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  To Elliott for being just plain wonderful.




  Chapter 1




  The candle that flickered in Laura’s hand cast ghostly shadows across her face. Her eyes, wide with fear, shone eerily in the light. The rustling of a skirt, a muffled cough, and a hushed whisper betrayed the presence of others. Out there. In the dark.




  Mace waited. Her real name was Martha Heiden. Down in the cave, though, she went by Mace. Like the spice. And the weapon. She was sixteen years old. Mace was one of the discarded, the unwanted; the girls who had been tossed aside like so much garbage. Laura was one of them.




  It was cold in the cave, the damp kind of cold that chilled all the way to the bone. Mace pulled her shabby cloak tighter and watched Laura. The girl wore the threadbare nightgown issued to all of the children. Her hair was loose about her shoulders and her feet were bare. She shifted from foot to foot on the icy stone floor and began to shiver. Her lip quivered and a tear made a shimmering trail down her cheek. Mace watched the tear as it crossed Laura’s cheek, fascinated by the way it glistened in the candlelight. It seemed so inexpressibly sad. Enough, she thought. It was time.




  “Laura,” Mace said. Her voice was soft and tender as it echoed off the stone walls.




  Laura jerked and almost dropped the candle. The flame guttered, but held. She turned in the direction of the voice.




  “Laura,” Mace said, “we have brought you here tonight to ask you to join us. Now that you are twelve, we feel you can be trusted with secrets. Our secrets. Are we right, Laura, can you be trusted?”




  “Who…who…are you?” Laura stammered.




  “Never mind that for now. All we need to know is can we trust you?”




  “Yes. I mean no. Oh dear,” Laura said.




  “Well, which is it?” Mace asked. A hardness crept into her voice.




  “Oh dear,” Laura repeated, her face earnest in the glow of the candle. “You see, I’ve never been asked to keep a secret before but I’m sure I could. It’s just that I couldn’t promise to keep a secret if it meant harm to someone. You do see, don’t you?”




  Mace smiled. “Yes, Laura, we do see and that is exactly the correct answer.”




  Laura’s shoulders relaxed a little and some of the fear left her face. Mace was pleased. They had chosen wisely. “We promise you, Laura, that we will never ask you to keep a secret that will bring harm. Just the opposite. We do only good. But it is good that must never be discovered. Do you swear never to tell anyone what you learn tonight?”




  Laura nodded. “Yes, I swear.”




  “Then, just next to you, a little to your right, you will find a table. On the table is a Bible. Put your right hand on the Bible.”




  Laura turned and, holding the candle out in front of her, groped in the dark. Finally, she found the table and the Bible. She reached out her hand and placed it gently on the cracked leather cover.




  “Now,” Mace said, “repeat after me: I, Laura Lincoln, on this thirtieth day of September in the year of our Lord, 1883…” She waited while Laura repeated the lines. “…do solemnly swear that I will never tell a soul anything about this place, these people and what we do, for as long as I shall live.”




  Laura gave a little shudder as she repeated the last line.




  A lantern appeared at the back of the cave held aloft by a thin bean pole of a girl named Gertie. She stepped down into the doorway that had been carved into the stone wall. Gertie gave a low whistle and cocked her head backward toward the stairs that disappeared up into the gloom. This was the signal that Miss Fassberger—known as Miss Fussbudget to the girls—was stirring in her bedroom next to the dormitory.




  Mace stepped into the circle of candlelight and took Laura by the elbow. Laura let out a little squeal as she recognized her. Mace put a finger to her lips and said, “Quick, it’s old Fussbudget. We must get back to the dorm and into bed before she finds out we’re gone.”




  They tiptoed over to the door and silently followed the other girls up the stairs to the Home for Abandoned and Orphaned Children. The Home was perched high above the cave on a cliff overlooking the Mississippi River.




  “Oh, by the way,” Mace whispered, “welcome to the Secret Society of Sugar and Spice.”




  Chapter 2




  Claire Sargent looked straight ahead, her eyes lifeless and her face blank. Red bruises on her cheekbones deepened into purple around one eye. Her neck showed scarlet imprints where strong hands had held her by the throat. She gingerly touched her swollen lip with her tongue and tasted the iron tang of blood.




