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“It is the cussedest place for women –a town of men and taverns and boarding houses and saloons.” Said of San Francisco, 1869, Samuel Bowles.

 

“A recurring theme in many accounts was that California women in general, and San Francisco women in particular, were more attractive and fascinating than women elsewhere.” 1868, Louis Laurent Simonin.

 

Excerpts from More San Francisco Memories, 1852 –1899, The ripening years, compiled by Malcolm E. Barker.


Two

“My pal?” She half rose, her voice thick with indignation.

“According to him, Sadie,” Dolphie said, studying her intently. Did it surprise her he knew her name?

“You heard him, I’m sure. He said you were colleagues who’d had a little misunderstanding, and he was checking on your safety. Touching, really. I can’t imagine why you were frightened of him.”

At his light sarcasm, her face flushed deep pink again. A satisfied warmth flooded his central core. She gave every show of being in control, but she was more transparent than she thought.

“I know him, but I’m no colleague.” She poured cold scorn onto the word, glancing away to the windows, appearing reluctant to discuss it further. When she spoke next, she was still addressing the window.

“He’s a business associate of my father’s, that’s all.” She turned back to face him head-on. “And he’s mixed up in my sister’s disappearance.”

Dolphie’s heart jolted at the words.

“Explain ‘disappearance.’ And ‘mixed up’?”

She stared at him, holding on to her silence. Maybe she was debating how much to tell him. He already guessed from his exchange with Blackheart that she wasn’t telling him the full story.

Her forehead concentrated into parallel lines of frustration.

“My sister Phoebe. She’s a few years younger than me, and she’s missing from home. Whether she’s run away or the Bloods have abducted her, I don’t know. That’s what I’m going to San Francisco to find out.”

Dolphie’s stomach felt as if it was falling to his feet.

“You think the Bloods have taken your sister against her will?” The disbelief in his voice echoed around the carriage. “Then why don’t you call the police?”

Her eyes challenged him with answering incredulity. “You live in a different world, mister. The cops aren’t interested in where Brian McGillicuddy’s daughter is. They’re far more interested in hitting the Shamrock Bar’s owner up for their ‘take.’”

She stood to leave. “I’d better get going. Thanks for your help. I appreciate it.”

Subject closed. Her Irish lilt was no longer expansive, but clipped, final.

He stood to match her and was pleased to note that although she was tall for a woman, he was a head taller.

“The name is Dolphie,” he said. “Adolphus, if you must.” Her mouth gaped.

“Not mister. And sit down.” She put her hands on her hips in silent protest.

“It’s Count Adolphus Westerhoven, if you want the whole rigmarole.”

She stared at him for silent seconds, and then repeated faintly, “Count? I don’t believe it.”

“It doesn’t matter if you believe it or not, it’s a fact. A useless title, with no money or land attached, unfortunately. Newly minted. My father died five months ago, and I’m returning to San Francisco after seeing to family matters back in Salzburg.”

She sank slowly back down onto the edge of the bed.

“I’m… I’m sorry about your father. My mother died eighteen months ago, and I still miss her every day.”

She gazed at him, her marine eyes pools of sadness.

“Dolphie,” she said, turning the name over on her tongue. “I prefer Dolphie to Adolphus. You don’t want to be called Count Dolphie, do you?”

He grinned at her. “Dolphie will do just fine. And now, why don’t you tell me all about this missing sister of yours? I might be able to help.”


••••••••




Count?

Sadie was still reeling. She’d never met a count. As far as she knew, she’d never been near one. The closest she’d got to a man with a title was King Cobra. She swallowed a despairing laugh and flicked her eyes nervously to the man sitting opposite her.

“What’s wrong?” he said. “Is something funny?”

She shook her head. If he knew what kind of world she came from… Well, if he did, she was certain he wouldn’t be offering to help.

She cleared her throat. Once she got started, it all came gushing out. It was such a relief to tell someone who’d listen, she couldn’t hold back.

“Phoebe—that’s my sister’s name. Did I say already? Phoebe is wild. And beautiful. Well, exquisite, really. A terrible combination for avoiding trouble when you’re not yet twenty years old. And I’m afraid Phoebe doesn’t want to avoid trouble. She runs straight for it.”

She flicked the silent man a quick smile, and he lifted a wry brow, as if he understood exactly what she meant. As if it wasn’t strange at all when sisters acted like that.

He was peculiar in his own way, this count. He was good-looking in a Fifth Avenue, upper-crust way. Lean and spare, like a greyhound or a thoroughbred racehorse, built to move fast.

