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      “Are we in Chicago yet?”

      “Not quite. Go back to sleep.”

      I sounded breathless, for good reason. The train had jolted and swayed alarmingly—as it had several times that morning, to be sure—but I hadn’t been asleep and dreaming about the snow before. This time the sudden movement sent prickles of fear into my fingertips as I opened my eyes in panic. It was here—it—what had it been? Some terrible fate, looming out of a white blizzard.

      “Ridiculous, Nell,” I whispered. What I’d thought were snowflakes tickling my face must have been Sarah’s wiry, copper-colored hair, already escaping from its braids. She had curled into a ball on my lap, her bony posterior and her boots making dents in my traveling dress, her head hot and heavy.

      “Nasty, smelly train.” Sarah delivered her pronouncement with conviction, but her eyes didn’t open, and she only butted her head harder into the softer part of me just above the boning of my corset.

      I swallowed hard, willing the anxiety coursing through me to subside. The other passengers were quiet. Only the preacher’s wife was still reading, in the lowest of murmurs, from a seemingly endless book of sermons. Her husband had fixed a half smile of encouragement on his face, but his eyelids were drooping. We had all boarded the train, the last leg of our journey to Chicago, very early in the morning.

      Across from me, Tess stirred and lifted her head, pushing her spectacles back up her nose.

      “I’m thirsty.”

      “We must be almost there,” I said. “We’ve already stopped at Joliet to let some passengers off. When we get to the Palmer House Hotel, we can drink tea and eat cakes to our hearts’ content.”

      Tess licked her lips and smiled, settling back into her half-asleep contemplation of the rain-drenched, partially frozen landscape through which we rattled. Beneath the gray, cloud-laden sky, a repeating series of views passed before us—yellowed prairie, the thick brown clay of fields bristling with last year’s corn stalks, and gray-brown trees gathered together in spindly, desolate clumps. Behind us in Kansas, the first green shoots were showing, but the only color in Chicago’s hinterland was the occasional red-painted barn or whitewashed farmhouse.

      Chicago. No doubt my fear that we were on a collision course with disaster had given rise to my dream of stumbling through the snow toward an unknown doom. Ever since we’d clambered aboard the cart that had taken us away from the Eternal Life Seminary, the dread that I’d made a horrible mistake had settled over my shoulders like a cold blanket.

      I blamed Martin, of course. Well, to be fair, I was at fault too for giving in to his insistence that we come to Chicago. But wasn’t it typical of him, that assumption that he could steer my life? The more so now that I knew—and he knew—I’d fallen in love with him. Perhaps women really were as weak as Judah Poulton had said.

      Something inside me twanged like a harp string as the memory of Judah’s broken body and his blood seeping into the snow intruded on my thoughts. I stiffened and Sarah stirred, making a sound between a snort and a moan. Two of the traveling salesmen who had boarded the train at Bloomington were moving through the carriage, and hearing the sound, they nodded an apology and trod more carefully. Their scents of pomade, sweat, and cigars lingered in the air after they passed, adding to the carriage’s general mustiness.

      “Drat Judah.” I gritted my teeth. He was dead, after all, and no longer a threat to us. But he’d been right about one thing. I felt myself drawn to Martin like a moth to a flame, in danger of burning. Was that what Martin wanted after all? That I should become his mistress? He’d explained to me so carefully that as much as he wanted to divorce his wife, he couldn’t do so without the risk of dragging my name, and Sarah’s, in the mud. He had left me with little hope that he’d make the attempt.

      “Leaves me in a pretty position, doesn’t it, Martin?” I whispered in the direction of the window. The little farmhouses and sturdy barns were more frequent now. It was the landscape of my youth—we must be nearing Chicago. I imagined Martin climbing into his carriage with his glittering, faithless Lucetta while I stood at a distance, watching from the outer edge of his world.

      Did he still entertain a spark of love for her? That question had pounded in my head to the rhythm of the train’s progress. Martin had told me he was living in a hotel—did that mean he never saw her? Or did they appear together in society when the occasion demanded? Could I—we—even aspire to the sort of society Lucetta and Martin moved in?

      “Is the Palmer House awful grand, Nell?”

      Tess’s question was an odd echo of my own swirling thoughts. I realized she was gazing at me, her almond-shaped eyes magnified behind her spectacles.

      “I think it is.” I bit my lip but then straightened my shoulders. “We can afford it, Tess. We won’t be out of place there.”

      “You won’t.” Tess looked doubtful.

      “Neither will you. I promise.”

      I smiled at Tess, finding my own courage in the effort to strengthen hers. I understood her fears. She’d led a retired life in Kansas while I’d at least had my dressmaking clients. I had attended many dinners and social events from which she'd been excluded. In Chicago, she would be under the scrutiny of many people, and I knew that daunted her. When I looked at Tess, I saw the sister of my heart; but we were both aware that strangers who saw her would have the word “imbecile” in their minds, and perhaps on their lips.

      “Wouldn’t it be nicer to have a little house of our own? You said we could afford one.” The expression on Tess’s face was almost pleading.

      “I’d like nothing more.” I sighed. “But it all depends on whether we can stay in Chicago.”

      “Why can’t we? Martin’s there.”

      I set my mouth into its most stubborn expression, hoping that might deter Tess from further remarks about Martin. She still wished that I might marry Martin despite the inconvenient existence of his wife. She never could see why the biblical patriarchs could have more than one wife and Martin couldn’t. Intensely moral as she was, the idea of my being even remotely tempted to become Martin’s mistress had never entered her head.

      “And I’m from Chicago,” Tess continued. “At least, that’s where we lived when Ma and Da let the charity lady take me to the Poor Farm.” Her mouth turned down at the corners. “I don’t suppose they’d want to see me though.”

