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Chapter 1

 


July 1870: Boston

 


“More tea, Lady Higginbottom?” asked
Nell Sweeney, sitting Indian-style beneath a sheet arranged over
four dainty little gilt chairs.

“I don’t mind if I do,”
Gracie responded in her best attempt at an upper-crust English
drawl. The five-year-old offered her tiny cup to be filled with
imaginary tea from the little gold-rimmed bone china teapot in her
governess’s hand. “And a spot of cweam, if you don’t mind?
Cream,” Gracie corrected before Nell had a chance to do it
for her. Her diction, thankfully, had seen major improvements over
the past few months.

“More for you, Lady
Wigglesworth?” Nell asked as she turned to her young assistant,
Eileen Tierney.

“I shouldn’t, but I don’t
suppose another sip or two would hurt,” said the waifish,
flaxen-haired Eileen as she held out her cup. Her own attempt to
sound like a British aristocrat was rather less successful than
Gracie’s, due mainly to an Irish brogue far too deeply ingrained to
disguise. “Aye, and this here’s the perfect mornin’ for a tea
party, it is. Yes, indeed. What ho. Cheers, and all
that.”

“Another drop, Lord
Hubble-Bubble?” Nell proffered the teapot to Gracie’s little red
poodle, Clancy, who sniffed curiously as she tilted it over his
cup.

“I say, Hitchens, have you
seen the Sweeney girl?”

The clipped inquiry, which came from
beyond their little makeshift tent, prompted grimaces from Nell’s
tea party companions. Even Clancy let out a weary little
sigh.

“Mrs. Mott,” Gracie mouthed
with a theatrical expression of repugnance.

From the nearness of the housekeeper’s
voice, Nell realized she must have crept right into the third-floor
nursery on those silent-as-death feet of hers. Edward Hitchens, Mr.
Hewitt’s valet, was probably passing outside in the
hall.

Nell was about to announce her
presence when Mrs. Mott added, in a tone of hushed significance,
“There’s a constable downstairs, asking for her.”

Hitchens responded to this news with
an eloquent little grunt. The starchy valet was the closest thing
Evelyn Mott had to a confidant among the household staff. Like the
dour old housekeeper, Hitchens was appalled at Nell’s having
supposedly finagled eccentric Viola Hewitt into hiring her as
Gracie’s nursery governess despite her humble origins and even
worse, much worse, her Irishness. It mattered not that Nell blended
flawlessly into the world of Brahmin privilege in which she lived
and worked. She dressed like them, spoke like them, and comported
herself like them, and with the exception of a slight coppery
burnish to her hair, there was nothing overtly Gaelic in her
appearance to give her away. Still, she was Irish, foreign vermin
in the eyes of most Bostonians, lowborn or high.

“A constable?”
Hitchen said. “Good lord. He didn’t come to the front door, did
he?”

“He did, indeed, just as
bold as you please.”

“God knows what the
neighbors will think.”

With a contemptuous little huff, Mrs.
said, “God knows what they’ve been thinking for the past six years,
with that Sweeney girl waltzing the child up and down Colonnade Row
as if they belonged here. I’ve told Mrs. Hewitt it isn’t fitting,
but you know her—she just does as she pleases, with no regard for
what people think, or how it reflects on Mr. Hewitt.”

“Bad enough to take the
child in,” Hitchens sniffed, “but to raise her like one of the
family, with an upstart Irisher looking after her instead of a
proper governess...”

“It’s not as if she merits a
proper governess, but then, if she’d been correctly dealt with from
the first, she’d be in the House of Industry instead of constantly
underfoot here. I don’t care if she was sired by a Hewitt,
a chambermaid’s by-blow has no business prancing about like a
little princess under the roof of one of the best families
in—”

“Mrs. Mott, is that you?”
Nell called out as she belatedly realized, from Gracie and Eileen’s
puzzled scowls, that they’d heard far more than they should have.
She was tired, having awakened well before sunrise to pack her and
Gracie’s luggage, or she would have put a halt to the conversation
the moment she realized where it was going.

She folded back the sheet and stood,
smoothing out the wrinkles in her traveling dress of brown
summer-weight wool. “Ah, and Mr. Hitchens, too. How lovely of you
to pay a call on us this morning—a rare treat. Would you care to
join us?” she asked, holding up the diminutive teapot.

The housekeeper and valet blinked at
her from the doorway of the nursery, an opulent bower fitted out
with child-sized rococo-inspired furniture swathed entirely, as of
yesterday, in snowy linen sheets. Hitchens turned and left in stony
silence, leaving Mrs. Mott to frown at Gracie and Eileen as they
clambered to their feet.

Stiffening her back, her hands clasped
at her waist, the housekeeper said to Nell, “Your presence is
required downstairs. There is a Constable Skinner waiting to speak
with you in the music room.”

Skinner. That ghastly little
weasel. What on Earth could he be wanting with her?

Nell suspected she knew why Mrs. Mott
had had him sequestered in the music room instead of the front
parlor, as was customary. The parlor, which looked out onto the
elegant stretch of Tremont Street known as Colonnade Row, had
numerous tall windows, all of which would be thrown wide open with
their curtains tied back on this sultry summer morning. The music
room, on the other hand, faced a little-used side street. Even with
its windows uncurtained, there would be few passersby to notice a
policeman paying a visit to the venerable Hewitts.

“I’ll be down shortly,” Nell
said.

“Do expedite your business
with this...gentleman,” said Mrs. Mott. “It is imperative that we
all be ready to leave promptly at ten o’clock. That’s less than an
hour from—”

“Our bags are all packed and
in the entrance hall,” Nell said. “We just thought we’d enjoy a
spot of tea before our trip.”

Gracie lifted her empty tiny cup
toward the housekeeper as if in a toast, and brought it to her
lips. Mrs. Mott fixed the little girl with a nostril-flaring
grimace before stalking away.

“Miseeney,” Gracie asked as
she crouched down to gather Clancy in her arms, “what’s a
by-blow?”

Eileen looked at Nell, her bottom lip
caught in her teeth. She clearly did know what a by-blow
was, even if she didn’t know, or hadn’t until now, that Viola
Hewitt’s adopted daughter was the illegitimate child of one of her
own servants. Viola had long ago forbidden the household staff to
speak of Gracie’s origins, although clearly Mrs. Mott and Hitchens
felt themselves above such constraints. As far as Gracie knew, her
Nana had picked her out special after bringing up four sons because
she’d always longed for a daughter.

“A by-blow...” Nell began
hesitantly. She smoothed a hand over Gracie’s plaited and
beribboned hair, as black and glossy as that of her father. “It’s a
silly word for a child. It doesn’t mean anything.”

The little girl nodded uncertainly as
she nuzzled the little dog, who responded by licking her chin.
“What’s the House of Industwy?” Gracie was at the age where, once
the questions started, they just kept coming.

Eileen looked at Nell as if wondering
how she was going to answer that one.

Nell said, “It’s...a big house on a
place called Deer Island where people go to live.” A house for
paupers, orphans, the mad and diseased and doomed—a place not
unlike the Barnstable County Poor House, where Nell had spent much
of her dismal youth.

“It’s on an island?” Gracie
asked, bobbing up and down as she did when she was excited. “Can we
go live there after you and Uncle Will get mawwied?
Married?”

“Umm...”

Nell’s sham courtship with the
Hewitts’ eldest son, William, was a fiction intended to facilitate
his spending time with her and Gracie without arousing unseemly
whispers. Will had proposed the ruse last summer in order to
silence speculation that the prim and proper young governess might
be carrying on with the notorious surgeon-turned-gambler who was
the black sheep of the Hewitt family. If they were thought to be
unofficially engaged, Will reasoned, no one would question their
friendship.

It was a friendship that could never
amount to more, given that Miss Nell Sweeney was, in fact,
already married to an inmate at Charlestown State Prison. Duncan,
whom she hadn’t seen in two years, was currently ten years into a
thirty year sentence for armed robbery and aggravated assault. The
only people in Boston who knew about him, and the rest of her
questionable past, were Will and Father Gorman at St. Stephen’s,
who served as her confessor. They were the only people who must
ever know, lest she torn away from this charmed life and the child
she’d come to love as her own.

That child was now staring at her with
her big, guileless eyes, waiting to find out whether she could take
the place of a real daughter to the couple she’d grown to consider
her surrogate parents. It was a question she’d asked a number of
times since learning, no doubt through servants’ careless comments,
that Nell and Will were presumably destined to marry. This was the
first time, however, that she’d proposed the county almshouse as
their family home.

“We can’t live at the House
of Industry, buttercup,” Nell answered, deliberately skirting the
crux of the issue. “It’s for people who don’t have any other home.
You’ve got a home here with Nana.”