His face was like that too, strong and noble, with black eyes that looked at her so piercingly it made her heart beat faster. Scary, but not like Blackheart. She couldn’t imagine him acting as anything but as a gentleman. Although, come to think of it, what did she know about gentlemen? She’d only ever seen them at a distance, getting in and out of their coaches for the opera and such.

She realized she’d drifted off into a private little daydream, and she came back down to earth with a thump. He was sitting there, watching, patiently waiting for her to continue.

“Carry on. I’m fascinated,” was all he said.

“Phoebe wants to escape our life. The Shamrock. That’s the bar Brian owns, if I haven’t already mentioned it. He’s her father and my stepfather.

“She dreams of having money, and power, lots of beautiful dresses, and never having to serve another New York scoundrel in her life. She doesn’t understand yet that everything comes at a price. She thinks she can beat the odds.”

“Oh?” Dolphie said quietly. “And what are her odds?”

“Her odds? About the same as mine… No, maybe better…”

She exhaled a drawn-out breath. “We’re Irish immigrants in New York. I’m sure you know what that means, Dolphie. If you’re lucky, you survive to become a half-decent human being. And you have to battle every day to stay that way.”

“And if you’re not lucky?”

“If you’re a woman? Ah, you die young of hard work and too many babies, like my Ma. Leaving behind a brood of young ’uns without feathers enough to fly the nest.”

Her words fell into a deep hole of melancholy. As Dolphie watched, his eyes soft on her face, tears welled up from deep inside her, and she abruptly turned away.

It was as if, without saying a word, he understood. He sympathized. And the one thing she couldn’t stand, the thing she hated even more than being ignored, belittled, not listened to, was tenderness.

Her grief caught in the back of her throat, and the memory of those last minutes with her mother rolled over her like a king tide.

She’d had no choice. She’d had to swear that oath. How could she not, with her mother pulling her hand toward the Holy Book, insistent. She’d had to give her mother that, her last living wish.

She coughed and glanced over at the kindest man she’d ever met.

“My mother…” Her voice faltered. She tried again. “I promised her I’d keep Phoebe safe.”

Her voice went squeaky.

His eyes held a question, but still he did not speak.

“On her deathbed. I vowed on the Bible I would keep her from harm.”

She stood up, suddenly restless, and looked toward the window again.

“I don’t have a choice. I promised on the Bible. I can’t let my Ma down. I have to find Phoebe and bring her back, or I’ll be damned forever.”


Three

Dolphie lounged at composed rest, legs stretched out before him, revealing nothing of the turmoil roiling inside. His blood churned, rebelling against the very idea of damnation.

What craw thumper nonsense was this? What kind of world did she live in? Daughterly devotion had pressured her into making a promise it was impossible for her to keep, and now she was blaming herself?

Something deep inside him told him she didn’t want his sympathy. He’d caught the suspicious, full wetness in her eyes when she spoke of her mother’s deathbed.

He let the quiet bubble of communion they shared linger on, intact.

He stretched back on the unforgiving seat, raised his arms along the bench back, and asked almost casually: “This Blackheart fellow. Does he know where Phoebe is?”

Her eyes widened in surprise at the change of mood, but her face relaxed. He sensed she was glad he’d ignored her momentary loss of control and had reverted to business.

She shrugged. “Depends. If she’s with the Bloods, he’ll know. He’s the lieutenant in San Francisco—Cobra’s second in charge. But she might have just run away. Decided to seek something new for herself. I don’t know.”

He considered her words. “Why is he on the train anyway, if he belongs in San Francisco?”

Her cheeks flushed bright pink, the query sending her right back on defense. She chewed her lip, buying time while she considered her answer.

“He and Cobra have been in New York for a while now, setting up a new chapter there. That’s where my Daa comes in. He’s going into partnership with them. Patrick said he’d help me find Phoebe when Brian wasn’t interested. Brian says she’ll find her own way home when she’s good and ready.

“Patrick has got the idea she’s gone to San Francisco. But whether she’s run away to find Cobra, or whether they’ve taken her there against her will, I don’t know. And if Patrick knows, he’s not telling me. He’s liable to get into big Bloods trouble if he gabs too much, so he’s not likely to do that.”

Dolphie regarded her steadily.

“Is that what your disagreement was about? Did he threaten you?”

The blush in her cheeks deepened to an embarrassed red.

She rubbed her eyes, warding off the question.

“What difference does it make?” she snapped. “He can’t help. We’d both be for it if he did.”

Yep. Something definitely going on there she doesn’t want to talk about.

He let his arms drop to his sides, placed them on his thighs and hunched forward in a confessional pose.

“Thing is, I’ve got friends in San Francisco who can probably help, Sadie. They’ve got experience at this sort of thing. But they’d have to trust you.”

