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  Chapter one

The RES Steel Works office sat like an afterthought attached to the massive factory, its windows perpetually coated with a fine layer of industrial dust. Jonah Halton arrived early as always, unlocking the heavy oak door, and stepping into the front office where her desk faced the entrance. 
She lit the gas lamps, their light catching the brass fittings of her typewriter. Her desk, unlike the ornate mahogany piece in her boss’ office, was a simple pine affair with one drawer that stuck. Still, she kept it meticulously organized correspondence to be typed in one tray, completed letters in another, and supplier contracts carefully filed.
The factory’s constant rumble penetrated even these walls, along with the occasional sharp clang of metal on metal. Through the window behind her desk, she could see workers arriving, their lunch pails swinging as they filed into the factory proper.
As she sorted through yesterday’s mail, her medical reference book, hidden beneath contracts and ledgers, caught her eye. Jonah borrowed it from the library, studying whenever she could spare a moment. Sometimes, between typing invoices and filing reports, she’d catch herself dreaming of crisp white uniforms and hospital corridors instead of this smoke-filled office. She did not know when or how her dream of becoming a nurse would happen. She had to work to support her son, and that was her priority right now.
“Miss Halton!” Douglas Thornton’s voice shattered her reverie. “Where are the Morrison contracts?”
“Right here, Mr. Thornton.” She retrieved them from her perfectly organized files. “The Hopkins representatives are expected at ten.”
Thornton merely grunted, snatching the papers and retreating to his office. The door closed with unnecessary force.
The morning progressed with its usual parade of visitors. Mr. Patterson from a local construction company, arguing about steel prices. Two potential investors barely glanced at her as they passed. A stream of foremen brought reports of equipment problems, production delays, and worker complaints, all of which left Douglas Thornton increasingly irritable.
“Miss Halton!” he bellowed after a particularly heated meeting. “Coffee!”
As she poured his coffee, she couldn’t help noticing the medical diagrams sketched in the margins of her notepad – anatomy drawings she’d copied during her lunch break yesterday. She quickly flipped the page over.
A commotion from the factory floor drew her attention. Through the window, she saw workers gathering around something or someone. Her heart clenched. Another accident?
“Sir,” she ventured into Thornton’s office, bringing him the coffee. “There seems to be a situation in the yard—“
“Handle it,” he snapped, not looking up from his ledgers. “That’s what I pay you for.”
Jonah hurried out to the yard, the heat from the furnaces hitting her like a wall. A worker had burned his hand, not severely, but enough to need attention. She led him to the small medical cabinet she’d organized months ago, cleaning and bandaging the wound as she’d learned from her books and the brief time she had spent as a volunteer in the hospital in St. Louis.
“You should’ve been a nurse, Miss Halton,” the worker said gratefully.
“Someday, perhaps.” She smiled, though nursing school was an impossible dream on her salary.
Back in the office, the afternoon brought more demands from Thornton. Type this contract. File these invoices. Explain to another angry client why their order was delayed. Each time his voice rang out, her shoulders tensed a little more.
By late afternoon, she was checking the clock frequently, anticipating her escape. Just one more hour.
Jonah focused on her typing, trying to ignore the raised voices. Her fingers found the familiar keys: Regarding your order of steel rail segments... “and bring me the file for EDS Industries. The bastard is trying to squeeze my prices down so low I couldn’t afford to work.”
Jonah found the file, noticing the name on it was Elliot D. Shepherd. She had never met the man but saw his name occasionally as a customer who ordered steel for railways. She reviewed the file as she did all of them, making sure everything he needed was there. There were handwritten letters from Thornton threatening the man, but she couldn’t tell the reason, the timing, the nature of the threats, or whether he ever received them. After taking it to him, she returned to her desk. 
Finally, blissfully, the clock struck five. Jonah gathered her things quickly, eager to collect her son, Donovan. As she left, she heard Thornton’s voice one last time.
“Miss Halton! I expect those contracts on my desk first thing in the morning!”
“Yes, Mr. Thornton,” she called back, already halfway out the door. 
As Jonah ran out of the building, she saw Rosalind Thornton, who smiled beautifully when she saw her. At fifty-five, Rosalind Thornton remained a striking beauty who turned heads whenever she entered the room. Time had touched her face with an artist’s delicacy rather than age’s usual harsh hand, leaving only the finest lines at the corners of her dark blue eyes – eyes that still sparkled with intelligence and barely concealed rebellion.
Her hair, a rich mahogany brown with threads of silver she refused to hide, was always styled perfectly, though perhaps with a bit more drama than Philadelphia society deemed proper. She wore it swept up in elegant twists that emphasized her long, graceful neck and the aristocratic tilt of her chin.
Tall and willowy, she carried herself with the natural grace of a woman who had been a celebrated beauty in her youth and never lost the habit of commanding attention. Her figure remained enviable, shown to advantage in the finest French fashions she used as both armor and rebellion against her husband’s attempts to control her.
Her face had a classical beauty that age had somehow enhanced rather than diminished – high cheekbones, and full lips that often curved into a sardonic smile. She had mastered the art of expressing volumes with a single raised eyebrow, and her expressions could shift from societal sweetness to cutting wit in an instant.