      “Oh, Tess.” I felt the prickling of tears and wished I could hug her, but I couldn’t move an inch without disturbing Sarah. “You’ll always have a home with Sarah and me, whatever happens. Just give me a little time to look around and see what work I can do.”

      “But you’re rich, Nell, and you’re a lady. Rich ladies don’t work. Except for being charity ladies and making sure that poor people behave themselves.”

      “I want to work. Real work, not committees.” I kept my voice low—the preacher’s wife’s reading was faltering as she eavesdropped on our conversation. “I want to make beautiful dresses, like Martin’s couturières.”

      And that was another thing. The one place in Chicago where I ached to work was permanently barred to me. I’d be a fool to put myself in temptation’s way. I was a shareholder in Martin’s store, but I could never truly become part of it. In some ways, the longing to do so was almost as strong as my longing for Martin himself.

      Sarah’s weight against my chest prevented a huge sigh from forcing its way out. There was no prospect of reconciling my conflicting desires, which all seemed to center on Chicago. I wanted my independence, I wanted Martin, and I wanted Tess and Sarah to be happy. I could neither marry Martin—which would have robbed me of my independence in any event—nor give in to my desires and condemn the three of us to a life of lies and potential disgrace.

      “Hotel tickets, Madam?”

      I’d been so preoccupied I hadn’t seen the uniformed man approaching, but Sarah was awake in an instant.

      “Are we in Chicago, Momma?”

      “Very soon, I think. Could you move off my lap so I can look in my reticule?” I knew exactly where it was—the coins it contained had been pressing most uncomfortably into my hip for the last three hours. I gestured to the Parmalee agent to wait a moment.

      “We’re staying at the Palmer House.” I fished out the slip of paper with one hand, steadying Sarah with the other.

      The man jerked his chin toward the back of the carriage. “The Palmer House has its own carriage. The agent will be along in a minute.”

      Sarah giggled—every word the man spoke caused his abundant mustache to blow outward. I tightened my grip on her torso as a signal not to laugh, but after all she was only five years old. “Thank you,” I said to the Parmalee agent.

      “Don’t forget the paper with the numbers of your trunks.” The man moved on, his gait steady despite the train’s rocking.

      Sarah, clearly well rested, scrambled up onto the seat and pressed her hands and nose against the carriage window.

      “Sarah, it’s dirty. Don’t do that.” I tried to pull her away, but she resisted.

      “Look—see that cart? It’s coming toward us and going backward at the same time.”

      We’d been sitting with our backs to the engine, allowing Tess to face the direction of travel so she wouldn’t get sick. We were passing through yet another small town clinging to the prairie with more stubbornness than sense, and Sarah was right. The bright yellow cart moving in the same direction was receding into the distance as the train’s greater speed pulled us forward.

      Just like my life, I reflected as I steeled myself for the task of getting my small family ready to disembark. We were moving forward all right, but my doubts and fears trailed me and would catch up with me as soon as I stood still. Worse, I was heading toward Martin, but every inch I moved in his direction seemed to increase the distance between us.
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      “Look at all the people! Why are some of them dressed so funny? And the buildings are so big. Momma, look!”

      Sarah’s hat, anchored by its ribbon, fell backward. I’d taken out her braids and brushed her hair once we’d descended from the train. It shone in crisp copper waves, ending in a cascade of ringlets. She wriggled around to get a better view from the window, and I saw her foot strike the well-dressed woman who sat next to her in the Palmer House carriage.

      “I’m so sorry.” I reached across Tess and seized my daughter’s wiry midriff. “Tess, could you possibly move over so I can put her between us? Sarah, polite little girls sit still—no, you can’t stand on the bench—oh, for goodness' sake. I’m sorry,” I said again to the woman she’d kicked. “She’s usually well behaved, but she had a long sleep on the train, and she’s full of energy.”

      “And excitement, I imagine,” the woman said, smiling. “It’s quite all right. I have three grandchildren, although I don’t see them nearly often enough.” She was a sharp-eyed but not unpleasant-looking lady of around fifty, clearly well-to-do.

      “Look at the buildings, Tess,” Sarah crowed, oblivious to the fact that she was blocking Tess’s view. “They’re as high as the seminary—that one’s higher. What’s that smell?”

      “The river,” crowed the plump man sitting opposite, who had been grinning at my efforts to control Sarah. “You wait till summer, little lady,” he continued as Sarah turned, a little startled by his loud tone. “It smells even worse in the warm weather, and if the wind’s right, you can experience the perfume of the stockyards.”

      I wasn’t at all sure what I could say to that. Besides, it didn’t seem proper to be chatting to a gentleman, in a public carriage, without an introduction. I returned my gaze to the older lady, glad to see she’d fixed the plump man with a stony stare that indicated he was being too forward.

      Outside the slowly moving carriage flowed a river of people. Sarah was right—many of them wore costumes that seemed outlandish, as if they belonged in the theater. The street was a theater, in many ways, thronged with peddlers, loungers, and groups of people through which a steady stream of purposeful-looking men and women threaded their way. In the roadway, carriages and horses seemed to be proceeding in random directions while pedestrians wove in and out of them. How there was not an accident every two minutes was a puzzle to me.

      “Shops and shops and shops,” breathed Sarah. “Where’s Martin’s shop? May we go shopping soon? Why aren’t all the people inside the shops instead of walking by them? I want to look at everything.”

      “We’ll have time for that.” I made another effort to turn Sarah around into a more seemly position, and this time I succeeded.

      “Are you joining your husband in Chicago?” the older lady asked in a kindly tone. As most of the other passengers were men, the exception being a couple who were plainly newlyweds and completely absorbed in each other, I supposed she was trying to shelter me from being importuned.

      “I’m a widow,” I said, hoping Sarah wasn’t listening. I disliked having to lie in front of her. She was old enough to understand that my widowed state was a lie—and yet too young to grasp the need for deception.

