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It is very important that you should learn the key-board so thoroughly that you can see it with your eyes shut, and can strike each letter without the least hesitation.


—Mrs. Arthur J. Barnes, How to Become Expert in Type-writing


Type-writer girls, they oughtn’t think too much.


Betsey knew it was so. She understood the detached and nimble attention required for speed and accuracy; she had learned to sustain such attention for pages and pages at a time. When it faltered, she was able to remind herself: Concentration, not contemplation. The words in her mind had the patted-down accent of Miss Slott of the London Working Women’s Training Institute.


Miss Slott had been imported from America, just like the Remington Standards her students used in their lessons, and as she chanted over the violent clatter of the typing machines, she might touch her pointing stick to your back, just beneath your shoulder blades, or slip it under your wrists to lift them. Posture worked toward efficiency, just as it did toward attractiveness, another important detail. Miss Slott had ever advised each pupil to consider how she must be like a beautifully made clock, not only functional and constant but also a complement to the surroundings—pleasing to the eye, should the eye happen to notice more than the hour.


Betsey understood. She had mastered it all, and she was fast. Fast and accurate, more so than most of the type-writer girls at Baumston & Smythe, Insurers, where she worked now. She’d had to be: Word had gone round not long after her hire at the insurance firm that Betsey Dobson had not finished her course at the Institute. Betsey Dobson had been dismissed. Not even a fortnight from the finish, and with no character given her! But truly, what could be done? What sort of character could be written for a girl who’d had a love affair with one of the instructors? That was the word that went round.


So she’d had to be good. Impeccable posture. Efficient, accurate.


Truth be told, that affair with Avery Nash had helped her improve at least as much as Miss Slott’s instruction, for Avery owned a type-writing machine. He was something vain of this treasure, but certain favors could persuade him to let her practice upon it—half-strikes, to save ribbon.


That she dragged the thing out to the stairwell on a blanket each night she spent in his flat, he never knew. A fuck made him a sound sleeper, and she always brought her own paper.


And while typing in a stairwell wasn’t conducive to good posture, those middle-of-the-night drills had served her well otherwise. Except for the expulsion, of course. And the gossip.


Concentration, not contemplation. It was a good motto, and not just for type-writer girls. It could save you from brooding over stale if mostly true gossip.


Or suppose you needed to pull some dodgy deed, right in the open—why, then the advice was wise indeed, for in such a case, you had no business contemplating the shoulds or shouldn’ts, the dodginess of the deed. Such self-consciousness could only draw attention. There was room only for concentration in such a case: Mind your posture. Pay attention. Be efficient. Do the deed.


Dear Mr. Jones,


An image of him flickered in her mind longer than it took to type his name. Mr. Jones, her hero, if he didn’t turn out mad, or a liar—


Regarding the character of one Miss Elisabeth Dobson, we at the firm of Baumston & Smythe, Insurers have found her a skilled and valued employee these eight months past.


It might have been tricky, but she had prepared. Avery’s type-writing machine was long gone (a card game, just the way he’d come to possess it), but he had helped with the wording of the letter and laughingly encouraged her whenever her conscience had bristled. Three evenings she’d spent with her fingers poised over imaginary keys, committing the words and motions to memory. Now, she pasted her eyes to a fire policy and did not pause once to lift the carriage to check her work. It was finished in moments. She folded the letter without looking at it and slipped it inside her black type-writer’s smock, into the waistband of her skirt, doing her best to make the movement appear as no more than a simple shift in weight.


Load more paper. Glance at the dais at the front of the office.


Mr. Wofford was not there.


Hell. And hell twice more, for Mr. Wofford, the least junior of the junior clerks in this office, was nowhere within her range of vision. Had he gone out altogether? Betsey dared not lift her eyes from her work again, not until the bell for the afternoon rest period rang.


The din of hammering words eased away. The words came in shushes now, the type-writer girls softly continuing conversations they’d suspended at the end of the lunch period.


Betsey risked a half-turn toward the three tiers of desks behind her, where the junior clerks perched on their stools. They were not permitted to take their breaks alongside the women, but that did not keep them from pausing in their work to watch the type-writer girls exit. Finest part of the day, Betsey had heard them jest more than once. Only Avery, a junior clerk for far briefer a time than he had been a composition instructor at a working women’s college, seemed determined not to be distracted. The smart thing, of course. The two of them acted as strangers here in the office, and though Cora Lester had whispered her knowledge of Miss Dobson’s expulsion, when she asked Avery to speculate as to which of his fellow teachers had been in league with her, Avery obliged, noting how suddenly the elocution tutor had departed. Oh, but Mr. Hadfield went with the Baptists to the West Indies, Miss Lester had protested, but it took only a shrug from Avery to make her breath catch and her eyes light. The elocution tutor! No wonder Miss Dobson was so well-spoken!


The smart thing. Betsey might have wished Avery had told Cora Lester to mind her own business, just as she wished now he would meet her eye and give her a fortifying nod, but such wishes were foolish, so she didn’t permit her gaze to rest, and made certain it avoided James Chesney, who’d taken to leering at her since Cora Lester had done her whispering. Well, he was not the only one, and not even the boldest. No, that distinction belonged to Mr. Wofford.


Who, she saw now with a swoop in her belly, stood waiting near the wall of coat pegs. Waiting for her, plain enough, waiting at her peg, the one labeled with her name, adorned with her tweed jacket, though whether he’d noticed her, or only wished her to notice him, she couldn’t tell.


She’d dodge him, she decided. She would stick herself to the far side of Maude Rudwicke’s little group and duck out with them. Laugh at her own absentmindedness when they pointed out she had left the office still in her smock.


But ducking out wasn’t easy. Betsey was taller than Maude Rudwicke and every other girl in the office; she was taller than Mr. Wofford himself, though she hardly felt so as he intercepted her at the door and said, “I’ll have it, Miss Dobson.”


She stared for a moment at his hand outstretched, the squared-off tips of his fingers, bulging pinkly in comparison to the pale line of skin peeking out from his shirt cuff. The bustle around them ceased, the girls suddenly uninterested in taking their break.


Mr. Wofford’s two middle fingers twitched, beckoned.


“It is personal, sir, if you please.” Useless, her low tone in this tight knot of girls. Mr. Wofford seemed to have no intention of bidding the girls on through the door, nor of prompting the clerks to put their heads back over their work.


No, when she looked up, he was trying not to smile too broadly, as successful at that as he was at growing a beard. She judged the scraggly blond mess had another ten days before he gave up again and shaved. He was young, Mr. Wofford. Old for a junior clerk, true—three junior clerks had been passed ahead of him since Betsey’s hire—but still young, and anxious about this condition.


“I cannot see how that’s possible,” he said. Only his bottom teeth showed when he spoke. “What you have folded away there came straight from a Baumston and Smythe machine.”