“But Nana’s legs don’t work.
That’s why she needs you.” Clutching Clancy tight to her chest, the
child gazed up at Nell with the exaggerated pathos of an actress in
some tawdry melodrama. “I need you, too, Miseeney. Who will look
after me if you aren’t here?”

“What about Miss Tierney?”
Nell asked.

“Aye, what about me?” Eileen
demanded with pretended severity as she tweaked one of Gracie’s
braids.

“She could come, too,
couldn’t she? Please, Miseeney?” the child begged, hugging the dog
tighter. “Pleeease?”

Nell crouched down so that they were
at eye level and told her what she always ended up telling her.
“Engagements can last a very long time, sweetie. It might be years
before Uncle Will and I get married.”

“But when you do, can
I—”

“We’ll settle that when the
time comes.”

“But—”

“I don’t have time to
discuss this right now.” With a kiss on Gracie’s forehead, Nell
stood and said, “There’s a constable downstairs who wants to speak
with me, and one mustn’t keep constables waiting. Why don’t you and
Miss Tierney make sure you haven’t left anything behind that you
want to bring to the Cape. I’ll be back as soon as I
can.”

As she was leaving, Nell heard Gracie
ask Eileen, “Miss Tiewny, what does ‘sired’ mean?”

“Er...”

“‘Sired by a Hewitt,’“
Gracie said. “What does that mean?”

Oh, hell. Pausing in the
doorway, Nell said, “I’ll explain it to you later,” although she’d
no notion of how she would wriggle out of that one.

* * *

Nell opened the door of the music room
to find Charlie Skinner standing with his back to her, lifting the
sheet hanging over the largest of the many family portraits lining
the rosewood paneled walls—a colossal full-length likeness of
August Hewitt executed by his wife, Viola, a gifted amateur
painter.

“You wanted to see me?” Nell
asked as she closed the door behind her. Best not to let others be
privy to their conversation, at least until she knew what in the
devil he wanted with her.

Skinner turned, dropping the sheet, to
address her with that look of vaguely amused disdain he seemed to
reserve just for her. He hadn’t changed much over the past year:
same slight build and rodentlike features, although his prematurely
salt-and-pepper hair had gotten noticeably grayer.

He surveyed her up and down with a
trace of a sneer. “Miss Sweeney.” The emphasis on her
Irish name was intended as an insult.

Giving tit for tat, Nell allowed
herself a lingering appraisal of Skinner’s attire, the dark blue
uniform of the Boston constabulary. A pair of handcuffs, a
truncheon, and a holstered pistol hung on his belt; policeman’s hat
sat on the sheet-draped grand piano.

“Constable,” she said with a
cool little smile. “It is ‘Constable’ now, not
‘Detective?’”

Skinner’s mouth compressed into a
churlish slit. The last time Nell had seen him, over a year ago,
he’d been wearing a sack suit and one of those gaudy plaid vests he
was so inexplicably fond of. At the time, he’d been one of seven
officers assigned to Boston’s prestigious Detectives’ Bureau
headquartered at City Hall. In February, however, following a
battery of hearings prompted by widespread police corruption, the
Detectives’ Bureau was abolished. Its members, save for a single
detective who was found innocent of any major wrongdoing, were
either sacked or downgraded to rank-and-file patrolmen. It would
appear that Skinner had contrived to stay on as one of the demoted
officers, but the reduction in rank had clearly stung.

From outside in the central hall came
the thud of something heavy striking the marble floor, followed by
a male voice hissing, “Shit!”

“You will watch your tongue
in this house, young man.” It was Mrs. Mott, in her shrill
supervisory mode. “Pick up that trunk, you two. Come, come.” She
delivered two sharp claps. “You’ve not been hired to
lollygag.”

“It’s bedlam out there,”
Skinner observed.

Indeed, a kind of semi-controlled
chaos had gripped the Hewitts’ Italianate mansion at dawn that
morning, as twenty or so servants, aided by a fleet of hired
cartmen, strove to transfer a vast array of household gear to the
row of tipcarts and wagons clustered in the stable yard and lined
up out front at the curb.

“The Hewitts spend most of
July and August at Falconwood, their summer house on Cape Cod,”
Nell said. “We leave this morning.”

“‘We?’ The servants, too?”
he said.

The implication, that Nell was on the
same level as the maids and footmen, wasn’t lost on her. In fact,
her status as governess put her in that shadowy borderline between
the hired domestics and the family, a distinction that the
constable surely recognized, but chose, in her case, to
disregard.

“The entire staff travels
with the family,” she said. “The house will be closed up until the
end of August.”

Skinner made a show of looking around.
“This big, swanky house standing empty for what—six, eight weeks?
Aren’t they afraid somebody might break in, make off with some of
this fancy stuff?” He lifted the sheet over Viola’s prized Limoges
urn sitting on the piano.

“It happened a couple of
years ago,” Nell said. “Mr. Hewitt had stronger locks put on the
doors.”

“There’s no lock so strong
it can’t be picked if you know how,” Skinner said, reminding Nell
the time Will had unlocked Virgil Hines’s writing box with a flick
of a hairpin. You have a great many shameful talents, don’t
you? she’d asked him.

“I could crack any lock in
this house in less than a minute,” the constable
bragged.

“I’m all too sure you
could,” said Nell, who recalled that burglaries were among the
infractions of which the disbanded detectives had been accused, in
addition to rapes, extortion, bribery, murder for hire, and savage
and unprovoked beatings of Irishmen and Negroes. “Did you come here
just to chat, Constable, or is there a purpose to your
visit?”

Crossing to the console table next to
the door, Skinner uncovered a pair of Venetian lamps, very old and
fragile. “There’s been a murder in the North End. Local hood name
of Johnny Cassidy took a bullet in the head last night in a concert
saloon called Nabby’s Inferno.”

He picked up one of the lamps and held
it aloft, turning it this way and that to watch the exquisite blue
glass ignite in the sunlight from the open windows.

Carefully lifting the lamp from his
hand, Nell set it back on the table and re-cloaked it with the
sheet. “What happens in the North End is of no interest to me.”
Aside from the fact that it was home to tens of thousands of Irish,
crammed together in their wretched waterfront hovels.

With a little snort of amusement,
Skinner said, “Oh, yeah, you lace-curtain colleens think you’re too
good for that rat warren, don’t you? Well, I happen to know you
never miss early Sunday mass at St. Stephen’s up on Hanover
Street.”

Rattled, but determined not to show
it, Nell said, “Have you been spying on me, Constable?”

Skinner lifted the sheet draped over
one of the six-foot obelisks flanking the entrance to the Red Room,
Viola’s private haven. “The North End is my beat—and us cops like
to keep track of them that make trouble for us.”

“I still don’t see what the
murder of a perfect stranger has to do with me.”

“What it has to do with
you,” Skinner said as he strolled around the room, eyeing the
shapes beneath the linen shrouds, “is that the murderer happens to
be an old friend of yours.” He met her gaze with a smug grin.
“Detective Colin Cook.”

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Nell somehow managed to keep her
expression neutral even as her thoughts careened. Colin Cook, one
of Skinner’s former colleagues in the Detectives’ Bureau, not that
the rest of them had ever considered him as such, given his
Irishness, had been the lone member of the bureau to escape the
retribution meted out to the rest of them after the corruption
hearings. Though not entirely blameless—Cook had been known to
pocket a few greenbacks now and then—the bearlike black Irishman
had enjoyed a singular reputation for integrity and competence.
When the rest of the Boston detectives were fired or sent out to
patrol the streets, Cook had been offered what amounted to a
promotion: a coveted appointment to the Massachusetts State
Constabulary. As a state detective, Cook was primarily charged with
stemming Boston’s rising tide of vice, although murder
investigations also fell under his purview.

“I can’t imagine that your
information is correct,” Nell said evenly, “if you’ve come to the
conclusion that Detective Cook is the responsible
party.”

“You don’t think he’s
capable of killing a man?”

“For just cause? Certainly.
He fought for the Union, after all. But outright murder?” She shook
her head. “I wouldn’t expect the likes of you to understand such a
thing, but there are men in this world who have moral
standards, and Colin Cook is one of them.”

“A pretty speech, Miss
Sweeney,” said Skinner with a mocking little bow, “and I’m sure if
Cook were present to hear it, he’d be moved by your faith in him.
But as it happens, that faith is sadly misplaced. He did do murder.
He did it savagely, and I must say, rather sloppily. I was the
first cop on the scene, and I can tell you it was pretty cut and
dried. They all know him there—he’s a regular—and we got three
witnesses that say he done it.”

“‘We?’ Surely you’re not the
officer handling this case. That would be the responsibility of the
state detectives, would it not?”