Her voice, low and melodious, could charm society matrons or cut her husband to the quick with equal skill. Jonah knew years of unhappy marriage had sharpened her wit to a fine edge, though she wielded it selectively, saving her most pointed barbs for Douglas.
She dressed dramatically but with impeccable taste – rich jewel tones that set off her coloring, elegant lines that emphasized her still-graceful figure. Jonah always wondered if her clothing choices were designed to remind Douglas of the young beauty he’d married and lost through his cruelty, each perfectly chosen ensemble a subtle weapon in their ongoing war.
“Hello, Jonah darling. How are you after another day of working with that brute of a husband of mine?”
“I’m fine, thank you for asking, and how are you? Mr. Thornton told me you had a headache.” 
“I have other plans for tonight.” She motioned her head in the direction of a handsome man in an uncovered carriage. 
“Oh,” Jonah said, smiling. 
“Let’s just say he’s a fringe benefit that I like to take advantage of as much as possible.” She smiled, and her eyes twinkled with mischief. Jonah had always thought that Mrs. Thornton was an exceedingly beautiful woman and honestly didn’t understand why she was married to her grumpy employer. She looked again at the man in the carriage. Perhaps things are different for some people.
Rosalind smiled at Jonah. “You are so young, my dear. One day you’ll understand. In the meantime, have a nice evening with your son.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Thornton.”

      ***Rosalind swept into her husband’s office, the scent of her French perfume cutting through the ever-present bourbon fumes. Douglas sat at his massive desk, staring out the window and muttering to himself. This was something he’d been doing more frequently lately. Papers lay scattered around him, many bearing bourbon rings and ash marks.
She paused in the doorway, studying him. Once, years ago, she’d found him impressive, powerful, commanding, and a force to be reckoned with. Now she saw only a shadow of that man, diminished by his cruelty and the weight of his secrets.
“I need money,” she announced, her voice carrying that cultured edge that had become her armor.
Douglas turned slowly, his bloodshot eyes taking too long to focus on her. Even at this hour, the crystal glass at his elbow was half full. “More? Already?”
“Yes, more.” She moved further into the office, her silk skirts rustling. “Though I hardly think you’re in any position to question my expenditures.”
His laugh was bitter as he heaved himself up to approach the safe. “No, I suppose I’m not.” He worked on the combination. “Another ‘rest cure’ at the shore?”
“I won’t be home tonight,” she informed him, tucking the money into her beaded reticule. “But I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”
“Rosalind, why do you hate me so much?”
The question surprised her. Douglas Thornton rarely displayed such vulnerability, even in his current deteriorating state. She studied him, the once-powerful frame now slightly stooped, the elegant clothes showing signs of neglect, the tremor in his hands that no amount of bourbon could quite steady.
“Because you are a hateful man,” she said finally, her voice cold with truth. “And I don’t like hateful men. You turned me into an alcoholic for years, until I realized the way you treated me was no different from anyone else. As soon as I stopped taking it personally, stopped wondering what I’d done to make you so cruel, everything changed.”
“It certainly did.” He pulled a cigar from the carved box on his desk. It was another prop from his better days. She watched him struggle with the lighter, remembering how she’d once rushed to help him with such things. That was before she’d understood what he was, and she’d learned to use his guilt as currency. He lit it with unsteady hands. The smoke curled between them like all their unspoken accusations. 
“I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon, Douglas.” She turned to leave, feeling his eyes follow her. Once, that gaze had made her feel beautiful and desired. Now she had only contempt for him, for herself, for the years she’d wasted trying to earn love from a man incapable of giving it.
At the door, she paused. “You had your chance, you know. Years ago, when I still believed in you, before I knew what you were capable of.” She glanced back and saw him gripping his desk as if for support. “Now you’ll pay for it. Pay dearly.”
“Is he worth it?” Douglas’s voice was rough. “This friend of yours?”
“They all are,” she smiled coldly. “Every single one of them, because they’re not you.” She paused again. “One more thing, Douglas. I don’t want to hear about you being cruel to Jonah Halton again.”
He scoffed, pouring more bourbon. “Since when do you care about my secretary?”
“Since I’ve watched that girl endure your abuse for two years without breaking. In fact,” she turned fully to face him, “you should give her a raise.”
“A raise?” He barked out a harsh laugh. “I’m already going bankrupt between your constant demands for money and Elliot Shepherd and the others trying to gouge down my prices on steel contracts.”
“Ah yes, your business troubles.” Her smile was razor-sharp. “Perhaps you should spend more time sober and less time terrorizing your employees.”
“Don’t pretend to understand business,” he snarled. “That girl’s lucky to have a position at all, given her . . . history.”
“And you’re lucky to have an employee who can still function with you breathing bourbon fumes in her face all day.” She adjusted her gloves precisely. “Give her the raise, Douglas. Consider it insurance against my next shopping trip.”
“Bleeding me dry,” he muttered, slumping in his chair. “All of you, bleeding me dry, and nobody gives a damn.”
“That’s right, dear, no one cares because you never did.” 
He picked up a glass and threw it against the wall.