The unspoken hung in the air between them

You’d have to tell them the truth. No secrets.

He leaned back again, signaling another change of tack.

“Where are you planning to stay?”

She stared at him, eyes glazed with apprehension.

“You’ve made no reservation? No hotel?”

She shrugged.

“Was Blackheart looking after the reservations?”

She rocked her head. “No. Nooo,” she cried. “I didn’t know he was going to be on the train until after I got on. Besides, he has his own home to go to.”

The sea-washed eyes turned a marine blue in distress.

Her hands twisted in her lap, her fingers tightly entwined. The determined, athletic woman who’d entered his compartment with a defiant spirit less than an hour ago was dissolving before his eyes.

This was not how he’d envisioned arriving home, accompanied by some lost female. He’d already resolved he was giving up the Mr. Fix-It role he’d filled for Elizabeth for years now. He wanted something different, a change in his life.

He glanced across at Sadie. The blush in her cheeks had faded to ash. She was gazing out the carriage window, her singular beauty overtaken by desolation and fatigue.

He couldn’t leave her on a railway platform at the mercy of a mobster looking for easy advantage. He’d take her home to Elizabeth’s. His ever compassionate “Countess” aunt would put her up for a few days until she got herself oriented in the new city. But that’s where any involvement on his part would start and end.

Sadie had rallied herself and was sitting up straighter, looking directly at him.

“I need to get my bag from my compartment,” she said. “I left it there before. It’s got everything I need.”

‘Tell me what carriage and I’ll get the ticket collector to retrieve it for you.”

She attempted to object, but he cut her off.

“That’s part of his job.”

He stood, relieved to stretch his body after the confinement of the carriage.

“I’ve got someone who’ll put you up for a few days, until you find your feet,” he said. “Then you’re on your own.”


Six

Gay fiddle music and bright lights spilled through the windows of Elizabeth’s turreted Nob Hill mansion as Dolphie and Sadie drew up under the oak trees at the gate in a hired hack.

The Countess had a party in progress, and it obviously wasn’t for him, because he hadn’t advised anyone he was arriving.

A strange little jolt pinged in his chest. Life was going on at full tilt without him, and he briefly felt left out.

He’d been away nearly a year, and he realized at that moment he’d been expecting to come back to things just as they were. Elizabeth, the “Countess” relaxing under the stars in her back garden, enjoying the night-scented jessamine. Mrs. Roderiquez, the cook, serving her mint juleps there.

And his room, unchanged, at the top of the stairs under the rafters with its Stars and Stripes Old Glory quilt ready to receive him.

He paid the driver and followed along as he wheeled the first of his two trunks up the paved path to Elizabeth’s front door. That was new, too.

When he’d left, the path had been a countrified shell and pebble walk that sometimes stuck to the bottom of visitors’ shoes, something Elizabeth had complained about because fragments got tramped into the house.

He rapped loudly to make himself heard above the sounds of revelry, but when Mrs. Roderiquez opened up, her jaw dropped in astonishment and then she squealed in delight.

“Mr. Dolphie!!!!” Her happy cries brought Elizabeth swooping in a minute later. “Count Westerhoven, if you please,” she corrected with fake formality, and then swept him up into her arms, laughing her welcome in his ear.

That’s better, he thought. This feels more like a homecoming.

It was a few minutes before he could disentangle himself, direct the hack man to bring in the second trunk, and step back to introduce Sadie, who’d held back in the shadows.

“Elizabeth, I have a guest with me. Sadie McGillicuddy. I met Sadie on the Central Pacific, and I wondered if she could stay with us for a few days, until she gets herself sorted?”

Elizabeth turned to the young woman, her face welcoming and expectant. She was wearing a rather formal-looking royal blue gown with gold military braid down the front and at the cuffs, but her smile was gentle.

“Sadie, you’re most welcome,” she said. “It won’t take Mrs. R. a minute to make up the bed in the spare room. Your first visit to California, is it?”

Sadie stepped into the light of the hallway, shoulders back, the same confident, forthright young woman who’d stormed into his compartment.

“I am honored to be here, Mrs. Westerhoven. Thank you so much for your hospitality. And yes, my first time in California.” She gave Elizabeth a gracious smile that lit up her eyes.

Elizabeth took Sadie’s hand and gave it a welcoming squeeze before turning back to Dolphie.

“As you see, you’ve found us partying. I’ve some new friends to introduce you to, Dolphie. Come right in. If you’re hungry, there’s plenty of food still out on the buffet. Please help yourselves after I’ve done with the introductions.”