      “Oh, my dear, and so young.” The older lady’s gaze roamed over Tess. “And such responsibilities.”

      I bit back a retort, not wanting to embarrass Tess by explaining that she was an asset rather than a responsibility. People who knew her soon saw her potential. There was no point in defending her to people with whom I might only have a half hour’s acquaintance.

      “Have you stayed at the Palmer House before?” I asked by way of diversion.

      “It is my home whenever I’m in the city.” She had bright blue eyes, slightly shortsighted-looking but very shrewd. “I am Mrs. Parnell of Lake Forest,” she continued, nodding affably. “I’m sorry we’re too far apart to shake hands. You’ll forgive my forwardness when I tell you that my youngest daughter is just about your age. She should already be at the hotel—my husband escorted her there this morning. We have a busy week of committees ahead of us.”

      “I see,” I said. “I’m Mrs. Lillington, late of Kansas. This is Sarah.” I smoothed down my daughter’s hair. “And this is my dearest friend, Miss O’Dugan.”

      “Delighted to make your acquaintance,” said Tess, beaming. “I understand our hotel’s on State Street—could you please tell me if this is State Street, Mrs. Parnell? I can’t imagine how Nell and I are going to find our way around such a big city.”

      “It is rather large, although not as large as Saint Louis—did you not board the train at Saint Louis? I thought I saw you at the station. And Chicago is a small city compared to New York, where my oldest daughter—the married one—lives. Were you staying at the Southern too? The Palmer House is much nicer, to my mind.”

      “Is it larger? I thought the Southern was quite big enough,” replied Tess. “I want Nell to take a house, and I will run it.” She spoke, of course, with her usual stutter, but I could see Mrs. Parnell revise her opinion of Tess on the spot. And Mrs. Parnell had spoken directly to Tess rather than to me. I decided I liked her.

      “You’ll be perfectly happy at the Palmer House while you look around you,” said Mrs. Parnell kindly. “And we’re almost there. To answer your first question, Miss O’Dugan, this is indeed State Street, which some call the Great Street. Although if you’ve seen New York, you won’t think it so grand. Chicago is a practical city rather than a beautiful one as yet, I fear. I wonder,” she continued, looking at me, “if you all might not take tea with me at four? In the Grand Parlor—just ask any of the hotel employees to show you the way. I can introduce you to my daughter. Unless, that is, you have other acquaintances in Chicago you are eager to see.”

      “None I think are actually in Chicago at this moment.” My last letter to Martin had gone unanswered, from which I’d surmised he was traveling. Time enough to ascertain his whereabouts once we’d settled in. Truth be told, I was a little nervous about our first meeting on his home ground. Would things have changed between us?

      “I’d be delighted to take tea with you and meet your daughter,” I said to Mrs. Parnell. “You’re kind to take us under your wing.”

      The noises of the street diminished abruptly as the carriage pulled into some sort of sheltered courtyard. Sarah let out a squeak of excitement.

      “Momma! Is this the hotel?”

      “I think it must be.” The other passengers had all begun to look around themselves for belongings in the manner of people who were ending a journey. Mrs. Parnell reached up to ensure her hat was in the right position, and as the carriage came to a halt, she stood, smiling down at Sarah.

      “You’ve reached your new home, young lady. I hope you like it.”

      Sarah hopped nimbly down from the bench and looked Mrs. Parnell in the face for the first time. “I’m sorry I kicked you, ma’am,” she said, making a small curtsey. “I guess I really am just too excited to stay still.”

      “That’s quite understandable,” Mrs. Parnell said. “And now, since fate appears to have put you, as Mrs. Lillington said, under my wing, come with me. I have my preferences among the concierges at the Palmer House and intend to put you in the hands of Mr. Harman. He’ll make sure you have everything you need.”
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        * * *

      

      It was some twenty minutes before we saw our suite of rooms at the Palmer House, but they were a fruitful twenty minutes. I thanked Providence for Mrs. Parnell. She had, as she’d promised, found us a competent concierge. Observing that we had no maid with us, she suggested one of the hotel’s femmes de chambre to help us unpack and perform any other services we might need. Last but not least, Mrs. Parnell challenged the concierge over the rooms they had designated for us. She insisted that they would receive odors from the kitchen and were quite unsuitable for ladies. The concierge agreed and secured us rooms that, he assured us, were the best to be had.

      Having performed these valuable services, Mrs. Parnell—with her own femme de chambre, with whom she seemed well acquainted, hovering at her elbow—reminded us of our engagement for tea at four o’clock, and took her leave. Our concierge led us to the elevators—still a novelty to the three of us—and thus to the third floor. After a short walk along an ornately decorated corridor, he ushered us into our newly reserved suite.

      “It’s very grand,” said Tess the moment the man had closed the door behind him, promising to send the femme de chambre up immediately.

      “Land sakes, Momma, we’re living in a palace,” Sarah breathed. “Where are the beds?”

      “We have a parlor and two bedrooms,” I explained. “A large one with two beds and a smaller room with one. I thought Tess could have the small room, and you could be with me—”

      But Sarah had already broken away from me and was running around inspecting the furniture and opening doors.

      In point of fact, our living space had just increased fourfold. At least. Our plainly furnished room in the Eternal Life Seminary was dwarfed by this richly appointed suite, all polished wood and red-and-brown plush upholstery. It cost the unthinkable sum of eight dollars and forty cents a day—precisely two weeks’ worth of our original earnings at the seminary. And from the last accounting Martin had sent me, I knew we could easily afford it. The money I had made through my dressmaking business in Kansas alone would have bought us comfortable rooms and a little time to look about us, but thanks to Martin’s management of my small inheritance, I was back in the world of affluence in which I’d been raised.

      Sarah had disappeared and would presumably soon be back to tell us about the bedrooms. I crossed to the large mirror over the marble fireplace and located my hatpin, carefully separating hat from curls. Tess untied the strings of her hat—her hair was too fine for pins—and lifted it off her head.