“No, no one is bleeding you dry, we’re merely making you pay. There’s a difference.” She paused. “And Douglas? If I hear you’ve been particularly unpleasant to Miss Halton . . . I might have to have to go on a shopping spree indefinitely and with an unlimited budget, of course.”
She glided out, her skirts swishing against the doorframe, leaving him alone with his bourbon and his ghosts. Let him stew in his longing, his regret. Let him remember the young woman who’d once loved him before his cruelty had taught her to be cruel in return.
She smiled at his frustrated growl, at the sound of another glass shattering against the wall. Let him rage. As long as he feared her knowledge of his past crimes, she owned him.
Jonah Halton would get her raise. Rosalind would make sure of that. After all, watching Douglas squirm as he wrote the check would be as satisfying as spending his money.






  
  Chapter two

Elliot Shepherd stood in the center of his sprawling laboratory, his silhouette framed by the warm glow of gas lamps and the sharp shadows cast by piles of gears, blueprints, and half-finished contraptions. A slight smudge of grease marked his jawline. Elliot had sharp features, a straight nose, and those intense deep brown eyes that missed nothing. His dark hair, slightly disheveled, seemed an afterthought to the mind preoccupied with his work. 
At the moment, his focus was on a small, brass-and-steel engine laid out on his workbench. His long fingers worked deftly, adjusting a tension spring as he muttered under his breath. The engine, an experimental model for a new locomotive, emitted a faint hum, vibrating with potential.
“Damn it,” Elliot growled when a sudden hiss of steam escaped, searing the tip of his finger. He shook his hand and chuckled softly. “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”
Behind him, the laboratory door creaked open, but Elliot didn’t look up. The intruder, an assistant, a servant, or an unwelcome guest, paused, clearly uncertain whether to speak.
“If you’ve come to distract me,” Elliot said, his deep voice carrying an edge of impatience, “you’d better have a good reason.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” a voice finally answered, hesitant but polite. “But you asked me to remind you that your meeting starts in half an hour.”
Elliot sighed, leaning back and wiping his hands on a rag. His lab coat bore the evidence of countless experiments. He glanced over his shoulder, his expression softening just a fraction as he regarded the messenger. “They can wait another hour,” he said. “This engine could change the way we build railroads.”
“They’ll say it’s another one of your whims,” his housekeeper, Mrs. Sullivan, ventured cautiously.
Elliot smirked, the hint of a dimple appearing on one side. “Whims don’t lay down steel across five states. Whims don’t keep half this country connected.” He tapped the engine lightly, a glimmer of pride in his eyes. “This isn’t a whim. It’s the future.” Then he hesitated and let out a sigh. “You’re right, I need to get there if I want their investments.”
The housekeeper hesitated before nodding and retreating. As the door clicked shut, Elliot turned back to his invention, his mind already racing through adjustments. He might have become, even at the young age of thirty, a man whose name commanded respect in boardrooms and across industries, but here, in his lab, he was simply an orphan with a dream, and the relentless determination to see it realized.

      ***Elliot stepped out of his lab, the door swinging shut behind him with a soft click. He pulled off his oil-stained lab coat, revealing a white shirt and a black waistcoat beneath. As he walked down the hall toward his private study, he shifted from inventor to businessman.
By the time he reached his study, his housekeeper, Mrs. Sullivan, was waiting with a tailored jacket and a damp cloth.
“You’ll want this, Elliot,” she said, holding the cloth with a faint arch of his brow. “A touch of soot on your face, as always.”
Elliot smirked but accepted the cloth, swiping it over his jawline. “They’ll know I’ve been working anyway. There’s no point in hiding it.”
“Indeed, but appearances matter.”
Slipping on his jacket, Elliot ran his fingers through his dark hair to smooth it, though a few strands stubbornly fell back out of place. He caught his reflection in the mirror—a man polished enough for the boardroom, but with a fire in his eyes that no amount of decorum could temper.
As he drove the carriage to the building where the meeting was, he knew the men waiting for him would be irritable when he got there. If only for the reason they despised he was more than half most of their ages and had so quickly made himself one of the most powerful men in Philadelphia. It had all happened by chance, opportunity, and from years of knowing not to trust anyone growing up as an orphan. Despite all that, he was making them rich through their investments in his railroads.
The boardroom of Shepherd Rail and Mechanical was modest, tucked into the second floor of a brick building near the bustling Philadelphia train yards. Unlike the grand offices of the Vanderbilts or the Morgans, Elliot’s space bore the practical elegance of a man who valued function over flair. The room smelled faintly of varnished wood and ink, and through the open windows came the distant clatter of locomotives coupling on the tracks.
Elliot entered briskly, the faint hum of his earlier work still buzzing in his mind. His dark hair was slightly windswept from the walk, and the cuffs of his shirt still bore faint traces of soot despite Mrs. Sullivan’s best efforts.
Around the long oak table sat six men – local investors and businessmen – none particularly wealthy, but all with a stake in Shepherd Rail’s growing network of Eastern lines. They straightened in their seats as he walked in, their chatter dying to murmurs.
“Gentlemen,” Elliot said, his voice calm but carrying a subtle edge of authority. He moved to the head of the table, resting his hands on the chair’s back. “I appreciate you coming on short notice. I trust the ride here was smooth on my lines, of course.”