“Begging your pardon, Mr. Wofford, are you certain?”


“Miss Dobson.”


A whisper wormed its way through the knot: What’s she done? Hush, came the answer, for no one wished to miss a thing by taking time to explain. Plenty of time later to poke it over, plenty of lunches, plenty of breaks, plenty of arm-in-arm walks to the omnibus.


Mr. Wofford’s fingers twitched again.


A moment.


Betsey set the letter on his pink fingertips.


After he finished reading the first few lines (aloud, of course), the attentive silence in the office remained. Mr. Wofford asked, “You’ve composed your own character, Miss Dobson?” and then he got the stir of shock he wanted, slight exchanges of glances, the softest of gasps here and there. Her first months with the firm, she had imagined him shy. But the gossip about her had emboldened him, somehow released him, just as an eager audience did now.


“Efficient, I grant you,” he said, “but not likely to be very objective, is it?”


“There’s nothing untrue in it.”


“Oh? But so often, the deceit is in the omission, is it not?” He looked down at the paper again but, thankfully, read to himself now. “And such is the case here, I see—you’ve neglected the key portion of the typical character letter, that being the character. Though I do suppose that’s implicit, considering the blatant fraud of the younger Mr. Smythe’s name appearing at the bottom of this letter. As though he himself had dictated it and intended to put his signature upon it.”


Another ripple of movement. The younger Mr. Smythe was abroad for the next three months, everyone knew it.


“And look.” Mr. Wofford held out the letter. “The paper. The ink and machinery. The very time taken to produce this forgery. More dishonesty. Thieving, really. That would be the more precise term, would it not? Theft?”


Theft and forgery. Betsey kept a steady eye on Mr. Wofford but realized with a fresh grip of fear the man could make a lot of trouble for her. He could do more than merely utterly humiliate her, more than get her dismissed on the spot. For those things, she’d tried to prepare herself, though really, she’d believed she could carry this off.


She tried to calculate: What fraction of her weekly wage of eight shillings had she stolen in the five minutes it took to type that letter? How much ink diverted from company business to those few sentences telling her skills and experience? As for the paper—naturally, she’d bought her own.


That added together, plus forgery—no, only intended forgery, that was the most Wofford could claim with an unsigned letter—was it enough to interest the law? She didn’t know. Certainly Baumston & Smythe was no Covent Garden coster complaining about a filched apple. And there was Richard to consider, toiling in an office on a floor below, still ignorant to this mull of his sister-in-law’s making.


“I’ve but—” Betsey began, but the words were just air, no sound. She swallowed. She did not, would not, look at Avery. “I’ve but three days left to my notice, Mr. Wofford. Perhaps it would be best if I collected my wages and took my leave today.”


His mouth stirred, making her decide seven, not ten days, for the blond whiskers. He liked her offer, just as she’d guessed he would—he hadn’t the authority to dismiss her, but now he could feel he did. She elbowed her way past the girls standing next to her, tugging out of her black smock as she went to her coat peg. Someone touched her arm, murmured a sympathetic Betsey? Julia Vane, ever kind, one of the girls who still risked being friendly with her.


She heard Mr. Wofford say, “I suppose we ought to see Mr. Hutchens prior to that. He may be of the same opinion as I as to whether you deserve your wages.”


Betsey’s hands shook over the buttons of her jacket. Only a few minutes ago, the prospect of leaving Baumston & Smythe with less than a full week’s pay and the letter of reference had been unthinkable. That letter had been the only thing Mr. Jones had said was a condition of her hire at the pier company. She had to have rail fare to Idensea, a payment for Richard, money for Grace. Now, suddenly, she might leave empty-handed, a possibility only a hair less terrifying than getting turned over to the law.


She fidgeted over her gloves, grabbed her hat. No one said anything, and as she walked out of the office, she supposed it appeared she had some sort of plan, that she knew what she was doing.


The corridor outside the office, with a great arched window at every landing of the staircase, was filled with May, the light like a remembered dream. Two flights to the street, one to the office where each Tuesday she stood in a queue for her wages.


Mr. Wofford called her name and she halted on the second step down, fingertips on the banister, though she didn’t turn round to him. “I’ve been here more than eight months, Mr. Wofford,” she said, trying to keep her voice from carrying up and down the staircase. “Never missed a day nor been tardy. I’ve been one of your best type-writers, and I’ve earned three days of wages for which I’ve not been paid. Let me collect them, and I’ll be gone.”


“Ah. I have stated the difficulty with that solution, have I not?”


With some hope in candor and decency, she turned. Mr. Wofford had left the door open, and every face in the office, including Avery’s, was looking out of it. The hope sank, but she told him anyway.


“I cannot go without an entire week’s wages, sir.”


“I imagine not, a girl like you.”


His agreement intended no sympathy. “A girl like you” meant what he knew of her, that she wasn’t like the other type-writers, a girl helping out her family till she married. She was older (four-and-twenty now), unmarried, supporting herself: peculiar. And of questionable morals, of course. The story of her expulsion had only confirmed the suspicions.


“It seems peculiar,” he continued, “you would not have considered that before. It seems peculiar as well, you taking such a foolhardy chance when I did agree to write your character myself.”


“A qualified character.”


“One must be truthful in such matters.”


She sprang back up the two steps. “It’s unfair. Everything you would have insinuated had nothing to do with my work here. You couldn’t’ve complained about that; I’ve been a model employee.”


“Until today.”


Betsey felt herself flush. She looked at the window, where there were no spectators.


“Ah, Miss Dobson, what I think you, and a great many others of your sex, misunderstand is the risk a business runs simply in taking you on. You’re an unknown quantity, so to speak, you young . . . ladies . . . in an establishment like this, or like that pier company you mean to go to. Extracted from your feminine sphere, you create a precarious unnaturalness with your presence which can only be countered with the assurance—”


“Do you mean to let me collect my wages, or don’t you?”


His bottom lip wavered as though to respond to this interruption, but he didn’t speak until he turned on his audience suddenly and directed them all to return to work. Avery’s head, Betsey couldn’t help noticing, was already bowed. None of the type-writer girls raised audible protests against the abbreviated rest period.


Cora Lester, apparently the only one to have escaped to the W.C., came bobbing up the steps, hesitating in a kittenish sort of way when she saw Betsey and Mr. Wofford in the corridor.


“Again, Miss Dobson,” he said, “I would remind you there is an order to things in business. It isn’t for me to decide whether you get your wages. It’s for me to take you to Mr. Hutchens so he may decide the matter.”


“You could let me go down the stairs.”


He brushed Cora Lester into the office with a wave. He lifted his brows at Betsey.


“Could I? And overlook the proper procedures? There is call for such a thing, on occasion.”


