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Prologue




Monday, September 14, 1896

Boston Beacon




THRASHED BY A LADY CYCLIST




An extraordinary scene was witnessed on Friday morning on the shores of Lake Quinsigamond in Worcester, in which the principal participants were a young lady cyclist and a youth of eighteen or nineteen. The lady was riding at a good pace, and when in a quiet part of the road the young man, who had apparently been imbibing, stepped into the roadway, and, addressing some insulting remarks to the cyclist, made as if he intended pulling her off the machine. She immediately alighted, caught hold of the astonished youth, and gave him a sound thrashing, using her fists in scientific fashion, to the delight of several laborers who were passing. The young man made off, and the cyclist rode off toward town.








Chapter 1




Wednesday, April 29, 1897

Worcester, MA




Reggie dismounted and pushed her bicycle over the cobblestones. As she rounded the corner, she was surprised to see a figure waiting at the door of her family’s home. A figure in a suit, not a laborer or a delivery boy. He rocked back on his heels, straightened his cuffs, then pulled out a gleaming pocket watch and consulted the time before knocking. The door opened, and she caught a glimpse of the housekeeper, Mrs. Aiken, ushering him inside.

Reggie didn’t have a watch, but obviously she was late. She pushed her bike through the alleyway behind the house and into the former carriage house that served as her father’s workshop. She should have been there to greet the man who held her family’s future in his hands.

She leaned her bicycle against the wall beside several wheel-less frames and quickly smoothed her hands over her hair. It didn’t feel too unruly. She was already in the habit of pinning it down fiercely before she went out for her morning rides, otherwise it ended up a blowsy mass of curls that took far too long to comb out.

There wasn’t time to change into skirts or wipe the sweat from her skin. Her cycling outfit would have to do. At least there didn’t seem to be any large grease or mud stains on her knickers. The spring weather had been clear and fine this week; the roads were dry.

Outside the carriage house, she heard her father’s familiar tones alternating in conversation with another male voice. He’d be explaining his inventions already. She swiped her clammy hands on her knickers as the back door opened.

The man who followed her father ducked instinctively as he came into the shadowed workshop. She hadn’t noted his height when he’d been at the door. Reggie sighed inwardly and made herself as tall as she could, which was not very. She was the sort of person who was inevitably described as “a slip of a girl,” no matter what she did.

“Ah, Reggie,” her father said. “There you are.”

“I just came in,” Reggie said. “Sadie and I took an extra loop.” She should have come straight home, but the opportunity to spend a few more minutes on her wheel with her friend had proven impossible to resist, even on this important day. The warm breath of spring all around her, April leaves in a symphony of green and gold, and Sadie making her giggle with tales of the customers who stopped by the night lunchwagon she ran with her brothers—if every day could start that way, she’d be happy with whatever else came. But she ought to have been back earlier. Hopefully, her father hadn’t made a hash of things yet.

“This is Willis,” her father said, and Reggie bit the inside of her cheek in agitation. That wasn’t right, but he never could keep names straight. “He got your letters. He’s come to see the motors.”

“Walter Ellis,” the man said. He didn’t look offended by her father’s slip, but it wasn’t a good start. All the energy Reggie thought she’d used up climbing hills came back to twist through her belly. She couldn’t afford any missteps with this man. There was so very little she could afford right now.

Mr. Ellis came forward and doffed his hat. His hair was almost as curly as hers, but oiled and combed back into smooth ripples streaked with gold.

Something about him was familiar. Reggie tried to look him over through downcast lashes as she held out her hand. Walter Ellis, of Ellis, Ellis & Grieskamp. A financier from New York, with the potential to ensure the continued existence of the Prince Velomotor Company—and keep food on the Prince family’s table. Worcester was half a day’s train journey from New York—she couldn’t have met him before, and yet he made her skin prickle. It was just nerves, surely, and anticipation of every possibility he represented for her future.

Confusion flickered in his deep-set blue eyes as he looked down at her hand. It was a beat too long before he took it.

“You are”—another hesitation—“Reggie Prince?” He was realizing, in that moment, that he’d been corresponding with a woman. Understanding that “Reggie” was “Regina,” not “Reginald.” It was a small subterfuge, one that she’d resorted to when the letters to financiers from “Regina” had gone unanswered and her family’s debts had continued to grow.