      We both jumped as a shriek—an oddly echoing shriek—sounded from somewhere close by.

      “MOMMA! TESS!”

      Tess bustled off in the direction of the shout, and I followed. We found ourselves in a room lined with blue-and-white tiles. My daughter was standing on a chair before a large porcelain basin, turning the faucet on and off. A bathroom with piped water, and only the three of us to use it. My spirits soared.

      “And look at this—much nicer than the ones in the station or the other hotels.” Sarah jumped down from the chair and pulled me into a much smaller room. A gleaming porcelain convenience, decorated in blue and white to match the tiles and surmounted by a sturdy oak seat, sat in splendor.

      Tess grinned. “With a pull chain and everything—no more chamber pots, Sarah! And did you see we have gaslights? We’re very grand now.”

      A knock on the door interrupted our admiration of our new facility, which Sarah had hastily decided she had to use, no doubt as a consequence of playing with the water faucets. The interruption was the femme de chambre, a pleasant Scotswoman named Alice, whom I liked immediately. And, miracle of miracles, Alice was followed by the trunk containing our afternoon dresses, which I had marked as for immediate use. The next forty minutes passed in washing and tidying ourselves and changing into the dresses. By half past three, I was sitting—in my combinations and petticoat so as not to crush my dress—before a mirror watching Alice work wonders with my hair.

      “Such a fine head of hair.” Alice pushed the last pin into the chignon she’d created. “You’ll never need a switch to bulk it out.” Her Scots accent had been a little difficult to understand at first, but I was attuned to it now. “Hold still, Madam.”

      I did as I was told as Alice retrieved the curling iron from the fireplace and persuaded my unruly curls into smooth ringlets that cascaded over my shoulders.

      “Goodness, that’s far more fashionable than anything I can achieve on my own.” I looked up and saw Alice’s mouth twitch as her eyes met mine in the mirror. “We must seem very countrified to you, I suppose.”

      “We get plenty of folks who’ve made a fortune on the frontier, Madam.” Alice held out the skirt of my two-piece dress for me to step into. “Your clothes are lovely; you won’t look out of place among the best in Chicago.” She beamed at Sarah, who was twirling the skirt of her light blue dress, trimmed in white, looking fresh and dainty with a pale blue ribbon in her hair. “You’ll all do fine. Miss O’Dugan, may I clean your spectacles?”

      Tess removed her spectacles and peered at the glass. “I suppose they do need washing.” She looked pretty in her pink and gray. Our dresses were perhaps a little lightweight for Chicago in March, but I’d guessed correctly that the hotel would be well heated. I wasn’t intending to go anywhere else until we’d had a good rest.

      “No, Sarah, you can’t wash Tess’s spectacles. You’ll get your dress wet,” I said, seeing my daughter look hopefully at Alice.

      The task accomplished, I stood still as Alice buttoned the bodice of my silk dress. It was in two shades of blue and quite new, as were all our clothes. I had put a great deal of thought into our first steps in Chicago. We were heading into a completely new life and would undoubtedly make mistakes, but we had nothing to be ashamed of in terms of our manners, dress, or wealth. And money, if I had understood Martin well, counted for a great deal in Chicago. He had made me wealthy. Whatever happened between us, I would return the favor by making him proud of me.
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      Alice gave me precise instructions on how to find the Grand Parlor before she released us, intending to stay behind and await the arrival of the rest of our trunks. So we had leisure to appreciate the sheer size of the Palmer House’s grand hall with its sweeping staircase. Alice had been adamant that we proceed downstairs by way of the staircase so that our dresses would show to best advantage. Below us, well-dressed people scurried between the columns that supported the heavily decorated ceiling.

      “They look like mice in a cage,” Sarah whispered as we began our descent. I was holding her hand fast, not from fear that she would fall—with her shorter skirts, she didn’t have to hold the handrail as we both did—but to prevent her from scampering away from me.

      “When have you seen mice in a cage?” I was often surprised by Sarah’s astuteness. Growing up almost exclusively with people much older than her and being so fond of having books read to her, she had a vocabulary and imagination that would not shame a ten-year-old. She wasn’t good with her hands and showed little talent in the simple drawing and needlework tasks I’d set her, but her thirst for learning was fast outstripping my abilities as a teacher.

      “Mr. Boneham had some, remember? One of them bit my finger.”

      “Ah.” Mr. Boneham had been one of the seminary’s older students by the time we’d left, and his interest in the fauna of the plains consisted of trapping small animals and keeping them imprisoned until they died, no doubt of fear. I had not been fond of Mr. Boneham.

      “The Grand Parlor must be over there.” I looked round to ensure Tess was not left behind. The three of us proceeded unhurriedly in the direction of what turned out to be another excessively large room. This one was lit by many windows trimmed in scarlet drapes that ran from ceiling to floor. Thank heaven, the armchairs and tables were arranged into cozy groups, lending the overpowering room a more homey air.

      “Do you see Mrs. Parnell?” I could see Sarah was itching to run up and down the expanse of figured carpet. I’d have to find a park for her to play in.

      “This room is so big I can’t see anyone,” Tess replied. “The people all jumble up in my head.”

      “I feel the same way too,” I admitted. “It’s hard to become accustomed to so many people all at once. I suppose we should stroll between the tables until we spot her.”

      “I hope it’s soon,” Sarah piped up. “Because I could eat a whole hog. Oh, I wish I had some of Netta’s cornbread and fried-up bacon right now.”

      My stomach agreed with a growl. Traveling involved meals at irregular hours, and our last one had been some time ago. I distracted myself by observing the bobbing hats and flounced skirts of the women seated in chattering groups. I noted new details of dress as I invariably did when my mind wasn’t immediately occupied with something else.

