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Praise for Laine Ferndale

The Scandalous Mrs. Wilson

“Ferndale’s debut introduces a character that has faced challenges and learned to overcome. Readers will want to continue reading more by this author and about Fraser Springs. A quick, light read that historical romance fans will enjoy.”—Library Journal

“The author gives us a strong woman in Jo . . . [and] a fast-paced story with characters that show their true colors. Jo was a character that didn’t throw up her hands and say, woe is me . . . She stood her ground and fought for what she felt was right. You had to love her, strong, brave, stubborn, beautiful, and if there was a scandalous nature to her, then all the better.”—Night Owl Reviews
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The Infamous Miss Ilsa

Fraser Springs Series

Book 2
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Avon, Massachusetts


Chapter 0

Vancouver, British Columbia

November 1906 

As she stepped into her employer’s parlour, Ilsa Pedersen wished that a wildfire would destroy the entire West End, this awful house, and every last person in it. Or maybe an earthquake: that would be even better. Something to shake the petit point and paintings and gilded clocks off the walls, and rattle that expression off Mrs. Whitacre’s smug face.

All three members of the Whitacre family were waiting for her arrival. Theodore Whitacre sat to one side of the room, looking as if he wished he could disappear into the depths of the wingback chair. His thin, pale face was frozen in a vacant mask; his green eyes were fixed on a point somewhere to the far left of Ilsa’s shoulder. He’d clearly moved beyond mortification and into a sort of stunned mental absence.

The two adult Whitacres in the room were more engaged. Mr. Whitacre, grey and bent, had propped himself up against the heavy oak mantelpiece, where he fumed a steady billow of pipe smoke in the direction of the chimney. He seemed to be more bored than angry. He was probably simply annoyed to have been pried out of his study over a domestic squabble. Mrs. Whitacre, however, positively vibrated: the sea of ruffles and furbelows and lace on her elaborate day gown rustled like a tree in a high wind.

Mrs. Whitacre had been a famous beauty in her day and devoted a great deal of time and money to rejecting the inevitability of becoming “a woman of a certain age.” Ilsa, as the household’s only housemaid, had spent hours tending the ranked army of powders, potions, paints, and perfumes crowding Mrs. Whitacre’s marble-topped vanity. Her chestnut hair was kept meticulously dyed, styled, and piled high atop her head, and her stoutening figure was corseted so dramatically that her posture resembled that of a belligerent pigeon.

In the previous households where Ilsa had been employed, it had been the men of the house she’d had to watch out for. Here, though, Mr. Whitacre had treated her like a ghost who conveniently appeared with supper dishes or tea at the appointed hours, and Theo had been . . . She risked a quick glance at Theo, who continued to ignore her. There was no point thinking about what Theo had been to her. No, in this house, it had been Mrs. Whitacre who had done her best to make Ilsa’s life miserable. And now there she sat, perched on the edge of a settee, her eyes bright with malice.

Mr. Whitacre continued puffing away for another excruciating minute, until his wife cleared her throat in his direction. The entire room waited as he exhaled a final stream of white smoke before knocking his pipe out into the hearth and placing it carefully atop the mantel. Mr. Whitacre never rushed. Ilsa wished to God he would, just this once, and get this over with.

“So. This is the girl?” The question was addressed to Theo, who had found something of deep interest in his lap blanket’s pattern. He managed a quick nod.

“Speak up, boy. You’re a cripple, not a mute.”

 Ilsa’s fists clenched at the barked command, but Theo didn’t even flinch.

“Yes, sir.”

“She’s a pretty little thing, I’ll give you that. How old are you, girl?”

“Sixteen, sir.”

“Hmph. Well. You can’t go chasing after the help, boy. Vulgar, you know. Lowering.”

“Teddy wasn’t ‘chasing after’ anything,” Mrs. Whitacre purred. “He’s a good boy, Papa, you know that.” Mrs. Whitacre’s affectedly girlish habit of calling her husband “Papa” had always made Ilsa’s skin crawl. “That little piece of street trash practically forced herself on him. Tell him, Teddy.”

Ilsa’s fingernails were digging red crescents into her palms now. She risked another glance at Theo—surely now he’d speak up for her, explain how things were between them. His parents were making everything sound so ugly.

