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PART I








Chapter 1


If Fraser Springs held a dirty looks contest, Mrs. McSheen would be the reigning champion. Josephine Wilson swept the wooden planks of the bathhouse’s porch as she considered the list of other likely entrants. Mrs. McSheen would face stiff competition from the ladies of the First Presbyterian congregation, the Ladies’ Charitable Club, and the Society for the Advancement of Moral Temperance. World-class scowlers, every one. There were probably more societies in this tiny town than there were ladies to fill them. Heavens knew how they found the time to play bridge in between all of the meetings.


It was a beautiful morning. The sharp, mineral tang of the springs felt invigorating in the breeze, not oppressive as it could on a hotter day. The rhododendrons in front of the bathhouse were fat and rosy. There was no reason for scowls. But Mrs. McSheen was intent on showing little Emma McSheen, dressed in a starched white pinafore with a pink sash, how a true lady treats a woman like Josephine.


“Can ... may I have a flower?” little Emma asked.


“Any flower grown from this soil is not fit for good little girls such as yourself, dearest,” Mrs. McSheen said, proffering Josephine another of her world-famous sneers as she clomped down the wooden boardwalk towards the general store. “And at any rate, those gaudy red things smell like cheap perfume.”


In the years since her husband died and she took over the bathhouse, Josephine had received more dirty looks than she could count. Scowls, muttered curses, raised eyebrows; someone had even gone so far as to throw a rock through one of her windows. Mostly, however, the townspeople’s outrage took the form of anonymous letters slipped under her door or left in her mailbox. She was a whore, apparently. A harlot. A murderess. A temptress. A jezebel. A “shrew sent from the environs of hell to cast ruin and immorality upon the weak.” (It was clear Fraser Springs had at least one aspiring poet among its citizens.) She called them her love letters and kept them all tied with a red ribbon in the top corner of her husband’s old desk as a daily reminder of how important it was to maintain a thick skin.


But the hot springs looked lovely today. The surface roiled in shades of silver, purple, and blue. Mist swirled in tendrils towards the rocky shore of the lake, and somehow its color made her think of opals. Josephine had never actually seen an opal, but with the hot springs reflecting the sun into pools of light on the boardwalk, it wasn’t hard to imagine. After each day’s work ended, there wasn’t much to do in Fraser Springs besides imagine.


The town was little more than a cluster of wood-framed houses huddled around its namesake hot spring, the rickety structures leaning towards the water like old hens huddling together for warmth. In recent years, a few lucky mining operations and health-seeking tourists had provided the money for a fancy brick bank and the St. Alice Hotel with its marble floors and formal dining room. It was a town at a crossroads, and it was clear which way Mrs. McSheen and her cronies wanted it to go. The improvements had drawn a whole class of respectable women intent on scrubbing out the traces of the Canadian wilderness. Never mind that the town was a seven-hour steamboat ride from Vancouver or that their closest neighbours were bears or that the main patrons of the springs’ bathhouses were still loggers and miners hoping to soothe a year’s worth of aches and injuries.


“Miz Jo, customer!” Ilsa’s call drew Josephine out of her daydreaming. She’d poached Ilsa from a dance hall in Gastown, but though she was no longer earning her living by charming men into buying overpriced drinks, no amount of training could rid her of her sultry voice. She could make an advertisement for dentures sound like a provocation.


When Josephine’s husband had passed away suddenly, the staff he’d spent a lifetime cultivating had taken the next boat back to Vancouver. She had been faced with a choice: close the bathhouse or find new staff as quickly as possible. She’d chosen the latter and assembled a cadre of equally desperate women who she’d trained in the healing art of massage—and massage only. The women were quick learners and keen to start new lives, and the lure of an all-female staff had paid off. Soon, Wilson’s Bathhouse had become so successful that the husbands of the Society Ladies started becoming patrons. Now, however, business was down, and nasty letters were the order of the day.


Jo propped the broom against the wall, pulled off her apron, and tucked a stray curl back into her chignon. Whatever the McSheens of this town might think, her customers would meet a polished and respectable proprietress when they arrived.


She took a breath and straightened her posture. There, that was better. In a business like this, you never knew who was going to be on the other side of the door: maybe an old miner, maybe a local businessman who’d snuck in through the side entrance to avoid suspicion. Either way, Jo was ready.