A few chuckles rippled around the table, but one man, Amos Bickley, a gray-haired textile mill owner from New Jersey, cleared his throat. “Shepherd, we’ve all heard about your ambitions. Expanding your routes down to Baltimore and up to Boston is a fine plan, but what we’re here to discuss is your request for additional investment.”
Elliot took his seat, steepling his fingers. “What you’re here to discuss,” he corrected, “is opportunity. My proposal isn’t about connecting cities, it’s about connecting industries, people, and profit. The East Coast is growing, gentlemen, faster than we can build, and whoever controls the rails controls the future.”
“We’ve heard that before,” another man, Robert Dean, muttered. He was younger, a shipping merchant whose routes depended on Shepherd’s railroads. “But talk doesn’t pay dividends.”
Elliot’s dark eyes pinned Dean in place. “And hesitation doesn’t lay track, Mr. Dean. I’ve shown you the projections. Faster routes mean more goods delivered in less time. Every town my lines touch sees its economy grow with mills, docks, and factories. You’ve seen it yourselves.” He let the words hang for a moment. “But if you’d rather sit idly while your competitors pass you by, that’s your choice.”
A few of the men exchanged uneasy glances.
Elliot leaned forward, his voice softening but gaining intensity. “I’m not asking for a handout. I’m offering you a stake in something far greater than what we have now. The Pennsylvania Railroads may dominate the headlines, but their reach is limited. We don’t need to compete with them. We’ll outmaneuver them, connecting towns they overlook and industries they ignore. You trusted me once, and I made good on it. I’m asking you to trust me again.”
Silence settled over the room, broken only by the distant whistle of a departing train.
Bickley frowned, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “You’ve got a drive, Shepherd, no one doubts that. But having drive doesn’t build trust. It builds risk. What guarantee do we have this will pay off?”
Elliot’s lips curved into a faint smile. “The same guarantee you had when I first laid tracks from Philadelphia to Wilmington. Me.”
The weight of his confidence hung in the air. Finally, Bickley nodded slowly. “You’ll have my share.”
One by one, the others murmured their assent.
Elliot leaned back, a flicker of satisfaction crossing his face. “Good. Now, gentlemen, let’s discuss the finer details.”

      ***St. Mary’s Convent stood like a haven of peace amid Philadelphia’s industrial bustle. As Jonah passed through the wrought-iron gates, the factory smoke and noise seemed to fade away. The courtyard’s well-tended garden, with its neat rows of herbs and vegetables, filled the air with the scent of lavender and rosemary.
As Sister Christina tended to the flowers, her white habit against the vibrant blooms looked like a painting Jonah had seen once. She waved as Jonah passed. “He’s had a wonderful day today,” she called out. “Wait until you see what they’ve been up to!”
The convent’s stone corridors were cool and quiet, other than the distant sound of children’s voices and the soft clicking of rosary beads. Watercolor paintings from the day school students lined the walls – this week’s theme appeared to be “God’s Creatures,” judging by the menagerie of colorful animals.
Jonah recognized Donovan’s contribution immediately, a carefully drawn elephant, inspired by the picture books Sister Margaret often shared with the children. Her son’s name was printed proudly at the bottom by his hand.
The day school room itself was a large, sunny space that had once been the convent’s library. Tall windows let in abundant light, and child-sized tables were arranged in neat groups. A well-worn rocking chair that was Sister Margaret’s story chair held pride of place in one corner, surrounded by cushions for little listeners.
As Jonah approached the open doorway, she paused to watch the scene inside. Sister Margaret sat in her rocking chair, her usually tidy habit slightly askew from a busy day with energetic children. Donovan and several other children were gathered around her feet as she read from a book of saints’ stories.
“And St. Luke,” Sister Margaret was saying, “was not only an apostle but also a physician. He took care of sick people, just like the nurses and doctors do today.”
“Like my mom wants to do!” Donovan piped up. “She reads medical books and everything!”
Sister Margaret’s eyes met Jonah’s over the children’s heads. “Yes, just like that. Your mother has a healing spirit, just like St. Luke.”
Donovan saw his mother in the doorway. “Mom, Sister Margaret taught me how to make bandages today, look!” He ran to a small table where neat piles of rolled bandages sat. “We helped prepare them for the children’s hospital!”
“He has very gentle hands,” Sister Margaret said, rising from her chair. “A natural caregiver, like his mother.”
“Mom! Mom! We went to the zoo today too!” he exclaimed.
Jonah laughed, hugging him tightly. “Did you now? That sounds wonderful, sweetheart!”
“We had a surprise field trip today,” Sister Margaret explained. “An anonymous donor provided funds for all the children to visit the zoo.”
Donovan tugged at her skirt. “Mom, you won’t believe what I saw! There were elephants, and they were huge!” He spread his arms wide to demonstrate. “And lions, Mom! Real lions! They roared so loud I could feel it in my chest!”
Jonah knelt, meeting her son’s excited gaze. “That sounds amazing, darling. Tell me all about it on our walk home?”