He met her eyes this time. Their gaze held for a heartbeat, and then . . . his slid away. She could almost feel the little threads that had grown between them snapping, one by one, like a spider web in a storm. He remained silent.

Mr. Whitacre made a disgusted snort. “For God’s sake, Olivia. You can’t expect the boy to admit he hasn’t got the gumption to get up a skirt without being pushed under it.” Theo did flinch at that, just a little. “Enough melodrama. This is what comes of your soft heart, dear. When you employ a charity case, you get what you pay for. The whole situation was practically courting disaster. Pack your things, girl, and see yourself out.”

Mrs. Whitacre preened. Theo remained silent. Over the past few months, Ilsa had heard Theo talk about so many things: the history of complex words, the purpose of the tiny bones in the human ear, how when he turned eighteen and left this place, they were going to . . . He opened his mouth as if to speak, but closed it once more and looked downwards. Ilsa’s heart clenched. That’s how it was going to be, then. She’d have to look out for herself.

“And my wages? I’m still owed from last month, and . . . ”

Mrs. Whitacre laughed, a short little chirping noise with no humour in it at all. “Your wages? You should have thought about that before you wormed your way into my son’s bedroom.”

And that was all it took for years of training—keep quiet, be a good girl, be grateful, remember your place—to disappear in a single, enraged instant.

“Mrs. Whitacre, you are a nasty, heartless bitch.” She tore the stupid little frilly cap from her pale curls and hurled it on the floor.

The resulting chaos resembled something out of the pantomime comedies she loved to watch at the vaudeville on Sundays. Mrs. Whitacre declared she had never in her life been spoken to in such a way, and sailed towards Ilsa with bloody murder in her eyes. Mr. Whitacre attempted to bellow at her but almost immediately began coughing, which distracted Mrs. Whitacre long enough for Ilsa to scurry out of the parlour and down the service stairs to her little closet of a room.

She stripped off the rest of the ridiculously old-fashioned work costume, changed into her one good dress, and crammed the uniform into her carpetbag. The wretched things had come out of her pay, after all, and maybe she could pawn them. Her only possession that held any real value was a small tin horse that had once belonged to the cavalry of a toy soldiers set. Even though her instinct was to snap its head off and leave the broken pieces on Theo’s bed, she could probably pawn it, too.

When she emerged into the kitchen, Cook was nowhere to be found. At least one thing was going her way today; there wasn’t exactly any love lost between herself and the flint-souled old lady who kept the Whitacres fed. Ilsa pushed two loaves of bread and a half-dozen apples into her bag and popped open the enamelled tin canister where she knew Cook kept the petty cash for deliveries. She counted out six dollars and fifty cents, exactly what she was owed and not a penny more.

And so she found herself in the barren alley behind the Whitacre house, with snow beginning to fall, no hat on her head, and nowhere to go. She couldn’t go back to the girls’ home; the matron there had been very clear that this placement was Ilsa’s final chance. The home considered its obligations to her ended. Her only friends—acquaintances, really—were other orphans and domestic servants. She’d have to find more work, and soon.

Squaring her shoulders, she settled her grip on her bag and set off down the alleyway in a direction that hopefully would cross a trolley line sooner or later. She could do this. Even if she had to burn that itchy wool uniform for warmth and sleep under the Granville Bridge, she would be okay. At least she would be clear of that wretched house and its wretched inhabitants.

Even Theo.

Especially Theo.


Chapter 1

October 1912 

It was dusk when Theodore Whitacre arrived in Fraser Springs, and even the brilliant sunset couldn’t hide that the town was exactly as dull as he expected. From the deck of the SS Minto, he could see a few brick structures and cramped wooden houses crammed tight against the placid lake. Past the huddle of buildings, there was nothing but wilderness as far as the eye could see: dark shadows of trees and rocky bluffs for miles and miles.

A dozen or so electrified streetlamps flickered to life at the edge of the dock and down along the boardwalk. Within an hour of his setting foot in the town, someone would brag to him about the modern streetlamps. He guaranteed it.