      “Mrs. Lillington?” The voice came from a group of armchairs we had just passed. I turned on my heel, blushing as I realized I’d completely missed seeing my new acquaintance.

      “I’m so sorry—I didn’t see you.” I caught at Sarah’s hand, turning her in the right direction as the two ladies rose gracefully to their feet.

      “No reason why you should, my dear. It’s always hard to spot a recent acquaintance in a crowd, especially when they’ve changed their dress. And talking of dress, you all look charming.” She sounded quite sincere. “Now allow me to present my daughter, Elizabeth. Elizabeth, this is Mrs. Lillington, Sarah Lillington, and Miss O’Dugan, newly arrived from Kansas.”

      I held out my hand toward the younger woman, who was indeed about my age. Elizabeth Parnell had the same sharp blue eyes as her mother, but the resemblance stopped there. Where Mrs. Parnell’s hair was mid-brown and her face and figure on the lean and angular side, Miss Parnell was a robust, buxom young woman with corn-blond hair and softly rounded cheeks. She looked like a pretty farmer’s daughter, albeit one dressed in silk, with her uptilted nose and fresh complexion glowing with healthy color. Her smile was cheerful and open, and she shook my hand with vigor.

      “I’m the unmarried daughter,” she said with emphasis. “I’ll bet Mother has already referred to me as such.”

      “Don’t be vulgar, my love. Ladies never bet.” Mrs. Parnell waved us into the empty chairs, and we all seated ourselves, the Parnell ladies and I taking great care with our skirts.

      “Such an enormous room,” I remarked conventionally, and Miss Parnell took up the theme with gusto.

      “Dreadful place, isn’t it?” she said. “Like a factory for feeding and housing hens and turkey-cocks. I’m always telling Mother it would be better to take a house in Chicago, but she insists that wouldn’t be thrifty. My mother’s still living in the days when she and Father lived in a boardinghouse, I think.” She gave her mother’s arm an affectionate squeeze, at the same time signaling to a passing white-jacketed waiter. “Tea for five, please, with plenty of sandwiches and cakes.”

      “My dear girl,” said Mrs. Parnell to her daughter, “the day you have to arrange to move a household of servants back and forth between one house and another is the day you’ll understand what a bother two houses are. There’s always so much complaining, and things always get lost. Here, I have my favorite femme de chambre at hand and can simply enjoy myself without having to worry about what to order for dinner or fret over two sets of household accounts.”

      Tess’s eyes gleamed. “I would love the accounts. When Nell takes a house, I’m going to be in charge of the ledgers. I know how to do it.”

      “Do you, Miss O’Dugan? How clever of you.” Miss Parnell turned to Tess with a smile. “Don’t you find it a terrible bore?”

      “I’m never bored.” Tess’s brow wrinkled. It was true—discontent was not one of Tess’s failings.

      “Sarah, darling, don’t fidget so.” I helped Sarah into a more comfortable position on her chair since her feet didn’t touch the carpet. “I know you’ve had to sit still all day, but when you’ve eaten, you can go back to our rooms and play. And tomorrow we’ll find a place where you can run around outdoors. Is there a park anywhere nearby?” I asked the ladies.

      “Lake Park is just two blocks away,” said Miss Parnell. “I’m sure Mother can spare me tomorrow morning—why don’t I show you? It’s not particularly pretty, of course.”

      “Chicago,” said Mrs. Parnell in an arch tone, “is woefully devoid of anything but commerce. Such a beautiful blue lake, and what do they put in front of it? A railroad. The Great Fire gave us an excellent opportunity to set things right, but we let the businessmen rebuild as they liked and left out the public buildings altogether. If a few of us hadn’t insisted, Lake Park wouldn’t even exist.”

      “You’ve hit on one of Mother’s hobbyhorses,” said Miss Parnell cheerfully. “She’s on all kinds of committees for providing the people of Chicago with culture and refinement. Of course, it’s the same ladies who have the leisure to sit on committees who will benefit from the culture. I can’t imagine that most of the ordinary people will go to the opera.”

      Tea arrived, and the diversion of cakes and sandwiches—quite good, I was glad to find—headed off what was clearly a well-rehearsed difference of opinion. Sarah hadn’t been wrong in saying she could eat a whole hog; I’d taught her not to load her plate, but her visits to the tiered platters of food were stealthy and frequent. I noticed with amusement that Miss Parnell almost matched her pace.

      “My grandmother lived in Chicago when it was little more than a trading post,” I told the older lady. “She often told me about standing with my mother on her hip, watching the Indians perform their last dance before they left the town forever.”

      Mrs. Parnell’s gaze sharpened. “You have Chicago antecedents? Mrs. Lillington, you’re quite the enigma. Pray explain to me how you came to be in Kansas. Was it because of your husband?”

      A qualm assailed me—was I never going to be rid of the specter of my imaginary late spouse? But fortunately Sarah was talking to Tess and hadn’t heard.

      “I was brought up in Victory. My grandparents moved there before the war,” I explained. “In ’72 I found myself alone and short of money. We went to Kansas so that I could take up a post as a seamstress in a seminary.” I stared steadily at Mrs. Parnell as I made this admission, hoping she wasn’t going to turn out to be a snob. But it seemed she had other questions on her mind.

      “You must have prospered, to be staying at the Palmer House.” Mrs. Parnell’s brows knitted.

      “I built up a dressmaking business when I wasn’t busy with the seminary’s work, and I did well,” I said. “But mostly—Sarah, darling, it’s rude to interrupt.” A peremptory tug on my sleeve caused me to lose my train of thought.

      “I need to be excused, Momma. And Tess would like to go back to our rooms too. May we?”

      There were some departing courtesies to be got through, but Sarah was in a hurry and they were soon heading—fast—toward the door.