The other children gathered their things, calling goodbyes to Donovan. Sister Margaret moved among them, straightening collars, and helping with buttons, dispensing hugs, and kind words with equal generosity.
“Jonah, dear,” she said, making her way over. “I’ve been meaning to tell you, the hospital sisters who collect our bandages were asking about volunteer opportunities. They remember you from when . . .” She paused delicately, both women recalling the days when a frightened, pregnant Jonah had first sought sanctuary at St. Mary’s.
“That was a long time ago,” Jonah said softly.
“Not so long ago.” Sister Margaret’s face was gentle. “And they were quite impressed with how you assisted during that difficult birth last month when Mrs. O’Brien’s daughter couldn’t reach the midwife.”
“Mom’s really good at fixing people,” Donovan declared, returning from showing Jonah his bandage-rolling handiwork. “She fixed Tommy’s knee when he fell, and she didn’t even need help!”
“Speaking of Tommy,” Sister Margaret turned to her small desk, “he drew this for you, Donovan.” She handed over a carefully folded paper. “He said it’s a thank you for teaching him his letters.”
Donovan unfolded the paper to reveal an abstract drawing of two boys surrounded by what might have been books, or sheep, it was hard to tell.
“Look, Mom! That’s me and Tommy! Can we hang it up at home?”
“Of course, sweetheart.” Jonah helped him carefully store the drawing in his bag, noting the way Sister Margaret had organized his other papers and projects from the day.
The nun’s desk told its own story – student drawings, prayer cards, a jar of peppermints for soothing tears, and a well-worn copy of Gray’s Anatomy that Jonah had often borrowed during her early days at the convent.
“Before you go,” Sister Margaret said, reaching into her desk, “I’ve marked some passages in this book that might interest you.” She handed Jonah another medical text. “The sisters at St. Joseph’s Hospital said their evening classes for nurses start next month. It’s something to think about.”
Jonah clutched the book, emotion tightening her throat. Since those dark days when she’d first arrived, Sister Margaret had been more than just a caretaker for Donovan, she’d been a mentor, friend, and sometimes the only person who seemed to believe in Jonah’s dreams.
“Sister Margaret!” Donovan tugged at the nun’s habit. “Will you tell Mom about the prayer I learned? The one about the guardian angels? I’ve been practicing!”
“You can tell her on your way home,” Sister Margaret smiled. “And perhaps you can say it for Mr. Giuseppe and his puppets too.”
As they bid farewell to Sister Margaret and started their journey, Donovan’s words tumbled out in a rush of wonder and delight. “There were monkeys that could swing from tree to tree, Mom! And colorful birds that could talk! And . . . and . . .” He paused, his little brow furrowing in concentration. “Oh! Hippopotamuses! Sister Margaret taught us that word. They were in a big pool, and their mouths were so wide!”
Jonah listened, filled with love and a touch of wistfulness. She wished she could have been there to see the wonder in Donovan’s eyes firsthand, but she pushed the thought aside, focusing instead on her son’s joy.
“We learned about where all the animals come from,” Donovan continued. “Did you know elephants are from Africa and Asia? That’s really far away!”
“Is it now?” Jonah said, smiling at his enthusiasm for knowledge.
As they turned onto their street, Donovan’s excited chatter began to slow. He looked up at Jonah, his eyes serious. “I wish you could have come with us, Mom, but maybe next time?”
Jonah’s heart clenched, but she managed a smile. “Maybe, sweetheart. We’ll see.”
As they climbed the stairs to their apartment, Donovan’s excitement resurged. “Can I draw pictures of the animals I saw? I want to remember everything!”
“Of course you can,” Jonah laughed, unlocking their door. “Why don’t you do that while I start on dinner? You can tell me more about your adventure while we eat.”
Donovan rushed to get his pencils, and Jonah watched him fondly. Despite the challenges they faced, moments like these reminded her of what truly mattered. Whatever the future held, she would find a way to keep that wonder alive in her son’s eyes.






  
  Chapter three

The warm Saturday afternoon sunlight spilled over the bustling streets of downtown Philadelphia as Jonah Halton strolled with her young son, Donovan. The air carried the scent of fresh bread from a nearby bakery, mingling with the aroma of cobblestones dampened by a recent rain. Donovan held tightly to her hand, his other hand clutching a melting cone of vanilla ice cream that dripped onto his fingers despite his best efforts to keep up with the treat. 
“Careful, Donovan,” Jonah said with a soft laugh, pulling a handkerchief from her bag to dab at his sticky chin.
“I’m eating it as fast as I can, Mama!” Donovan protested, his brown eyes wide with determination.
“Let’s hurry and surprise Clara with a visit.,” Jonah said. 
They turned the corner and stopped before a shop with large windows displaying carefully arranged portraits of families, couples, and children. Above the door, a sign read Clara Alcott Photography. Jonah pushed open the door, the bell above it jingling to announce their arrival.
Inside, the studio smelled faintly of developing chemicals and wood polish. Light streamed in through tall windows, bouncing off the polished wooden floors and highlighting the artfully arranged camera equipment. A backdrop of a painted countryside stood behind a young couple who posed stiffly before Clara, as she peered through the lens of her camera.