“Yes,” her father said, oblivious to both Reggie’s nerves and Mr. Ellis’s reluctance to acknowledge her. “This is my Regina.”

“It’s a pleasure, Mr. Ellis,” Reggie said. 

Walter Ellis had the grace to blush and release his hold. It hadn’t exactly been a handshake, but at least he hadn’t tried to kiss her hand. Reggie ought to smile at him, but she couldn’t make her lips curve. They had already failed. She was sure of it. It was there in that pause before he’d taken her hand, his judgment of her and of Prince Velomotors. The assumption that a woman knew nothing of business. The certainty that she was weak because she was small, and he was not; because she was the supplicant, and he held the purse strings.

How she wished that, just once, she was the one who held the power. That instead of being the one who must always ask, someone might look to her and want something only she could give.

But that was not the way of the world, and Mr. Ellis was still looking at her oddly, as if she were a zoo specimen. The New Woman—a bicycle-riding, knicker-clad, business-interested oddity. She turned away from his gaze, but there was still the velomotor to show him. That was the reason for this whole farce. Her father’s invention would speak for itself, no matter what Mr. Ellis thought of her.

“Let us show you the velomotor,” she said. “Do you want me to help you get out anything, Papa?” She went to the cabinets where the prototype motors were. Anything to move away from the man. Her heart was in her throat, pumping as if she’d been sprinting. More than sprinting—like a vicious dog had leapt to chase her as she pedaled away as fast as she could.

She glanced back at Walter Ellis. He looked mildly puzzled, but not particularly dangerous. She was letting her nerves get the better of her. He was so much taller than she was. It was natural to be worried about someone who could lean an elbow on your head and barely have to shift his shoulders to do so.

“Yes, the latest one,” her father was saying. “I’ll set it up with your old wheel and you can demonstrate it for Mr. Willis.”

Reggie lifted the motor out of the cabinet, the brass casing cool beneath her fingers. It took two hands, but only because of its unwieldy shape. The main weight was the kerosene reservoir, which would be filled once the velomotor had been affixed to the frame of the bicycle.

She carried it to her father, who had unrolled the stained cloth pouch that held his tools: wrenches and ratchets, snips and screwdrivers. Mr. Ellis came close to watch her father’s process and Reggie moved away again.

He bent to run a long finger over the frame of the bicycle, and suddenly she knew him.

It wasn’t the sensation of fleeing from a dog that had come over her: it was the memory of sprinting away from a man, the bicycle frame shifting left-right-left in counterbalance to the push of her legs.

Reggie stared at Walter Ellis as she sorted through the memory from the previous fall. An early morning ride, a pair of drunks near the lake, one of them lunging and trying to take her bike from her.

She had hit him. In the face. And here he was, as neat as you please, in her father’s workshop.

Her father was whistling, the same low tune that always accompanied his work. He had three of the four brackets attached already. Another minute and he would be finished and Mr. Ellis would look up at her again. Reggie wanted to push him out of the carriage house and never see him again, but she was still frozen by the realization of who he was. He was that drunken lout—but he was also the only one from the long list of financiers to whom she’d written who was here, in her father’s workshop, looking at the velomotor with every evidence of interest.

Reggie bit the inside of her lower lip, trying not to make a face. Had Ellis recognized her in the moment he shook her hand? He might have been blushing with shame. Or perhaps he was a creature without shame. Perhaps he’d been too drunk on the occasion of their first meeting to remember it.

She closed her eyes and took three deep breaths. In her mind, she conjured up the image of a bicycle wheel. Here was the hub at the center, calm and barely moving, while the spokes rotated outward to the felloes and the rim. Every piece spinning. A calm and organized movement. It didn’t matter where, just so long as it was forward.

When she opened her eyes, her father was tightening the last bracket against the bicycle’s frame. Mr. Ellis was watching intently.

Perhaps she was mistaken. Perhaps it hadn’t been him. The figure in her memory was blurry, just an impression of panic. She’d cajoled Sadie into being her companion for morning rides after that.

The longer she looked at him, however, the more certain she was. It wasn’t her memory that was blurry; it was that he’d been bleary with drink. Leaning on his companion and then stumbling toward her.

He was sober now. Serious-faced, clean-shaven, standing upright with excellent posture that emphasized his height. Intent as he was on her father’s adjustments to the velomotor, she could look at his profile: he had a strong line to his chin and a straight nose—she hadn’t broken it, nor had anyone else. He might be handsome, in some context where her worries about the past and the future weren’t tangled in an uncomfortable knot in her belly.