• • •


Owen Sterling sat in one of the overstuffed chairs of Wilson’s Bathhouse. Did the bowler hat look ridiculous? It was on loan from his publisher, as was the gold pocket watch and the three-piece suit, but it was important to look the part. In his Vancouver bachelor quarters, he’d dressed carefully and practiced introducing himself.


“Why hello there,” he’d told the mirror as he’d slicked back his hair with pomade and parted it. “My name is Ross Wister. It is a pleasure to meet you.” Ross Wister, wealthy banker, not Owen Sterling, writer of wilderness stories, soon-to-be ace reporter.


When he broke this story, he wouldn’t be stuck writing about boys, their loyal canine companions, and the increasingly unlikely capers in which they found themselves. He’d be a real journalist, writing about real people and issues that really mattered. And so for now, he had to be Ross Wister, a banker with a nervous condition in need of the “services” of Wilson’s Bathhouse.


Owen stared out through the plate glass window and tried to focus on the hot springs in the distance to keep himself from fidgeting. The window had Wilson’s written across it in gold lettering and was adorned with dozens of blue bottles hung from fishing line. The bottles tinkled melodically as they swayed against one another, and the mottled blue light they cast made him feel as if he were underwater. The sales cases along the walls were full of more blue bottles, together with tins that seemed to be filled with poultices and powders. Snake oil. The selling of false cures to desperate people was disgusting, but not nearly as disgusting as what his publisher had assured him was going on behind closed doors.


“It’s a house of ill repute, and they don’t even try to hide it,” his publisher had said. “I’ve got several trustworthy sources who tell me that Joe Wilson hires thugs to kidnap innocent farm girls, then keeps them trapped in a life of sin. One day they’re in their parents’ loving home, and the next, they’re earning their keep in a brothel. One big article exposing Joe Wilson, and the whole operation will be run out of town. They say Joe Wilson’s a murderer, too. How’s that for a story for you?”


A door opened quietly behind him. Owen looked up.


“How can I help you?” asked the slim figure standing just inside the doorway. Bold as brass, especially after he’d specifically requested to speak to Joe Wilson, not another of his “lady attendants.” For a fallen woman, though, she looked surprisingly wholesome and respectable: auburn hair pulled into a proper chignon, modestly dressed in a neatly pressed white shirtwaist and bottle-blue skirts. Her eyes, flinty and pale grey, were the only hint that this woman was no stranger to the ways of the world. He could sense her sizing him up, probably calculating his annual salary.


He stood, determined to act the gentleman. “I specifically told your ... colleague that I want to speak to Mr. Joe Wilson,” he said. “I have business with him.”


The woman’s mouth quirked just a little. Not a smirk, exactly, but unsettling enough. “Oh you do, do you?”


“I most certainly do. And I do not appreciate being kept waiting.” That sounded like the way a banker would talk. He ran his thumb over the embossed face of the pocket watch in his waistcoat pocket. The metal was slick under his palm. He wasn’t sure if it was the wool suit, the bowler, or the woman’s appraising look, but he was beginning to sweat.


The woman put a hand on her hip, her eyes narrowing. “Ah. I hate to disappoint you, but you ought to know that the Joe Wilson you have business with is actually Mrs. Josephine Wilson.” She walked few steps forward, and Owen caught the faint, warm odour of talc. “My late husband was Albert Wilson, founder and proprietor and so on.”


No banker’s bluster could hide Owen’s confusion. “Oh, I ... I’m sorry, I thought you were a ...”


Jo Wilson’s smile seemed slightly chagrined. That was a little comforting, perhaps. Her voice, however, was even. “I’m terribly sorry to disappoint you, Mr. ...?” She paused expectantly.


Owen wrapped himself in the protective dignity of his phony persona, extended his hand, and gave the name he’d been practicing for so long. “My name is Ross Wister. It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”


When she shook his hand, he found himself staring into those grey eyes, so pale they were almost colourless. Her hand, warm and faintly rough, sent a chill through him. “You as well,” she said in her carefully even voice. “What can we do for you, Mr. Wister?” And she smiled again.