“It would but for the fact
that Major Jones, who’s in charge of that unit, feels it would be
a—what did he call it?—’conflict of interest’ for his boys to
investigate one of their own. Now, me, I’ve got experience as a
detective, and no reason to want to go soft on Cook. So, in the
interest of justice, I stepped forward and offered to—”

“In the interest of
justice?” she scoffed. “In the interest of revenge, you mean. You’d
like nothing more than to see Detective Cook hang.”

Skinner tugged the sheet off the round
marble table in the center of the room, laid out with a selection
of August Hewitt’s favorite antique musical instruments. He picked
up the pocket hunting horn, a heavily coiled brass trumpet less
than a foot long, dented and tarnished with age. Viola thought it
ugly, and didn’t see the point of keeping it out, but as the music
room was her husband’s special haven, the instrument remained on
display.

Skinner hefted the horn as if testing
its weight. “I won’t deny that it gives me a warm feeling inside to
see murderers twitch at the end of a noose.”

Nell said, “It would give you no end
of glee to see Detective Cook hang, if only because he’s Irish, and
a better man than you. But on top of that, he was actually rewarded
when the truth came out about what you detectives were up to, while
the rest of you ended up—”

“He sold us out,” Skinner
said, teeth bared. “He ratted on us in secret sessions during the
hearings, just him and those big bugs that don’t have the slightest
idea what it takes to deal with the foreign vermin who’ve overrun
this town. Next thing you know, I end up policing Paddyland for a
Paddy captain, of all damn things, who treats me like I’m
some stray cat he’d like to drown, while that humbug-spouting mick
gets bumped up to Jones’s unit. He’s earning almost twice what he
used to, while I’m still making do on eight-hundred bucks a
year.”

“Surely, Constable, you’re
making the job pay better than that,” Nell said with a knowing
little smile.

In a crude imitation of an Irish
accent, Skinner said, “Oh, you fancy yourself quite the clever
little lass, don’t you, now?”

“I’m not stupid,” she said.
“I know how you and your kind do business. As for Cook spouting
humbug, what are you saying? Are you claiming he lied?”

 “He made
stuff up just to get us in hot water, and they swallowed it whole
and asked for more.”

“And how would you know
that,” she challenged, “if those sessions were so
secret?”

“Oh, you are
clever, aren’t you?” He closed in on her, clutching her arm in a
painful grip; she could smell the rum on his breath, the sour tang
of his sweat. “You’re two of a kind, you and Cook, a couple of
crafty, high-reaching bogtrotters out to get what you can over the
backs of all us regular, hardworking Americans. Yeah, but I’ll bet
you’re not so high-and-mighty when the good detective gets you
alone, eh? Do you give him a good ride, Miss Sweeney? Do you buck
and scream and—”

“Get out.” Nell tried to
wrestle free of his grip, but she was no match for his wiry
strength.

He slammed her one-handed against the
door, holding her there as he tilted her chin up with the
mouthpiece of the horn. In a menacing murmur he said, “I wouldn’t
mind hearing you scream.”

“Nor I you.” She wrenched
the horn from his hand and whipped it across his face.

He stumbled back into the piano with a
yowl of pain, his hands cupping his nose. “You bitch!” he
screamed in a nasal rasp. “Jesus! You goddamned—”

“Get out.” Nell opened the
door to the hallway. Two kitchen maids passing by with armloads of
pots and kettles paused to gape at the constable.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he
snarled as he advanced on her.

From the Red Room came a woman’s
steely, British-inflected voice. “Oh, I think you are.”

Viola Hewitt, seated in her Merlin
chair, wheeled herself through the doorway with an expression of
resolute fury. Garbed with atypical severity in a tailored gray
suit, her black-and-silver hair mostly concealed beneath a
square-crowned riding hat trailing a swath of netting, Viola cut a
daunting, almost majestic presence, even in the
wheelchair.

Skinner stared unblinkingly at the
revered Brahmin matron, blood trickling from between his fingers,
before pointing a shaky finger at Nell. “She assaulted an officer
of the law. I mean to have her brought up on—”

“And I mean to have you
ejected from this house by my footmen, who will bloody more than
your nose in the process, unless you leave here
immediately.”

Glaring at Nell, Skinner said, “I know
you know where he is.”

Nell said, “I have no idea what you’re
talking ab—”

“Cook.” Skinner wiped his
hand across his face, smearing it with blood; there was a livid
scrape on his cheek, as well. “He disappeared last night, after
shooting Cassidy. If anyone knows where he lit off to—”

“I haven’t seen nor heard
from Detective Cook in weeks,” Nell said.

“You lying
little—”

“Bridget,” Viola said to one
of the kitchen girls. “Would you fetch Peter and Dennis? I believe
they’re outside loading the—”

“I’m leaving,” Skinner said,
adding, to Nell, “Tell Cook we’ll catch up with him sooner or
later, and make no mistake, he will hang—I mean to make
sure of it. As for you, don’t you ever forget there are eyes out
there, watching your every move. One of these days, Miss
Sweeney, you’re gonna get the lesson you’ve been begging
for.”

After he left, Viola nodded toward the
brass horn still clutched tight in Nell’s fist. “It’s about time
that hideous thing came in good for something.”

Nell let out her breath in a tremulous
chuckle. Viola cocked her head in the direction of the door, which
Nell closed.

“Have a seat, my dear,” said
Viola as she wheeled further into the room. “You’re white as
chalk.”

Nell sat on a sheet-swathed chair and
rubbed her left arm, which was sore where Skinner had grabbed
it.

“I realize I should have
made my presence known,” Viola said, “but curiosity overcame
propriety when I caught on to the nature of the conversation, so I
hid behind the curio cabinet. This Detective Cook, he’s the one
you’re so fond of, yes?”

Nell sat back, nodding. “He’s a good
man, Mrs. Hewitt. I can’t believe he’d murder someone. I
don’t believe it.”

“Are you quite certain?
Given the right situation, you might be surprised how brutal the
nicest person can be.”

Viola wouldn’t be offering little
insights on brutality if she knew what Nell’s life had been like
until about ten years ago. Choosing her words carefully, so as not
to sound too conversant on the subject, Nell said, “It would seem
to me that, to actually kill someone—not for just cause, but in
anger, say—is to cross a line that most of us are incapable of
crossing, no matter how enraged we become. It’s as if God has
equipped us with a sort of...moral brake that won’t allow us to
take a life unless there’s an exceptionally good
reason.”

“Is it possible, do you
suppose, that your Detective Cook might have felt that he had an
exceptionally good reason to kill this...what was his name?
Cassidy?”

“Johnny Cassidy. Something
like self-defense, you mean? If that were the case, it must not be
obvious, or else they wouldn’t be hunting him down as a
murderer.”

“Nor,” Viola pointed out
gently, “would it be likely that he would have fled in the first
place.”

Nell closed her eyes and shook her
head. “If you knew him as I know him...”

“Was it true, what you told
Constable Skinner—that you haven’t been in touch with Detective
Cook?”

Nodding, Nell said, “The last time I
saw him was two or three weeks ago. I’d taken Gracie for one of her
afternoon outings in the Commons, and he passed by. We chatted for
a while about the new house he’d just bought, and his work with the
State Constabulary.”

“He didn’t mention anything
about problems in the North End, or...”

“He did say he’d been
spending quite a bit of time up there, in his professional
capacity, which would stand to reason, given his current
responsibilities. Fort Hill, too. The Irish slums are where most of
the gaming dens and taverns and and...other such places are
located.”

“Brothels,” Viola added with
a smile. “You can say it—it’s just us.”

Nell returned her smile. One of the
most Viola’s most endearing qualities was her candor about such
matters, a holdover from her early bohemian years in
Paris.

“He mentioned his work,”
Nell said, “but only in a general way. He told me it was a big job,
trying to stamp out vice in a city like Boston. He said that, by
last count, there were over three-thousand places where liquor was
sold, dozens of gaming halls, and somewhere between two and
three-hundred...‘houses of accommodation,’ as he called
them.”

Viola chuckled at the
euphemism.

Nell said, “If anyone could make
inroads in cleaning up those neighborhoods, it would be Colin Cook.
He’s a very capable detective, and Irish, to boot. He fits in with
those people, he knows how they think, he speaks their language.
And he has a deeply ingrained sense of right and wrong.”

“And yet,” Viola said with a
sigh, “he’s now found himself a fugitive from the law.”

Burying her face in her hands, still
trembling from her encounter with Skinner, Nell said, “I can’t
imagine how this came to pass. It’s not just Skinner who thinks he
did it. The chief of the state constabulary must suspect him, else
he wouldn’t have ordered Skinner to track him down. I’m so afraid
he’s going to be found and...oh, God. By the time I come back from
the Cape, he’ll be in prison—if they haven’t already hanged him by
then. Who knows, Skinner might just take matters into his own hands
and execute him on the spot, claiming he’d tried to make a break
for it. I wouldn’t put it past him.”