  Her mother fussed around her, carefully smoothing a lace trimmed pillow behind Claire’s back, trying not to jostle her dislocated shoulder. Over this she draped a soft woolen shawl, covering the sling that held Claire’s arm tightly in place against her chest.




  They were in Claire’s bedroom on the second floor of the great brick mansion on Summit Hill where they’d come to live when her mother had married that man. Although Claire did not look at her stepfather, Arthur Schneck, she could feel his malevolent stare from across the room where he stood talking to the doctor. Arthur Schneck was a mountain of a man, hard and rigid, with a preening manner and an arrogant swagger. A thick handlebar mustache was waxed and shaped into great wings that emphasized a perpetual sneer. He wore a severely tailored suit of the finest English worsted with a striped French percale shirt, starched white collar, and a red silk tie. A gold watch chain stretched across a brocade waistcoat. The doctor, with a look of pure skepticism on his face, listened to her stepfather.




  “Fell down the stairs. You’d think that once she reached sixteen, she’d have developed some grace. But no. Clumsy as always, our Claire,” Schneck said, as he clapped the doctor jovially on the back, asking him to share the joke.




  The doctor moved a step away and frowned.




  “Really dear, you must be more careful,” her mother said to Claire. “This is the third accident you’ve had in a month.” She smoothed Claire’s curly auburn hair away from her forehead and kissed the top of her head.




  The frown deepened on the doctor’s face. He said, “Claire, would you like to tell me what happened?”




  Claire glanced quickly at her stepfather. He glared at her over the doctor’s shoulder. She knew what that meant. She mustn’t say a thing about what really happened. It would only get worse. He would only hurt her more.




  Dully, she shook her head. The doctor walked over and knelt beside her bed. He took her hand in his. “I knew your father for many years before he died. He was a good doctor and a fine man. I know he would want me to help you. Are you sure you don’t want to tell me anything?” he said. Claire, her eyes glistening with tears, looked away.




  Her stepfather walked briskly across the room. His face had turned a deep purple. Claire flinched and pulled her hand out of the doctor’s. She shrank into the pillows. Her mother retreated across the room as far away from her husband as she could get. Claire felt her stomach lurch as her stepfather came closer. He had the acrid smell of sweat combined with cheap cologne. Schneck took the doctor’s arm and jerked him to his feet.




  “I say…” the doctor protested.




  Schneck interrupted him. “That will be all, Doctor.” There was no mistaking the menace in his voice. “You will be well paid for your services. I believe Mrs. Schneck and I can manage from here. Isn’t that right, Mary?”




  “Yes, yes, we can manage,” Claire’s mother said. She twisted a handkerchief in her hands and she looked nervously at her husband.




  Still holding tight to the doctor’s arm, Schneck ushered him out of the room.




  Claire began to cry. “Why don’t you stop him? Why don’t you protect me?” she wailed.




  The answer was clear in the terror that filled her mother’s eyes and the faint yellow bruises that marred her lovely face. Casting furtive glances at the door, she whispered, “Hush now, he’ll hear you.” In a voice pitched loud enough for her husband to hear, she said merrily, “I’ll just send Avis in with some hot cocoa. Soon, we’ll have you right as rain again.”




  After her mother left and closed the door behind her, Claire struggled out of bed and walked stiffly across the room. How she hated that room with its four poster bed and canopy adorned with layers of lace trimmed flounces and miles of pink ribbon. There was a writing desk stocked with fine embossed stationery and envelopes. It was rarely used since Claire was forbidden to write anyone without her stepfather’s approval. Then there was her dressing table with ornate glass decanters filled with rich perfume, not that Claire was ever allowed to wear perfume, and a silver brush and comb with a mirror to match. A heavily carved mahogany wardrobe was filled with dresses, skirts and blouses, coats, jackets, hats, and shoes, all testament to the gaudy taste of the society dressmaker, the milliner, and the cobbler. The bureau brimmed with linen petticoats, chemises, and silk stockings. Everything was in shades of pink, lilac, and the palest of blues. Of course, it had all been meticulously selected, staged, and designed by Arthur Schneck. It was his idea of the perfect girl’s room: feminine and forbidden, enticing and erotic. Oh, how she hated that room. When her father had been alive she’d had a simple room with a colorful quilt on the bed and a rag rug on the floor. It was cozy and homey, just like her father. She fought back the tears that threatened to overtake her once again.