Mister Wister. How had he not heard that absurd sing-songy rhyme when he’d chosen the name? Damn. Owen shoved his hand back in his pocket, pulled out the pocket watch, and burnished it against his trouser leg. “I’ve been advised by my physician that the stresses of banking have grown too much for me. I’ve been plagued by headaches and fatigue. Neurasthenia, the doctor says.”


Her smile remained fixed and professional. This irked him, for some reason. “I’m sorry to hear that. I suppose overwork must be a hazard of your profession, Mr. Wister.”


“He tells me that a stay at the hot springs are just what I need to restore my constitution. And I’ve heard that Wilson’s is the best.”


Jo’s expression softened, the smile becoming a bit more sincere. The sun through the plate glass window lit her hair in shades of copper. It was distracting, but Owen forced himself to meet her gaze again. Notorious madams did not have lovely copper-colored hair.


“We most certainly are very good,” she said. “Let me bring you a list of our treatments. Will you be staying in our cabins?” Unlike the thoroughly modern accommodations at the St. Alice, guests at Wilson’s Bathhouse boarded in the clapboard cabins behind the main building, with meals served from the bathhouse’s kitchen.


“Uh, no, thank you. That is, I’ve taken rooms elsewhere. But I’ll take my meals here, if that’s possible.”


Jo nodded. “Of course. I’ll be happy to arrange that for you.”


She retrieved a ledger from the counter and came to sit on the chair beside him. “Have a seat, please, and we’ll get you sorted.” Underneath her talc scent, she smelled of grass and leaves rather than the heavy perfumes he’d expect from a woman in her line of work. Probably whatever she’d been crushing to put into these snake oil cures. Eye of newt, toe of frog, and what have you.


“For headaches, I would recommend our standard bath, with our salve treatment and a mercury tincture to relieve tension and anxiety.” Salve treatment! One salve treatment delivered by one of these young ladies would be the start of a very successful exposé. He’d get to the bottom of what was really going on at Wilson’s Bathhouse inside of a week. Three days, if he was half the journalist he knew he was.







Chapter 2


The stranger with the borrowed suit wasn’t fooling her. Not for a single moment. For starters, he was too handsome: strikingly so. The loose fit of that sack suit couldn’t hide his strong shoulders. His blue eyes were startlingly alert, and though his jawline betrayed tension, it surely wasn’t the result of balancing account ledgers and foreclosing on penniless widows. Besides, anyone with a suit that fine would be walking his fancy shoes straight over to the St. Alice’s marble foyer, not into Wilson’s, with its arthritic miners and battered loggers and slightly tarnished reputation. Yet he hadn’t blinked as she’d signed him on for every service Wilson’s offered, and he’d calmly nodded when she’d asked for a truly absurd deposit and he’d placed the notes into her hand with that same unnerving blue glitter in his eyes. Something was most definitely amiss.


“Don’t see a fellow like that around here often,” Ilsa said when Jo joined her to help crush mint leaves for salves. “Almost makes me wish this was a house of ill repute!”


“Well, it’s not,” Jo snapped. “And it’s not going to be. I’d lay odds that that man is here with ulterior motives.”


“Do you think he has strange tastes, then?” Ilsa whispered, delighted. Her eyes were wide. Ilsa had hair so blond it looked almost white, and eyes so blue that men were forever writing her poetry comparing them to the water and the sky. Which showed what men knew, since Ilsa was as earthy as anything in God’s creation.


Jo dug the pestle into her mortar. “He might. You never know, though I suspect he’s too bad a liar to have lived a life of perversion. Still, it’s strange.” The mint leaves released their oils against the stone bowl, and she breathed in the clean, cool scent. She leaned her weight into her work. “In fact, schedule his treatments with me. I don’t want any of the girls around him until I know what he’s up to.”


Ilsa laughed. She had a high, giggling laugh that sounded younger than her nineteen years. “Oh sure,” she said. “First good-looking rich man comes through here, and you want him all to yourself. Girls aren’t going to be too happy with that.”


Jo shook her head. “I’ve got problems enough without throwing myself at men. He’s after something. I’ll take care of his treatments, and we’ll see what it is. Tell the girls to give him a wide berth.”


Ilsa laughed again. “Good luck with that. The mint, Miz Jo.” Jo looked down to discover that she’d smashed the poor leaves to an absolute pulp.