Wheeling herself closer to Nell, Viola
reached out to take her hand. “You want to help him, don’t
you?”

“How can I?” Nell asked
shakily, her throat tightening with impending tears. “I’ll...I’ll
be on the Cape while Skinner is hunting him down
and...and...”

“And the whole while,” Viola
said, “you’ll be fretting about your friend, wondering if he’s been
found.”

“Or killed.”

“I daresay you’ll be no good
to Gracie in such a state.”

“No, I...I wouldn’t let this
interfere with—”

“You couldn’t help it.
You’re only human.” After a thoughtful pause, Viola said, “I know
you. I know your sense of justice, your fidelity to your friends.
You wish you were staying in Boston so that you could try to find
your detective friend before Constable Skinner does.”

“Of course,
b-but—”

“You could, you know, if you
wanted to.”

Nell looked up. “Stay here?
But—”

“For a while, anyway, until
you’d sorted things out.”

“But what about
Gracie?”

“Eileen could look after her
until you can join us on the Cape. I’ll leave you money for the
train. Just cable me at Falconwood to let me know when you’ll be
arriving at the Falmouth depot, and I’ll send Brady to meet you.
You see, it’s really no great challenge to arrange—if it’s really
what you want.”

“It is. But I would feel as
if I were shirking my duty to Gracie...and to you.”

“Gracie’s adaptable, as am
I. And Eileen is more than capable of shouldering the burden until
you’re back. The only question is where you would stay. I’m not
sure I’m quite comfortable with you being all alone in this big,
empty house. Do you have friends you could stay with?”

Nell sat back and thought about it.
“There’s Emily Pratt, but, well, she’s still living in her parents’
home until her marriage to Dr. Foster, and...”

“And it goes without saying
that Orville Pratt wouldn’t tolerate an Irish-born governess under
his roof. What about the Thorpes? They’d take you in if I asked
them to.”

“Mrs. Thorpe treats me like
a scullery maid, and Mr. Thorpe...well, he’s your husband’s closest
friend, and considering how Mr. Hewitt feels about
me...”

“Mm... There’s Max Thurston.
He adores you.” The eccentric playwright had formed a warm
friendship with Viola in recent months.

Shaking her head, Nell said, “It
wouldn’t look right, me living alone with a gentleman.”

“Yes, but everyone knows
that Max is, shall we say, immune to feminine
temptations.”

“Most people know that. It
would still be scandalous. I could stay here, you know. It
doesn’t bother me to be alone, and it would only be for a little
while.” With any luck.

“Are you quite sure, my
dear?”

Nell wasn’t at all sure, but there
didn’t seem to be much of an option, so she said, with as much
determination as she could muster, “Absolutely. I’ll keep the doors
locked and the curtains drawn. No one will even know I’m
here.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


Don’t you ever forget there are
eyes out there, watching your every move.

Skinner’s implicit threat echoed over
and over in Nell’s mind as she lay awake in her big bed that night
on the third floor of Palazzo Hewitt, as Will had scornfully dubbed
it. Despite her exhaustion, sleep eluded her. The heat was partly
to blame. Though the windows on both sides of the corner room were
wide open, it was a sweltering night, and the few breezes that
wafted through the big room felt like gusts of heat from an opened
oven door.

For the most part, though, Nell’s
restiveness was born of her sense of complete isolation. She felt
exposed and forsaken in this huge mansion with it ghostly,
sheet-draped furniture, regardless of the fact that she was there
of her own volition.

Having never been in this house when
it wasn’t occupied by a swarm of family and servants, Nell hadn’t
counted on the utter, preternatural emptiness of it. There
were no muffled voices reverberating through the walls, no opening
and shutting of doors, no footsteps, no life. Just the
faint, faraway ticking of the grandfather clock in the front parlor
downstairs, which she’d never recalled hearing in her bedroom
before, even in the middle of the night.

Rising out of bed, she crossed to the
mantel clock, peering closely to make out the time in the thin
moonlight: almost one in the morning. One would think that, having
been awake for some twenty-two hours, after only five hours of
sleep the night before, she’d be too exhausted to be sleepless, no
matter how uneasy she felt.

Wanting to get her mane of
sweat-dampened hair off her neck, Nell opened her top dresser
drawer to search for the thin length of velvet she used to tie her
hair back when she slept, because it resisted slipping off during
the night. While rummaging among her little collection of gloves
and collars and ribbons, she came upon a neatly folded,
tissue-wrapped swath of silk tucked away in the back—the scarf Will
Hewitt had been wearing the last time she saw him, back in
January.

Nell had come to the railroad station
on that blisteringly cold morning to see him off on his train to
San Francisco, from whence he would board a steamer bound for
Shanghai. It was to be a long and grueling journey, one destined to
last perhaps years, one he hadn’t been looking forward to, but felt
compelled to embark on in order to put some distance between
them.

Leaving Boston meant leaving not just
her and Gracie, but his new position teaching forensic studies at
Harvard medical school, which she knew he’d found rewarding. They’d
never spoken frankly about his reasons for the trip, about the
feelings that had arisen between them over the nearly three years
of their acquaintance. Such feelings could lead nowhere, given her
clandestine marriage. As a Catholic, divorce was a pointless
option; she would be excommunicated should she ever remarry. For as
long as she lived, Nell was destined to remain a spinster. And an
intimate relationship outside of marriage, should it ever become
known, would ruin her; she would lose her home with the Hewitts,
her job, but worst of all, Gracie.

Will had understood this, which was
why he’d chosen to take his extended sojourn away from Boston as a
reprieve from the agony of their being together, yet ultimately
apart. He’d been surprised to see her at the railroad station that
morning, until she’d reminded him of the offer he’d made to her
once, in a moment of weakness: one kiss from her—just one, he would
never ask for another—and he would remain in Boston. They would go
on as before, never speaking of those things better left unsaid.
The kiss would be the end of it.

Ah, but the kiss, when it came, had
been the end of nothing, and the promise of far too much. It had
been wondrous, devastating, the admission of a secret longing that
should never have been acknowledged. A door had been opened, and
they both knew, without having to discuss it, that if they walked
through that door, she could lose everything.

And so he’d boarded that train just as
it was pulling out of the station, for her sake, his scarf flying
off as he’d sprinted across the platform. Nell had picked it up off
the granite pavement, her damp cheeks smarting in the cold, and
brought it home. She’d taken his top hat, too, which had dropped to
the ground during the kiss, and stored it in a hatbox on the top
shelf of her clothespress.

Unwrapping the tissue for the first
time since tucking the scarf away in the drawer, Nell rubbed the
liquid-smooth silk between her fingers. She unfolded it and held it
to her nose, inhaling a whisper of Bay Rum, a trace of tobacco. In
the months before leaving Boston, Will had cut down dramatically on
the number of cigarettes he smoked, but he’d had one that morning
while waiting for his train. Something to soothe me and keep me
occupied when I can’t quite abide the world and my role in
it.

The bittersweet scent of the scarf
made Nell’s eyes sting. God, how she’d missed him these past six
months—that droll wit, that intimate smile, that velvety-deep
voice, British-accented from his youthful exile in England. It was
as if a great void had been carved from her chest, leaving her
empty, needy. She’d always prided herself on her independence and
self-reliance, yet here she was, close to tears over the absence of
someone who could never be more to her than a friend—the dearest
friend she’d ever had. How had this man—this cardsharp, this
rake—come to feel like the other half of herself?

There came a muted creak from the
hallway. Nell turned to see a yellowish ribbon of light beneath the
door to her room; she’d left the hall lights off when she’d gone to
bed.

Heart kicking, she shoved the scarf
back in the drawer and plucked a hatpin from the porcelain holder
on her dresser. A door squeaked open, the door from the hall to the
adjacent nursery.

I could crack any lock in this
house in less than a minute.

Nell crossed herself with a quaking
hand, whispering a hurried prayer to St. Dismas. She padded on
bare, silent feet to the hall door and stood, listening.

Through the next door down, which led
to the nursery, she heard that one loose floorboard groan beneath
the Persian rug. He must be looking for her. He’d notice the door
connecting her room to the nursery and try that next.

Very cautiously, so as not to betray
her presence, she opened the door to the hall and ran. As she
passed the open nursery door, a man yelled, “Whoa
there!”

Nell tore down the gaslit hallway,
footsteps gaining from behind. She was almost at the landing when
he seized her from behind, toppling her off balance.

She twisted faceup as she hit the
carpeted floor, hauling back with the hatpin. Go for an
eye, she thought as he fell on top of her.

“Nell!” He grabbed her
wrist—grabbed both of her wrists—and pinned them to the floor,
saying, “Bloody hell. Are you trying to blind me?”