He looked her over. He stood in the open doorway, before everyone and yet unseen by any, and he looked her over. The snaps of the type-writing machines grew muffled as he pushed the door almost shut, one hand curled round its edge. The other hand slipped to the front of his trousers. He gave himself a squeeze. It was a dainty squeeze, and it was the daintiness rather than the squeeze itself that mystified Betsey.


“You should have to convince me the present situation is such an occasion,” he said. He pushed back his coat and hooked his thumb on the waist of his trousers. “You see?”


Mr. Wofford looked her all over.


Concentration, not contemplation. It was a good motto, and not just for type-writer girls. So many situations in life called for one to pay attention yet not think overmuch. So many times when the proper posture would promote one’s efficiency. Suppose, for example, you wanted to give a bastard his due—why then, it was wise advice indeed.


Betsey nodded once. “I see.” She offered a closed-lip smile, a slow blink. She witnessed the shift, when some of the marbles came rolling her way. “Mr. Wofford, you are . . . entirely correct.”


And her breasts were far from ample, but with the proper posture, she could endow them with a certain significance. She did so now, an efficient way of holding Mr. Wofford’s attention as she moved to the doorway and, with an efficient, concentrated motion, kicked the door to its frame, an efficient and concentrated way of telling a bastard to go to hell, especially when the bastard’s fingers were still curled round the door.


And then she concentrated on the most efficient exit from Baumston & Smythe, Insurers.
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OBSERVE THE BELL.


The bell rings to warn the writer that he is approaching the end of the line.


—How to Become Expert in Type-writing


She had four shillings in her boot, stashed there the previous payday until she could earn five more to purchase rail fare to Idensea. Above all, there must be the rail fare, Betsey had thought, and so she had done without the meat the shillings would have bought. She’d been comforted by the coins’ hard presence in her shoe the past few days, but now, having fled the City and made the long walk to her sister Caroline’s house in Brixton, they had begun to torture the ball of her foot. Single fares to Idensea cost nine shillings, not four.


Reaching Caroline’s door, she turned the bell and sank down, unable to wait a moment longer to loosen her laces and make adjustments. She cursed softly upon finding the ill-fitting boot had rubbed a hole in her stocking.


“Elisabeth! Come in, for pity’s sake! I’d thought you were coming Sunday!”


Betsey worked her foot back into her boot, not quite ready to look up at her sister. “A change to my plans. I shall leave tomorrow instead of next week, so I’ve come to say good-bye.”


“But why? I thought your notice . . .”


Betsey stood, managing a blithe smile. Caroline noticed nothing but Betsey’s hair, however.


“You’ve got a fringe! And—is your hair cut? Elisabeth!”


Caroline lifted her hand to test the length of Betsey’s hair between two fingers. Betsey intercepted the gesture, tucking up into her hat the strands of hair that had fallen during the walk from the wigmaker’s to Caroline’s house. The strands promptly slipped down again, and she hooked them behind her ear. Ah, God, she would have to buy more hairpins to have any hope of keeping it up. The back almost grazed her shoulders, but the front was shorter, owing to the way the wigmaker’s apprentice had bound her hair before sawing through it with scissors Betsey suspected were less sharp than they ought be. The fringe across her forehead had been the lad’s conciliatory gesture.


“Why?” Caroline wanted to know. “All these years letting it grow again, how could you bear it?”


Her sister regarded her with great compassion, as though Betsey had been forced to sell her child rather than her hair. It had felt like that the first time, back in Manchester when she’d been but seventeen, with nowhere to go, no idea where the next coins would come once those she’d got for her hair were spent.


This afternoon, however, Betsey had sat on the wigmaker’s stool and wished there were some magic potion to drink, some oil or cream to apply that would make her hair grow faster so she might sell it again. She’d wished for hair the color of corn silk, to fetch more coins. “Dull as mud!” the wigmaker had spat, and when he saw the length wasn’t what it ought be, he’d turned her over in disgust to his apprentice.


“Needed money,” she told Caroline. “Why else?”


“But your wages, you said—”


“Got sacked today.”


“No! Why? How could they? What about Richard?”


As if her husband could have, would have helped. Obviously Richard had never told Caroline, as he had Betsey, that helping Betsey get the position was the extent of his participation in her career. She was to make nothing more of their connection, not even to do more than nod if they met each other at the front doors at the end of the workday.


Richard would be furious when he heard of the spectacle she’d made this afternoon. Thus, she wanted to give her goodbyes to Caroline and the children before he came home. It was late already. She’d lost time at the wigmaker’s and in the walk to Caroline’s house, avoiding the need to turn over any of her few coins to the omnibus company. Richard, she knew, divided his journey from work to home, walking part of the way and then catching the omnibus. No doubt he possessed some formula to calculate the most economical division between the costs of bus fare and shoe leather.


With some vague reassurance to Caroline, Betsey went inside, calling for her niece and two nephews and finding them at games in the back garden. She had sweets for them, not the sugar mice or toffee she’d wanted to bring, only peppermint sticks, and even the penny she’d handed over for those was more than she should spare.


Still, lowly peppermint made the children’s eyes grow wide and solemn with wonder. Dick and Emma, the eldest two, cradled theirs in their hands for a moment, then snapped them and held out halves for their mother to store away. Four-year-old Francis watched them, red stripes melting into his fist.


“No,” Betsey protested. “I mean for you to have it all, right now. A treat, you see. You don’t have to put it away.”


Dick and Emma regarded their aunt as though she’d told them Jesus was a fiction. They looked at their mother: Would she confirm this heresy?


Caroline was uneasy with the burden of such a decision, but with a nod, she told them, “I suppose, since Papa isn’t here . . . if you wish . . .”


But the training ran deep. The halves were relinquished, and as Caroline put them in her apron pocket, Emma wrenched at Francis’s fist, warning, “You’ll be sorry if you don’t. Me and Dick’ll have some when you don’t, and you’ll be sorry then.”


Francis butted his forehead into his sister’s chin and fell back on his bum as she let him go. They both went to tears, Emma for her stinging chin, Francis for his sweet, broken upon the brick pathway where he had fallen.


As Betsey brushed off the peppermint and set about trying to convince Francis it would taste just the same, broken or not, Caroline suddenly straightened from Emma’s side. “I hear Richard coming in, I think,” she murmured, and rushed back inside.


Betsey looked toward the door at the far wall of the garden. Even if she might have seriously considered it as an escape, there was not enough time. Richard’s children were weepy and sticky, and she was in the midst of it.


“They’re looking for you,” he said to her after he’d directed the children into the house.


Behind him in the narrow doorway, her head not quite clearing Richard’s shoulder, Caroline asked, “Who? Who is looking for her?”


“Some of the Baumston and Smythe managers. Has she told you what she’s done?” When Caroline didn’t answer, and Betsey offered no confession, he continued. “She broke a man’s fingers today in her temper.”


She’d broken Wofford’s fingers? No wonder he’d howled like a lost child.