  Claire flinched in pain as she reached for a satchel from the top shelf of the wardrobe. With her one good arm, she dragged it across the floor to the chest of drawers. She fumbled with the clasp of the satchel but couldn’t get it open.




  Avis Carpenter, the upstairs maid, pushed open the door with her hip as she balanced the heavy silver tray in her arms. She was a short, plump girl with an upturned nose and untidy hair. At eighteen, Avis was just a few years older than Claire. She stopped abruptly and said, “Miss, what are you doing?”




  “Never you mind. Come over here and help me with this,” Claire snapped.




  Avis put the tray down on the table by the bed and knelt beside Claire. “Here, Miss, let me do that,” she said as she unhooked the clasp and opened the satchel.




  Claire pulled out a drawer and frantically began to stuff clothes into the bag.




  “Miss, Miss, please,” Avis said. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”




  “I can’t stay here a minute longer,” Claire said. Her face crumpled and she began to sob. “Not with that horrid man. I won’t stay. I won’t.”




  “Here, Miss,” Avis said and handed her a handkerchief from her apron pocket. She sat down on the floor beside Claire and pulled her into her arms.




  Claire pulled away and turned her back to Avis. “Don’t touch me,” she gulped between great racking sobs.




  Avis sat back on the floor. She quietly watched Claire until she stopped crying. “Miss, I know it is none of my business, but do you have someplace to go? Someone to look after you?” she asked.




  “You’re exactly right. It is none of your business,” Claire said. She turned to face Avis. “Besides, you’re just the maid. What do you care what happens to me?”




  Avis sighed. “I may be only a maid, but I know one thing, Miss, it’s a tough world out there on your own.” She tilted her head toward the window. “Out there, a girl could get hurt.”




  “Ha,” Claire retorted, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “I’m getting hurt plenty in here. Couldn’t be any worse out there.” Tears slipped down her cheeks and she turned away once again.




  Avis leaned against the side of the bed, deep in thought. Claire stopped crying and sat in stony silence with her back to Avis. Finally Avis said, “I might be able to help you if you are really determined to run away.”




  Claire turned to her. “Really, could you help me get away?” she said with a look of hope in her eyes.




  “Well, it’s just rumors, you see. I don’t know that they’re true or not, you see. I could find out, though. Maybe ask around. Ask some of my old buddies from the Home,” Avis said.




  Claire looked confused. “I don’t understand.”




  “Oh, sorry, Miss. It’s just that when I was growing up in the Home…see…um, you know the Home for Abandoned and Orphaned Children over there across the river? On the cliff? There was these rumors of folks who helped girls run away from bad situations. You know, kind of like the one you got here.”




  Claire nodded. Her face turned a deep red.




  “Well, you see,” Avis went on, “it was always just rumors. I don’t know for sure. But I expect I could find out.”




  Claire looked at Avis with suspicion. “Why would you want to help me? I haven’t exactly been nice to you, you know.”




  “True,” Avis said. “Still, that Mr. Schneck, he’s a bad ’un, that he is. And not just here to you and your ma; he’s up to no good out there too.” She nodded toward the window to indicate the world outside the house. “I seen what he done to you. Once things cool down around here and that doctor stops snooping around, he’ll be right back at it. You mark my words. No, I don’t want it on my conscience, not when I might be able to help.”




  “Oh, could you?” Claire said and touched Avis lightly on the arm. “I must get away, before he…well, before he…comes for me again. I’m afraid of what he might do…of what he wants to do.”




  “The way I see it, Miss, is he won’t be sniffing around you again anytime soon, not with that arm, them bruises, and that doctor what’s on to him. Yes, we have some time. Mind you, it might just be rumors. You know how rumors can be false, that’s why they’re called rumors? But I could check around. Shall I do that then, Miss?”




  “Oh yes, please,” Claire whispered as she reached down and took Avis’s hand.