“Jonah!” Clara called out warmly without lifting her head. Her voice carried the bright cheer of someone immersed in work they loved. “Come in, come in. I’ll be with you in just a moment.”
Jonah guided Donovan to a nearby bench, where he perched, kicking his legs and watching the proceedings with fascination.
The couple in front of the camera shifted awkwardly, exchanging shy glances. Clara straightened, brushing a stray curl out of her face, and smiled at them. “Hold still, Mr. and Mrs. Landen. You’re doing beautifully. One more shot, and we’ll have it.”
She adjusted the camera and clicked the shutter with ease before stepping back with a satisfied nod. “Perfect!” Turning to Jonah, she gestured to the couple. “Jonah, this is Tom and Martha Landen.”
Jonah stood, smoothing her skirts, and extended her hand. “A pleasure to meet you both.”
“Thank you,” Martha said softly, her cheeks pink as she smiled. “Clara speaks very highly of you.”
“All good things, I hope,” Jonah replied with a teasing grin.
As the Landens gathered their belongings, Donovan hopped off the bench and approached the camera, his eyes wide with curiosity. “What’s that big box, Miss Clara? How does it take pictures? Why does it make that clicky sound?”
Clara chuckled, kneeling to his level. “That, my dear Donovan, is my camera. It’s like a magic box that captures how people look in a single moment.”
“Is it really magic?” Donovan asked, his sticky fingers reaching out before Jonah gently caught his hand.
“Not magic,” Jonah said, smiling apologetically at Clara, “but very clever. You’ll have to ask Miss Clara all about it another time.”
“Don’t worry,” Clara said with a wink. “I’ll show you exactly how it works after I finish cleaning up. I’ll even let you take a picture yourself someday.”
“Really?” Donovan’s face lit up.
“Really,” Clara said, straightening and giving Jonah a knowing smile. “You’re raising quite the curious boy, Jonah.”
Jonah looked at the Landen’s. “We’ll get out of your way. We just wanted to come by and say hello. It was a pleasure meeting you both.”
As Jonah led Donovan out of the studio, he looked back at Clara with wide-eyed enthusiasm. “Mama, can I have a magic box when I grow up?”
Jonah chuckled, squeezing his hand. “We’ll see, darling. For now, let’s focus on keeping your ice cream from melting all over everything.”

      ***As the bell above the studio door jingled softly behind Jonah and Donovan, Clara turned her attention back to Tom and Martha, brushing her hands against her skirts.
“She’s lovely, isn’t she?” Martha said warmly, adjusting the lace trim on her sleeve.
“She is,” Clara replied with a smile. “Her little boy is such a delight. Though I think he’ll dismantle my camera if I’m not careful.”
Tom chuckled, gathering his coat from the nearby chair. “Curiosity is a good trait in a child. It keeps the world interesting.”
Martha glanced at Tom and then at Clara, her tone becoming more conspiratorial. “Speaking of interesting, Clara, would you be available this Friday evening?”
Clara blinked, caught off guard. “Friday? I suppose I am. Why?”
“We’re hosting a dinner party,” Martha explained. “Nothing too large, just a few friends. We’d love for you to join us.”
“Oh, how lovely.” Clara’s smile widened, but then she hesitated. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to intrude.”
“Not at all,” Tom said. “You’ve been so kind to us, and besides, we’re hoping to introduce you to some of our circle here in Philadelphia. It’s high time more people appreciate your talents.”
Martha added with a teasing lilt, “One of our guests is someone you might find inspiring.”
“And who might that be?”
“Elliot Shepherd.”
Clara froze, her hand tightening slightly on the edge of the table. “Elliot Shepherd? The inventor and railroad man?”
“The very one,” Tom confirmed. “He’s an old friend of mine. We thought you’d enjoy meeting someone with a background in innovation. He’s quite charming, too.”
A rush of heat crept up Clara’s face. Of course, she’d heard of Elliot Shepherd; his name was synonymous with progress on the East Coast. She’d read about his inventions and his work in the rail industry, and she had even clipped an article about one of his speeches for her inspiration board.
After a moment, trying to steady her voice, she said, “I’d be delighted to come. Though I must confess, I’m a little nervous. What if I make a complete fool of myself?”
Martha laughed, her eyes sparkling. “Oh, Clara, you’ll be fine. Elliot’s just a man like anyone else. Although I’ll admit, he does have a bit of a larger-than-life quality.”
Clara exhaled nervously. “Would it be rude if I asked to bring a friend? I think I’d feel more comfortable if I weren’t walking into the lion’s den alone.”
“Of course you may.” Martha touched Clara’s hand. “Anyone you’d like. The more, the merrier.”
Tom added with a grin, “Just make sure they have an appetite. Elliot may talk a lot, but I’ll be carving the roast.”
Clara laughed along with them, though her mind was already racing. What would she wear? How could she keep herself from babbling like an overexcited schoolgirl? And who would she ask to accompany her?
As she walked them to the door and waved goodbye, she glanced at the window where Jonah and Donovan had disappeared moments ago. A smile tugged at her lips. Jonah wouldn’t mind joining her, it wasn’t every day one had a chance to meet someone like Elliot Shepherd.