Walter Ellis was a potential way forward. Her father’s former business partner had refused to cosign on a bank loan for Prince Velomotors, and the family had no collateral to get a loan on their own. Reggie earned a few dollars a month giving lessons at the Bicycle Academy to women who preferred a female instructor to the young men who had most of the students, but it wasn’t enough to support the family or cover the costs of her father’s materials. Her little sisters might get a place gluing together lace and paper among Mr. Whitney’s Valentine girls, but it was far more likely they’d end up among the children who worked in Worcester’s many factories. She didn’t want her sisters to become like those thin, work-roughened children, gray with exhaustion.

Very well. She would demonstrate the motor; Mr. Ellis would see that it worked. Whether he didn’t recognize her or was pretending not to didn’t matter—he would give them the necessary funds, and she would get the finances in order for the Prince Velomotor Company and the Prince family household. She had bested him before; she could do it again.








Chapter 2




Walter could feel Miss Prince’s eyes on him. It took an effort not to turn around and stare at her in turn. She was not at all the “hail fellow, well met” college boy he’d imagined as the accountant-cum-secretary to the inventor of the bicycle motors.

The inventor, half humming, half whistling, bent over his machine in the dusty morning light. The inventor’s daughter stood in the shadows just outside Walter’s field of vision. A New Woman wearing cycling knickers: she’d obviously spent the morning on a wheel. 

His father would be appalled—no, not appalled. He wouldn’t give the situation enough attention to be appalled.

“There we are,” Mr. Prince said, tightening the last bracket that fixed the motor to the bicycle. “Now the kerosene, and we’ll be all set.”

Miss Prince, anticipating her father’s needs, stepped forward with a kerosene can. She filled the reservoir with steady hands, not looking at Walter. She hadn’t met his eyes since he’d shaken her hand, but he still had the impression that she was watching him sidelong. She had long lashes, the sort that his sister would be jealous of. If she’d just look up, he’d see what color eyes they were hiding.

When the last drop of oil had splashed down the spout, she returned the can to the cupboard she’d taken it from, still without looking at Walter. The whole workshop was lined with cupboards and shelves, each overfull with the accoutrements of the elder Prince’s work. Twists of brass, coils of rubber tubing, stacks of gears, a selection of oil canisters higgledy-piggledy beside a neatly folded stack of stained rags. The space smelled of metal and oil in the way his father’s offices smelled of leather and ink. Both layered scents intimated creation in different ways. 

“Reggie will demonstrate,” her father said, a hint of regret in his voice. He tapped his left knee with the wrench in his hand. “I’m confined to building the machines these days.”

Miss Prince took hold of the wheel like an experienced scorcher. Mr. Prince rolled the wide doors open, and morning sun slid over her. Walter couldn’t help looking at her legs as she pushed the machine toward the alley. Her ankles were smartly covered with spats, a row of buttons up the outside where the cloth hugged the line of her calves before the gathered fabric of her knickers hid the curve of her hips.

She turned and caught the direction of Walter’s gaze. Her chin lifted immediately as he looked up guiltily and he had his first full-on view of her face.

Her eyes were gray-green, her gaze as cool and imperious as her name. Despite being a foot shorter, she managed to give the impression of looking down at Walter, as if she truly were a queen—and he was a dirty peasant who’d stumbled uninvited into her palace.

Walter looked away, dry mouthed. More than ever, he wished that “Reggie” had been anyone other than an attractive young woman. How was he supposed to think about business when he was red-faced and flustered just watching her walk across the room? His father was right: he was a soft-headed clod-wit.

Thinking of his father brought his concentration back. Never mind what Miss Prince looked like. She had written persuasive and articulate letters about all the ways in which the little motor her father had just attached to her bicycle would change the world.

“Too small,” Jeremiah Ellis had said when Walter had brought him the proposal from Prince Velomotors. “We’re not here for charity.”

Walter had nodded and left his father’s office, but he hadn’t stopped thinking about the velomotors. Cleaner and cheaper than a horse, Reggie Prince’s letters had promised that the velomotor would speed up the revolution the bicycle had begun and give even the infirm access to the power of the wheel. Every bicycle owner was a potential customer, and the number of bicycle owners was going up sharply every year.