Their laughter was interrupted by Doc Stryker slamming open the kitchen’s screen door. Doc owned the establishment next door, which apparently made him too important to knock like a civilized neighbor. His leaflets claimed that he was a doctor shunned by the medical profession for discovering the key to eternal youth, but it didn’t take a genius to suspect that his medical license was more than likely purchased from some ad in the back of a mail-order catalog. Doc’s premises featured a menu of eye-watering “restorative libations,” and the card and dice games that went on in back of the bar were the worst kept secret in Fraser Springs.


“Good morning, Doc,” Jo said.


“They’re threatening us,” he replied by way of greeting. His face was so pale you could see the blue veins underneath his temples as he waved a crumpled piece of paper at her. Jo took it from him, feeling the trembling of his fingers.


“They’ve been posting this around town,” he said. “Puttin’ one on every fence post, handing them out to the tourists. They’re coming for us.”


She smoothed out the paper. Unlike the other handmade signs, this one had been properly typeset.



To all Good Citizens of Fraser Springs:


There is a Great Menace lurking among us, and We all Know what it is. We have been blessed with a Miracle from God in our Town: Waters that Restore Energy and Give Health. That Cure the Sick and the Wounded. If We want the Good and Proper Citizens to enjoy the many benefits of our Miracle Waters, We must rid them of Corruption.


Every Good Citizen knows that there are certain Dens of Ill Repute that infest our town with Filth, Drunkenness, Gambling, and Sins of the Flesh. We, the Society for the Advancement of Moral Temperance, call for a meeting of all True Citizens of Fraser Springs. Come to the St. Alice Hotel on Saturday at noon, and We will decide on the Fate of the Town together. Our Town is at a Crossroads, Ladies and Gentlemen. Make no mistake. Will it be dragged into Squalor and Filth, or will it Rise Greater than Vancouver or even New York City? Let us commit to Rise and never to Fall.


Yours in Christ,


The Society for the Advancement of Moral Temperance



Jo pressed her hand against the small of her back to hide the tremor that rushed through her. Bits and pieces of this declaration had already slid under her front door or sailed through her window.


“They’re going to run us out of here,” Doc said. “It’s a land grab! That’s what this is about. We’ve got the best land. The best view of the springs. Step out your front door, and you’ve got the springs right at your feet. Even if a man can’t hardly walk, he can take a few steps off your front porch and be in the water.” The salesman’s patter came so easily to Doc he barely seemed to notice that he’d slipped into his pitch. “You get them healthy vapours from the minerals while you’re sleeping if you keep your window open.” He paused, seemed to recollect himself. “Your place, Jo. You’ve got the springs out the front and then more in back, past the trails and the cabins. They want our land.”


“That’s as may be. They can’t have it.”


“They’re going to take it. Just snatch it! Sin and temperance—phaw! Who do you think comes to my table every night? Who do you think spends the money? And Mrs. McSheen’s husband’s the worst of the lot! She’s probably sore because he lost her silver teapot in a game of stud poker last Saturday.” The little man turned from white to red as he began pacing around the foyer as if on a stage, almost bursting out of his tweed waistcoat. “Hypocrites, the lot of them. Sin and vice, they say? Your girls don’t do nothing but give the same treatments everyone else here does; they just look prettier while doing it. No two bones about it. Only sin is the evil looks those Society women give out. Cold, unchristian shrews.”


“Just settle down. They’re not going to take anything, Doc. Ilsa, fetch him a glass of water.” Jo led him towards the sofa and sat him down.


“Damned McSheen woman’s kettle ain’t even real silver. Just cheap plate,” he muttered sullenly.


“They can’t take our land. They’re just bored women who want a project. There’s no war to wind bandages for, and a body can only stitch so many samplers. They’ve got to do something with their days.”


Doc didn’t smile. He was staring straight ahead, out towards the hot springs. “This is different. I can feel it.”


She put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s going to be fine. We go to the meeting and we speak our piece. They’ll shake their Bibles and show off for each other, and everyone will go home and pat themselves on the back for having saved the town.”


Doc grabbed the hand that was on his shoulder and held it. “You’re young, Jo. But I’m old. I’ve been run out of towns before. Was with the circus before I got into this game. Nothing on stage, just moving the animals around, though I guess I would make a pretty good bearded lady.” He stroked his beard and pretended to bat his eyelashes at Ilsa, who giggled as she passed him the glass of water. “But I know what it feels like to be on the receiving end of an angry crowd; let’s just say that.” He took a long swig of his water and set the glass down.