Somewhere, his colleague, Marcus Simpson, was experimenting with the latest silver nitrate cures for gangrene. James Doolan, his study partner, had taken a post with the provincial government and would be working to improve sanitation efforts in shantytowns. Theo would be treating babies with runny noses and prescribing sugar pills to old ladies with hypochondria. Maybe, if he were very lucky, he’d get to bandage up a hunter who’d shot off a finger.

Theo suppressed the urge to run through the whole miserable story again—his mother’s tantrum when he’d mentioned Paris, the posting he should have had, the endless fights, his final worn-out submission—to see if there had been any way out of this farce of an “apprenticeship.” Dwelling on it didn’t do him any good. He was here for the foreseeable future, and he might as well resign himself to it. The boat’s horn sounded three times to signal its arrival. The ship’s porter came by to make arrangements to transport Theo’s baggage to the St. Alice Hotel, where he would be living and working.

“You okay to carry that bag, sir?” the porter asked.

“Of course,” Theo said, gripping the black leather satchel like a lifeline. Any self-respecting doctor should at least carry his own kit.

The dock was fairly empty, only a few men shifting crates about according to some unknowable logic of their own. He was the only passenger disembarking at Fraser Springs.

He recognized Dr. Edward Greyson immediately, even though he had aged since Theo had last seen him. Same round and cheerful face, same vest straining to contain his large belly, but now he wore little round spectacles, and his hair seemed have migrated down entirely to his muttonchops. Only a few wispy strands remained on his head.

“Teddy, my lad!” Dr. Greyson called, waving his hat.

“Hello!” Theo awkwardly gripped his cane and bag together in one hand and the guardrail in the other as he made his way down the gangplank. Dr. Greyson watched intently. The journey had stiffened Theo’s weakened leg, exaggerating his limp. Damn.

The two men shook hands on the dock. Dr. Greyson continued evaluating him, lips pursed.

“Well, well, Little Teddy, that limp of yours is almost dignified. You look like you’ve been through the wars.” He chortled to himself.

Theo nodded. “You look well.” Lord, he hoped Greyson would remember to call him Dr. Whitacre in front of patients. This Little Teddy business certainly wasn’t professional.

“It’s the hot springs that do me good, son.” He swung his arm in a wide circle, gesturing vaguely to their surroundings. “Might take care of that limp. You never know.”

Actually, modern medicine did know. A little hot water might soothe some aches, but there was no such thing as a healing spring. The old man probably believed in balancing humours and bloodletting, too.

Dr. Greyson should have retired before the turn of the century, but instead he’d set up in Fraser Springs, practicing medicine as more of a hobby than a profession. He’d been the Whitacre family physician during the terrible year of Theo’s battle with infantile paralysis, and his mother remained convinced that the good doctor’s brilliance was the sole reason her son remained in the world.

“You will be doing Dr. Greyson such a service,” his mother had assured him. “He’s getting on in years, you know. And he’s so pleased to take you under his wing now that all that boring schoolwork is done. Really, it’s the least you could do after everything he’s done for us.”

Theo had bitten his tongue to keep from pointing out that if it were up to Dr. Greyson, he would still be stuck in bed, unable to walk. Or that Dr. Greyson would hardly be much of a mentor. Based on the letters and editorials Greyson had submitted to the professional journals, his views and practices were at least forty years out of date. Theo wanted a career as a clinician, not as a minder for a doddering old man.

He sighed. Perhaps he was being unfair. There was something to be said for doing a bit of journeyman work as part of one’s medical training, and more than one of his professors had remarked on his lack of bedside manner. It might well be better to practice here than under the watchful eyes of British Columbia’s finest medical men.

He was grasping for silver linings, and he knew it.

“I look forward to getting to work,” Theo said. “Perhaps we could meet tomorrow to speak about the caseload?”

Dr. Greyson waved his hand dismissively. “Tomorrow’s Friday, and I don’t fancy working so close to the weekend. Anyhow, we’ve got to get you settled. Lovely hotel, the St. Alice. I think you’ll find that Fraser Springs is not the backwater you might think it is. Why, we’ve got these electrical lamps! A lovely modern touch, don’t you think?”

Theo stifled a sigh. “I’m sure I’ll be very happy here.”