Dolphie took Sadie’s carpet bag from her and stood aside to allow her to follow Elizabeth inside. He dropped the bag quietly in the hall and trailed them into the drawing room, where some faces were familiar.

He recognized the deceptively unassuming, and now very wealthy businesswoman Sarah Wyndham, and her darkly handsome Hawaiian sugar merchant boyfriend Kaleo Manolo. Mercurial Alex de Vile, son of California’s Senator to Washington Hector de Vile and an accomplished photographer. He’d got to know them all well during their Virginia City escapade before he left for Europe. He noted Hector’s absence with a pang.

He’d read of his death in tragic circumstances in the London newspapers on his way home, and he hadn’t yet passed on his condolences to Elizabeth and Alex. He’d have to leave that till later. Now was not the time.

Elizabeth paused in front of one stranger, a dark-headed, fit-looking man who was probably a decade older than Dolphie, but exuded a youthful vitality.

“Jack Cabot, meet my dearest nephew, Dolphie Westerhoven, and his friend Sadie.”

Jack stepped up with a bright grin. “At last I meet the legendary Adolphus. I feel as if I’ve been waiting too long!” He turned to Sadie and made a brief mock bow. “And Sadie. Pleased to meet you.”

Elizabeth hesitated, her hands clasped in front of her, ever the charming hostess. “We’ve had some developments that are too complicated to go into right now, Dolphie, some happy and some sad. But this is one of the very happiest.”

She drew to her side a thin, pale-faced girl, who shrunk against Elizabeth’s assured form, her delicate countenance pinched with worry, obviously overwhelmed by the attention.

“This is Cordelia Cabot Carruthers, Jack’s niece, not long arrived from New York.” She gestured to the middle-aged woman with tired eyes and a prim set to her mouth who stood at the girl’s shoulder. “And her guardian, Susannah Carruthers. Cordelia, Miss Carruthers, meet Count Dolphie and Sadie.”

Susannah Carruthers’s eyes flitted from his creased suit to Sadie’s trousers and her mouth pursed the tiniest fraction in judgment.

This pair don’t meet my approval, was the unvoiced message, and from her infinitesimal stiffening at his side, Dolphie knew Sadie felt the censure too.

The woman, dressed in a modestly styled, olive-green gown designed to be as unobtrusive as Elizabeth’s attire was to make a statement, gave them a silent nod, and turned back into the room.

So much for that, thought Dolphie. He glanced up and caught a naughty sparkle in Jack’s eye. They exchanged conspiratorial grins, and he liked the man immediately.

“We’ve had a long journey and as you can see, we’re rather travel worn,” Dolphie said with a hint of apology. “Perhaps it would be better if we retired and let you get on with the festivities.”

“Don’t even think of it,” said Elizabeth robustly. “We’re going to feed you first, and then, if you wish, Mrs. R. will organize baths for you.”

She turned to Sadie. “Sadie, is that all right with you? Can you stand to stay awake for another couple of hours?”

Sadie dipped her head in assent and smiled again. “I’m so excited to be here, Mrs. Westerhoven, I don’t think I could sleep right now even if it was in the most comfortable of beds.”

“That settles it,” said Elizabeth with satisfaction. “I can promise the bed will be comfortable when you reach it, but let’s organize food first.”


Seven

Later—much later—when the housemaid had shown Sadie to her second-floor room, Alex, Sarah and Kaleo had departed to their own homes, and Elizabeth and Susannah—having seen Cordelia to bed—were relaxing over hot chocolate in the drawing room, Jack and Dolphie got down to man talk over a brandy nightcap in the library.

“I’ve got so much to catch up on, Jack, I don’t know where to start,” said Dolphie. “Hector’s death, all that drama at the Imperial Club the night he died in the fire, I’d be grateful if you could catch me up on that some other time. I don’t want to ask Elizabeth, it might be too painful for her.

“Right now, though, I’m curious about how this young niece of yours came to be back here. And the woman who’s her jailer,” he said with a grin. “I gather at some point she was sent to relatives back East?”

He scanned his new acquaintance’s aquiline profile, seeking some clue as to Jack’s attitude. “She’s just arrived to join you, is that right? Sheltering under your wings, so to speak? Is it too sensitive to ask what happened to her parents?”

Jack’s face darkened. “She wasn’t exactly ‘sent to relatives.’ Her wastrel father sold her to a couple she—and we—didn’t know, like merchandise.”

He spat the words out like poison in his mouth.

“No!” Dolphie yelped, the words charged with latent anger, and Jack nodded, his face set in weary resignation.