In the open doorway, Miss Prince had focused her attention fiercely on the motor and away from Walter. It seemed that he’d embarrassed her as well as himself. He ought to say something: refer back to the letters she’d written, ask her about production time lines or projected costs. He ran his tongue over his teeth and failed to open his mouth.

Miss Prince fiddled with the switch on the motor. Nothing happened, and Walter bit back a sigh of disappointment. It was only a life-changing invention if it worked. What had he expected?

The second time he’d brought the velomotor proposal to his father, Jeremiah had accused him of sentimental bias. “College rowing was one thing, but you need to focus on business now. I won’t fund a company just because you think you’ll hare off on some lake somewhere.”

It was true that the address in Worcester, Massachusetts was the first thing about Prince Velomotors that had caught Walter’s eye. It was true that Lake Quinsigamond was one of the best rowing courses in New England. It was true that Walter would likely visit the boathouses this afternoon—but that didn’t mean his father was right to dismiss the velomotors. If they worked.

Miss Prince wiped her fingers on her knickers and flicked the switch yet again.

The motor came to life with a mechanical cough and wheeze. “It takes a moment for the pressure to build,” Mr. Prince said helpfully. He began to speak about the workings of the motor. Walter listened with half an ear as Miss Prince mounted the wheel—a simple process for a woman in knickers with no skirts to arrange—and pushed off. She moved easily, gracefully.

Walter and Mr. Prince stepped out to the street to watch her progress.

After a few pumps on the pedals, she tucked her feet up on the pegs beside the front wheel to make it clear that the velomotor was doing the work as she bumped along the brick street. She had an admirable sense of balance, even taking one hand off the handlebars to tuck a stray curl behind her ear. The steady chuffing on the motor echoed off the walls of the little alleyway, coming back discordant.

It did work. Walter smiled with relief. When he looked over at Mr. Prince, however, the old man was frowning. His daughter abruptly turned the wheel. A curl of smoke escaped from the metal casing.

The unpleasant sound wasn’t an echo; it was coming from the motor. It stopped as Miss Prince dismounted and flipped the switch.

“Is it meant to smell like that?” Walter asked, his heart sinking. Yes, Father, it seemed promising. Right up until the moment when it caught fire. Chance in a million, you know.

“There may be a few spots of oil on the parts inside,” she said, giving him a bland and unconvincing smile. “They burn away in the first few miles.”

“I clean all the parts,” Mr. Prince said, still frowning, and entirely oblivious to the look his daughter was giving him. He took the bicycle from her and reached out to the velomotor. “Damn!” He pulled his hand back, flexing his fingers. “It’s overheated.” He wheeled the bicycle back into the workshop, muttering to himself.

Should he leave now? Six hours on an evening train and he’d be back in New York. Tomorrow morning, he’d wear himself out on the river before he went into the office. His father would probably reassign him as a mail room clerk, where he’d have nothing more mentally strenuous to do than direct envelopes into the proper slots. His cousin Jem would come by to share whatever new and successful venture he’d found—not sneering, exactly, but making sure that Walter knew which of them was the smart one. The one who had a head for business. The one who would be made partner and carry on as the third generation of Ellis financiers.

“Mr. Ellis.” Walter looked down and found Miss Prince before him, her gray-green eyes intense in her upturned face. Her bosom shifted as she took a breath and continued, “Without purpose-made components, there is always the chance that some will not mesh properly. When we have the funds, we will be able to contract with a jobbing shop to get exactly the parts we need, rather than my father filing fittings to make them work together. A prototype, you must understand, is not perfect. It’s not meant to be; that’s what makes it a prototype.”

It sounded reasonable, the way she said it. But how was he to know whether it was true or whether she was saying whatever she thought he wanted to hear to secure a contract?

His father wouldn’t believe her. In Jeremiah Ellis’s world, women were not involved in business. Perhaps selling pies or taking in laundry, but not in manufacturing. Not in accounting. Not in writing the precise and detailed letters Walter had read from Prince Velomotors. He didn’t doubt, now that he’d met both Regina Prince and her father, that she was the one who’d written each and every letter; her father had spoken of nothing but the motor itself.

Her gaze was still fixed on him, and he remembered that the meeting wasn’t just about the possibility that he might return triumphant to the family firm in New York. It was also about whether Prince Velomotors would be able to manufacture and sell the contraptions that Mr. Prince had created.