  Chapter 3




  Mace looked stormy. The set of her jaw showed how stubborn she was prepared to be. She was a beefy, big boned girl with coarse red hair and a smattering of freckles across her pert nose and rosy cheeks. Her green eyes could twinkle with mirth or snap in annoyance. Today, they were full of obstinacy.




  “I won’t hear of it,” Mace said. “It’s completely out of the question.”




  They were in the dining hall. Long trestle tables were lined up in rows down the middle of the room. Boys sat on one side of the hall and girls on the other. The meal was over. Silently, as no talking was allowed during meals, the children filed out to go back to their dormitories. Mace and Laura got down on their knees on the black and white tile floor. Every night a few children stayed behind to clean the floor. Tonight it was their turn.




  Laura swished her scrub brush in a pail of soapy water. Miss Fussbudget was on the other side of the hall, bending over a couple of boys. She had one hand on her pointy hip. The slack folds of skin under her arm jiggled as she wagged a finger in the face of one of the boys. Her wispy gray hair stuck out in all directions, making her look like a deranged hedgehog.




  Laura watched Miss Fussbudget out of the corner of her eye as she took her brush out of the pail and began to scrub the floor. She leaned over and whispered, “But Mace, I don’t understand. You said—”




  Mace interrupted her. “I told you never to use my, um, other name up here. Up here, in the Home, you are to call me Martha.” She looked furtively around to see if anyone was listening. Miss Fussbudget cuffed the boy on the head. She took no notice at all of Mace and Laura.




  “Sorry. So, Martha,” Laura said, “you told me our, um, secret, um, mission…” she took a deep breath, “…was to rescue girls who were in trouble. Right?”




  “Be still,” Mace hissed. “You must never discuss this outside of the cave. Never. Do I make myself clear?”




  Laura nodded, a stricken look on her face.




  “All right. I’ve called a meeting for tonight. We’ll discuss this further then,” Mace said. She scrubbed furiously at the floor with her brush. The expression on her face showed that she would brook no further argument.




  It was a moonless, raw night. Except for a small oil lamp that burned at the end of the dormitory, there was no light at all in the cold room. Rusting, scratched iron beds hugged the stark brick walls. A drab wool skirt and dingy white blouse hung from a metal hook beside each bed. Short, squat, child-sized chairs, painted gray, sat in a ridgid line at the foot of the beds. A canvas bag dangled from the back of each chair. Inside were all of the worldly possessions the girls were allowed to own: a comb, a few bobby pins, and a toothbrush. The whole room was swathed in shades of gray; the only color was a rosy cheek or a flash of golden hair just visible from beneath a patched and frayed blanket that did little to ward off the damp chill of the night.




  Mace slipped out of bed and felt on the floor for her old battered leather shoes. She didn’t put them on over her thick woolen stockings though. The shoes would make too much noise. She carried them with her from bed to bed while she roused the other girls. Soon there were six girls shivering in their nightgowns in the dark, all with their shoes in their hands.




  Mace gestured for them to follow her. They padded silently out of the dormitory and waited just outside the door in the hall while Gertie put her ear to the door of Miss Fussbudget’s room. She could hear the old lady’s deep snores sawing away behind the closed door. Gertie nodded. They had a few hours yet before Miss Fussbudget got up to pee and check the dormitory before going back to bed, as she did every night around three.




  They filed down the back stairs and into the hallway outside of the kitchen. Mace opened the door to the cellar. Almost as one, the girls stopped and put on their shoes. The wooden stairs were rife with splinters that could pierce unprotected feet. Mace reached above her head and blindly felt between two rafters. Finally she found the candle and matches that were hidden there. The girls followed Mace down the stairs where they gathered around a tall cabinet that held old musty linens, frayed quilts, and bits of discarded clothing. Gertie stayed at the top of the stairs just beneath old Fussbudget’s room. She was the lookout.




  Each girl grabbed a part of the cabinet and slid it to the side, revealing the entrance to the cave. Just inside the entrance, on pegs hammered into the stone wall, hung thick red brown velvet cloaks. They were frayed about the hem and sleeves and there were gray patches where the velvet had worn away. Each girl slipped one on and followed Mace down a set of rickety wooden stairs into the cave below.




