoned it, what would happen to the two vulnerable little people she loved best in all the world?


    She knew what would happen and she knew it was something she could never allow. Her heart began to beat faster. It would mean abandoning hope of one day falling in love and marrying the man of her dreams. An image of an Americanized Greek God in a dove-grey lounge-suit, a Homburg at a rakish angle, sprang unbidden to her mind. She banished it. Her own happiness was not important. It was Leo and Lottie’s happiness that was at stake.


    She prided herself on having inherited her mother’s practical nature and in the present circumstances practicality decreed only one course of action. Taking a deep breath, her heart racing, she crossed the street and knocked purposefully on the half frosted glass door of The Peabody Marriage Bureau.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘Alaska?’ Amy Peabody, motherly and the wrong side of fifty, was unsurprised by the request. Ever since the Examiner had run the story of Mr Daniel Berton’s strike at Nome and of how the now fabulously rich gold-prospector had returned to San Francisco with his wife, a wife he had been introduced to via the Peabody Marriage Bureau, the bureau had been inundated with enquiries from young women eager to emulate the lucky Mrs Berton. What she was surprised at, however, was the present enquirer’s striking good looks and confident bearing. Most young women seeking the help of the Peabody tended to be plain. They also tended to be shyly hesitant. The young woman before her was neither.


    ‘Alaska,’ Lilli repeated, ‘There are gold-miners in Alaska looking for wives, aren’t there?’


    Amy nodded. There were, but whether they were the kind of gentlemen this particular young woman was looking for was extremely dubious. She said cautiously, ‘You seem a little young, Miss Stullen …’


    ‘I’m twenty,’ Lilli lied. The clock behind Mrs Peabody’s head showed five-forty-five. At any minute Herbert Mosley would be returning home. She crossed her fingers, praying to God that one of his business meetings would delay him. ‘If I agree to marry one of the men on your books, they will pay my fare to Alaska, won’t they?’ she asked, anxious to have her most important query answered.


    ‘When a young lady’s photograph has been despatched to the gentleman of her choice, that is the arrangement.’ She lifted a heavy album onto her desk. ‘It is, of course, a reasonably lengthy process. Perhaps you would like to browse through these photographs …’


    ‘Lengthy?’ Lilli’s voice was thick with anxiety. ‘How lengthy?’


    Amy opened the album and slid it towards her. ‘That depends on the time of year, Miss Stullen. In winter, when no boats can reach or leave the Klondike, it can be as much as five months. In summer, of course, matters can be arranged within five or six weeks. Now these gentleman at the beginning of the album are all …’


    Lilli didn’t even look down at the photographs spread in front of her. ‘I can’t wait five or six weeks,’ she said tautly. ‘I can’t even wait five or six days. I need to leave for Alaska now. Immediately.’


    Amy leaned back in her chair, resting her elbows on the arms, steepling her fingers together. She had known the instant Lilli Stullen had entered her office that she wasn’t a typical bride-to-be. And now she knew why. Miss Stullen was running away.


    Lilli saw the expression in Amy Peabody’s eyes and read her thoughts with crystal-clear clarity. Fresh tension knifed through her. If Mrs Peabody believed her to be running away from criminal charges she wouldn’t even consider her as a prospective bride-to-be.


    She clasped her hands tightly in her lap. ‘I’m not wanted by the police,’ she said, her eyes burning with truth. ‘I have to get away because of … because of a family difficulty.’


    Amy Peabody prided herself on recognising the truth when she heard it, and she knew she was hearing it now. She sighed, despairing of the male sex, believing she knew the nature of Lilli Stullen’s family difficulty. A father, perhaps. Or a brother. It was a story as old as time; a story she had heard all too often.


    She said with genuine regret, ‘If you had come to me a few hours earlier I might have been able to arrange something. Though the majority of my lady clients prefer photographs to be exchanged and to know something about the gentleman they will be marrying, we do also run a slightly less exclusive system of introductions.’