“My sister died suddenly, and her husband was—still is—an arch rogue. He’s a gambling man, never much of a husband or father, and when Tasmin—Tammy died, he adopted Cordelia out to a wealthy New York couple who had no children. For a fee.”

He reached over and opened a cigar box. “Want a Cuban?” When Dolphie nodded, he proffered the box and a light.

“As a result, I’m pretty hot on the whole topic of child abuse. I consider selling kids for money is just plain trafficking. It’s reprehensible. I begged her father, Dandy Durkan, to let me take over as her guardian, because I adored Cordelia, and I’d spent a lot of time with her.”

He took a sip of his drink and drew on his cigar before continuing”

“Tammy was too interested in partying so she wasn’t much better than Dandy. He sold her from right under my nose. I confess, it devastated me.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Coming up seven years ago. When she was four.”

“And how do you now come to have her back?”

“Her stepmother died nearly a year ago and her stepfather wasn’t up to taking good care of her. The woman you saw—Susannah—is Cordelia’s aunt—her stepfather’s sister. She’s here as a minder, to check me out and give the final approval for me to
























































Nine

“What do you mean, Cobra wants to see Teo?”

Phoebe pressed her plump lips into a rebellious pout. Perched on a high stool at the intimate bar, she crisscrossed her legs like a ruffled pea hen adjusting its roosting position.

They can’t take Teo away.

Teo Martinez, her Bloods bodyguard, had been the one constant in her life since leaving home. He’d told her stories of Marisol and his children, of his life in San Francisco before he’d found a place with the Bloods. They’d become friends on the week-long journey out here.

Now she’d been in San Francisco two days and she had seen nothing of the Bay’s talked-about sights, nothing but the luxurious interior of the Golden Girl parlor house, with its red and purple satin bed linens and cushion covers, the musical ceiling chimes and warm and encompassing sandalwood fragrance.

She couldn’t argue that it wasn’t superior accommodation, but she’d seen nothing of the celebrated mid-afternoon promenade of fashion when the townswomen gave passersby an impromptu fashion parade.

She hadn’t yet eaten at any of the much-vaunted restaurants, or gamboled in any of the dozens of Pacific Street dance halls she’d heard so much about back home at the Shamrock.

Nor had she clapped eyes on King Cobra, her reason for coming here. Why wasn’t he dying to see her, she wondered? He’d been eager to break out of the starting gate back in New York.

And now Patrick Blackheart was here demanding that her personal minder, Teo Martinez, had to leave her? She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but Theodoro was her anchor, the only familiar touchstone she had in this strange place. Behind her air of arrogant assurance, she felt vulnerable and exposed.

If Martinez disappeared, what was to stop someone from recruiting her into the other side of the business? She wasn’t so naïve as to not understand that for all its embellishment with potted ferns and string quartets, the Golden Girl was a high-class brothel.

“I need Teo here, with me,” she said, her voice sounding a lot more assured than her wobbly insides felt. “Cobra said he was to be my minder. Has the boss changed his mind?”

She cast an evasive sidelong glance at the brooding presence on a stool next to her. Teo Martinez was a muscular giant, well over six feet tall, with a bullish neck and heavy black eyebrows that met in the middle.

He spoke mainly in grunts, but he’d been a reassuring presence on the train ride out West, effortlessly protecting her from the unwelcome attentions of other male passengers.

And she’d had no fear of unwanted advances from him. He was a happily married man, and besides, they both knew that as Cobra’s marked woman, any breach of propriety on his part would result in instant execution. The Bloods did not suffer that kind of betrayal.

Now though, as she surreptitiously scrutinized the man who’d been her constant companion for the last eight days, she detected a sour whiff of fear. Teo was worried, and her heart raced with a matching dread. The other side of Teo sat her new friend—the only other person she knew in the city—a girl called Isla who used to work for the Golden Girl’s owner but was not one of the parlor’s “pretty waiters.” Not yet anyway.

“Isla, will you stay with me?” she asked, her voice trembling despite her determination to appear strong. It suddenly struck her that if Teo was in trouble with King Cobra, maybe she was too. Had someone been feeding him lies about them?

“You’re good, Phoebe,” Patrick Blackheart said, as if detecting her uncertainty. “Cobra’s busy with the Bloods. He’s still crazy for you, don’t worry. He just wants you to rest a few days, help you get over that train ride and to look your best, you know? Before he comes to visit.”

He winked at her.

He’s still crazy for you.

A great lump formed in her throat, and she swallowed hard. Closing down on the sense of relief she felt sounded a lot like hiccupping.

She clutched her throat and aped a cough to cover her anxiety.