With a deep breath, she turned back to her studio and began mentally planning her approach. Friday couldn’t come soon enough.

      ***Elliot Shepherd leaned back in his chair, the soft leather creaking as he rubbed his temples. His office, tucked away on the top floor of one of his buildings, was cluttered with blueprints, ledgers, and the faint smell of oil from a half-finished mechanical model on his desk. The demands of running a railroad empire and tinkering with his inventions left little room for anything else, and he preferred it that way.
A sharp knock interrupted his thoughts. Without waiting for a reply, Tom Landen strolled in, Martha following close behind, her parasol hooked over her arm.
“Do you two have an aversion to doors staying shut?” Elliot asked dryly, though he rose to greet them with a handshake.
“Only yours,” Tom replied. “We’re doing you a favor, after all. You’ve been locked up in here too long.”
Elliot gestured for them to sit, leaning back in his chair again. “And what kind of favor do I owe this visit to?”
“A dinner party,” Martha announced with a warm smile. “This Friday, at our home. Just a small gathering, close friends, tasty food, friendly conversation.”
Elliot groaned softly, dragging his hand down his face. “You know how I feel about these things.”
“Yes,” Martha said pointedly, “which is why we keep inviting you. It’s good for you to get out of this office, Elliot. You can’t spend your whole life buried in blueprints and ledgers.”
“She’s right,” Tom added. “And this one’s special. We’ve invited someone we think you’ll like.”
Elliot raised a skeptical brow. “Let me guess, another widow with an extensive hat collection and an ‘interest’ in the arts?”
Martha rolled her eyes. “No. We met a photographer, an incredibly talented woman named Clara Alcott. She has a studio downtown, and she’s utterly charming. We think the two of you might hit it off.”
Elliot crossed his arms, his expression cool. “And what makes you think I’m in the market for charming?”
“Oh, come on, Elliot,” Tom said, leaning forward. “You know we only have your best interests at heart. You’re too cautious for your own good sometimes.”
Elliot’s jaw tightened. “Cautious isn’t the worst thing to be. You know as well as I do that not everyone’s intentions are pure.”
Martha softened, reaching out to place a hand on his arm. “We know, and we don’t blame you for being careful, not after everything you’ve been through. Clara doesn’t seem like the type to care about money or status. She’s independent, hardworking, and passionate about what she does. We think you’d appreciate that about her.”
Elliot studied them for a long moment before sighing. “You two are relentless. Fine, I’ll come, but don’t think this means I’m letting my guard down.”
“Of course not,” Tom said, grinning as he rose from his chair. “We’d never expect that.”
Martha followed suit, a twinkle of triumph in her eyes. “Just come with an open mind, Elliot. That’s all we ask.”
Elliot walked them to the door, watching as they descended the staircase. He cared for the Landens deeply – they were the closest thing he had to family – but their constant attempts to play matchmaker left him exasperated.

      ***Jonah stood in the doorway of the library at St. Mary’s and watched her son as he worked on an art project with one of the other little boys. 
Elliot Donovan Halton was the kind of child that made strangers smile, with his shock of white-blonde hair that stood up in cowlicks despite Jonah’s best efforts with water and a comb. His toe head coloring, so different from her brown hair, caught the sun like polished silver, making him easy to spot in any crowd of children.
His steel-blue eyes, sharp and observant, seemed to take in everything around him with unusual intelligence for a five-year-old. They were his most striking feature, not his mother’s sapphire blue, but a more intense, almost metallic shade that could shift from summer sky to storm cloud depending on his mood or the light.
His thick, coarse hair had a mind of its own, growing in every direction at once. What Jonah called his “scientist’s hair” would settle into some semblance of order in the morning only to spring back into cheerful chaos by midday. Even Sister Margaret’s attempts with her special hair oil only temporarily tamed it.
He was tall for his age, all legs and boundless energy, with the slight lankiness of a child on the verge of a growth spurt. His knees were usually scraped, his pockets stuffed with treasures like interesting rocks, spare buttons, and bits of string that might be useful for his “inventions.”
His face was open and expressive, quick to smile, with a dusting of freckles across his nose from hours spent playing in the park. When he was thinking hard about something, like his beloved trains or a particularly interesting puppet show, his brow would furrow in a way that made him look oddly mature.
Though his clothes were simple, handed down, or sewn by Jonah from remnants, he wore them with the careless dignity of a child who’d never been taught to be ashamed of having less than others. His shirt might have been mended, but it was always clean, his collar turned precisely by his mother’s careful hands.
When excited, which was often, his whole body seemed to vibrate with enthusiasm. His hands would gesture wildly as he talked, his voice rising and falling with dramatic emphasis as he shared his latest discovery or idea. Yet he could also display surprising gentleness, like when helping younger children at St. Mary’s or carefully handling his precious toy trains.
At times, especially when deep in thought or asking one of his endless questions about how things worked, he displayed a maturity that caught adults off guard. Other times, his pure childish joy in simple pleasures, like puppet shows or sugar cookies, reminded everyone that he was still very much a little boy.