She stared up at the familiar, darkly
handsome face, a lock of inky hair hanging over his
forehead.

“Will? Oh, my God.” This was
real, he was actually here, it was actually Will. Nell shook her
head as if it would settle her whirling thoughts. “I’m...I’m
sorry,” she said on a flutter of nervous laughter. “I...I thought
you were Skinner.”

“Skinner? Charlie
Skinner?” Will released her wrists and levered himself off her,
pushing his hair back into place. “What the devil would he be doing
here in the middle of the night?”

“What are you doing
here?” she asked as she rose onto her elbows.

“I might ask you the same
thing.” Rising to his feet—awkwardly, given the old bullet wound in
his leg—he offered her his hand. “Aren’t you supposed to be on the
Cape?”

“Something’s come up,” Nell
said as she took his hand.

He helped her off the floor, his gaze
lighting on her bare arms and legs. Heat flooded her face as she
realized her state of undress; all she had on was her summer night
shift, a short, sleeveless wisp of tissue-thin linen.

He gallantly turned his back, saying,
“I, um...I’ll fetch your wrapper.”

She followed him on rubbery legs to
her room, her arms wrapped rather pointlessly around herself, her
mind a turmoil of embarrassment, joy, and confusion. Will’s
long-legged gait was perhaps a bit more graceful than it had been
when she’d last seen him. She hoped he hadn’t gone back to numbing
his pain with opiates.

“Will, why are you
here?” she asked as he lifted her blue plaid wrapper from the foot
of her bed and handed it to her, all the while keeping his gaze
discreetly averted. “I thought you’d still be in
Shanghai.”

“I came back a bit earlier
than I’d expected,” he said as he lit the candle on her nightstand.
He turned as she was shrugging into the wrapper, crossed to her in
one stride, and tugged it down off her shoulders.

She sucked in a breath.
“What—?”

“How did this happen?” he
asked, gripping her left arm just below the ring of bruises there.
“These are finger-marks. Someone’s been manhandling
you.”

“Skinner,” she said on a
sigh.

He met her gaze, eyes shadowed and jaw
outthrust in that ominous scowl she’d found so intimidating when
she was first getting to know him. He frowned at the bruises,
stroking a thumb over them, the gentle friction raising goose bumps
up and down her arm. “What happened?”

Nell sat on the edge of the bed,
gathering the wrapper about her, and buttoned it from the throat
down it while she told Will about Skinner’s visit. Will leaned
against the bedpost with his arms crossed as he listened, swearing
under his breath from time to time.

Pushing off the bedpost, hands fisted,
he said, “That cur needs to be taught a lesson.”

“I’m more concerned with
Detective Cook. I doubt Skinner even considered other suspects once
he realized he could railroad Detective Cook. If it’s left up to
him, Cook will hang for sure. I’ve got to find out what really
happened, how this Johnny Cassidy ended up dead.”

“Ah, Nell...” Will raked his
hands through his hair. “You and your missions of
justice.”

“Colin Cook is my friend,
Will,” Nell said with conviction. “He’s a good man, and I’m not
about to let him hang if there’s anything I can do about
it.”

“Of course not,” he said
with a droll little smile. “You’re not that kind of friend—well I
know it. But you do realize that, by going up against Skinner,
you’re going up against the entire Boston Police Department. You’ll
get no aid from that quarter—quite the opposite. Constables stick
together.”

“I’m not saying it will be
easy.”

“Nothing with you ever is.”
Will lowered himself onto the bed, reclining on his side as
casually as if they were any two chums having a late-night chat.
That easy intimacy was something she’d missed terribly these past
six months. “So, how is it that you propose to extract the good
Detective Cook from Constable Skinner’s talons?”

“It would help if I could
find him, and then he could tell me what really
happened.”

“And why he’s evading
justice.” After a thoughtful pause, Will said, “I, er, don’t
suppose you’ve seriously considered the possibility that he’s
guilty.”

“Of murder?” She shook her
head. “Impossible. I assume he fled because he knows it
looks as if he did murder, and he doesn’t want to hang for
a crime he didn’t commit.”

“Watch those assumptions,
Cornelia,” Will said with a little wag of the finger. It was a
familiar admonition.

“All right, then, perhaps
his disappearance wasn’t voluntary. Perhaps the real murderer had
something to do with it.” Nell leaned back onto the pillows mounded
against her headboard, wrapping her arms around her updrawn legs.
“There are a thousand questions that need answering. I don’t even
know the circumstances of the crime, who this Johnny Cassidy was,
why they think Cook did it. I must find him. Perhaps his wife knows
something.”

“Do you know
her?”

She shook her head. “We’ve never met,
but Cook speaks of her often, in very loving terms. She’s Irish,
like him. He quit drinking when he married her. That’s all I really
know about her. I don’t even know her first name. He always calls
her Mrs. Cook.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve any
idea where they live.”

“He bought a new house after
he was promoted to the state constabulary. He said it was on...”
She plumbed her memory. “Something...something to do with the
Revolutionary War. Lafayette? Is there a Lafayette Street in
Boston?”

“There’s a Fayette Street,”
Will said. “It’s in the Church Street District. Nice little
neighborhood south of the Public Gardens.”

“That must be it,” Nell
said. “I’ll go there tomorrow and find the house, introduce myself
to Mrs. Cook, see if she knows anything. Then I’ll head up to the
North End and poke about a bit.”

“Poke about a bit.” Will
flopped down on his back, rubbing his hands over his face. “In the
North End.” He emitted a sound that was somewhere between a groan
and a chuckle. “Nell, Nell, Nell...”

“That is where this
killing took place,” she pointed out.

“That is where a great many
killings take place, my dear Cornelia. And a great many beatings
and knifings and thefts and rapes, as you must no doubt be well
aware.”

“I know all about the North
End, Will.”

“Oh, you do, do you?”
Raising himself up on an elbow, he looked her in the eye and said,
“How much time have you actually spent up there, Nell?”

“I’m there almost every
Sunday morning.”

“In the tame, rosy blush of
dawn, with Brady escorting you to and from church in the family
brougham. I think it’s safe to say you’ve never spent any
appreciable time there. If you did, you’d know it’s not a place for
a prim little thing like you to be ‘poking about.’ It’s where the
worst gutter-prowlers and roughnecks in Boston live and prey on
each other.”

“I’ve been in bad
neighborhoods before, Will,” she reminded him. “I’ve associated
with those gutter-prowlers and roughnecks. Don’t forget, I was a
dipping-girl myself once.”

“Having your pocket picked
is the least of the threats you’ll encounter up there.” He looked
away for a moment with a preoccupied frown, as if sorting something
out in his head. “If you insist on doing this, I’m going with
you.”

“I’ll probably end up
protecting you,” she said with a grin. “It’s an Irish
neighborhood, you know. I’m one of them.”

“At one time, perhaps. Not
anymore. You look like a Brahmin and talk like a Brahmin and act
like a Brahmin. You’d be mad to wander ‘round there unescorted. And
as for your staying here all alone...” He shook his head as he sat
up, stretching his back. “It’s far too risky. I’ve no doubt Skinner
could pick these door locks fairly easily. That’s how
I got in. What if I’d been he?”

“I would have stuck him in
the eye with my hatpin,” Nell said.

“Whereupon he might very
well have bludgeoned you with his truncheon.”

“He probably would have just
shot me,” Nell said.

“Shot
you? They let that mullethead carry a
sidearm?”

“All the constables seem to
be carrying them lately.”

“You realize half of them
started out as battlers and sneak thieves themselves. They didn’t
have what it took to be successful crooks, so they joined the
police force. Bad enough they’ve been given uniforms and badges—now
they’ve been armed, as well?” Will shook his head disgustedly.
“You’ve got to come stay at my house.”

“What?”

“You’ll be safe
there.”

“Will, you know I can’t do
that. What would your housekeeper think? And your
neighbors?”

With a rueful smile, he said, “Have I
ever let the opinions of others rule my actions?”

“No, but I have. I must. You
know that, Will. I’d be ruined if I were to be seen coming and
going from your house at all hours.”

“Yes, but—”

“Will, why did you
come back so soon?” she asked, wanting to redirect the
conversation. “You never really answered that.”

He levered himself off the bed to
stroll around the room, looking about curiously in the
semidarkness. “These are quite nice,” he said as he perused the new
drawings she’d tacked up on the wall. “This sketch of Gracie, in
particular. You really captured that spark in her eye.”

“Thank you,” Nell said,
wondering why he was so reticent to discuss his reasons for
returning from Shanghai. “She’s beginning to ask rather awkward
questions.”

“That’s what children
do.”

“Questions about her
parentage. She’s overhearing things, things that are going to start
adding up for her fairly soon.”

“Such as?”

“Such as who fathered
her.”