    She paused, waiting for any questions Lilli might have. Lilli had none. She only wanted to know what the ‘less exclusive’system entailed.


    ‘The Alaskan Klondike is a very rough and ready part of the world, Miss Stullen. Communications are poor and gold-hungry men are not known for staying long in one place. The minute there is a rumour of a big strike, they are off to seek it out. Consequently there have been times when lady clients have arrived in Dawson City to find no prospective husbands waiting for them.’


    The expression in her voice was clear evidence of her poor opinion of the prospective husbands in question.


    ‘And?’ Lilli prompted impatiently.


    ‘And to avoid this kind of catastrophe groups of young ladies travel together and introductions are made by a Peabody Marriage Bureau representative in Dawson after their arrival, not before.’


    Lilli stared at her. It didn’t sound any less exclusive a method of finding a husband than leafing through a dog-eared photograph album, in fact it sounded a lot more civilised.


    ‘And fares are still paid?’ she asked, focussing on the most important part of the arrangements.


    Amy nodded. ‘All fares are paid and then, when a gentleman is happy with the lady of his choice, he reimburses the Peabody representative in Dawson for all expenses she has incurred.’


    ‘I want to go,’ Lilli said flatly, ‘But I don’t want to wait until the next group of brides goes to Dawson, I want to go now, on the very next boat.’


    Amy shook her head regretfully. ‘But that’s just the shame of it, my dear. If you had come in here a few hours earlier you could have done so. The S. S. Senator sails tonight with six Peabody young ladies aboard her …’


    Lilli erupted from her chair, hardly able to believe that her luck had changed so dramatically. ‘But why didn’t you say!’ she demanded feverishly. ‘What time? What wharf?’


    ‘Dear heavens, Miss Stullen! You can’t leave tonight! You won’t even have time to pack!’


    

      ‘What time?’

    


    Amy looked into Lilli’s blazing blue eyes and knew she was going to be able to accommodate seven male clients in Dawson City, not six. ‘Eight-thirty, Wharf 18,’ she said succinctly.


    Lilli turned swiftly on her heel, saying as she headed for the door, ‘Then if you can make the arrangements for me, I shall be aboard.’


    ‘I can certainly obtain a last minute sailing ticket for you.’ Amy rose to her feet, knowing that she was going to have to move nearly as fast as her determined young client. ‘The name of the Peabody representative in Dawson is Mr Josh Nelson …’


    ‘Three tickets,’ Lilli said suddenly, one hand on the door-knob.


    ‘Three?’ Beneath crêpey lids Amy’s eyes flew wide.


    ‘One for me and one each for my young brother and sister.’ Lilli yanked the door open. ‘And don’t worry about the cost, Mrs Peabody. My husband-to-be will reimburse Mr Nelson.’


    Before a stunned Amy could draw breath to protest, the door slammed shut. Weakly Amy gripped on to the corner of her desk with a steadying hand. What an extremely forceful young woman. She could only hope Josh Nelson would be able to cope with the situation when Miss Stullen arrived in Dawson and for the sake of the reputation of her marriage bureau she hoped the husband-to-be would be able to cope also!


    ‘Please don’t let Uncle Herbert be in the house,’ Lilli muttered like a mantra as the cable car eased its way up Nob Hill with agonising slowness.


    The instant it halted and she stepped onto the sidewalk she broke into an unladylike run. ‘Please let Lottie have packed everything!’ she prayed, sprinting towards the Mosley mansion as if all the hounds of hell were at her heels. ‘Please let nothing go wrong now! Please let the three of us be aboard the S. S. Senator when she sails!’


    ‘Where on earth have you been, Lilli?’ her aunt asked flusteredly, hurrying into the hall as Lilli rushed into the house. ‘I’ve been so worried about you! I really don’t think your uncle can possibly have meant the things he said to you this morning. I shall tell him how much it will distress me if he turns you out of the house and …’


    Lilli sucked in her breath. Much as she wanted to be gentle with her aunt, she couldn’t possibly be so. She simply didn’t have the time. It had gone six-o-clock when she had left the Peabody Marriage Bureau and it was after seven-o-clock now. She had an hour and a half. An hour and a half in which to collect Leo and Lottie and their travel-bags and leave the house; to travel down-town to the harbour area; to find Wharf 18 and board the boat.