  Tonight, besides the earthy smell of the cave, there was just the hint of smoke in the air. Someone was burning leaves across the river. The cave had an entrance to the outside on a cliff that overlooked the river. They could hear the faint roar of the mighty Mississippi as it rushed over the rocks far below them.




  This was the first time Laura had been to the cave since her initiation a few weeks before. Then she had been dragged out of bed, blindfolded, and led stumbling down the stairs and into the cave. She looked around her: there was Margaret Janssen, a plump cherub of a girl with red blond curls; Catherine Mulrooney, a fiery redhead whose orange lashes and eyebrows framed green eyes; and Rose Marie Heyerdorfer, a dark brunette with creamy skin.




  The girls pulled small candle stumps out of the pockets of their cloaks. Laura searched her cloak until she found a candle too. Each girl lit her candle from the one Mace held in her hand. They sat at the table and carefully set the candles in front of them. Five sleepy faces shone in the light.




  Mace said, “Let’s begin.” Her eyes took on a twinkle as she asked, “What are little girls made of?”




  A chorus of voices said, “Sugar and spice and everything nice.” They dissolved into giggles.




  Laura waited for the next line—the one about little boys. It didn’t come. Little boys were of no interest. They were smelly, messy things who teased, pulled hair, and were altogether a nuisance. Grown up men, well, that was another story. Each of the girls had a father who had put them there—in this so-called home. They tried not to think about them; it might hurt too much.




  Mace turned to Laura. “Laura, when we are down here on official business, we don’t use our real names. We each have a secret name. As you know, I am Mace. Margaret goes my Nutmeg; Catherine is Cinnamon; and Rose Marie is Rosemary. Gertie is Ginger. You, I think, will be Lavender.”




  Laura smiled. Lavender suited her. She was a delicate girl with fine, almost white hair and pale violet eyes. Yes, Lavender suited her very well.




  “Now,” Mace said, her face serious. “We have a matter to settle. As you all know, we have received a request to help a girl, a rich girl, who wants to run away. This request came from Avis Carpenter. Remember her? Turned eighteen last year and was allowed to leave? She took a job as an upstairs maid in some posh mansion across the river.”




  Cinnamon chimed in, “Sure, we all remember her. But she wasn’t a member of the Secret Society. How did she know about us?”




  “She didn’t really know—heard rumors, that’s all. She was asking around. Word got back to me,” Mace said. “But that’s not really the problem. The problem is—the girl that wants to run away is rich.”




  They all looked at her with blank stares. “So?” Rosemary asked.




  “So…we don’t help spoiled little rich girls: rich girls who only think they want to run away; rich girls who don’t have any intention of giving up their fancy clothes and their uppity ways.”




  “Why does she want to run away?” Rosemary said. She was always the one who asked why, who analyzed every decision, that had to know the facts.




  “Stepfather beats her. Beat her up pretty bad last time. Looking to do worse, if you get my drift.”




  Save for the sounds of the river and the occasional hoot of an owl, all was still. Finally Nutmeg said with a mischievous grin, “Well, at least she’ll be clean. Remember that last girl? We had to scrub her hide near down to the bone to get her clean.”




  Cinnamon laughed. “Yes and how about the girl who was covered with lice and we all got ’em? Had to think fast that time. Finally convinced the headmistress that the lice came from the man who was fixin’ the cookstove. Poor man. He never knew why he got the boot.”




  “Yeah and we were all nearly drowned in kerosene trying to get those critters out of our hair,” Nutmeg said.




  They all laughed, except Mace that is. She sat there in stony silence.




  “That’s just the point, isn’t it?” Mace said. “We only help girls who really need us; girls who are dirty and full of lice because they have been living on the streets; girls so beaten and violated they are scarcely alive when they come to us. Don’t you see? This girl—this Claire Sargent person—is not for us.”




  Lavender shyly raised her hand to speak. Mace nodded. “I know I’m new to all of this,” Lavender hesitated, “but I don’t see why it makes any difference if you’re beat and, um, you know, um, violated, in a shack or a mansion. It’s all the same, isn’t it?”




  “Amen to that,” Rosemary and Cinnamon said in unison.