“I was not in a temper,” she corrected, because truly, it wouldn’t do to smile just now, Richard’s censuring brow directed at her, Caroline peeping over his shoulder with dismay.


But dear Caro. What she said was “Elisabeth, what had he done to you? Are you all right?”


Richard swung round to her so fast she fell back a step. “He caught her at theft and forgery, Caroline! And after she’d assaulted him and run away, it’s me Mr. Hutchens seeks out to find where she lives.” To Betsey, he said, “You might have gotten me dismissed. To be sure, I’ll be a laughingstock at best and suspect at worst, now that everyone knows I’ve the misfortune to be related to you by marriage.”


“Richard, I am sorry—I would never want to cause you—”


“What did you tell them?” Caroline interrupted to ask Richard. “When they asked where Elisabeth lived, what did you say?”


Richard cast unwilling looks at Betsey and then his wife. “What do I know of where she lives? I told them it was likely some jerry-built hovel somewhere in the East End, where neither I nor my wife were wont to be found.”


“’Tis not a hovel,” Betsey said softly.


“Do you think someone will come to see if she’s here?” Caroline asked.


“Don’t you imagine it’s quite possible?”


A moment passed. Betsey tried to smile at her sister, to say, I suppose I’m off, then, but the words caught in her throat when she saw Caro’s eyes fill. Caroline pushed past her husband to catch Betsey’s wrist and draw her back inside the house.


•   •   •


Caroline gave Betsey hairpins for her falling hair; she gave her a length of twine because she knew Betsey’s ancient valise had a troublesome latch. She tried to press other things on Betsey as well: a tin of lavender-scented powder, a bottle of ink, a pair of stockings darned but once in one toe. Betsey promised she had no need of any of it, and Caroline led her to the kitchen and took the next day’s loaf from the bread box. She ignored Betsey’s protests and wrapped it into waxed paper.


“And what will Richard say when you run out of flour too soon?” Betsey asked.


“I shall remind my beloved we might have had to give you an entire plate, meat and all, had you been able to stay to dinner. He’ll feel fortunate it was only a bit of bread then.”


Richard did not look as if he felt fortunate, however, and even less so when Caroline informed him he would see his sister-in-law to the omnibus and pay her fare, too. Caro’s voice sounded as soft and sweet as that lavender powder as she told him this, but her tone was this-is-how-it-will-be. Betsey loved that tone, so rarely used, yet employed on her behalf tonight, despite the fact that she wanted neither Richard’s escort nor his money.


She told him so as they started down the lane, saying she would walk to her flat. He pointed out the failing twilight and the descending fog that would make the journey treacherous for a woman alone. She assured him she would be fine, shook her head at the coins he was counting out: “Consider it a payment toward what I owe you if you must, but I shall not be taking it.”


He snatched out for her arm, jerking her to a halt. “You’ll take it. You’ll take it, and get yourself away from here safe enough, and keep your sister from that worry at least.” He smashed the pennies into her hand, pressed it closed, and then clamped his fingers so tightly over hers she felt a bit of sympathy for Mr. Wofford. “And as for what you owe, let’s leave off pretending about that.”


Betsey held still, afraid a struggle would make him angrier. She had never liked him. He had helped her, loaned her money for her courses at the Institute and a new suit of clothes to wear to Baumston & Smythe, but the smallness of his spirit choked the gratitude she wanted to feel. Until now, though, she had never been afraid of him.


So she held still and whispered, “I shall send portions of my wages from my new position, Richard. Twice a month. You know—”


He shook the words from her mouth. “Never mind it! Here is how I want you to repay what you owe: Stay away. Go on wherever it is you’re going and don’t come back. Write Caroline now and again to save her from worry, but when you’ve made whatever wreck you’ll make of it, don’t bring it back to my family. I’ve had enough, do you hear?”


Betsey nodded, but he held her until a carriage turned into the lane. Released, she walked beside him numbly to a street where the omnibus would pass, and they waited for it in silence. When it came, she dashed up the steps for a seat on the upper level, feeling she would need the air, and the perspective.


The evening was cool, a good explanation for why she trembled the first few minutes of the journey. In the bus’s halting progress, fog-blurred streetlamps drew near and fell behind, drew near and fell behind, belying the noisy exertion of real life occurring below their dreamy haze. Her hand throbbed. Turnabout. She wondered at her mute submission to Richard. It was the fear, of course, and the fear because of the surprise—with some humor, she tried to convince herself the surprise came not from how he’d gripped her but from his forgiveness of her debt. It didn’t work.


Did he honestly believe he could keep her from Caroline and the children? Why hadn’t she simply told him to go to hell?


Because he was right?


She pulled a bit of the waxed paper away from the bread Caroline had given her and stuck her nose near the loaf, a much nicer scent than the ones that grew stronger the closer the omnibus came to her stop. That she had made a—what had Richard said?—a wreck of things was unquestionable. That she would do so in Idensea—


She had to believe the matter was not so cut-and-dry as Richard assumed.


She knew Idensea was in Hampshire because Baumston & Smythe insured the Idensea Pier & Seaside Pleasure Building Company’s holdings, but she had never been there. Still, something about living beside the sea resonated within her: She had a remembrance of pinching sand from the damp hem of a faded blue frock, only to discover how it stuck to her little-girl fingers, and of her mother kicking salty water into the sunlight, telling her daughters—and son, for Daniel had still been with them then—to look and to look. And behind her mother, laughing, was a man Betsey had believed to be her father, at least until a few years ago, when she had tried to make Caroline remember Blackpool, and Caroline said no, no, it was impossible their father had been there on that occasion.


Then who was he?


I don’t know. Some stranger, just someone who caught your fancy, perhaps.


Though the memory of her family all together had already been as frail and jumbled as a ball of dust, Betsey regretted this alteration to it.


She didn’t know how she would get there, but she was going to Idensea, and was glad of it, glad to be leaving behind the filth and disappointment of London. She was to be a manager—that Mr. Jones used that term rather than manageress always made her smile—arranging day excursions for tourist groups, playing hostess to them when they came for their dinner dance at the new hotel, earning commission for every group she booked. Risky seasonal work, to be sure, but Mr. Jones had promised she would have office duties in the winter.


Why had he offered her such a chance? She didn’t know. She didn’t know why he had followed her from that meeting where she had been summoned to take dictation. He’d asked if she liked being a type-writer, and, suspicious and irate, she had given him some pert response. Worse than pert. Fearful of the resulting assumptions if anyone saw them speaking, she’d intended to put him off entirely with that worse-than-pert response.


But he kept following after her. He mentioned the wages, and it was then she stopped to truly look at him, and listen. Because the wages were good, and so was his face. A good face, open as a summer window.


•   •   •


No one had come looking for her tonight, her flatmate Grace assured her, nor had Avery shown his damn face about, a rather hostile response to Betsey’s casual question.