      “I hope they won’t get lost,” said Mrs. Parnell, gazing after them. “Such a sweet little girl, and Miss O’Dugan is quite—well, I don’t wish to sound unflattering, but quite unexpected. Is she a relative of yours?”

      “A friend I met before my mother died,” I said. “She has nobody else in the world, and she’s been a godsend to me. As I was starting to tell you, I owe most of my wealth to an old childhood friend. I inherited a small capital, and he has multiplied it. It was his suggestion that we come to Chicago for a while, to get used to our new life and decide what we’re going to do.” I felt myself blush, just a little, but plowed ahead with determination. “When I went to Kansas, he was just starting out in Chicago as a merchant. Mr. Martin Rutherford, of Rutherford’s store. Do you know it?”

      “Every woman in Chicago knows Rutherford’s,” Miss Parnell said. “Mother prefers her own dressmaker, but she’s kind enough to let me have my dresses made at Rutherford’s. Her dear old Mrs. Chester doesn’t know how to dress a young lady of fashion. And my sister, Frances, is great friends with Mrs. Grace Fairgrieve of New York, who was a schoolgirl friend of Mrs. Rutherford, so we have met Mr. Rutherford. He seems like a nice man, and Mrs. Rutherford is terribly well known in Chicago society. Mr. Rutherford made quite a catch by marrying the Gambarelli heiress.”

      “I’m surprised to hear you say that, Elizabeth.” Mrs. Parnell nodded at the waiter who had come to clear away the tea things. “Considering your views on marriage.”

      “I’m not against marriage per se,” said Miss Parnell. “Just against the imbalance of power between the man and the woman.” She raised her eyebrows at her mother. “Having to wait for widowhood to take control of their own finances—oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Lillington. Of course, you were most unfortunate to lose your husband so early. But in purely practical terms, having the former Miss Gambarelli as a wife must be a tremendous advantage for an ambitious man. Not,” she dropped her voice to a near-whisper, “that I’d like to be related to any of the Gambarelli men, even by marriage. They have a reputation for ruthlessness and—well, you never see their wives. You’d think they’re in purdah, like the Hindu women. How Miss Gambarelli—Mrs. Rutherford now, of course—got out into society at all is a mystery to me.”

      “She twists all those dreadful men around her little finger, which is a woman’s true power.” Mrs. Parnell gathered up her reticule, a signal that our conversation was coming to an end. “Now, Mrs. Lillington, is there any other way in which I can be of service to you? I must say, knowing that you’re a friend of Mr. Rutherford’s is a tremendous help as far as introductions are concerned.”

      “Well,” I said and hesitated. There was one matter that had been on my mind as I’d dressed. The minor embarrassment of consulting Mrs. Parnell was preferable to talking to a concierge. “You see,” I began again, “I don’t know how to go about arranging for withdrawals of money from the bank. I need to pay the hotel, and I’ll need spending money and all sorts of things. I have traveling money with me, but I’ll need some more fairly soon.”

      Mrs. Parnell’s blue eyes became sharp indeed. “Which bank?”

      I named it, and Mrs. Parnell seemed to relax a little. “It’s quite straightforward. I’ll show you how to have a representative of the bank come to you here. That will spare you the unpleasantness of having to enter a men’s domain, and of traveling alone through the streets of Chicago. Don’t, by the way. There are mashers and pickpockets everywhere. If you need to go somewhere, have a concierge summon a hired carriage and avoid carrying too much money with you.” She paused. “I have many more things I could tell you, but one lesson at a time. Shall we go find a concierge together?”

      “And I’ll retire to my room and read a novel,” Miss Parnell said. “Mrs. Lillington, I’m looking forward to our outing tomorrow. I too have many things I can tell you.” The last was said sotto voce behind her mother’s back with an impish smile.

      I followed Mrs. Parnell out of the Grand Parlor, feeling both apprehensive and excited. I was going to be in control of my wealth for the first time. Martin had made it clear to me in his letters that he’d given the bankers firm instructions in that respect, and that even if I sought his advice, I would have to make the decisions. This, then, was freedom—of action, at least, if not of the heart.
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      Miss Parnell had been right—Lake Park was not particularly pretty. Especially in March when the sparse lawns were still yellow from the winter’s rigors, with just a few green blades poking up here and there. But the morning was bright and sunny, even though the icy wind from the lake reddened our noses and kept our hands inside the fur muffs we both wore. Paths crisscrossed the park in a formal pattern, so we were able to walk around while Sarah bowled her hoop.

      We spoke for a few minutes on conventional subjects—the weather, our journey, and the inexhaustible topic of railroad travel. The last was suggested by the black line of the railroad that marred our view of the lake, which would otherwise have been beautiful. Shifting like a wild animal at rest under its glittering blue-green surface, the vast stretch of water was populated with small dots that were no doubt boats leaving or arriving from nearby lakeside ports—it was too early in the year for large ships. To the north of us, the glass panes of the Exposition Building winked in the sunlight, its flags fluttering showily in the stiff breeze.

      But our conversation didn’t remain banal for long. I was beginning to learn that Miss Parnell’s nature was frank and impulsive.

      “You do realize, don’t you,” she said when our small talk flagged, “that Mother’s motives for helping you with your banking aren’t entirely altruistic? I thought I should give you fair warning.”

      “What do you mean?” The odd thought flitted through my mind that Mrs. Parnell would try to entice me into some unreliable investment scheme involving one of her committees. I repressed a smile.

      “It’s rather delicate.” Miss Parnell’s rounded cheeks, already pink from the wind, deepened in hue. “I do hope you won’t be offended. There are so many people who arrive in Chicago claiming to have made a fortune on the frontier, you see.”

      Realization dawned. “You don’t mean she thinks I could be some kind of confidence trickster? With Sarah and Tess part of the act?” I wasn’t sure whether to be offended or amused.