Will stood looking at the sketch in
silence.

Nell said, “I can’t keep putting her
off forever, Will. Sooner or later, she’ll find out, and I think it
would be best if she found out from you.”

“We’ve had this conversation
before, Nell. I’m not the kind of man any young girl would want to
acknowledge as her father.”

“She already views you as a
father figure. She still insists she wants to live with us after
we’re married.”

With a sigh, Will continued his
pensive tour of her room. Pausing in front of her dresser, he
pulled the gray silk scarf from the open drawer. “Is this
mine?”

She hesitated, her cheeks warming.
“Yes, it’s...the one you were wearing at the train station when you
left. It fell off. I’ve been keeping it for you. Your hat,
too.”

He stood looking at the scarf,
seemingly lost in thought. After a long moment, he said, “Shanghai
hasn’t changed. Still murky and mysterious and steeped in sin. Just
as seductive as ever, in its own perverse way—if one is susceptible
to that sort of thing.”

She had to ask: “Did you smoke
opium?”

He took so long answering that she
wondered if he’d heard her. Finally he said, “Yes.”

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


“Oh, Will.”

“Just once,” he said over
his shoulder. “I, um, I’d drunk more than usual at the card table
one night—I’d been feeling lonely—so of course I got careless and
started losing. I cashed in and just...wandered the alleyways,
smoking cigarettes, thinking too much, missing...”

He rubbed the back of his neck, looked
at her, then away. “I followed a whiff of opium smoke into this
squalid little room. I woke up there the next morning with a
smoking pistol in my hand, sick with shame. It had taken so much
effort, so much pain and sickness to get myself free of that
poison. I thought about you, and how appalled you would be, how
disgusted.”

“I would have understood,”
she said.

“Because you understand my
weaknesses.” Turning to face her, he said, “You’ve never had any
illusions about me. Why would you, considering the shape I was in
when you met me? You know how flawed I am, yet still you’ve put up
with me.”

“I don’t just put up with
you, Will,” she said quietly. “You know that.”

Will met her eyes, and she knew he was
remembering those final moments under the eave of the railroad
station—the tears, the anguished parting...the breath-stealing
kiss.

Just one, he’d implored.
I won’t ask for a second. Ever. I promise. And I’ll remain in
Boston, and we can go on as before.

He looked down at the scarf, absently
running it through his hands. “I went directly from the hop joint
to the Pacific Mail Steamship Company and booked passage back to
San Francisco. I...actually thought about staying
there.”

“In San
Francisco?”

“It’s gone through some
remarkable changes in the past few years. It’s becoming a real
city, yet still with a certain raw western flavor that appeals to
me. And I’d won a house on Sacramento Street in a game of
faro—quite a nice one, actually, about half again as big as my
house here, and newly built. I won it from a real estate
speculator, and he could well afford to lose it, believe me—he’s
making money hand over fist in that town. I thought about staying
and...losing myself, you know? Let this brand new city just grow up
around me like a giant cocoon. Forget who I’d been before, where
I’d been before, forget...” He looked away from Nell’s gaze, his
jaw tight. “In the end, I got on that train.”

“How long have you been
back?” she asked.

“Since yesterday
evening.”

Steeling herself, she asked, “Will you
be...leaving again, or...?”

He shook his head, his gaze on the
floor, hands shoved in his trouser pockets. “I don’t know, Nell. I
really don’t. I had lunch with Isaac Foster today, and he said I’d
be welcome back at Harvard any time. He’s keeping the position open
for me, because there’s no one else who’s qualified to teach
forensic studies. He even offered me a full professorship, but with
a catch—I’ve got to give him a five-year commitment.”

“Ah. Well, you can hardly
blame him, can you?”

With a rueful smile, Will said, “He
knows me all too well.” Sobering a bit, he said, “I’ve received
another offer, as well—or rather, a request. From the
president.”

“The president.” He couldn’t
mean...

“There was a letter from the
White House on top of the stack of mail that was waiting for me
when I got home yesterday. President Grant sent it a couple of
weeks ago.”

“Wait. Does he know you? I
know he knows of you.” During the war, Ulysses Grant, then
General-in-Chief of the Union forces, had been quoted as declaring
Will the finest battle surgeon in the Army.

“Our paths crossed a few
times during the war,” Will said. “The last time was right before I
was captured by the Rebs. In his letter, Grant said he toasted my
memory with some ‘damned fine whiskey’ when my name showed up on
the Andersonville death roll. Of course, he thought I was dead for
years after that, just like everyone else.”

“Because that was what you
wanted people to think,” Nell reminded him.

“Yes, well, in any event,”
Will continued, “as Grant explained it, he and his advisers have
been concerned of late about the escalating tensions between France
and Prussia.”

“That business about the
Emperor Napoleon not wanting King Wilhelm’s cousin to assume the
throne of Spain?”

“You’ve been reading the
papers, I see. It’s actually a bit more complicated than that, yet
at the same time rather primitive. Napoleon and Wilhelm have been
snapping at each other for years like a couple of dogs staking out
their territories. They’re itching for a fight, both of them. It’s
only a matter of time—at this point, days or weeks—before they
launch themselves into a full-fledged war.”

“Don’t tell me Grant wants
us to become involved.”

“Good Lord, no. He’s assured
me we’ll be neutral, as will England. The thing is, our ambassador
to France, Elihu Washburne, is a hometown friend of Grant’s, and a
very powerful man to whom Grant owes his career, both in the
military and in politics. Washburne’s sympathies are very much with
France, and he’s determined to remain in Paris, come what may,
never mind that city’s been a powder keg of late even without the
threat of war. Washburne has asked Grant to send him various
support personnel in case things get ugly, including the best field
surgeon he could muster up.”

Nell expelled a lungful of air, not
liking where this was headed. “The president realizes you’re among
the living, then?”

“He found out when he asked
the deans of the Harvard and Columbia medical schools whom they
would recommend, and they both mentioned me.”

“I’m impressed.”

“Don’t be. It’s just
serendipity. I’d written an article on the nature of bullet wounds
for the Boston Medical
and Surgical Journal shortly before I left for
Shanghai, and it was published in May. The article dealt with
certain conclusions I’d drawn based upon my experience in field
surgery during the war. Both deans happened to recall me from my
service with the Army. When Grant asked for candidates, I was fresh
in their memory.”

“So you’re weighing two
options now,” she said. “Harvard or France.”

“Grant has asked for my
answer by the beginning of next week, so that he can find someone
else if I decline.”

“And what about Harvard?
When does Isaac want his answer?”

“He has no particular
deadline. He said if I’m not ready to accept his offer this year,
he hopes I’ll do so next year, or the year after. He just wants me
on board.”

“How is Isaac? I haven’t
seen him in a few weeks.”

“I know. He said he was
sorry he and Emily hadn’t gotten to spend more time with you before
you left for the Cape. That’s where he thinks you are right now.
When I told him I was going to look for you and Gracie in the park
this afternoon, he told me you’d left this morning. To say I was
disappointed would be a grotesque understatement. He suggested I
head down to the Cape myself, but of course that was out of the
question. I couldn’t imagine sharing a roof with my old man for any
length of time.”

“You could always stay in
the boathouse, as you did when you were younger.”

“How did you know
that?”

“Your mother told me once.
She said you loved the lapping of the water.”

“I loved the distance from
her and my father. I could bear her now, of course, but
not him. That’s hopeless. And as for Harry...” Will shook his head.
“I hate to think of my own brother as irredeemable, but the more
time passes, the clearer it becomes that he’s selfish and depraved
and destined to remain so. Perhaps if he hadn’t brutalized you as
he did, I’d feel differently. As it is, I fear there’s no hope for
him.”

“Harry probably won’t be
coming to the Cape. He didn’t last year, either, in protest over
your parents’ insistence upon keeping me in their employ. Then,
again, if the little woman gets her way...”

“The little woman? It’s a
fait accompli, then?”

“He and Cecilia were joined
in matrimony April second,” Nell said with a smile that felt just
shy of a smirk. “Your mother said the Pratts threw the hugest, most
lavish bridal dinner she’d ever attended, never mind it was Lent.
She said Cecilia was festooned with jewels, some of which were said
to have been gifts from various former beaus and
fiancés.”

With a wry little chuckle, Will said,
“Almost makes me feel sorry for Harry. He has no idea what he’s
gotten himself into, shackling himself to that cold-eyed,
avaricious little nit.”

“They’ve been honeymooning
in Europe, but they’re due to return next month, and I understand
Cecilia wants to visit Falconwood after they get back.”

“What Cecilia wants, Cecilia
gets. I don’t envy you, having to put up with the two of
them—although Martin is there, isn’t he? I expect his presence will
have a chastening effect on Harry.” Twenty-three-year-old Martin,
the youngest of the Hewitts’ three living sons, was the only member
of his family with whom Will remained on genuinely affectionate
terms.