  “I agree,” said Nutmeg. “Shouldn’t make any difference. No difference at all.”




  Mace shifted in her chair, irritation clearly written across her face. “Look, it’s like this: rich folks go to the police, poor folks don’t ever involve the police if they can help it; rich folks have money to hire people to find a runaway, poor folks don’t; and rich folks don’t want it known that they’ve been up to no good, especially when it comes to a young girl, so they’ll stop at nothing to avoid a scandal. And here’s another thing—where are we going to put this girl? Former members of the Society have always been willing to take a girl in and give her a good home so she doesn’t get put in here to rot away in this institution or be farmed out to work as little more than a slave—that’s why we do this. No one is going to want to take this rich girl in if the police are looking for her. It’s just too dangerous. No, this girl is trouble. Mark my words.”




  The only sound was a drip, drip from somewhere in the back of the cave. Again Lavender raised her hand. This time she didn’t wait for Mace to acknowledge her request to speak. She turned to the others. “I don’t think I could sleep at night, I purely don’t, if I knew some girl was out there, rich or poor, who asked for our help and we didn’t at least try to do something.”




  Nutmeg, Cinnamon, and Rosemary looked at each other and solemnly nodded. Lavender continued, “I mean, suppose he hurt her so bad she died or something. I don’t want that on my conscience, I surely don’t.”




  Mace raised her voice and said, “How will that conscience feel when we’re all in jail?” Her eyes snapped with anger.




  Ginger poked her head around the corner of the door to the cave. “Shhh,” she said. “Keep it down or you’ll wake up old Fussbudget. Then we’ll all be in a heap of trouble, that’s for sure.”




  Lavender turned to Mace and said in a soft voice, “I believe my conscience will do just fine because I know that in my heart of hearts we did the right thing for the right reasons. We’re all here because someone close to us didn’t have a conscience, didn’t do the right thing by us. Isn’t that what this Secret Society is all about—to do what’s right?”




  They all turned to Mace. She couldn’t deny that everything Lavender said was true. Still, she felt a growing uneasiness. Nothing good would come of this—for anyone. She was quite sure of that. She sighed and asked, “Shall we put it to a vote?”




  Chapter 4




  Avis Carpenter helped Claire put on her bonnet and tied the blue silk ribbon under her chin. The bruises on Claire’s face and neck had faded to a sickly yellow green. Her lip was less swollen but still bore a thick, jagged scab. Avis draped a fine woolen coat trimmed in navy velvet around Claire’s shoulders. Claire slipped her left arm into the sleeve. Her right arm was still held tight across her chest in the sling. She flinched as Avis tucked the coat about her shoulder.




  “Are you sure I can’t take anything with me?” Claire asked.




  “No, you can’t. You’re supposed to be going out for a stroll, just so’s you can get out of the house for a while. How would it look if you brought along a satchel? Mighty suspicious, that’s what,” Avis grumbled.




  “What’s going to happen once I get there?” Claire said. She began to fidget with one of the buttons on the coat.




  “I don’t know nothin’, Miss. All’s I was told was that you was to go to that candy store over on Selby by the cathedral. That’s all I knows.”




  “Can’t you come with me—just to make sure everything goes all right?” Claire said as she tugged at the coat to pull it closer about her shoulder.




  “You know I can’t. After they discover you’ve gone missing, there will be questions—lots of questions. Schneck is not going to take this lightly. He’s going to be askin’ a lotta questions. The less I know the better.” Avis frowned. “Are you sure you want to do this, Miss? Isn’t there some other way to keep him offa you? Maybe that doctor can help.”




  Claire raised an eyebrow and scowled at Avis. They both knew that her stepfather would beat her almost to death if she said anything to the doctor or anyone else.




  “Right, then,” Avis said. “Off you go.” She briskly steered Claire by the elbow over to the door.




  It was a crisp fall day. The leaves on the trees along Summit Avenue were just turning the first shades of yellow and orange. A few buggies with sleek horses and fashionably dressed ladies rolled by, the harnesses jingling a merry tune.




  Claire hurried along the street with her eyes downcast. She scarcely noticed the brick and stone mansions along the broad avenue. Only when she came into the shadow of the massive cathedral did she look up. Here was Selby Street. She’d been down this street many times with her mother and she knew the candy store well.