      “Well, no, she rather likes you—as do I—and thinks you couldn’t possibly be up to something with a child and a—well, a feeble-minded person in tow, although Miss O’Dugan’s mind seems to be in good working order as far as I can see. But not to the point where she could be anything other than honest. But you do see, Mrs. Lillington, that my mother, if she intends to introduce you a little to Chicago society, is duty bound to make sure—oh dear, I’m making a terrible mess of this.” She gave a little stamp of her neatly booted foot. “You must think we’re entirely lacking in Christian charity.”

      By now I was definitely amused. “I don’t think it’s at all wrong to not take strangers at face value. I’ve been too trusting myself in the past, and it’s always ended badly for me. Your mother is a shrewd woman.”

      “Well, yes, she is. If only she weren’t a woman, she would have been a formidable man of business. That’s why she’s in such demand with her committees and causes. And Father’s a dear—he doesn’t mind one bit what she does, and gives her free rein with his money. She, at least, doesn’t have to wait for widowhood to be able to spend what she likes when she likes.”

      “Hmmm.” I watched as Sarah rolled her hoop toward another little girl who belonged, I presumed, to the two women who sat huddled together on a bench. “I’m beginning to learn, Miss Parnell, that you’re something of an advanced thinker. But I can give you my personal assurance that I’m no confidence trickster and that my money is all my own—and Miss O’Dugan’s, of course, although for the time being our funds are in the same account.”

      “If the bank employee comes readily to your summons, Mother will have proof positive that you’re in funds, so I shouldn’t worry if I were you. And please don’t say anything to Mother. She’ll send me back to Lake Forest—she does that every time I show signs of independence.” Miss Parnell sighed. “And I know we barely know each other, but would you call me Elizabeth? I disapprove on principle of all this Miss-ing and Mrs.-ing. I’m convinced it’s designed to keep us in our place, to designate us as women rather than as people. Mother says I’m just being vulgar, but she has no notion of radical thought.”

      “I’ll happily call you Elizabeth, and you may call me Nell,” I replied, “but I don’t think I’m nearly as radical as you are.”

      “You’ve not come here looking for a husband, have you?” Miss Parnell—Elizabeth—looked crestfallen.

      Now it was my turn to blush, and I fervently hoped that my cheeks were also reddened by the wind. How could I answer that question?

      “I’ve come here to decide what to do with my life,” was my eventual reply. “It’s not an easy decision, and I can’t discuss all the ramifications of it on a day’s acquaintance, if you’ll forgive me for saying so. But marriage is not something I’m contemplating right now. What I really want to be is a dressmaker. What I really don’t want to be is a society woman who spends her time paying and receiving calls and sitting on committees.”

      “Oh, hoorah!” Elizabeth’s bright eyes flashed, and she clapped her hands, quite like a child. “Good for you, Nell. I find society to be an absolute shackle. I’m condemned to spend far too much time sitting and chatting with silly women or enduring endless introductions to suitable young men. And changing my dress four times a day at least when we’re in the city and being permanently at Mother’s beck and call. My only way out is marriage, and I—” She stopped short and stared at me. “I’m about to shock you inexpressibly, Nell.”

      “You are?”

      Elizabeth widened her eyes into a comical expression of pure mischief. “We told you about my older sister, Frances, didn’t we? The married one.” She said the last phrase with a roll of her eyes. “Frances, since her marriage, has become a Feminist and is quite subverting Mother’s plans for me. Frances has three children already and one on the way, and she’s only been married six and a half years. She loves them dearly, of course, but she wishes they would not come quite so frequently. She smuggles copies of Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly to me. Victoria Woodhull, you know, writes that the notion of ownership of one person by another is quite wrong and the cause of many a tragedy. Don’t you agree?”

      I was beginning to feel as if I’d run into a patch of quicksand. Elizabeth’s remarks were so pertinent to my own situation that I barely knew what to say. If my forthcoming separation from Martin were indeed a tragedy, his marriage was certainly the cause of it. But—

      “I agree in principle,” I said slowly, trying to feel my way through the question without running afoul of my emotions. “But in practice, when you love a man—and love will happen, you know, whether you want it or not—you’re faced with the choice of marrying him and bearing his children, with all that entails, or letting someone else have him and feeling miserable about it. The third way is all very well, but the world sees it as immoral, and if there are children involved, the taint of immorality is laid on them. Do we have a right to make others suffer for our principles?”

      Elizabeth leaned in a little closer. “Frances says there are ways of preventing children. Her Adolphus won’t hear of it, but she says she’s going to show me some books next time I visit New York. I’m absolutely agog.”

      I shook my head. “It still all sounds like a lot more fun for the men than for the women,” I said. “I wouldn’t like to spend my life worrying if my—precautions—had worked or not.”

      “This is why our society needs to evolve to embrace the principles of Free Love,” was Elizabeth’s rejoinder. “A true marriage is based on absolute freedom, not legal coercion, and is thus pure and generous. Where there is no possession by one of the other, there is no jealousy, no hatred, no deception, no unfaithfulness.”

      “Good heavens,” I said. “It all sounds terribly theoretical and idealistic. It’s my experience that matters are never clear-cut when it comes to the heart. Are you proposing that all married people dissolve their legal bonds and live with whom they please? There may not be deception and unfaithfulness in such an arrangement, but I’m doubtful whether there would be no jealousy or hatred.”

      “The common women manage it well enough,” replied Elizabeth. “You read all sorts of things in the newspapers—well, the ones Mother doesn’t want me to read, anyhow—about women married to one man and living with another, that kind of business. Mind you, they all seem to settle matters with knives and frying pans, and I can’t imagine myself rolling up my sleeves and clouting my rivals with kitchen equipment.”

      “Could you recognize kitchen equipment?” I couldn’t help asking. We both dissolved into laughter.