“Ah-hah!” came Mr. Prince’s exclamation from within the workshop. “Here we are.” He waved them inside with grease-stained hands and pointed to a fitting inside the velomotor, which he had removed from the bicycle and half disassembled on a well-worn wooden workbench. “I had tightened this”—he pointed to a bit of metal Walter could not have named—”more than it was ready for. I’ll have it back together in two shakes of a lamb’s tail, and we’ll go again.” He sat down at the bench, collecting his tools around him.

Miss Prince hovered at his shoulder, occasionally darting looks at Walter. How did such a tiny woman, who would barely look at him, make him feel like a schoolboy who’d forgotten his lessons? Walter had never been the sort to make easy conversation with women, but he felt more awkward than usual before her. Her words to him had been polite, and yet she made his palms sweat.

Don’t be an idiot. He wasn’t working up the courage to ask her to dance. She wasn’t going to snub him in the midst of society. He was deciding whether to enter into a contract of business between his father’s firm and her father’s company. Except that she was clearly the business-minded one in the Prince family. What would his father think if Walter suggested making a contract with a company run by a woman?

“No need to hurry,” he said. “I’ll come back tomorrow morning.” He needed time to think this through. Time to decide how he could sell his father on this investment, time to decide if he could work with Regina Prince despite the unsettling feeling that she disapproved of him on some deep level.

“I’ll have it purring like a kitten tomorrow,” Mr. Prince promised.

His daughter said nothing, then suddenly pulled herself upright and asked, “Shall I show you out, Mr. Ellis?”

Walter shook his head and took himself out of the small space. Once he was in the open street, without the sensation that he was going to brush his head against the rafters, he breathed a little easier and felt foolish. Had he really just run away because there was a woman involved? What sort of antediluvian creature was he? But he couldn’t go back now.

Instead, he went back to the hotel where he’d dropped his luggage and sent a telegram to let Will Doveton know he was in Massachusetts. Doveton would use the excuse to come up from Boston, and if he wasn’t the sort to provide financial advice, he was at least entertaining company.

Then he went down to the lake, seeking the water, always the surest course to a better mood.








Chapter 3




Reggie went back to the house when Walter Ellis had gone. She left her father engrossed in the velomotor, checking it over and considering how to foolproof its attachments from being over-tightened. She ought to go directly upstairs to the office and start writing letters in the vain hope of finding some other willing financier, but it would wait until later in the day. First she would change out of her cycling costume and check in with Mrs. Aiken.

She had barely finished repinning her hair when a bustle in the hallway warned her of the approach of Ellie and Lizzie. She turned around as the eleven-year-old twins tumbled into the room.

“Has the postman come yet?” she asked. The girls were always watching the mail for the newest issue of The Delineator while Reggie was hoping for financial news that wasn’t a bill. If she could only secure funding for the velomotors, there might be money enough for the twins to recreate some of the fashion illustrations they spent so much time poring over in the magazine.

“Did you talk with him?” Lizzie asked. “He was very handsome!”

“The postman?” Reggie asked.

“No,” Ellie said. “The man who came to look at Papa’s motors.”

“He was not handsome,” Reggie said reflexively, even as the strong lines of Walter Ellis’s face rose in her mind. “How would you know, anyway?”

“We saw him from the window,” Lizzie said. “While he was waiting. He had a very stylish suit, did you note it? I saw one like it in the plates last month.”

“I was not looking at his suit,” Reggie said. She bit the inside of her lip. He’d left so abruptly—would he come back? If only the motor had worked on the first try!

“It was pinstriped,” Lizzie informed her.

“All I noticed was that he was very tall,” Reggie said. And that he had strong hands and white-blond eyebrows that stood out when he blushed, as he had when she’d caught him looking at her backside. She’d probably glared at him then, when she should have smiled and fluttered her eyelashes. “He’ll come back tomorrow to talk with Papa and bring a contract.” If she said it aloud, perhaps it would be true. She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to return, but they needed the contract. “Stay out of the way and don’t bother him.”

Lizzie pouted, and Ellie mimicked her twin’s expression.

“What about the postman?” Reggie reminded them. “Are there any letters today?”