Jo didn’t feel young. She’d come to town with her father when she was just seventeen. No one knew what had sickened him, but the rumour was that Fraser Springs could cure what ailed any man. They’d come from Calgary and taken the train through the Crowsnest Pass, where she’d been dazzled by the greenery and the mountains, by the sheer height of everything. And then her father—no, she didn’t want to think of it. She’d married Albert, and he’d died less than a year into their marriage, and now she was the proprietress of the bathhouse that bore his name.


“They’ve got no reason to run us out,” she said. “We haven’t done anything wrong.”


A banging door reminded them both that customers would soon be wandering in for the noon meal, and Doc stood to go. Ilsa rushed to begin setting the tables. But before Doc left, he leaned in, his mouth set in a hard line. “Angry crowd don’t need a reason, Jo. Remember that.”







Chapter 3


Later that evening, inside his room at the ornate St. Alice Hotel, Owen breathed a sigh of relief. Despite the early stumble, he’d pulled it off. She couldn’t suspect a thing. Nice of his sorry excuse for a publisher to neglect to tell him that Joe Wilson was a she, and an attractive she at that! He put it out of his mind. Hard to find a woman attractive when you knew she was spiriting young girls away from their homes to work in sin.


It didn’t take his investigative prowess to see that the St. Alice looked more like the front parlor of a brothel than Wilson’s. The windows were decked out in red velour curtains. The bed had a red velour coverlet and pillows with gold braid tassels. More velour and tassels on the tablecloth draped over the suggestively curving legs of the dressing table. The yards of heavy fabric seemed to suffocate him. Still, he stretched out on the four-poster bed, intending to take mental notes on his first encounter.


Owen sat back up almost immediately. The mattress had entirely too much give for a man used to spending months at a time sleeping on the ground, and the sinking sensation was unpleasant.


It didn’t feel right to use his publisher’s money for this ridiculous room, but every real journalist he knew had an expense account for investigative work. And besides, when he broke this story and those poor, trapped girls were returned to their families, the money would have been well spent. There would be a boost in his reputation as a writer, maybe even reprints in national magazines.


Owen strode to the window, opened it, and took a breath of the humid, faintly sulfuric air. It was a welcome change from the room’s stuffy odour of beeswax and rosewater. No science aficionado worth his salt would believe that hot springs could heal, but the smell was at least bracing. It was an honest, unfussy, outdoors odour, and he liked it. Since coming to Vancouver in the spring of 1894, he’d been on many expeditions into the wilderness, gathering inspiration for his series of boys’ own adventure stories, but he’d never come so far up the coast.


The sun was finally setting, and only a small sliver of moon would be out. Time to get some real work started in this investigation. It stood to reason that in a small town like this, most of the action at a brothel would happen under the cover of darkness. There was no time to waste. In a burst of renewed energy, he removed the three-piece suit and put on his own clothes: a round-collared shirt, sturdy slacks, and an old knit cardigan. He stuffed his notebook in his pocket.


In the St. Alice’s marble-floored lobby, a group of fussily dressed ladies stood gossiping in a tight knot. He drifted near and pretended to inspect a basket of wax fruit sitting on a pedestal.


“The McMillans are with us, as are the Waltons and the Drummonds. All the best families are fully committed,” one woman whispered.


“Well, of course they are,” another woman cooed. “Who else are they going to side with? Mr. Stryker? That murdering temptress?”


Could they mean Jo Wilson? Were the townsfolk finally taking matters into their own hands?


“Where’s your husband anyhow? Didn’t you say he was coming?” asked a third.


“Oh,” said the first one, waving the question away as she suddenly noticed Owen’s eavesdropping. “Working, I’m sure. There’s so much new business coming in that he probably lost track of time. Shall we begin with a Scripture reading in the parlour?”


Not wanting to arouse suspicion, Owen headed outside into the cool air, following the creaking boardwalk that wound around the perimeter of the springs towards Wilson’s. Even in the dark, he could feel the warm mist coming off the water. Beyond, a few lights dotted the hillside —miners’ cabins, probably—but otherwise, it was oppressively dark. Owen went slowly to avoid falling off the boardwalk. You’d think the town would have sprung for some lamps along with the fancy hotel and the bank.