“Martin isn’t there yet,”
Nell said. “He’s to deliver a sermon at King’s Chapel this Sunday,
and then he can go, but he’ll have to come back early next month to
formally begin his ministerial duties. He was ordained there last
month as an assistant pastor.”

“He was ordained in a
Unitarian church?” Will said laughingly. “Saint August must have
been apoplectic.”

“He refused to attend the
ordination ceremony. Your father called him a heretic, told him he
was jeopardizing his immortal soul.”

“You’re joking.”

“I’d never seen him like
that. Martin was utterly serene, of course. He said he was sorry
your father found it so upsetting, but that it was a well thought
out decision, and he was very content with it. That was about a
month and a half ago. He’s been sharing digs since then with a
friend at one of the Harvard dormitories while he looks for a place
of his own. He says it’s a bit cramped, the two of them in one
room, but that it’s been a ‘refreshingly humbling experience,’
given the privilege he grew up with.”

“Martin will make a good
minister,” Will said with a smile. “He’s a positive thinker, and a
born diplomatist. So, I take it Nurse Parrish is looking after
Gracie until you can join them on the Cape, or has Eileen pretty
much taken over that end of things?”

“Oh.” Nell wished she didn’t
have to convey this particular piece of news. “I’m sorry, Will.
Nurse Parrish...”

She didn’t have to finish the
sentence. Will seemed to deflate. “Damn,” he whispered.

The elderly Edna Parrish, who’d served
as nanny not only to Will and his brothers, but to their mother as
well, had long been regarded by the Hewitts as a member of the
family.

“When?” Will
asked.

“March. It happened during a
Sunday service. Your mother was sitting on one side of her, I on
the other, and we caught her as she slumped over. By the time we
got her stretched out on the pew, she was gone. I tried to revive
her, but it was no use. It was her heart, I think. It just gave
out.”

“I don’t understand. You
were in church with her and my mother? At King’s
Chapel?”

“I, um...it was decided that
Gracie should start attending services with your mother. She needed
someone along to look after her in church, and given your mother’s
infirmity and Nurse Parrish’s age...” Nell shrugged.

“Yes, but you’re a Catholic.
It seems rather an unreasonable requirement on the part of my
mother, I’d say.”

“She didn’t require it,”
Nell said. “She didn’t even suggest it. I did.”

“You volunteered to
attend Protestant services? You?”

Will’s surprise was understandable.
More than once, she and Will had argued over her unwavering
devotion to the demands of her faith, particularly as regarded her
refusal to divorce Duncan. He found it unfathomable that she would
choose to remain married to a man she didn’t love, an imprisoned
felon who’d brutalized her, no less. She’d tried to explain it to
him, to make him understand how the Catholicism she’d embraced when
she was at her lowest had helped her to remake herself. He
maintained that her rigid adherence to Church law had become, in
recent years, a crutch that she no longer needed.

I want what’s best for you,
he’d told her last autumn, and what’s best is to divorce
Duncan. Then, if you ever choose to remarry, and you are
excommunicated, it will be the Church turning its back
on you, not God.

That little speech had affected Nell
more profoundly than Will could possibly have foreseen. She’d
reiterated it countless times in her mind these past months,
pondering its repercussions, its consequences. It was no simple
thing for her to dismiss the faith of her fathers, the faith that
had been her bulwark for so many years; yet neither could she
dismiss Will’s simple logic, his heartfelt plea.

It was a plea with an unspoken
implication. Were she free of the restrictions of the Church, she
could be free of Duncan, free to be courted by another man. Of
course, Will had never disclosed any feelings for her that ran
deeper than heartfelt friendship—not in words. He wouldn’t have,
knowing that she was fated to remain a married woman, and therefore
wasn’t free to hear such a declaration.

Then had come the kiss, after which
they were to go on as before. It had been his explicit promise, and
Nell had no doubt that he would hold to it. That kiss would never
be mentioned again, unless Nell were to bring it up. Even at Will
Hewitt’s most dissipated, he’d always had the instincts of a
gentleman.

“So, do you still attend
Catholic services?” Will asked.

Nell nodded. “Early mass at St.
Stephen’s every Sunday.” Or rather, most Sundays; she’d actually
skipped one or two recently, a first for her.

“Two church services in a
row every Sunday,” Will said with a little shudder. “That’s
positively heroic.”

With a roll of the eyes, Nell said,
“You still haven’t told me why you broke in here in the middle of
the night. What were you doing in the nursery?”

“I brought Gracie a gift
from Shanghai, a set of miniature Chinese furniture for her
dollhouse. I...brought you something, too. I was going to leave it
here for you to find when you got back from the Cape. I dropped it
when I saw you running down the hall.”

Will crossed into the nursery through
the door connecting the two rooms, returning a moment later with a
long, paper-wrapped tubular object in one hand and his hat in the
other. He retrieved a little folding knife from inside his coat—a
scalpel, she saw.

“I was going to hang this on
the wall,” he said as he cut the twine securing the rough brown
paper. “My intent is to have it properly framed under glass, to
protect it. It’s a couple of hundred years old.”

He peeled away the paper and unrolled
a silken scroll about three feet wide and six or seven feet
long.

“Oh, Will,” Nell breathed as
he laid it across the bed so that she could get a good look at it.
It was a painting executed in watercolor and gold leaf of a
beautiful, smiling woman in a lavish headdress and Chinese robes,
standing on a lotus surrounded by clouds and waves. “It’s
exquisite.”

Sitting at the foot of the bed, Will
said, “It’s the Guanyin Buddha. She’s a bodhisattva. That’s someone
who’s attained a high level of enlightenment, but who postpones
paradise in order to help others. She reminded me so much of you
that I knew you had to have this.”

The woman in the painting had raven
hair and delicate, Oriental features. “I can’t say there’s much of
a resemblance,” Nell said.

“The Guanyin is the goddess
of mercy and compassion,” he said. “She exists to free others from
their suffering and help them overcome their obstacles. I’d say
there’s a very strong resemblance.”

Nell looked up to find Will regarding
her in that quietly intent way of his. The candlelight softened his
sharply carved, world-weary features—the shadowed eyes and hard
jaw—making him look younger than his thirty-five years. There was a
suggestion of something in his eyes, a vulnerability, a quiet
yearning.

“If it weren’t for you,” he
said quietly, “I would have long since succumbed to my demons. I’d
have died at the end of a noose, or with a needle in my arm. You
drained the poison from me. You turned me back into some semblance
of the man I was before...the war, and all that. I owe you more
than I could possibly repay. You must know that.”

“You don’t owe me anything,
Will.”

“Regardless, it would ill
repay you for all your kindness to allow you to remain here alone
and vulnerable. I’m going to stay here with you. I’ll sleep next
door, in the nursery.”

“What?” She got off the bed
and crossed to him, frowning in bewilderment. “But,
Will...”

“It isn’t safe, you staying
here alone.”

“Will, you just said you
were concerned about my reputation. If that’s the case, how could
you even think about sharing this house with me?”

“No one will know. I’ll use
the back entrance. The windows are all curtained. I won’t be
seen.”

“But...what if someone
does see you? What if—?”

“What if Skinner finds out
you’re here and breaks in some night to teach you a lesson?” He
closed his hands over her shoulders and ducked his head toward
hers, gentling his voice. “Look, Nell, I understand why you’re
staying behind to help Cook. I admire your loyalty to your friends
and your willingness to stick your neck out, I always have. But I
can’t and won’t let you make a sitting duck of yourself. Make no
mistake. I’m not asking if I can stay here. I’m telling
you.”

“When did you become so...so
damned dictatorial?”

“And when did you start
cursing like a sailor?” he asked with a chuckle. “Not that I don’t
approve. I do—heartily. Your lofty character has always been a bit
too overplayed for my taste.”

“It’s good to see you
laugh,” Nell said. “I’ve missed you, Will. I’m...” She swallowed to
ease the tightness in her throat. “I’m glad you’re
back.”

Will nodded, his smile fading. He
leaned down to kiss the top of her head. “Good night, Nell,” he
said, and retired to the nursery.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


“What a charming area,” Nell
said as Will knocked on the front door of the three-story redbrick
townhouse to which the Cooks’ Fayette Street neighbors had directed
them. Through the lace-swagged, glass-paned door could be seen a
small entrance hall with a curved stairway, and beyond it, a
corridor terminating in a pair of glass doors. “Reminds me of
Beacon Hill.”

Will said, “That’s because most of
these houses were built by the same carpenters and masons, for
their own families.”

Shielding her eyes against the late
morning sun to peer up at the house, Nell said, “Cook must be
making good money as a state constable, to be able to afford a
place like this.”