“We put them in the office,” Ellie said, and Reggie tamped down an upwelling of hope. Perhaps there would be a letter from another financier, one she didn’t already know to be a belligerent drunk.

None of the letters the twins had set on the desk were anything helpful, however. There was a notice from the dry goods store where they held an account, noting the amount the Prince household owed for the last six months’ worth of goods used but not yet paid for. A similar letter had come from the gas company, but at least now that spring was here, the longer days would leave little need for gas lamps burning in the evenings. She set aside a missive addressed to her father from Mr. Vaill, the owner of the Worcester Skate Company and his former employer, and opened the only personal letter that had come that day: from her aunt in Framingham.

Reggie hadn’t seen Aunt Verity, or any of her mother’s sisters, since her mother had died. Still, Aunt Verity took a benevolent interest in her nieces and wrote often. Her letters were full of the social comings and goings in Framingham and relayed news about second cousins whom Reggie had never met. This one was more of the same, along with the news that Aunt Verity’s mother-in-law, who had long resided in her son’s home, had instead gone to live with one of her daughters. Thus there was room in the parsonage, and Aunt Verity suggested that Eleanor and Elizabeth might come and stay with her.

Reggie smoothed the letter on the top of the desk and stared at it. Could she send her sisters away, even to live with family? In the seven years their mother had died, she had been the one to look after them. Mrs. Aiken had been there, but Reggie had been the one to soothe them back to sleep after nightmares and patch up scraped knees and broken dolls.

But next to her hand was the stack of unpaid bills. Two growing girls and too much living on credit. Aunt Verity would take good care of her sister’s children. No one would be hungry in the Harpers’ house.

On the other hand, Reggie’s last memory of the Reverend Harper was a forbidding figure who had chastised her for sniffling during her mother’s funeral. The twins would have done more than sniffle, but they’d been kept away with Mrs. Aiken.

The Reverend Harper likely wouldn’t approve of the twins’ interest in fashionable dresses. And if he knew that his wife’s eldest niece wore knickers and rode a bicycle, well… Reggie couldn’t decide if he’d be more likely to hurry the twins away from her bad influence or wash his hands of the Princes entirely.

Reggie tried to remember more of what sort of woman Aunt Verity was, but she hadn’t visited since the funeral. She and Aunt Amity had both resembled Reggie’s mother, the way that Reggie and the twins were alike. Perhaps that was why her father had made no attempt to visit his sisters-in-law or invite them to Worcester.

Reggie closed her eyes and let herself call up the memories of her mother. The way she had sat on the edge of the bed, singing and smoothing Reggie’s hair after bedtime prayers. The way she sat in her rocking chair, the lamp pulled close for light as she stitched together scraps of cloth that became miniature hats, evening dresses, and capes for her daughters’ dolls.

There had been something almost doll-like about Felicity Prince, too. Reggie had never been tall, but she had surpassed her mother’s height by age twelve. Her mother had been too small, perhaps, to have carried the twins, for her next pregnancy had been her last. And then the funeral, with her mother lying so still and looking more doll-like than ever—

Making herself cry wouldn’t solve any of the family’s problems. Reggie rubbed her eyes dry and looked at the letter again. She should be grateful that Aunt Verity had offered to take the twins into her home. Instead, she was worrying about the unchangeable past. Nothing would bring her mother back. There was no way to go back in time and keep her father interested in his work with Mr. Vaill after the death of his wife. It was all water under the bridge. Forward motion only. The best she could do was look after her absent-minded father and keep her sisters happy. 

If Mr. Ellis came back, she would secure a contract with him. If they had a contract, then there would be funds. If there were funds, then there would be no need to send the twins away.

Reggie folded the letter and started to slide it back into the envelope. But suppose that Mr. Ellis had departed from the workshop so abruptly because he’d recognized her after all? Was he brazen enough to return, or would he slink away in embarrassment?

She tapped the envelope against the leather-covered desktop, chewing on her lip. She wanted to believe that Walter Ellis was the answer to her prayers, but when she thought of the encounter by the lake last fall, doubt bloomed in her belly. She couldn’t rely on a man who’d been stumbling drunk. Not with her family’s future on the line. 

She ought to tell her father, but then she’d have to explain why she hadn’t told him about the incident at the time. She hadn’t wanted him to worry about her, nor had she wanted to lose the trust that let her go out riding whenever and wherever she liked.