Once he neared Wilson’s, he left the noisy boardwalk and slowly picked his way through the rocky outcroppings that led up to the building’s front porch. The plate glass window blazed with light, and a phonograph’s tinny music came from somewhere inside. Owen ducked along the side of the main house, hoping that the music would overpower the sound of gravel crunching beneath his feet.


Inside, he heard voices: two women, it sounded like. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, so he inched closer along the wall, avoiding the swath of light the window cut. Still, the music muffled their voices. Could he hear men? It was hard to tell ...


“Stop right where you are,” came a voice behind him.


He whirled around. Jo Wilson stood not three feet away, with an ancient hunting rifle at her shoulder.


“Don’t shoot, Mrs. Wilson,” he blurted, holding up his hands. “It’s just me. I’m not armed.”


“Wister. What are you doing sneaking around here? Hoping to peek at some girls undressing?” She took a step closer, and the rifle’s barrel was only a few inches from his chest.


“Of course not! I got lost! I was trying to find my way back from the lake.”


She lowered the rifle slightly. The lantern light added a bronze sheen to her auburn hair. Her grey eyes looked brighter in the light. Gun. Focus on the rifle, not the lady holding it.


“Where are you staying?”


“The, uh, St. Alice.”


Jo raised the gun again. “The St. Alice! If you’re staying in that marble monstrosity, what are you doing even taking treatments at my place? Why don’t you soak in their fancy baths? What are you doing here?”


“I’m lost! And, besides, I was told your bathhouse is the best.” Luckily, the cover of darkness hid his blush. He couldn’t very well say he was a journalist, but he also didn’t enjoy implying that he was on the prowl for ladies of ill repute.


Jo leaned towards him. “If you’re looking for the St. Alice, allow me to give you a hint. Just look for the only large structure within a hundred miles, with enough electric lights to be seen from the heavens. Literally the only bright thing in all these miles of darkness.” She swept her hand wide, gesturing over the rocks and the boardwalk towards the St. Alice. The hotel’s illuminated windows cast a wavering glow over the lake. She stared intently at him. “I’ve met men like you before, getting your little thrills by sneaking up on women. Peeping Toms.”


“I am most certainly not a Peeping Tom! Good Lord, do you speak to all of your customers this way?”


“Only the ones I find creeping around my property after hours.”


“I’m sorry. I’ve had a little too much to drink, and I was all turned around. I’m not used to this darkness. And I heard music: I thought you might be having a party.”


“Ha! I know what kind of ‘party’ you were looking for. I told you before. We’re a respectable house. It’s just my staff and myself in there. Which you knew, because you were peeping through the windows.”


“I wasn’t peeping! And could you please point that gun somewhere other than at my person? I’m not Jack the Ripper.”


“How do I know that?”


Slowly, he reached towards the barrel of the gun. She looked uncertain, but her finger moved off the trigger. He pushed the barrel to one side, moving slowly and deliberately, as if she were a wild creature he’d startled in its den. “Because I’m just lost. I wasn’t trying to do whatever it is you’re accusing me of doing. I got turned around. I’m sorry.”


“Well, you’re new here,” she said, finally. “But don’t even so much as talk to my girls when you come in tomorrow.”


Owen nodded, putting up both hands to show that he meant no harm. “Understood,” he said. He took a few steps backwards. “Have a good night, Mrs. Wilson. I’m sorry about the mix-up.”


She didn’t respond. Confident that she was no longer going to shoot him, he turned tail and headed back for the safety of the boardwalk. Though he did not dare to look back, he could feel those grey eyes watching him in the dark.


• • •


Jo slammed the door behind her, startling Ilsa, who was still scrubbing potatoes for the morning breakfast as she swayed to the love song on the phonograph. Jo’s heart was beating so hard it made her limbs buzz.


“Where did you run off to so fast?” Ilsa asked, wiping her forehead and leaving a smudge of dirt there. “And what are you doing with the gun?”


Jo fixed the safety, propped the gun against the wall, and began pulling all of the curtains shut. “Just saying hello to our newest customer. I heard a noise and thought it was the Temperance Society come to deliver me one of their little love letters. I found Mr. Wister sneaking around, trying to spy on us”


Ilsa came to help her. “What was he looking for?”