“Of course you will. You won’t have to expose yourself to tuberculosis and cholera and all those foul urban diseases, for one thing. Say what you will about some of the locals’ manners, but they’re a hardy bunch. And quite friendly, quite welcoming. Speaking of which, there’s a reception tonight. In your honour.”

“A reception. That’s . . . ”

“It’ll give you a chance to meet the best and brightest of the town, shake a few hands and whatnot.”

“I thought I would be treating only the hotel guests, not the entire town.”

Dr. Greyson smirked. “Fraser Springs doesn’t get graced with the presence of a Whitacre every day. And curiosity is a force of nature in a small town, you know. Some people will grab at any excuse to meet a new face.” He sighed as if he was giving Theo only a small part of a very long story.

So that was it: his last name and social position had followed him even here. “I see.”

 “Anyhow, it’s all in good fun. Clean yourself up a bit, make small talk. Make a good impression right away, and they’ll forget all about that limp of yours. Speaking of which, can I carry your bag for you?”

The idea of this stooped old man acting as his porter was too much. “No, thank you. I’m quite capable.”

Dr. Greyson looked sceptical of that but simply nodded. “Of course, dear boy. Of course. Well, I’ll show you to your room. You’ll want to tidy up before your big debut.”

No one else seemed to notice him as he and Dr. Greyson walked along the boardwalk, the tip of his cane clacking along the planks. Thank goodness for that. His kit was knocking against his weak leg, throwing him off his balance. It took all his willpower to maintain his stride until he reached the hotel.

The St. Alice Hotel was a tall brick building with plaster columns flanking its front porch. Although it was small by Vancouver standards, the hotel looked stately and imposing compared to the more modest structures around it. He entered into a high-ceilinged lobby whose pink marble floor was inlaid with a compass-rose mosaic, as if Fraser Springs were the centre of the universe, not a far-flung outpost.

A short time later, he stood in front of the mirror in his small suite, adding the finishing touches to his evening dress. It wasn’t a bad effort, he had to say. Theo knew he could cut an impressive figure at first glance. He was careful to keep his hair perfectly trimmed, his collar and cuffs well starched, and his suits beautifully tailored. A man had to work with what he had.

Already, he could hear music coming from the ballroom below, where the reception was to be held. He hated these to-dos, but it was nice that the town was making an effort to welcome him. And you never knew. Maybe the woman from the photograph would be here. Fraser Springs had been in the papers a few years back after an act of arson, and Theo had been strangely drawn to the newspaper article’s grainy image of a young woman posing near the ruins of some building or other. She looked so very much like . . . Well, dredging up the past didn’t do anyone any good, but it hadn’t stopped Theo from cutting out the photo and keeping it.

He picked up his cane. It was, honestly, too ornate for good taste. The handle was a golden eagle’s head—which meant that Theo had to curve his grip uncomfortably around its pointy, hooked beak—and the shaft was inlaid with mother of pearl, ebony, and rosewood, ending in an embossed golden ferrule. He knew it was gaudy, but that meant he could pass the thing off as an affectation rather than a necessity.

The runner on the grand staircase that led to the lobby was made of slippery red plush carpet, and he gripped the bannister tightly to keep his footing secure. Falling on his face in front of all these people probably wasn’t the kind of first impression Dr. Greyson was expecting of him.

The ballroom was filled with a surprisingly large crowd of people in their Sunday best. A banner proclaiming “WELCOME DOCTOR” hung across the far end of the space. As one, they all began clapping, and a five-piece brass band broke into a rendition of “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow” played with more enthusiasm than skill.

Being the centre of attention made his heart pound and his palms sweat. He’d loathed his birthday as a child, because it’d meant awkward stares and lectures from his mother if he failed to make the correct facial expression when receiving a gift. But everyone here obviously meant well, and it wouldn’t do to seem anything less than gracious and professional. “Hello?” he said over the sound of the tuba, waving with his free hand and trying to smile warmly.

One middle-aged woman in an enormous, extravagantly plumed hat separated herself from the general mass and began to sail towards him. Theo’s smile faltered as he realized that she was clutching small notecards in her gloved hands. Oh good God, would he be expected to give a speech? The only thing worse than being the centre of attention was being the subject of introductory remarks.