“Cops have ways of
supplementing their incomes,” Will said dryly.

“I doubt he’s taking
payoffs,” Nell said. “I know he did at one time, on a small scale,
but after the hearings and all that, I would imagine he’s toeing
the line. I know I would.”

“You’re the type who learns
from the past. Most people can’t be bothered to examine their own
lives or question their actions. They operate more on dumb instinct
than self-reflection.”

“Feeling a bit more pedantic
than usual this morning?”

Nell had expected some flippant reply
to match her teasing tone—Cheeky vixen, something of that
nature. Instead, Will merely said, “I suppose.”

It had felt strange, last night,
sleeping so near to Will, their beds aligned headboard to headboard
on either side of the wall separating her bedroom from the nursery.
He’d insisted on leaving the connecting door open during the night,
reasoning that he could hardly protect her if he couldn’t hear the
sounds of an intruder in her room. She’d lain awake for some time,
listening to the restless creaks of Gracie’s bed and wondering if
the situation felt as oddly intimate to him as it did to
her.

She awoke this morning to the sound of
her name on Will’s lips. Squinting against a searing haze of
morning sunlight, she saw him standing at the foot of her bed. He
was in his shirtsleeves, and leaning against the bedpost with his
arms crossed. How long had he been there, she wondered, watching
her sleep.

“My word,” she muttered
groggily when she managed to focus on the mantel clock. “Is it
really almost nine o’clock?” She couldn’t remember the last time
she’d slept so late.

“I’ve got coffee on,” he
said as he turned and crossed to the door, “and it’s not half bad.
It’s the one thing I know how to do in a kitchen. But it’ll burn if
it sits on the stove much longer, so don’t tarry.”

Just as Will lifted his hand to knock
again on the Cooks’ front door, there came a flicker of movement
from within the house. The doors at the far end of the corridor
opened and a petite, dark-haired woman walked toward them. She wore
a brown paisley frock and a bib apron, with a wide-brimmed straw
hat clutched in front of her like a shield. As she got closer, Nell
saw that she was little older than herself, thirty at
most.

The young woman cracked the door open
just enough to peer out warily at Nell and Will. Her eyes, Nell
saw, were puffy, her nose shiny-red; nevertheless, she was
strikingly pretty, with creamy skin and dainty features.
“Yes?”

“We’re here to see Mrs.
Cook,” Will said, reaching into his coat for his calling
card.

In a rusty-damp voice inflected with a
subtle Irish brogue, she said, “I’m Chloe Cook.”

“Ah.” Will handed her his
card, saying, “I’m Dr. Hewitt, and this is Miss Sweeney. I know
this is a difficult time for you, Mrs. Cook, but I wonder if we
might impose upon you for a—”

“Sweeney?” Chloe Cook looked
up from the card to meet Nell’s gaze. “Would you be Nell
Sweeney, then?”

“That’s right,” Nell said.
“Your husband has mentioned me, I take it.”

“Yes, of course, of course.
Do come in,” Chloe said, opening the door wider and gesturing them
inside. “It’s so good to meet you at last, Miss Sweeney, even
if...well, even under these...” Her chin quivered; she pulled a
handkerchief from her apron pocket.

Nell said, “I truly am sorry
to disturb you at such a time, Mrs. Cook. We...we’re here
because...well, we thought perhaps we might be of some help in
sorting through—”

“They think he—” A sob rose
in Chloe’s throat. She pressed the handkerchief to her mouth. “They
think...they think...”

“I know.” Nell said
soothingly.

“He’s in terrible
trouble.”

“I know. We
know.”

“I’ve been trying to be
strong for Colin’s sake,” Chloe managed as she wiped her face, “but
it’s just...it’s so hard. I don’t know what to do. I’m...I’m so
bewildered.”

“So are we,” Will said. “But
we want to help. We find it difficult to believe that he did what
they’re saying he did. That’s why we’re here. Perhaps there’s
someplace we can talk?”

“Yes, of course. Um, yes.
Please.” Turning, Chloe ushered them down the corridor, which
smelled of fresh paint, and through the open glass doors, which led
to a sunny little garden out back. “W-would you like some tea,
or...”

“No, really,” Nell said. “We
don’t want to impose.”

“It’s already made,” Chloe
said, indicating a porcelain teapot sitting on an iron table next
to a half-empty cup. “Make yourselves at home—please. I’ll be right
back.” She turned and disappeared into the house.

“She’s so young,” Nell
whispered to Will as he held a chair out for her. “Somehow I
thought she’d be older.”

“Cook is about forty, I
would think,” Will said as he seated himself. “There’d be about a
ten or twelve year difference in their ages, not so much. Do you
know how long they’ve been married?”

Nell shook her head. “He’s never
talked very much about his personal life.”

“Hopefully his wife will be
more forthcoming. She’s very well spoken, don’t you
think?”

In an exaggerated Irish brogue, Nell
asked, “More so than most of us ignorant paddywhacks, d’ye
mean?”

Casting a baleful look in her
direction, Will said, “I mean she sounds like someone with a good
upbringing, perhaps even an education. That is rare among
Irish immigrants, as you’re very well aware. Just makes me curious,
that’s all.”

Chloe returned carrying a tray laden
with two cups, a sugar bowl, a creamer, and a plate of prettily
molded cookies. “These are from yesterday, but they’re still good.”
She set the tray on the table, untied her apron, and draped it over
the empty fourth chair. It was only then that Nell noticed the
styling of Chloe’s frock, a loose, wrapper-like garment with a wide
double panel down the front secured with frogs over the young
woman’s rounded belly.

Observing the direction of Nell’s
gaze, Chloe rested a hand on her stomach and said, with a watery
little smile, “Colin and I are expecting a blessed event in
October. Our first.”

“Oh. I...I didn’t realize,”
Nell said. “That’s... that’s wonderful.”

“Congratulations,” Will
said.

Chloe glanced up at Nell as she poured
the tea. “You’re wondering why he didn’t tell you.”

“Well...”

Setting the cups in front of her
guests, Chloe said, “It’s not the first time I’ve been in the
family way. We’ve lost three wee ones, Colin and I. Our first was
stillborn, a little boy we named Patrick, and the other two never
even made it this far.”

“I’m so sorry,” Nell said.
“That must be incredibly painful.” It was a pain Nell knew all too
well, having suffered, after Duncan’s final, savage beating, a
miscarriage that had more than likely left her sterile.

“I trust you’re seeing a
physician,” said Will as he pulled Chloe’s chair out for
her.

“Yes, indeed, Dr.
Mathers.”

“I know of him,” Will said.
“He’s very well thought of.”

“He’s given me a list of
rules meant to keep this babe tight in the womb. No strenuous
activity—I can’t even weed this disastrous garden. No...
restrictive garments.”

“Good for Mathers,” Will
said. “Whenever I see a pregnant woman in a corset, I want to
throttle her.”

“Dr. Hewitt is a physician,”
Nell said, by way of explaining his frankness.

“Non-practicing,” he said.
“My only experience with expectant mothers was during medical
school at Edinburgh, back before the war.”

“Is it true,” Chloe asked,
“what Dr. Mathers says, that there’s no way to stop a...mishap, if
you feel one coming on? He...he said it was God’s will, that all I
could do is lie down and ‘let nature take its course,’ but he’s so
old, you know. You’re younger. You were trained so recently. Is
there something new? Some tonic, or...?”

With an apologetic little shrug, Will
said, “Bed rest is what we were taught to prescribe. Miss Sweeney
actually has a good deal more experience with such matters than I
do.”

“I served as nurse to a
doctor on Cape Cod for four years,” Nell explained. “There are some
herbs native to this country that the Indians use for that purpose,
but no tonic per se. The best thing you can do is to try to prevent
such a mishap by not over-exerting yourself.”

“Oh, I’ve been pretty much
staying at home,” Chloe said, “reading, doing embroidery and
watercolors... I’m bored out of my wits, but I don’t mind. I don’t
mind looking this way, I don’t mind any of it. I want this baby so
badly—Colin, too. He hired a girl to come in at noon for the
cooking and cleaning. I asked him not to tell people I’m expecting.
He thinks I’m being superstitious, but that’s really not it.
There’s just so much pity I can bear, and if...if anything were to
happen to this baby...”

“Surely you’ve told your
family,” Nell said as she stirred sugar and milk into her
tea.

“My parents are gone. I’ve
just got the one older brother, James—he lives in New York. He’s a
constable, too. Colin has no kin at all in the States. He came over
alone. I have a friend, Lily Booth, who lives around the corner.
She’s the only person I’ve told. She spent most of yesterday with
me, trying to keep me calm for the sake of the baby.”

“She was right to do so,”
Will said. “Given your condition, and your past history, it’s best
that you not allow yourself to become too overwrought.”
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