Again she drew the letter from the envelope. If the twins were with Aunt Verity for a few weeks and she took on extra lessons at the Academy, then—if there were no unforeseen expenses—they might come up with the money to order a small quantity of the fittings her father wanted for the velomotors. Then he could manufacture enough to sell, and then there would be more money. Then she’d fetch the twins home and buy them new dresses besides. Framingham was not so far, after all. An hour on the train would take them there and bring them home just as easily.

As if drawn by her thoughts, the twins came bounding into the room. Reggie tucked Aunt Verity’s letter into one of the pigeonholes of the desk and turned to face them.

“Will Mr. Ellis stay to dinner when he comes tomorrow?” Lizzie demanded.

“We told Mrs. Aiken that he would,” Ellie added. “She said there’s enough peaches left to make a pie.”

“Once he eats Mrs. Aiken’s pie,” Lizzie said, “he’ll never want to leave.”

Ever helpful, her sisters, and always with a master plan. “And what are we to do with Mr. Ellis once we’ve caught him with pie?” Reggie asked. She refrained from pointing out that whatever he was used to eating in New York was probably a grade higher than pie made of last year’s dried fruit, even if Mrs. Aiken made the best pastry in Worcester.

“He’ll help Papa with the motors,” Ellie said.

“And marry you,” Lizzie said.

“Perhaps he’ll marry Mrs. Aiken, if he really likes pie that much,” Reggie said. “In any case, I’m sure he’s a very busy man. He may not have time to dine with us.” And he may not come back at all, she added silently. “I have to go to the Academy. Have you two finished your school lessons?”

Their downcast eyes provided an immediate answer. Reggie sighed with exaggerated disapproval.

“You must do your lessons, both of you. You’ll never be able to adjust dress patterns to your own size if you can’t do your sums.”




Chapter 4


When Walter came back to the hotel from the boathouses, he learned two important things. First, that the hotel dining room was woefully inadequate when it came to luncheon. Second, that Will Doveton had nothing better to do in Boston and would be arriving on an afternoon train.

He stuffed the telegram into his pocket and went out to look for better food, wondering if it had been wise to invite Doveton. Things had a way of going horribly wrong when Doveton was around. The incident with the swan, for instance, or his last visit to Worcester, when Walter had ended up with a black eye that Doveton swore, in his usual outrageous fashion, had been given to him by a girl. It was just the sort of anecdote that Doveton liked to come up with for his newspaper stories, and Walter was quite sure that Doveton had manufactured that one out of whole cloth. He had certainly written it up for the Boston Beacon with glee.

Thinking of the way Regina Prince had been watching him, Walter wondered if there hadn’t been a kernel of truth to Doveton’s tale. Had word gone around among the young women of Worcester? Watch out for tall men with a New York way of speaking—they have no manners whatsoever.

Walter walked moodily down the street, watching for signs that would indicate a restaurant. He ought to have asked at the hotel, but that would have meant explaining why he wasn’t going to eat in their little dining room. “Because I can smell the boiled mutton from here” was not a discussion he wanted to start. He was still trying to work out a more delicate problem: how to word a message to his father.

Nothing that mentioned Regina Prince, for a start. He needed numbers to convince Jeremiah Ellis that Prince Velomotors would be profitable, and the figures that Miss Prince had included in her letters hadn’t been large enough to catch his father’s attention. But obviously they needed to start somewhere: one old man and his daughter, no matter how fiercely competent, were not enough to start a large-scale operation.

He turned a corner and caught a whiff of a more appetizing smell. A wagon covered with brightly painted panels of blue, white and yellow stood on the other side of the street. “Starlight Night Lunchwagon” was inscribed along the top. It wasn’t night, but the scent of roasted meat and warm bread, combined with the line beside of the wagon, said lunch was available right now.

Walter crossed the street, waited his turn, and asked for three sandwiches.

“Pay when you get them,” said the young man who’d leaned out of the wagon to listen to Walter’s order. Then, quick as a thought, he snatched Walter’s hat from his head.

“Hey!”

“And you’ll get your hat back then,” the rascal added with a wink, tucking the hat away somewhere out of sight behind him. He turned to the man behind Walter. “What’ll it be?”

“Is this how you do business?” Walter demanded, refusing to step aside from the window. He was tall enough that he could reach inside and grab the young man if he was quick enough.