He stepped forwards without devoting his full attention to the movement of his legs or the precise placement of his feet. His gait hitched and he lurched sharply. It took him two more steps to recover his stride, and by then the damage had been done. The music stopped. The enormous room with its tray ceilings and inlaid mosaic floor fell silent. The woman in the ridiculous hat was staring at him.

He knew that stare. It started at his cane, then it moved to his leg, and before it reached his face, the starer’s mind was made up. That was the maddening thing about his condition. When people looked at him, they didn’t see that he’d graduated at the top of his class at Victoria College. They didn’t see that he could stitch a wound in a way that would leave no scarring, that he could recite Tennyson from memory. No, the only first impression anyone ever seemed to have of him was that he was a cripple. Well dressed and expensively educated, yes, but a cripple all the same.

In the excruciating silence, a few people had begun whispering behind their fans and cups of punch.

The Hat Woman had managed to snap her eyes back to his face, but her own round face was now very red. Theo extended his hand, but instead, she placed her arm gingerly on his shoulder, as one would do with the very young or the very old.

“You must be Dr. Whitacre!” She mispronounced the name—“White-ay-kur,” rather than “Wit-ucker”—but he nodded without correcting her. “Welcome, welcome, welcome!” Her voice was high-pitched and cloyingly sweet. “I am Mrs. Robert McSheen, madame president of The Society for the Advancement of Moral Temperance, chairwoman of the Women’s Charitable Brigade and Civic Life Contingent and head of the Convalescence and Spiritual Uplift Brigade. We are just so delighted to have you in our town!”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Theo said. “It is a pleasure to be here.”

Her smile had a bit of a panicked glitter to it. “Yes! Well. That is . . . yes! It’s so very good to have you here, of course. We had planned a small . . . gathering . . . to allow you to meet the town. No dancing, of course!” She tilted her head at his cane, and her hat magnified the motion so that her subtlety was painfully clear to everyone in the room.

At this, a disappointed murmur went through the crowd, and the band traded uneasy glances before loudly shuffling through the sheet music on their stands. Everyone was dressed for a dance, Theo realized. He was the only one in formal evening wear—even Dr. Greyson had on a short coat and practical-looking shoes. He had only arrived two hours ago, and Theo was already ruining their fun.

“That’s entirely unnecessary, I assure you,” he said in an undertone, hoping to keep any further embarrassment to a minimum. “There’s no reason not to continue with your dance.” He tapped his cane on the ground, a nervous habit that was especially ill-timed just now. “I do enjoy listening to popular music.” Popular music? He sounded like an old man. Pathetic.

“Oh, but we hadn’t planned a dance at all! Just a quiet social reception,” Mrs. Robert McSheen replied, her voice still overloud for the hushed room. “These gentlemen here,” she motioned to the uncomfortable looking band, “were just leaving, and then we’ll have cake and punch—non-alcoholic, of course—and then wrap up before too long, because you must be terribly tired from your journey.”

“I feel quite well, ma’am. And I look forward to meeting everyone.”

It was no good. Within fifteen minutes, the band had been shuffled off and the citizens of Fraser Springs were standing in clusters around the edges of the room, whispering. Theo made polite conversation with Mrs. McSheen, although her idea of conversation was mostly a loud monologue that spanned topics as diverse as her secret for a moist coffee cake (applesauce) to the rash that plagued her younger daughter (eczema) to the streetlamps (so modern) and her thoughts on the future glories of Fraser Springs. She uttered the phrase “our beloved Fraser Springs” so often that the town began to seem like a Catholic saint: Our Lady of Perpetual Dullness.

Theo suggested she might introduce him to some of the people in the room, so Mrs. McSheen led him on a whirlwind tour of a collection of the Finest People in Our Beloved Fraser Springs. He couldn’t remember any of their names, but they all had one thing in common: a smile that did not extend to their eyes. It was the expression one would address to an outsider and ruiner of dances. They all tried to assure him they had a brother or great uncle or aunt once removed who had been crippled, and they knew exactly how Theo felt.

He could say with complete certainty that they had no idea how he felt.