How much effort would Baumston & Smythe put toward finding her? Had they notified the police? Betsey fretted over it, as well as the problems of rail fare and the confiscated letter—Bring a good character letter or two, for Mr. Seiler and Sir Alton, Mr. Jones had instructed—while she fed bites of bread to Grace’s little son, Sammy, and dropped crumbs into the bottom of the birdcage for Thief, her canary. Why didn’t she simply write it by hand herself, Grace wanted to know, or Avery, he was bound to have a right proper hand. But after today’s experience, Betsey had no more stomach for forgery.


Avery didn’t come. It was not so unusual, even if this afternoon’s events made it seem so, and memories of how he’d simply faded from her life after she’d been expelled and he’d been reprimanded were unhelpful at present. She and Grace, who had already arranged for new lodgings, packed. Sammy made it a game, darting about the room and lugging anything he could carry to either Betsey or his mother. Most of his selections belonged to Avery. She hadn’t realized how many belongings Avery had, even after selling most of his books and other valuables. Transporting it all to Idensea would be either pricey or awkward.


Of her own things, however, all but her winter cloak fit into the valise, and a few hours later, neighbors had helped Grace and Sammy to their new flat and Betsey lay shivering in her own bed. Her first job in Manchester after being dismissed as a housemaid had been as a laundress, and she’d spent her nights on the floor in a back room with a dozen other women. How many times since then had she wished for her own private room? Yet tonight, she missed the whirring pulse of Grace’s rented sewing machine, and the flat seemed very quiet. So quiet she could hear the fragile steps at last approaching the door, the careful grind of the door latch.


His clothes fanned scents into the room as he removed them, tobacco and ale and something else—smoky but more substantial, roasted—and she wondered why she’d not guessed, the theater. Avery had friends who had missed him when he’d dropped from their circle, and who, for the past month, had been happy enough to spot him an admission or a supper. They apparently were not the sort of friends to keep you from losing your best chance for a stable income in a card game, nor to care for you during an illness, but Betsey supposed those were rare enough amongst men.


His hands smoothed along the empty space in the bed beside her, then patted more firmly, searching for the blanket, which he wouldn’t find because she’d already given it to Grace as a poor substitute for the money she’d wanted to leave. His fingertips brushed the wool of her cloak and paused, but didn’t grasp, didn’t pull.


He eased into the bed, and after he had lain utterly still for a moment, Betsey rearranged her cloak so both of them had at least some cover. Mostly healed from pneumonia Avery might be, but the night was cool and he wasn’t wearing a stitch.


“Damn it all,” he said.


“I wasn’t sleeping.”


They moved closer, huddling rather than embracing. She thought he would speak.


“You saw a show?”


“Only the Alhambra,” he answered, the only because variety entertainment didn’t rate as true theater to Avery, regardless of the opulence of the venue.


He added nothing else; perhaps he believed there was a chance in hell he’d be permitted to drift off to sleep. But the last time he’d seen her, she had been enduring Wofford’s jobation. If he didn’t wish to discuss that, he at least had to know she was leaving London on the morrow. They had plans to make, the two of them.


“You do realize how I hated it this afternoon,” he whispered abruptly. “Having to . . . sit by.”


He sounded as if he were accusing her of something. She thought of how she had waited, briefly, irrationally, in a doorway where she could see the Baumston & Smythe entrance. Just catching her breath after her run out of the building, that’s all that was, she told herself.


“Both of us with no wages for the week would be a fine thing,” she said.


“Still, I wish there had been another way. I felt like the lowest sort of cad, watching it all, and once you vanished, it only became worse. Lizzie, the sensation you caused, you cannot—”


“Don’t call me ‘Lizzie.’”


“You’re cross.”


“I’m not. I’ve been waiting, is all.”


“I needed respite tonight, you understand, after all that dreadfulness. I brought you a pasty. Shall I fetch it now?”


She nearly said yes. Her stomach felt empty, and suddenly she yearned for the decadent comfort of eating in bed in the middle of the night. They’d done that, she remembered, in the beginning. Picnics in Avery’s bed, in that wonderful flat of his near the Institute. She wished he’d come in without a care for waking her and begun hand-feeding her.


“I’d best save it,” she said. “Tomorrow’s apt to be long. I—I’ve packed, Avery. I decided to go on to Idensea tomorrow.”


“Oh.” He sounded confused, caught out. “Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it, if you won’t be type-writing? And if Wofford’s determined to find you. . . . Damn him. But what if that Jones fellow won’t take you on without the letter?”


She thought, I don’t know, and pressed her hand against the lurch in her gut. Avery, inclined to answer his own questions, didn’t this time.


Instead, several moments later, he said, “You might let it go,” which she didn’t understand in the least.


“A bit absurd, isn’t it,” he said, “going all that way only for a job. How long would it take for you to get another type-writing position?”


“What, here in London?”


“Certainly not more than a few days. Granted, without references, you would have to look a step or two down from Baumston, but if you answered some adverts . . . Or the switchboards. Openings there by the hour, it’s said, and your accent isn’t at all repulsive, you know. I’ve always said so.”


So she might let it go. She might just stay in London. She might have just told Mr. Jones no and never asked Mr. Wofford for a character and thus never made herself a spectacle and a . . . an outlaw. She might still be a type-writer at Baumston & Smythe, Insurers with high hopes of still being a type-writer at Baumston & Smythe, Insurers in five years more, which was the length of time a female type-writer could expect to work before she earned a wage that granted true, livable independence. That had been the extent of her hopes until a few days ago.


She tugged a fraction of her cloak back, blocking the draft on her backside. “You’ve changed your mind.”


“I believed some days remained before I had to tell you.”


Tell her what? That he would stay in London, certainly. That he wanted her to stay as well? Stay with him? He had been the one to suggest he come to Idensea with her—there was bound to be a school where he could find a position, he’d said, and doctors claimed sea air as a curative.


Last week, he had shrugged, concluding why not? and Betsey had caught her breath in surprise, because men didn’t come after Betsey Dobson once they’d got what they wanted. To her credit, she never asked them to.


And now she listened to him explain, wondering if she would hear stay but hearing mostly I: I need to be where I can take my opportunities when they arise. This clerking is dreadful, but now that I’m writing again, I need tolerate it only a few months more.


“Good luck, then,” she interrupted.


He fell silent and then coughed, but it didn’t go into a fit. “Good luck.”


She rolled to her other side. Her cloak came with her. Avery’s presence in the bed seemed to expand, his elbow pressing her shoulder blade as he lay on his back and crossed his arms. He twitched, one hard contraction of his entire body.


“Where is our blanket, pray tell?”


“I gave it to Grace.”


She supposed he realized his error in using the word our, for not even a grunt of displeasure escaped his lips. She added, “She moved to her new place tonight, she and Sammy.”


“That explains the quiet.”