For the first time in her mad escapade, she wondered what she was getting herself into. And if she’d ever be free again.
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“What’s the story with Cobra?” asked Isla, after the men had gone and the effeminate young man who tended the bar poured them more non-alcoholic fruit punch. Not entirely to Phoebe’s taste, but Isla said she didn’t drink alcohol.

“He’s my intended,” Phoebe said. “I’ve come from New York at his request.”

Isla’s eyes shot wide open. She was unusual, this new friend of hers, with snow-white straight hair cut to chin level and an elegant face which could be that of a guy or girl.

She said she was sixteen, but she looked thirteen. Phoebe felt ancient beside her at nineteen. And yet Isla was far more at home in the Golden Girl parlor than she was.

“All the way from New York? Aren’t there girls he likes in San Francisco?”

Isla raised her finely sculpted brows in unabashed surprise.

Phoebe blushed and shrugged.

“I guess, but he wants me.”

“You’re betrothed to the big boss of the Bloods, King Cobra? Does that mean you’re marrying him?”

Phoebe’s throat filled with another wave of raw fear.

“I… I suppose so… He didn’t exactly say.”

Isla frowned. “So, what? You’re going to be his concubine instead?”

Phoebe’s ears roared with indignation. This girl was a straight shooter, that was for sure.

“Concubine? No! He said I’d be his number-one woman. That I’d share in his wealth and power. I can have as many dresses I want. Dresses and jewels. He said I would be with him, no matter what. That sounds like a wife, doesn’t it?”

Isla’s unlined forehead wrinkled into parallel lines of doubt.

“I suppose so,” she said. “It depends on the husband. And the wife.”

“Listen,” said Phoebe, with an urge to ensure this girl understood.

“Girls like us, we only get one shot at getting it right, or we end up on the ash heap. I saw it with my own Maa. This is my shot. While I’ve got my youth and looks. Men go crazy for it. But I’m not stupid enough to think it will last. I haven’t been with anyone… you know what I mean?”

She felt the color rising in her cheeks and was relieved when Isla grinned knowingly.

“Sure. I understand. You’re making him beg for it.”

“You’re right there, kid, but I’ve only got so many rolls of the dice before he wins the game. My next few moves… well, that’s why I’m upset about Teo. I hope it’s not a sign.”

A puzzled cloud crossed Isla’s luminous pale face.

“A sign? What kind of sign?”

“Of bad luck. You know. Like the Devil’s Bedposts. The four-poster…”

Isla’s eyes screwed up in confusion.

“The four of clubs. The card, dummy.”

“Ohhhhh. You’re worried something’s going to happen to Teo and it will rebound on you.”

“That’s right.”

Phoebe squirmed on her stool. She stood and stretched like a cat, as if shaking off bad luck.

“Tell me, is there a beauty parlor around here? I need to get prepared for Cobra’s first visit. I can’t afford to waste any of my chances.”


Ten

When Susannah entered the breakfast room early the next morning, the first person she saw—and the last person she wanted to have to deal with first thing in the morning—was Jack.

She closed her scratchy eyes for a few seconds, vainly hoping that when she opened them again, he would no longer be standing at the sideboard, loading his plate with thin sage sausages and potato pancakes.

She rested her hand on the doorpost for half a minute, but when she opened her eyes he was turning with his full plate to seek a place at the dining table. Her insides contracted as their eyes met.

He was such an annoyingly debonair man, far too attractive for someone who was a good decade older than she was. Whenever she looked at him, she felt as if their ages were reversed. She was all washed out and weary, while his “leaves were still fresh and green“ in the words of Jeremiah.

He looked like he’d be bearing fruit well into old age. And he couldn’t even thank righteous living for his vitality, she grumbled to herself.

From what she’d heard, he’d been living a perfectly dreadful life in a Barbary Coast hellhole until recently. Why he had now set himself up as some sort of savior for his niece Cordelia, she could hardly imagine.

“Good morning, Susannah.” Even to her dulled ears, his cheerful ebullience sounded forced. She felt like answering honestly and acidly, “What’s good about it?”

She was going to have to go to the inconvenience of relocating to a downtown hotel with Cordelia today, and doing it in such a way as to not upset her gracious hostess or admit to Cordelia there was anything amiss.

The girl wouldn’t be happy about the move. Susannah sensed she was already feeling very much at home at Elizabeth Westerhoven’s manor, which was lavish in its furnishings while also wrapping itself around you like a comfortable mohair rug.

And although Jack did not live here—even he would see that would be most improper—he spent a great deal of time here. It needled her that Jack and his niece shared a deep bond which the years of separation had not broken.

Cordelia remembered him from her early childhood and plainly adored him. She would be most unhappy about moving house, but what choice did Susannah have?