“He said he was lost. How can you get lost looking for the St. Alice?”


“He’s staying there? Why isn’t he getting his treatments at their place? And now to be prowling around here like the cat around hot porridge ...” Ilsa’s Scandinavian idioms came out at odd times.


Jo steadied herself against the back of the chair. Maybe it was the looming town meeting, but the encounter with Mr. Wister had left her rattled. Perhaps he had been hired by the Temperance Society to spy on them. Or maybe he’d come slumming around her bathhouse to rid himself of unclean urges that he couldn’t indulge at the St. Alice. Even in the dim light of the lantern, she could tell that he’d been too calm by half for a disoriented city banker at the wrong end of a rifle.


“I don’t know. It’s all very suspicious. Be careful tonight, Ilsa. If you hear anything, come get me.”


Jo slept that night with the gun leaned against the foot of the bed, as she had in the first months after Albert’s passing. She heard everything acutely: the springs fizzling beneath her window, the pines rustling against one another, the dogs (or were they wolves?) howling in the mountains. If she could manage being orphaned at seventeen in a strange town, followed by a hasty marriage and the passing of her new husband—all within less than a year—and if she could somehow turn a profit on this tumbledown bathhouse in spite of women who spent their evenings praying for guidance on how best to ruin her ... Well, she and her girls could manage Ross Wister just fine.







Chapter 4


Burning with embarrassment, Owen could only trudge back the way he’d come in the darkness. Less than a day gone, and his investigation was already a shambles. Maybe he’d been deluding himself all along. Maybe all he was good for was writing stories about loyal huskies and their improbably heroic twelve-year-old owners.


The quiet of Fraser Springs was broken by boisterous voices spilling out from a bathhouse built half on the shore of the hot springs and half on stilts jutting into the water. Three signs tacked onto the porch posts read Doc Stryker’s, Every Ailment and Complaint Cured, and All Are Welcome. Well, Owen surely needed a cure for everything right then.


Inside, he was greeted with a blast of stale alcohol fumes. Cigar smoke mingled with wood smoke from a small stove burning at the back of the bar. Clustered around low tables, men dealt cards and argued, while a solid little man with a tidy white beard and tiny round glasses strolled between the tables, his two hands tapping on his belly like a king surveying his lands.


Owen took a seat at the bar beside a young man wearing a neatly patched plaid coat.


“Evenin’,” said the man, only barely glancing in his direction.


“Evenin’,” Owen said, too tired to even begin to pull together the appropriate small talk. He waited for the man to strike up a conversation, but he remained hunched over his sketchbook.


Owen drummed his fingers. “Drawing something?” he asked finally.


The man’s obvious first instinct was to bring his arm protectively around his drawing, but he checked himself and showed Owen his sketch. “Just this fellow here.” He pointed to an upside-down whiskey glass on the bar. Owen leaned in and saw, underneath the glass, a small, gray, oblong creature trundling along in circles around the scarred wood of the bar top.


“A pill bug?” The drawing was actually quite good. The man had taken great care shading the creature’s armour so that it looked almost mechanical.


The man sighed. “Armadillidiidae. Or, more specifically, Armadillidium vulgare. Did you know that they’re actually crustaceans? Like lobsters?” He flipped over the glass and nudged the little bug with the tip of his pencil. It rolled up into a ball. “Closest you get to lobsters up here.” The man had a faint, musically lilting accent. Danish or Swedish, for sure.


“Are you some kind of naturalist?” Owen asked.


“Naw, just a trapper.” He wiped his hand’s graphite smudges on his pants and extended it. “Nils Barson. This,” he gestured to the sketchbook, “is only a hobby. Got my hands on a few books when I was a boy, and I’ve been at it ever since. You’d be surprised, you know, about Fraser Springs. What with the mineral springs, you see every manner of creature.”


“I bet,” Owen said. “I’m Ross Wister.”


Despite Nils’s rugged attire, he had the pink cheeks and blond stubble of a younger man. His dark blond curls, which he’d made no effort to shear into a grown man’s haircut, made him look no older than twenty. “So not from around here, then. What brings you to Fraser Springs?” An argument flared up around a card game, and both men turned to look. Nothing serious. When Owen looked back at the bar, the pill bug had wandered off to parts unknown.
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