He shivered again and coughed, and then, in a gesture so sudden and unlike him that it brought tears to her eyes, threw his arm over her waist and pulled her close to him. She had tied what remained of her hair into two sections, and she felt his breath on that bare space of her neck, warm, whispering, “I do believe I shall miss you.”


Her eyes shut. She thought of Avery in the lecture hall at the Institute, Avery in his flat, Avery with all the answers and his own type-writing machine and a nymph-shaped lamp with a mother-of-pearl shade, and she wondered if she wanted the wrong thing, this job that could end with the turn of a season, this life in a place she’d never seen. She found his hand, thin yet from his illness, and nestled her fingers between his.


“I haven’t enough for rail fare.” She whispered this confession even more softly than he had his, for she hadn’t intended to speak it at all. Richard would be the last man she would be beholden to, she had determined some time ago. And Avery—well, she had never given him the chance to offer, not really. But with his arm tight around her, the words slipped out.


His chuckle vibrated against her neck. “Is that the going rate?”


The question obliterated all the tenderness of the moment. Betsey curled her hand back inside her sleeve. As swiftly and surreptitiously as possible, she swiped all the dampness from her cheeks, removing the evidence of her weakness from herself as well as Avery.


He massaged her hip. “It isn’t unreasonable, I suppose. And, as always, your practical nature beguiles me.”


He nuzzled his face against the skin exposed above the neckline of her nightdress, suckled at the side of her neck. And all the while, he pressed her hip, urging her onto her back.


“Be good to me, Lizzie,” he said when her resistance could no longer be mistaken for something else. It makes me feel so wicked, going to bed with a Lizzie, he had explained once after she had corrected him.


He pushed her cloak off of her, onto the floor, and slipped a hand beneath her nightdress, between her thighs, promising to be good to her in return, promising, “Good Lizzie, every coin in my coat pocket for a wicked farewell.”
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They have no idea of the possibilities of their writing machine, of the beauty and variety of the work it is capable of doing. All they know is what they have ‘picked up’ in somebody’s office while working for practice with little or no pay.


—How to Become Expert in Type-writing


The going rate. Her desperation wasn’t so deep as that, no. She turned onto her back and let him settle between her thighs, keeping her face from his kiss. Her hands skimmed along his bare back, then slipped between the two of them, and Avery laughed and groaned as if he quite enjoyed the sensation of her chilled fingers curling round his cock. Admittedly, his warmth was better than any pair of mittens she’d ever owned, and she felt especially cold at the moment.


“My, Avery, not ready yet, are you?”


She could scarcely make out his handsome face in the room’s darkness, and she sensed rather than witnessed his displeasure at this remark. A brief stillness about him, but a stroke of her hand had him moaning again. “My God, Lizzie. Lizzie, God, there you are, good Liz—”


His voice broke with a screeching breath in, his eyes widening as her grip tightened. “Damn it—what—”


“I’ve said to you half one thousand times not to call me Lizzie.”


“Are you mad— damn— damn it all, stop—”


“And I swear to God, if you put this bit near me again tonight I shall twist till it snaps and throw it down the steps for Mrs. Bainwelter’s terrier to have for a gnaw.”


She let him go. He shoved off of her, cursing her, and she sprang out of the bed, grabbed her cloak from the floor, and took the two steps to what had been Grace’s side of the room. The quilt that had divided the space was gone now, but the bed remained, stripped and awaiting the next renter. She lay down on it and huddled under her cloak, her back to Avery.


He was coughing, and it didn’t stop. Betsey heard him pulling on his clothes, coughing all the while, and she was glad he’d thought better of trying to sleep without any cover. But then she heard his shoes, the faint squeak of leather as he pulled on his boots.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” she told him. “We each have a bed, and I shall be going in the morning. Is it worth making yourself ill?”


Her answer, after the coughing subsided, was the creak of the bed as he lay down. What else? He had nowhere else to go, same as when she’d brought him here more than two months ago. Such a shock, seeing him after so much time, though not enough to account for the drastic change in his appearance. Once, he would have clearly been a stranger on this street, but that day, he had the hard-worn look of its residents.


Indeed, at that particular moment, his aspiration had been to become one of the residents. He was foolishly attempting to negotiate a lower rent, and all but stumbled into her arms when the slumlord pushed him off the threshold in order to shut the door in his face. Took up with another of your students, did you? she asked him when he admitted he’d been dismissed from the Institute not long after she herself had left, and he swore to her, No. Likely he would have sworn a good many other things to her, too, except, weak with fever, he nearly collapsed on her, right there in the street. She’d taken him home.


She could tell from his breathing now he didn’t fall asleep directly. They lay, parted by a few steps, by darkness, by mutual refusal to speak a few softer words. By her decision to go.


It’s good for you, Caroline had told her tonight. We will miss you, but a new start—and you’ll be good, I know it, won’t you, Elisabeth? You’ll be . . .


She hadn’t finished, but Betsey knew what her sister meant. In all the world, who but Caroline worried for Betsey’s soul? Where others condemned, Caroline grieved and hoped for better.


Betsey hoped, too. With the fervor of a saint or a gambler, she hoped.


These tears! If Avery heard her, he would think they were for him, and they weren’t, not really. They were because this day had been dreadful and because this night was long, and with sleep eluding her, she had nothing to do but contemplate.


Richard could well be right: She could make a great wreck of it all. Again.


Eventually, she slept. In the morning, the only thing she took from Avery’s coat pocket was the pasty he’d bought her. The less than a shilling’s worth of coins, she left behind.


•   •   •


Which meant she only had money enough for a ticket that would barely see her out of London, to Woking. She pretended her terror was Thief, a bird in a cage, and threw a dark cloth over it as she turned over all but a few pennies to the ticket agent.


Waterloo Station boiled with Londoners eager to quit the city for the Whitsun holiday, tight clusters of families keeping count of one another, wide snaking lines of excursionists bound by their common itineraries, companions oblivious to anything beyond their own circles of laughter. Betsey, smothering under the weight of her winter cloak, navigated the din in deep concentration: Don’t let Thief’s cage be knocked. Mind the valise grip, it’s delicate. Platform Four. No turning round. Most of all, no turning round.


The third-class carriage smelled of smoke and straw and something pickled. Betsey felt lucky to find an empty place until she realized that seat was Hadrian’s Wall between two warring elderly sisters, and she spent the journey half-listening to two different accounts of a convoluted story involving a potted mignonette, a sticky door, and a headstone inscription. By the time a conductor called, “Woking!” Betsey was being prevailed upon to judge the logic of dividing a set of shirt studs.


The train stopped and waited—and waited—at the platform, but Betsey remained in the compartment, suggesting the studs be sold, the money divided.


Finally, movement.


She’d done it. Fare-dodging could now be added to her life’s transgressions.