Still, he shook hands. He tried his best with small talk. He sipped the punch and praised its flavour, though the sugar left a film on the roof of his mouth. Within half an hour, the gathering had mostly petered out, and one side of the banner had slumped onto the floor. Empty of people, the ballroom looked cavernous, dwarfing the attendees who remained.

It wasn’t long before even the Finest People in Our Beloved Fraser Springs melted away, and Mrs. McSheen declared that the reception had been a great success and it was time for Theo to get some much-needed rest. He said his good-nights.

Upstairs, he undressed and performed a series of stretches, followed by strengthening exercises. Someone had left a complimentary bottle of Restorative Vitality Water, which, according to its label, was brewed from the hot springs water and promised to “restore Good Health and Youth” and cure everything from skin conditions to extreme nervousness. Theo uncapped the bottle and took a drink, then spat it out all over a silk potted fern. It tasted like the devil’s bathwater. He looked around for something to rid the taste from his mouth.

Finding nothing, he walked over to the window, which brought in more foul-smelling air. It was dark now, and the streetlamps could only manage small pools of light. Despite the mugginess, he closed the window and lay down on the bed. Fraser Springs was shaping up to be a disaster: not just boring, but actively unpleasant. How would anyone trust him to treat them if he couldn’t even manage a welcome dance?

Well, at least he hadn’t had to give a speech. Thank God for small blessings.

• • •

Ilsa arrived home to Wilson’s Bathhouse just before nine o’clock. She took her time opening the creaky porch door. Sometimes the hinges made a shrieking, grinding noise that set her teeth on edge, and she didn’t want to wake anyone.

She managed to ease the door open and shut without a peep, but when she made her way into the dimly lit kitchen, she discovered that she needn’t have bothered keeping so quiet. Josephine Sterling was still up and about in the kitchen, crushing sharp-smelling herbs into huge bowls of oil for the next week’s massages.

 “You’re home early,” her employer—and best friend—noted. “Did something happen?” Jo may have gotten married two years ago and now was expecting her first child, but she hadn’t slowed down in the slightest.

Ilsa sighed and began unlacing her dancing shoes. Her dancing shoes were, in fact, also her church shoes; she only owned two pairs. But tonight they should have been her dancing shoes. “The whole thing was cancelled.”

Jo stepped back from the scarred wooden table and collapsed into a kitchen chair next to where Ilsa wobbled on one foot, tugging angrily at her laces. “Cancelled? Mrs. McSheen’s been planning that reception for weeks.”

Ilsa chucked a shoe across the kitchen. Jo’s eyebrows rose at this petulant display, but damn it felt good to throw something. “Apparently the new doctor disapproves of dancing.”

“Why? Is he religious?”

“It doesn’t matter. He complained as soon as he stepped into the room, and Mrs. McSheen cancelled everything. We just stood around drinking watered down punch.” She lobbed her other shoe to join its mate next to the potato bin. Stupid punch. Stupid shoes. Stupid potato bins and stupid doctors with their stupid opinions on stupid dances.

“It’s not fair. Those high-society women finally relaxed enough to let us have a little respectable fun in the St. Alice, and now they’re going to be ten times as bad. I definitely heard Mrs. McSheen saying that Fraser Springs ‘abhors’ dancing.”

Jo groaned. It didn’t take much to send Mrs. McSheen on a moral purity crusade, and the last time that happened, the entire staff of the bathhouse had found themselves on the wrong end of an angry mob. “Oh Lord. Well, was he handsome? It’s the least he could do.”

Ilsa smiled in spite of her foul mood. “You know, I don’t think I should answer that. You’re a proper married lady now.”

Jo shook her head, smiling. “So he’s handsome.”

Ilsa shrugged. “Dark hair, overdressed. I didn’t get much of a look at him, honestly. I missed his grand entrance, and then Mrs. McSheen backed him into a corner. Her hat blocked every angle.” Jo let out a decidedly unladylike snort; Mrs. McSheen’s elaborate hats were the stuff of local legend. “I snuck out with Annie as soon as we could.”

“Has Annie given up on her charming prince so easily?”

Annie, another of the bathhouse’s employees, had been cheerfully declaring her intention to propose marriage to the new doctor, sight unseen, for weeks now. “Annie might still want him—she’s that desperate—but she couldn’t very well push herself past Mrs. McSheen.”