Instead of indulging her urge to snap, she rallied up as much emotional warmth as she could and replied without rancor. “Good morning, Jack.” She settled in a chair opposite him and waited for the servant to pour her a hot coffee.

He glanced across at her. “Not eating this morning?”

She shook her head. “I’ll be fine with coffee. I find I have little appetite first thing in the day.”

They allowed a drawn-out, awkward silence to fall, both preoccupied with their own thoughts. Then, with cringe-worthy bad timing, they both spoke at once.

“I had something…” from Susannah.

“Elizabeth tells me…” from Jack.

They both hesitated, and Susannah caught a hint of a lopsided grin curling from one side of Jack’s mouth.

He’s always one to make a joke of life. Just because he seems to come through everything unscathed.

Familiar prickles of irritation ran up the back of her neck.

It was all right for the handsome boy-man who did what he liked and could emerge from his opium haze, all forgiven, trust fund intact. If a woman of his class so much as put her toe out of line, she’d be cast out of society forever. Look what happened to his poor sister, Tasmin. Cut off without a cent when she eloped with the card shyster.

“After you,” said Jack.

“I’m sure Elizabeth has told you I plan to find alternative accommodation for myself and Cordelia today,” she said. “I don’t think it’s fair to lean on Elizabeth’s kindness when she has new guests to see to.”

Jack’s eyes measured her with a calculating gleam.

“Come on, Susannah. We’ve known one another long enough to be honest, haven’t we? You find the environment ‘unsuitable.’ Isn’t that closer to the truth?”

The mettle she’d called on so many times over the years rose in force within her.

“If you’re determined to call a spade a spade, then yes, Jack. That’s exactly right. I don’t want Cordelia getting wild ideas about what is and isn’t socially acceptable. You’re not exactly an exemplary model in that regard.”

That hint of a lopsided smile showed on his lips. There it was again. Heat poured into her face as she regarded him with blatant resentment. All the stress and tension that had been gathering inside her bubbled over.

“You’ve really got no idea what it’s like for a girl like Cordelia, on the cusp of womanhood, with so many confusing rules to understand and obey if she’s to make a decent way in life, have you, Jack? One foot wrong, and she risks social exclusion.

“She’s already got the severe disadvantage of reprehensible parents. Goodness knows where she’d be if it weren’t for my brother and his wife…”

Jack took a sharp indrawn breath, and the congenial expression that was one of his most attractive—if annoying—features vanished. His face darkened with irritation.

“Excuse me,” he said sharply. “Do you mind?”

“Oh? Now we’re the model of propriety, are we?” she mocked.

“You don’t like it when someone finally drops the pretense and tells it like it is? Poor Jack…”

Where is this coming from? Stop talking right now….

But she couldn’t. It was as if all the years of fighting for a place in the sun, for something she could call a satisfying life even if it didn’t match the conventional expectations of marriage and family, burst from her.

The years of hiding away in her studio, painting under a pseudonym because her brother would consider it brought shame on the family name for her to want to paint—be a serious artist, not dab at watercolors between afternoon teas. She’d done that in secret defiance, but it had never been enough.

His head jerked up, and his gorgeous cutting cheekbones shone with little red spots. Was it anger? Hurt?

“I didn’t realize…” His voice was quiet and puzzled in tone. “I accept our family hasn’t done nearly enough to support Cordelia.” He stopped, as if without his usual confident bonhomie he didn’t know quite where to navigate himself.

“I want to learn, Susannah. I want to understand what I have to do to make it up.”

He ran his hand through his hair, distracted, disconsolate, and she was undone.

His humility, his willingness to accept her rudeness without reproach, punched the wind right out of her sails.

What a complicated chameleon of a man Jack Cabot was. She’d never met another like him. The artist in her, the spontaneous creativity she’d had to keep locked down her whole life, saw him anew, and she wanted to paint him. Like this, Right now. Thoughtful, deep. Remorseful.

“Jack, I…Forgive me. I’m forgetting myself.”

“No, Susannah. No. You’re quite right. I have no clue how to raise a young woman who can be true to herself and also fulfill social expectations. And I’ll need help from women who know how to negotiate the rapids, if I’m to do it.”

They locked eyes in a shocked silence, which was broken by a tentative tap on the open door. They looked up in unison and gaped.

Standing in the frame was Sadie, limpid blue eyes framed by red-blonde curls that had clearly seen the help of a maid’s hand, in a pretty peach silk frock with a wide velvet cummerbund waist.

Jack clicked back into the role of a gallant in the blink of an eye. He rose and gestured the new arrival in. “Sadie. Good morning. Come in, come in. Make yourself at home. You remember Susannah Carruthers?”