She wondered whether she’d get away with it. Stomach knotted, she felt the miles she hadn’t paid for adding up, rumbling beneath the carriage. The sisters reconciled, or at least began speaking again, and though their conversation over Betsey’s bosom felt awkward, she suspected it saved her, disguised her as their companion. In any case, no conductor checked her ticket again.


She had to change at Southampton. By the time she maneuvered the crowds there and found the train, the guard’s last whistle was sounding. She hoped to board in this final scuttle, but a conductor spied her and waved her toward him.


“On your own, miss? A good carriage for you here.”


Betsey braced herself for the end of this escapade. Already, the conductor was shaking his head.


“Didn’t they tell you, miss? The bag’s of a size for the parcel rack, but there’s no animals in the carriages.” He nodded toward the birdcage.


“Ohh”—she held that vowel, thinking, revising—“dear! What shall I do?”


She sounded dismayed. She sounded helpless. She widened her eyes and put herself into his care. Perhaps he liked that. Perhaps it was the whistle, the slamming doors, the shouts and the escalating rush passing them by. But the result was he waved her toward the carriage door, and Betsey and Thief boarded.


The carriage was a “good” one for her because women and children populated it. A great many children, perhaps double the carriage’s intended capacity. Had she been in the position to hold preferences, Betsey might have preferred the supposed indignity of traveling alongside unknown men.


The boys and girls showed instant interest in the birdcage, though it waned when they learned Thief would not sing and, no, Betsey would not let the canary out to fly about the compartment and come to their outstretched fingers. She covered the cage again and set it in a corner, hoping it would escape any additional notice from the conductors.


The children were from an orphanage, one of their chaperones told her, their seaside outing provided by a church benefactor. Betsey was playful with them and chatted with the chaperones, all the while praying a scoundrel’s prayer for luck to hold just a little longer.


A conductor looked into the compartment, cursorily. She could only hope he’d taken her as part of the orphans’ outing, since church chaperones, to her knowledge, did not dodge fares.


The compartment was stifling, with heat, with competing voices, with questions: She had no family in Idensea? What sort of work? Didn’t she have a husband?


After another lengthy wait at a station, a conductor appeared, a different one. He sighed at the overcrowded compartment, and Betsey knew: He was resigned to inspecting every last ticket.


She continued a cat’s cradle lesson with two girls, following the conductor’s reflection in the window, calculating the distance to the door. She felt ill already; that would not be a lie. She was ill, she needed air, that was true. She’d only need to play it a little bigger.


With the beginning of a moan, she crumpled the yarn in her hand, but the sound caught in her throat as she saw one of the smallest boys take a tumble out of his seat. Betsey knew luck when she saw it. In an instant, she was kneeling on the floor beside the lad, cooing over him, checking his limbs, righting his clothes, offering cheerful encouragement and a moral about holding on. The boy’s own mother—that is, supposing he’d had one—could not have demonstrated more tender concern and devotion than did Betsey in those moments as the conductor finished his inspection.


She instructed the children sitting on the bench with him to please have a care, and then she rose.


The conductor stood in the compartment door, next to Thief’s cage. He touched his hat.


“Miss, if you’re ready now, your ticket.”


•   •   •


No, church chaperones did not dodge fares, nor even think of it. That much was evident from the shock expressed as the conductor questioned her.


Down to no options, she told him she had someone in Idensea who would vouch for her, and even pay the difference on the ticket.


“And who’s that?”


“Mr. Jones. Mr. John Jones.”


“The Welshman with the pier company?” he asked, and Betsey nodded hard, because it was clear the conductor knew Mr. Jones, and because of that, she had a chance.


He let her stay on the train, though he appeared at the door at every stop afterward, to make sure she didn’t go anywhere. The chaperones called the children to them, and in that crowded compartment, Betsey sat on the bench alone, her gaze again fixed upon the reflections on the glass, the pale motion of the children as they seemed to forget the whole scene and return to their play and prattling. She wished she and every other adult could move on so easily.


Would Mr. Jones vouch for her? She didn’t know. However, she felt rather certain she’d reached her limit for public humiliation.


The call for Idensea went out, and the children’s excitement swelled again. A child twisted in the bench ahead of Betsey to ask her, “Do you know what a pier is like? They say we will walk on one today.”


Betsey smiled, but the child was distracted by a seatmate and didn’t wait for a reply. The train pulled into Idensea, a small station with just two platforms, though they were covered. In the lull between arrival and departure, the station was largely empty, and a shock went through Betsey when she realized Mr. Jones was there, waiting on the platform. The distance was significant, and his light-colored clothes were nothing like the serious black suit he’d worn at the Baumston & Smythe offices, but she recognized how he stood: a favored prince, or new angel, or—for heaven’s sake—a contented dog, solid and easy, confident of his master’s goodwill. A straw boater sat far back on his head, revealing a shock of his black hair.


Basic logic deserted her, and Betsey thought, He’s come to meet me. The very comfort in the notion was what made her distrust it, and in the next moment, she realized it was impossible. She’d arrived four days ahead of schedule, and he’d given her directions to make her own way to the Swan Park Hotel, where the pier company had its offices. Then, with the train reaching its full stop, she saw him adjust his hat to a more level and appropriate position. She noticed the flowers in his hand. She understood his tan-colored Norfolk jacket was for leisure, not business.


He headed toward the first-class carriages. Betsey remained in her seat as the children and their chaperones filed from the compartment, then followed the conductor. He bade her wait on a bench on the platform; he gave her Thief’s cage but kept her valise to make certain she wouldn’t run off. Run. Where? Mr. Jones, with whom she’d had a single ten-minute conversation, was her sole resource.


Now he greeted a group from the train, a mother and her daughters, Betsey guessed, all of them dressed as prettily as cakes in a baker’s window; the mother and the eldest, a young woman, wore high-crowned hats made higher with a profusion of trimmings. The two younger girls, somewhere between ten and fifteen, had yellow hair spilling down their backs, lit by the skylights over the platform. Mr. Jones crouched on his heels before the youngest, to all appearances in a most earnest conversation with the child before he presented a handful of posies and let her choose. He rose and let the middle daughter make her choice, then the mother, whose neck took on a girlish slant as she accepted the gift. His hands were empty when finally he turned to the young woman.


But no, a surprise, another flower, a white blossom distinct from the others, somehow produced a moment after the tease. The mother turned, stooping to help the girls affix their flowers to their sailor blouses. Mr. Jones and the young woman drew together. She tilted her head over her shoulder, and her hat hid Mr. Jones’s face as he stooped to pin the posy to her bodice. Briefly, he drew even closer. And then his laughter was ringing down the platform, and he stepped back just as the mother finished with the younger girls.


The young lady adjusted her posy, moving it from where Mr. Jones had pinned it and refastening it at her waist. The mother chatted with Mr. Jones as they waited, her hand slipping down her youngest daughter’s hair again and again. Betsey watched the absent gesture, hypnotized, until a pang of something like homesickness (silly!) struck so hard she had to look away, bending down to lift the cloth covering Thief’s cage.