  Selby was lined with two story brick buildings one right next to the other. Each store had its own awning: striped red and white for the barber; black and white checked for the stationer; pink and white striped for the candy store. The plate glass window of Angelique’s Candy Confections displayed tall crystal jars filled with a rainbow of colored candy arranged in layers. A bell above the door tinkled every time someone went in or out.




  Claire stood on the wooden boardwalk across the street from the store. She’d been told not to go in if there were customers inside. It seemed ages before she saw the last of them leave, a mother and a little boy whose cheeks were so stuffed with candy that he looked like a chipmunk. The shadows were beginning to lengthen and it was near closing time before she finally walked across the street and pushed open the door.




  The door made a cheerful tinkle as she let it close behind her. There didn’t seem to be anyone about. Her heart began to pound in her chest and she felt weak at the knees. Suppose she had to go back home—back to where that man waited to hurt her again. He’d been solicitous for a few days, putting on a show for her mother. Then he would casually brush against her, touching her breast or patting her bottom. The leer on his face clearly signaled what he intended to do as soon she was mended. There could be no mistake about that.




  And her mother, well, she certainly knew what was going on. Her mother had her own bruises and broken bones to show for crossing Arthur Schneck. Divorce was out of the question. Women who divorced were disgraced outcasts with no money and no options save to live out their lives in isolation—from their children and society. Just as the marriage vows said: it was ’til death do you part. Only there was no distinction between a natural death and death at the hands of the husband. Society turned a blind eye; what happened in the home was nobody else’s business. No, Claire couldn’t go back there.




  “Hello?” she ventured. She took a few steps into the store and stopped in front of the counter that held an ornate brass cash register. Part of the counter was made up of a glass display case. Inside the case was an artfully arranged display of chocolates, fudge, and caramels. The middle of the room was taken up by a table covered with a slab of cool marble for pulling taffy. Pieces of the chewy confection formed a pyramid at the side of the table. The wall opposite the counter held glass jars, boxes, bins, and tubs of candy. Tin scoops hanging from a chain and tiny paper bags stood at the ready next to each selection. The back of the store was cordoned off by a gaily patterned gingham curtain.




  “Hello?” Claire said again, a little louder this time.




  A young woman in a lilac and white striped dress and a starched ruffled apron came from behind the curtain. “I’m sorry, we’re just closing. If…” When she saw Claire, she stopped in mid-sentence. “Ah yes,” she said. “How may I help you, Miss?”




  Avis had told her what to say. Claire managed to choke out, “I’d like some spice drops, please. Um, I mean spice drops with sugar. Oh dear, no, um, I mean sugared spice drops.”




  The woman nodded. “Follow me, please,” she said and gestured for Claire to follow her behind the curtain.




  They entered a room lined with shelves which held every conceivable type of candy: licorice whips, gumballs, root beer barrels, jaw breakers, and, of course, multicolored spice drops coated in crystals of sugar. The woman walked over to a desk in one corner that held neat stacks of papers, envelopes, bills, and stamps. There was an old candy jar filled with pens and pencils and a half empty bottle of ink. A green ledger stood open. Columns of neat figures marched in straight lines down the pages.




  “You’ll have to wait here until after dark,” the woman said as she pulled out the desk chair and gestured for Claire to sit. “Someone will be along later when it’s safe.”




  Claire sat in the chair and said, “Um, thank you, um, Miss…”




  “No names,” the woman said. She smiled kindly. “You’ll be all right. Just stay here until someone comes for you.”




  The woman went back through the curtain to the front of the store. Claire could hear her locking the front door and pulling down the shade over the window. When she reappeared in the back of the store, the woman let herself out the back door to the alley and locked the door behind her.




  Claire looked around the cluttered room. There was a small window just above the desk that let in a little light, but it was fading fast. She climbed up on the desk and, careful not to disturb any of the papers, peered out. The alley behind the store was lined by storage sheds, garbage bins, and outhouses. Deep ruts in the dirt showed where delivery wagons made their way between the stores. A man in a rumpled suit and bowler hat walked by. Claire ducked quickly, jumped off the desk, and sat down.
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