The other man, anticipating Walter’s thought, stepped back from the window. “I don’t know you, friend,” he said. “How do I know you’ve got the coins for three sandwiches? Maybe I make them up for you, you snatch them, and then I’m out three sandwiches? And you don’t know me, so if you pay up front, how do you know I’m not going to give you stale bread with a bit of old cheese? Don’t get your back up.” He pointed behind Walter. “I took his hat too, and he was sensible about it.”

Walter glanced over and saw that there was indeed another hatless man waiting a little way off. The others in line behind him were grumbling, but more at Walter than at the rascal in the lunchwagon. Walter sighed and stepped back to let the next man order.

There was a steady stream of people waiting and a bustle of activity inside the wagon. Walter had ten minutes to consider his situation and his options, trying to concentrate while his stomach rumbled.

He’d only been in Worcester for a few hours, and already things weren’t going well. He was hungry and uncertain, his legs and back stiff from the long hours on the train, and his mind kept turning up flashes of Miss Prince, with her long lashes and intense eyes. He’d said he’d come back the following day. She’d be waiting for his offer to Prince Velomotors. Would she smile at him when he said yes, Ellis, Ellis & Grieskamp would be pleased to contract with you for such and such number of velomotors, will provide such and such amount of money? Or would she merely nod and dive into negotiations?

If he couldn’t convince his father, she definitely wouldn’t smile.

“Oy! New York!”

Walter looked up from his thoughts. The young man was leaning out from the lunchwagon, waving at him.

“D’you want your hat back, friend?”

The question was asked with a wide grin and Walter found he couldn’t stay angry at such an imp. He had enough to worry about; he wasn’t about to trade his lunch for a fight. He paid for the newspaper-wrapped sandwiches and tried to return a good-natured smile when his hat was dropped back onto his head.

He was too hungry to go back to the hotel or look for a convenient place to sit, so Walter ate standing up on the street corner among the working men. For a few minutes, all his thoughts were on his food. The meat was thinly sliced, but well-seasoned and piled high between substantial pieces of bread. He wondered what profits the lunchwagon made and how steady their trade was that they had to resort to holding customers’ hats as security. Another business that his father would overlook as too small, but Walter was glad to have found them.

When he’d finished, the lunch hour was nearly over, and the crowd around the wagon had thinned out. He went back to the window and tapped on it.

The young man slid it open immediately and, brushing his thick brown hair back from his forehead, raised an eyebrow at Walter. “Come to lend me your hat again?”

“I wanted to say that the sandwiches were good.”

“Best in the state,” was the immodest answer. “Come back anytime. We’re here into the small hours every day.”

“Maybe tomorrow,” Walter said. He felt better now that his belly was full. When he brushed the last breadcrumbs from his coat, a small brown sparrow dashed forward bravely to seek them out among the cobbles of the street. Walter smiled at the bird as he turned to walk back to the hotel. The sky was a pale blue wash above him, and he’d thought of a few good phrases to put together in a telegram to his father.


Two hours later, he had two telegrams crumpled in his coat pocket as he walked out onto the platform where Doveton’s train was arriving. People poured out of the cars dragging bundles and boxes and bags. It wasn’t hard to find Doveton, the way it wasn’t hard to spot any of the Whitford oarsmen in a crowd. He stood out like a rock in the moving sea of travelers.

“Welcome to the great state of Massachusetts!” Doveton said when they met in the middle of the platform. “How’s business? You look glum.”

Walter pulled the telegrams out and handed them to Doveton as they went down the stairs. “I think we should invest in a company here. My father… thinks otherwise.”

Doveton shuffled the telegrams, passing over the one he’d sent, and read the other. “Same tune as usual, I see,” he said, and handed the slips of paper back to Walter.

Walter crumpled them into a ball and lobbed it at a wastebasket as they passed. It hit the rim and fell onto the floor. Walter sighed and detoured to put it in the basket.

“Cheer up,” Doveton said. “I’m here now to keep you company, and no one’s hit you in the face yet.”

“No one is going to hit me in the face unless you get some fool notion in your head to do it.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it—unless you happened to hit me first, which you won’t.” Doveton put an arm around Walter’s shoulders and spun him around the foyer. “Have you eaten? I’m famished.”

“I had sandwiches,” Walter said.

“Was there beer?” When Walter shook his head, Doveton sighed. “Somewhere else, then
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