Sadie dipped her head in lithe grace.

“Yes, of course. I hope I’m not interrupting your conversation.”

Jack shot Susannah a wry smile. “We’ll have plenty of opportunity to continue another time, I hope.”

Sadie crossed to the table and slipped into a seat beside Susannah. She glanced at the older woman, a tentative set to her mouth.

“Good morning, Miss Carruthers. I’m sorry we had little chance to talk last night. And I feel I must apologize for barging in on the party as I did. I know the Count is family here, but I’m extra baggage.”

She shot Susannah a wan smile. “I really wouldn’t have accepted the invitation if I’d had anywhere else to go. But I’ll sort that out today…”

Susannah felt herself warming to the young woman. Tall, well mannered, polite, and looking so lovely in the dress. “You’re here on your first visit?”

“Yes. I would never have come, except I’m searching for my young sister.” She glanced at Jack, her eyes uncertain. “I gather you’ve recently been reunited with your niece, Mr. Cabot. I’m hoping for the same good fortune in finding my sister, Phoebe.”

Susannah’s eyes widened, and she shot Jack a foxy, covert message. “Tell us all about it, please do. Knowing Cordelia’s story as we do, I’m sure we both have a small notion of what you’re going through.”

And so she did.


Twelve

She didn’t want to believe it. Didn’t want to even look at it. But she couldn’t deny it.

The sight of that bag, even without Mrs. R’s obvious upset, had struck terror, like a knife in her soul. And it had taken her right back to a night at the Shamrock Bar a month ago. The night she’d first grasped that King Cobra had his fangs into her sister and would not let go.

They’d closed up for the night, and she was doing the rounds, making sure all the benches were cleared and the place locked down, when she’d heard giggles coming from the bar kitchen. She’d peered around the door to see Phoebe seated on a stool at the long table, with Cobra standing behind her massaging her shoulders.

Her sister groaned with pleasure, but her attention wasn’t on the big man who stood behind her, pressing himself against her back as he moved flexible fingers across her shoulders and to the base of her long neck.

Phoebe fingered a generous fall of glamorous golden fabric decorated with hundreds of tiny mirrors. Shards of reflected light fell across the old oak, giving the worn wood a golden glow. Sadie’s sister caressed the cloth, her face rapt and gaze inward, as if she was holding something precious.

Sadie drew up, halted by a feeling she was witnessing a sacred moment, one that held tremendous significance for her younger sister, and she could not bring herself to break the spell. Goodness knew they had little enough to celebrate. She stood trapped in the moment like a reluctant spy, but finding it impossible to sneak away.

As she gaped, she noticed Phoebe’s neck hung with five tiers of a matching choker, the fragments of mirror glass sparkling like golden diamonds. And from her shoulder hung a bag with a closure flap in the same golden mirrored fabric. The same purse now deposited on Elizabeth Westerhoven’s front steps.

From when she’d been a small girl, the displays of crafted goods in the local markets had enchanted Phoebe. At first it was the puppet dolls, but as she grew older, most of all, she’d cherished the dazzling array of rainbow saris, sparkling with mirror work. The merchants called it sheesha, the tiny mirrors which were embroidered into the cloth, thousands of them into each garment, so that when its wearer moved, they glittered on a cloud of gold.

Phoebe had always said she wanted to be a princess, and the sheesha cloth had been the closest thing she’d seen to realizing that fantasy in their hard-scrabble world. If she’d confided this to Cobra, if she’d inveigled him into buying her a full matching outfit, the dress, the bolero, the bag, the necklace, there was a lot more going on here than Sadie or her father realized.

She’d stolen away that night, and she’d secretly looked at the sheesha dress when Phoebe had not been around. Just to satisfy herself it wasn’t a mirage.

Now, here was the bag. In Elizabeth Westerhoven’s breakfast room. And that could not be a good thing.

She stood and gazed around the table, wishing she were somewhere else. Wishing she didn’t have to say what she was about to say.

“I recognize that bag.”

Everyone stared, their jaws dropping in astonishment.

Susannah moved her chair closer to Cordelia’s, as if proximity could protect her from the unpleasant and the scandalous.

Sadie cast a wild glance up the table to Elizabeth, as if seeking absolution.

“It’s my sister Phoebe’s bag. One of her special belongings. She loved that bag.”

She hesitated, swallowed, and her face softened as she glanced from Cordelia to Susannah.

“I think it’s best if Dolphie takes possession of it.”

She turned to Dolphie. “And after that, Dolphie, we might need to talk to the sheriff.”
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