She noticed he stopped for just a second, then as if he had realized she was there he turned around and ran to her. She scooped him up and he kissed her. “Mom, come see my project me and Johnny are doing. It’s for the children at the hospital, to cheer them up. The ones who are sick really bad.” He wiggled down and she let him go, following him to where the other boy stood grinning. 
“Hello, Mrs. Halton,” Johnny said. 
“Hello Johnny, what are you and Donovan up to?”
“Now let me tell her, Johnny because she’s my mom.” He picked up the paper filled with all kinds of drawings on it. It was evident Johnny had drawn on one side and Donovan on the other. “This is heaven, Mom, and see these clouds? That’s the floor, and this is God’s chair, but He’s not in it right now.”
“I did the birds,” Johnny said.
“The birds are beautiful. What are these?” She pointed to marks above the clouds. 
“Those are people in heaven,” Donovan said.
“And angels,” Johnny interjected.
“This is very nice, and I’m sure the children at the hospital will love it.”
Sister Margaret came by looking at their artwork. “Very nice, you two are quite the artists.”

      ***On the way home, the late afternoon sun was starting to lower in the sky. The streets of Philadelphia seemed busier than normal as Jonah and Donovan walked home. They had just gotten to the apartment building when a familiar voice called out, halting their steps. 
“Jonah! Wait up!”
She turned to see Clara rushing toward her, looking flushed and excited. Jonah smiled, though a hint of wariness crept into her eyes. Clara’s enthusiasm often led to suggestions that didn’t align with Jonah’s carefully structured life.
“Hi, Miss Clara,” Donovan said. 
“Hello, Donovan.” She patted him on the head looking anxiously at Jonah. 
“Sweetheart, here is the key to the apartment. Go ahead and let me talk to Clara for a minute. I’ll be right behind you.
“Okay, Mom, but it’s fine. You might have to talk girl stuff. I’ll be all right.” Then he ran to the stairway, and she watched as he pounded up the stairs and out of sight.
“Clara, what a surprise. Is everything all right?”
Clara linked her arm through Jonah’s. “Everything’s wonderful! I have an amazing opportunity for you.”
Jonah raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”
“There’s this dinner party Friday night. I’ve been invited, and I can bring a friend. I want you to come with me,” Clara said, her words tumbling out in a rush.
“You are a big girl; you don’t need me to come with you. Besides, I promised Donovan I’d spend the weekend with him. My hours have been long this week. We have barely had any time together.”
“But I told them I was bringing a friend,” Clara said, trying to bait Jonah.
“Listen, it all sounds nice, but I can’t. I already have plans with my son.”
“But Jonah, the men are rich and—“ 
“Clara, I said no. You know I can’t. Friday nights are—“
“For your picnic, yes, I know.” Clara waved her free hand dismissively. “But Jonah, this isn’t just any dinner. It’s at the Landens’ home – Tom and Martha Landen. You met them at the shop last weekend, they are charming people. And...” She paused dramatically, “…Elliot Shepherd will be there. They want me to meet him.”
Jonah’s brow furrowed. “Should that name mean something to me?”
Clara’s eyes widened. “Elliot Shepherd? The railroad tycoon? He’s only one of the wealthiest bachelors in Philadelphia! He’ll be there, Jonah. This could be my chance! He’s brilliant, wealthy, and unmarried. Martha specifically asked me to bring a friend, and you’re perfect! So much more interesting than those silly society girls.”
Jonah gently disentangled her arm from Clara’s, her expression softening but resolute. “Clara, I appreciate the thought, but my Friday evenings are sacred. Donovan looks forward to our picnics all week.”
“But Jonah,” Clara persisted, “think of the opportunities! Elliot Shepherd is not just wealthy, he’s brilliant, an inventor, a businessman, and he’s handsome, too, from what I hear. He will have a friend there who is like him.”
A small smile played on Jonah’s lips. “None of that matters to me, Clara. My son is what’s important. Our time together is precious, especially after long days at work. I won’t give that up for a dinner party, no matter who’s attending.”
“But Jonah—“
“Clara,” Jonah’s voice was patient but firm, “I can’t. Donovan is expecting our picnic. We watch the puppet shows, it’s our tradition.”
Clara’s pretty face grew serious. “Don’t you ever think about your future? About finding someone? Donovan needs a father figure—“
“Donovan is perfectly fine,” Jonah interrupted a familiar defensiveness creeping into her voice. “We’re perfectly fine.”
“I know you are, but Jonah, you’re only twenty-two. You can’t spend every Friday night at puppet shows forever.”
“Why not?” Jonah challenged. “They make my son happy. They make me happy.”
“And that’s wonderful! But . . .” Clara bit her lip. “I worry about you, working at that dreary factory, living in that tiny apartment. A rich man could—“
“Could what? Save us?” Jonah’s voice was sharp. Then, seeing Clara’s hurt expression, she softened. “I’m sorry. I know you mean well, but I’m not interested in being saved, Clara. Especially not by some wealthy man who’s looking for a society wife.”
“He’s not like that!” Clara protested. “He’s different. He’s kind, and intelligent, and . . .” she trailed off, looking genuinely distressed. “The truth is, I’m nervous about going alone. Please, Jonah. Come with me?”
Jonah squeezed her friend’s hand. “You’ll be wonderful, Clara
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