    ‘Uncle Herbert meant every word he said to me this morning,’ she said, her breathing still ragged from running; her chest still hurting. ‘I’m truly sorry for the distress this is going to cause you Aunt Gussie, but I’m leaving the house and I’m taking Leo and Lottie with me.’


    Even as she was speaking she was heading towards the stairs.


    ‘No!’ her aunt’s cry of protest was anguished. ‘No, you can’t do that, Lilli!’ She began to hurry in Lilli’s wake. ‘Your uncle didn’t mean for you to take the children with you!’


    ‘I know that, Aunt Gussie,’ Lilli said dryly. ‘But I shall never be separated from them while they are still so young. They’ve lost Ma and Pa. They’re not going to lose me as well.’


    As she turned left at the head of the stairs a bedroom door was flung open and Lottie burst out into the corridor. She was dressed for travel in an oatmeal box-coat, toffee-coloured serge skirt, long black-ribbed stockings and high-buttoned shoes. On the back of her head she wore her Sunday-best sailor-hat, held on by elastic beneath her chin, a long blue ribbon hanging down from the back of it.


    ‘I’ve done everything you asked me to!’ she announced jubilantly, her eyes shining, her face radiant. ‘I told the maid we needed all three travel-bags and I’ve squeezed everything possible into them.’


    Lilli’s relief was vast. She had no idea what the temperature was in Alaska in June but she knew that come the autumn they would need every single article of warm clothing they possessed. ‘Get your coats,’ she said as Leo tumbled out of the room, ‘and all your winter scarves and gloves.’


    ‘No!’ With one hand pressed to the base of her lace-covered throat, their aunt tried desperately to put an end to the nightmare that had erupted around her. ‘Please, Lilli! Please don’t take Leo!’


    Lilli entered the bedroom and removed a black felt wallet from the back of her wardrobe shelf. It contained money her father had left to them. Money she had guarded carefully. She buried the wallet deep into one of the travel-bags and then turned to face her aunt, saying starkly, ‘I’m sorry, Aunt Gussie, but Ma wouldn’t have wanted the three of us to be separated, you know that.’


    Her aunt opened her mouth to protest yet again and Lilli said with quiet finality, ‘And neither would she want Leo’s name to be changed from Stullen to Mosley.’


    It was a truth her aunt couldn’t deny and her face crumpled, tears streaming down her cheeks.


    With her own heart hurting Lilli put the bags down and put her arms around her. ‘We all care for you, Aunt Gussie,’ she said thickly. ‘But Uncle Herbert just isn’t … reasonable about things.’


    Her aunt clung to her, not denying it, knowing she had lost the battle, as she lost every battle.


    From downstairs there came the sound of the front door opening and someone entering the hall. All four of them froze.


    ‘It’s Uncle Herbert!’ Lottie whispered, her pupils dilating.


    It was then, as Lilli’s mind raced to think of a way of escape, that her aunt came into her moment of glory. ‘Leave the house by the servants’stairs,’ she said swiftly as, for the first time in her life, she took charge of a situation. ‘I’ll tell your uncle that you have already left the house and that Leo and Lottie are upset and have gone to bed early. Go now, my dear! Quickly!’


    Lilli needed no urging. Seizing hold of the bags she kissed her aunt on the cheek and with a heavily laden Lottie at her side and Leo trotting hard on her heels, she hurried swiftly towards the servants’staircase.


    ‘Where are we going?’ Leo whispered as they bundled their way downstairs.


    ‘Alaska.’


    ‘Alaska!’ Leo lost his footing and toppled down the last two steps. ‘Alas …’
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