“Well, I’m sorry. I know how much you were looking forward to tonight. The poor man isn’t going to make many friends at this rate.”

“Yes, we’re all terribly sad for him.” Ilsa sighed again. “I should go get out of this dress before I manage to spill something on it.”

“You look so pretty in it, though. Is it new?”

“New to me. I got it secondhand.” And then spent her precious few free hours for two weeks pulling it apart and remaking it into something a little more flattering, a little more modern.

“I’m jealous anyway. It’s nothing but shapeless sacks for me.” Jo rested her hand on her swelling stomach with a little smile Ilsa tried not to resent. She was happy for her friend, after all. Jo had wanted a baby for so long.

“I’m glad you’re jealous. It’d be a shame to waste my dress entirely.”

“Ha. You are very clever and I hate you.”

Ilsa smiled her most innocent, angelic smile. It worked on almost everyone, with the exceptions of Jo and the bathhouse’s dour handyman, Nils. She’d missed this lately, these late evenings in the kitchen, tossing insults and advice back and forth with Jo. That friendship had been slowly changing ever since Jo’s marriage. Not necessarily for the worse: Owen Sterling was a good man, and his love had made Jo happier and more relaxed. But he had undeniably taken over some of Ilsa’s old role as confidante and partner. That was only natural, but it still stung from time to time. And now, with Jo about to become a mother, Ilsa was subjected to daily scenes of domestic bliss.

“I still think you should have come tonight. Enjoyed one last week of looking like a lady and not a sleepy whale.”

“Too late. I already feel like a whale. Owen went, anyway.”

“If you’d been there, you could have made him overrule Mrs. McSheen about the music, and we could all be dancing right now. And then everyone would have had a nice new bit of gossip about your outrageous behaviour.”

Jo smiled; Owen’s authority to “overrule” decisions in Fraser Springs had been a running joke in the bathhouse ever since he’d been elected mayor last year. “You may be right. The Wilson’s Bathhouse girls are entirely too respectable these days. Drama at a public dance might have be just the thing to restore our reputation as a den of sin and vice.” She yawned.

“All right, Mrs. Whale. It’s past your bedtime.”

“Bossy. That’s what you are,” Jo grumbled. “Who’s in charge here?” But she rose anyway and pulled Ilsa to her feet with her. “I hereby declare it bedtime.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ilsa smiled. They headed towards the stairs together, and she rescued her shoes from their exile among the potatoes. It wasn’t the shoes’ fault they’d had nothing to do tonight, poor things.

Ilsa slept in a room in the steeply pitched third floor. Usually, the upstairs rooms were filled with girls laughing and whispering, and she would fall asleep to dozens of half-heard conversations and the private dramas of the eight other women who lived and worked at Wilson’s Bathhouse. Today, however, all was quiet. Everyone was either already back in bed or had snuck off to enjoy the rest of the holiday evening at Doc’s Saloon with beaus and sweethearts.

As the senior attendant, Ilsa had a room all to herself. It barely fit a narrow bed, her sky-blue wash basin, and a little white armoire, but it was home, and she treasured the bit of privacy it provided at the beginning and end of each day. She undressed and hung her pretty frock on its peg in the armoire. Even in the dim light, its leaf-green shimmer stood out in stark contrast to the row of identical white shirtwaists and smocks and her serviceable grey and blue skirts. She ran her hands over the silky, slippery fabric of the dress, so much softer and lovelier than anything she’d ever owned before, and then closed the armoire door with a snap.

Why did she care about some stupid dance anyhow? As if a dance organized by Mrs. McSheen had ever had the possibility of being any fun. Best-case scenario, she would have spent the evening dodging the clumsy feet and even clumsier advances of dozens of married, elderly, or just plain desperate men. The promise of a fresh addition to the limited pickings of a small-town marriage mart had also lured the few unmarried ladies of Fraser Spring’s upper class away from their endless tea and crochet. At least she hadn’t had to stay long enough to endure their condescending looks.

Ilsa slipped into her nightgown, sat on the edge of her bed, and brushed out her pale hair until it crackled with static electricity. She was just bored. That was all. She’d been working at Wilson’s Bathhouse for five years: long enough that her hands could do the work without her brain even attending to it. The same regular clients. The same treatments. The same girls with the same gossip. And Jo had been so distracted and tired lately. Still, Ilsa was lucky to have this work. She knew that.