She looked up when she heard the train lurching out of the station. Down the platform, the stationmaster spoke with Mr. Jones. All of them, Mr. Jones and his women, were looking at her. And Betsey could well imagine the course of the conversation: Mr. Jones, we’ve a fare-dodger, claims you promised to pay once she arrived in Idensea. Easy enough to write her a fine or turn her over to the constable if you don’t want her.


Mr. Jones seemed to squint in her direction. His eyes were green. Betsey couldn’t see them from here, of course, but she suddenly remembered his green eyes. She remembered he’d put on spectacles to read, and that his right eye drooped a touch because of a pink scar at its outside corner. Below that, another knot of scar tissue made his bottom lip puff slightly. The top lip? Only a brisk and graceful scrawl. Betsey remembered all that, so surely, surely he would recognize her, too, and claim her.


She stood.


Mr. Jones nodded at the stationmaster and turned away, ushering the mother and daughters from the platform.


Betsey needed a new plan.
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If you form a careless habit in the beginning, you will probably always keep it.


—How to Become Expert in Type-writing


Lillian Gilbey was peeved when John told her he would meet them at the Swan in half an hour. John discerned this from how amiably she agreed to the delay and how she chastised her mother and sisters for expressing disappointment. “By all means,” she said as he handed her into the carriage he’d hired, “take all the time you like. We will find plenty of diversion and not suffer a bit for your delay.”


He pressed her hand before letting it go. “Thirty minutes or less, I swear it.”


“Thirty minutes or fewer, thirty minutes or more, you really needn’t swear over so trifling a thing, I’m sure!”


She smiled like the first dawn. Peeved, all right. John laughed to himself as the carriage pulled away. Well, what was he to do? He could hardly leave his new manager to the mercy of the stationmaster, and he knew he could persuade Lillian back round to a good humor later. If the weather held, he’d planned for a stroll down the pier and along the Esplanade, where he would be able to show off the building sites for the pleasure railway and the Kursaal, the indoor amusement pavilion due open by the time the Gilbeys returned for their August holiday. Then to the hotel for a tour and a specially ordered tea, with six kinds of sandwiches and at least as many desserts by the Swan Park’s new pastry chef.


At some interval in the midst of all that, he needed to get Lillian alone and Say Something. It had been niggling in his brain for months, though he’d kept putting it by since his mother’s death this spring past—Say Something. The sticky portion of it was that what he truly wished to say amounted to Save my place, Lillian.


Which wouldn’t do. Not for Miss Gilbey, who was buttercup-pretty, fresh and soft, for all her feints of sophistication; who was clever, even in the ways she played it down with her beaux; who had a father usefully connected, nearly as rich as John himself intended to become. Such a girl as that could be a man’s best asset, and she was not a common commodity for the likes of John Jones, born Iefan Rhys-Jones in a Pembrokeshire slate town. To such a girl as that, no man could say, Save my place, and I’ll come back for you.


That was the trouble with Lillian Gilbey. She’d come along too soon. He would be finishing his work here in Idensea in a few months; he couldn’t ask for Lillian’s hand until he had another job secured. A fine thing it would be if he could put her up for a season, the way his mother had done with the blackberry conserve each summer. Lillian would sweeten up that way, and one frost-bright Christmas morning, he’d take her down and lick her up with his toast.


He was hungry. He’d taken time only for a leftover apple tart this morning.


Back inside the railway station, he found the stationmaster’s office, where Stationmaster Carey had said he would have Miss Dobson wait. However, he discovered the door locked, and he thought the room empty until a shadow of movement caught the corner of his eye. He removed his hat and put his forehead to the door’s glass pane, turning his head so he could see the far end of the office. There, Miss Dobson was opening the window, engaged in effecting her escape.


Trying to, rather. Perhaps the thing had been painted shut. Perhaps she’d forgotten to unlock it. John could see she’d shoved Carey’s desk to the wall, and now she was in a wide-kneed squat atop it, apparently seeking better leverage. Her bum bobbed with each renewed heave against the stubborn sash.


Bless God. Bless the bleeding Christ, what did she think she was doing? He would have liked to see what would come of this caper, but instead, he knocked on the glass, two decorous taps.


She whirled about, tipping dangerously before she managed to stand. Her skirts sent a number of items on Carey’s desk flying. John saluted her with two fingers to his brow. Then he ducked down to the keyhole.


“Warm, are you, Miss Dobson?” he called through it, then peeked at her over the wooden portion of the door. Still on the desk, hair falling, twin cherries for cheeks. Wildly, he wondered, was this the right girl, the one he’d promised to hire? Because she did not at the moment seem the same to him as she had in London.


Through the keyhole: “I’m going to see the stationmaster and fetch the key, you see. You ought come down from there. See if you can’t restore Stationmaster Carey’s belongings, and I’ll return shortly to collect you.”


He dashed off. He knew Carey because he’d come to be acquainted with nearly everyone in Idensea at least a little in the past four years he’d lived there. Carey was a stockholder in the Idensea Pier & Seaside Pleasure Building Company—a respectable few dozen shares, if he was not mistaken.


The man scolded John, said he ought to fine him and the girl both, and John expressed the proper regret and appreciation, pulling the price of Miss Dobson’s fare from his pocket as he did. He bit from his tongue a question about the necessity of locking the girl up and letting her think he wasn’t coming back. Instead, he suggested Mrs. Carey might well enjoy a dinner at the Swan this week: Why didn’t they stop by Thursday as special guests? All was forgiven by the time the lock unhitched.


“Wondrous convenient things, doors are,” John said in a low voice as Miss Dobson exited the office, a free woman. Her frown became more severe. She had brows like a demon’s, even when she wasn’t frowning, he remembered that.


She was also just his height. John had noted that the first time they’d spoken, at Baumston & Smythe, and he remembered it now as she kept an equal pace beside him on the walk from the rail station. This lane, known as the Compass Walk, shaded by pines and wending through tiny parks, was meant to offer the pedestrian from the station or town center a leisurely amble to the Esplanade, but John had a deadline, so they hurried until he saw they would be waiting for the tram anyway. Horse-drawn trams, alas—Sir Alton had convinced the county council an electric one would be an eyesore.


He watched Miss Dobson take in her first sight of Idensea’s seafront. Steam cranes and scaffolding still blocked much of the Kursaal, a three-acre site on the cliff above, but just west they had a good prospect of the pier, eight hundred and one feet toward the horizon, the concert pavilion a white jewel at its head, a paddle steamer now departing its landing stage. More than a thousand tons of iron and steel beneath the wooden promenade; seventy-two cast-iron screw piles, some of which took more than a week to secure into the seafloor. One man’s life lost before it was finished, another man maimed. The reason he’d come to Idensea four years ago, to build that pier.
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