Hair brushed and braided, she reached under the bed to begin the final ritual of the night. She pulled out a hatbox, a lovely pink-striped thing that had helped to justify the amount she’d spent on her Sunday hat. Lifting its lid, she carefully took out a plain, black-covered photograph album, a stack of fashion plates, a little packet of letters bound in ribbon, a pot of glue, scissors, last Saturday’s newspaper, and a pencil: all innocuous items in their own right, but all representing two years of hard work and one very big secret.

She opened the newspaper first and flipped to the advertisement section in the back. Bolts of ribbon were going for ten cents a length, with a discount for “the trade,” and scrap lace could be had “at a fetching price.” What constituted a fetching price? A sale on feathers offered ostrich plumes from five cents each.

The ribbon could be purchased wholesale for three cents, but the price of lace varied so much depending on the quality. As for ostrich feathers, the fairness of the price probably depended on your proximity to an ostrich. Did ostriches live in Canada? She had never seen one. She circled the ad and underlined “ostrich feathers,” then clipped it out neatly and pasted it in the album beside an ad for the price of paste jewels in bulk and one for “Mortimer Hayley, dealer of bulk goods, no order too small.” The glue stunk like furniture varnish, so she worked quickly to keep the odour from seeping into the rooms next door.

Most of the stores were on Hastings or Georgia Street; the shopping district for women was probably still concentrated there, around Woodward’s Department Store. When she’d lived in Vancouver five years ago, she certainly hadn’t had the free time to wander town comparing prices and locations. She flipped to the “Rentals for Commerce” section. It would cost her fifty dollars a month for a storefront no bigger than this room. Hastings Street was more expensive, but if the customers were there . . . Or maybe there was a side street, a little less pricy. She really needed to go to Vancouver and see it all in person.

Usually, this work made her feel like a character in a detective story. Every scrap of information was a clue, and one day she would find the answer and claim her reward. But tonight, the small print swam in front of her vision, and thoughts about the stupid dance and stupid Mrs. McSheen and stupid, boring Fraser Springs tugged at the edge of her concentration. Even flipping through the fashion plates didn’t soothe her restlessness. She should probably call it a night.

By the time Ilsa restored the hatbox to its place under the bed, the rest of the girls were returning from their evening adventures, creeping up the stairs, trying so hard to be quiet but hitting every squeaky plank along the way. Creak. They’d giggle. Creak. They’d giggle louder. Shhh, one would tell the other.

Ilsa had grown up in orphanages, and nothing lulled her to sleep like the sounds of poorly hushed mischief. Yes, Fraser Springs was home. These people were her people. She didn’t have any reason to complain. And yet when she closed her eyes, the contents of the hatbox raced through her mind. The price of buttons, where to buy the best bulk fabric, the cost of storefront rental—her future spread out before her like an arithmetic problem she was so very close to solving.


Chapter 2

Theo awoke to a knock on his hotel room door. He sat up, disoriented. When had his bedroom been submerged by a tide of red velvet and waxed fruit? Where was the clock on the wall? It took a moment to realize that he was not at home. He was still in Fraser Springs, and last night’s humiliation had not, after all, been a bad dream.

His limp was always worse in the morning, so he sat up and massaged his knee, testing its range. The fall weather wasn’t helping either.

The knocking continued.

“Coming,” he called.

He swung his legs around to the side of the bed and reached for his dressing gown and cane. The first few steps seemed to take hours. The knocking increased in insistency.

“I said I’m coming.”

The hotel’s porter stood on the other side of the door, hand frozen mid-knock as Theo jerked it open.

“All right, what is it?” Theo grumbled.

“Good morning, sir.” the porter said, admirably professional in the face of Theo’s groggy rudeness. “It’s a quarter to nine, sir.”

“Oh?” Was there anywhere he needed to be?

“Mrs. Robert McSheen is waiting for you downstairs, sir.”

Theo paused. The Hat Woman from last night. He didn’t remember making any plans to meet her. “Is she . . . expecting me? At a particular time?”
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