      “Nell, you’re the brightest spot in my whole week. I’m grateful for the prairie wind that blew you in, even if I never succeed in making a Feminist of you.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, amused. “I’m perfectly in favor of women having a profession and making financial decisions alongside their men. I’m just not sure your Free Love schemes will work in practice, especially when there are children involved. And you can’t tell me that men and women are going to avoid having children altogether.”

      I spoke lightly, but my mind was continually on Martin and Lucetta and the image of the gilded cage I had formed when Lucetta made it clear to me that she would hold on to Martin by any means at her disposal. And above it all, I could hear Mama’s voice the day she and Hiram had discovered that I was to have a baby: “It is wrong in the eyes of the law and the Lord not to marry.”

      Sarah waved good-bye to her little friend, who skipped off hand in hand with one of the two ladies. She ran toward us, hitting her hoop as hard as she could with the stick.

      “It’s cold, Momma. Look, my hands are all red.” She pulled off her mittens and wiggled her fingers in the air. “May we go indoors and have some hot chocolate?” Her cheeks were as red as her hands under her knitted hat, contrasting sharply with her naturally pale skin and brilliant copper hair. Her skirts seemed shorter than yesterday, as if she’d grown an inch or two overnight.

      “We certainly may.” Elizabeth held out a hand for Sarah’s hoop and the other hand to my daughter, who took it willingly. “And I know just the right person to ask to get the biggest, creamiest cup of chocolate you’d ever want.” She grinned at me. “I’ve had plenty of practice with my sister’s offspring. Even if my advanced views end in my being an old maid, my principles won’t stop me from playing with other people’s children. Now, Sarah, let’s see who can run to that tree the fastest.”

      I watched as Elizabeth, somewhat impeded by skirts and bustle and whooping like a hoyden, made a pretense of racing Sarah from one small tree to the next. Her enthusiasm for Free Love seemed to me to be part of her impulsive, youthful freshness, with no basis at all in reality.

      It was reality that held me in its grip and presented me with a simple choice. I could give in to my desire for Martin and bring misery and scandal down on all our heads, or I could run away and have my misery all to myself.
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      I peered anxiously at Tess, who had made a nest of cushions in a large armchair. She lay with her eyes half-closed, her gaze fixed on the glowing embers in the fireplace.

      “Are you sure you’re all right? You were too tired to come with us to the park this morning, and now you’re telling me you’re still tired. Are you feverish? Are you getting a cold?”

      I put out a hand, intending to lay it on Tess’s forehead, but she forestalled me with a stern look over her spectacles.

      “You don’t have to mother me, Nell. I’m just tired. I don’t have your energy, and we traveled an awfully long way yesterday. And Sarah needs someone to stay with her, not be dragged downstairs again to listen to grown-ups talk about money.”

      “But it’s your money too. And I could get Alice to look in on Sarah. She fell so fast asleep that I don’t suppose she’ll wake till teatime.”

      “I’m Sarah’s family, not Alice. And not your Miss Parnell.”

      I frowned. “You’re not upset because we went out with Elizabeth, are you? I did ask you to come with us.”

      “Elizabeth.” The word came out in a soft breath. “Your friend Elizabeth.”

      I opened my mouth to protest that we weren’t exactly friends as yet, but Tess’s eyes were already closed. As gently as I could, I removed her spectacles from her nose and placed them next to her Bible on the small side table. Doubtless she really was just tired and would be her usual cheerful self after a couple of days’ rest.

      By ten minutes to two, I was downstairs in the Grand Parlor, having informed a concierge that a representative of my bank would call on me at two o’clock. I felt a little self-conscious sitting on my own amid so many people, but it couldn’t be helped. I didn’t suppose that anyone would draw the wrong conclusions from seeing me sitting with a bank clerk anyway. Such persons were invariably dried-up, elderly men with shiny patches on the arms of their jackets from leaning on a counter.

      It wasn’t five minutes before the concierge coughed gently, pulling me out of a reverie, the topic of which was, naturally, Martin. I had sent a note to his store the previous day informing him of our arrival and had received no reply. He was traveling, no doubt. Yet I somehow expected, every moment, to see his tall, thin figure, easily distinguished from other men by his white-blond hair, proceeding toward me and saying—what? If he were absent, was there nobody he could send to the hotel with a message for me? He knew where we’d be staying. Drat the man.

      I stood automatically, smiling my thanks at the concierge, and looked at the bank clerk. Far from the wizened, dusty functionary of my imagination, this was a fine physical specimen of around six feet and broad-shouldered in proportion to his height. His face walked the line between plain and handsome with one foot on the side of handsome, mostly due to a certain intelligence and openness in his expression and the smile that reached his light brown eyes.

      “Mrs. Lillington? I’m happy to be at your service. My name is Fletcher.”

      We shook hands and sat down. Mr. Fletcher extracted a ledger from his attaché case, laid it on the table, and politely refused my offer of refreshment. These preliminaries over, he hesitated.

      “I suppose you’d like to see some proof that I am who I say I am.” I took a folded paper out of my reticule and laid it on the table beside the ledger. “This is the last accounting I had from Mr. Rutherford. And this is the notebook where I’ve kept track of all the figures he’s sent me since I moved away from Victory in ’72. Is that sufficient?”

      “Almost.” Mr. Fletcher pulled a slip of paper from the ledger and studied it, occasionally looking up at me. Then he grinned.

      “Mr. Rutherford’s description of you tallies exactly with the lady I see before me. To be absolutely sure, would you mind showing me your wedding ring?”

      I pulled off my glove and held out my left hand so that he could see the ring. It was my stepfather Hiram’s ring, bought for his first wife, Emmeline, but too large for her fingers. It was incised with a delicate pattern of leaves and flowers, a pretty thing that Hiram had given me to maintain the pretense of widowhood. No doubt he had intended to recover it from my body after he’d thrown Sarah into the river, knowing I would try to save her and probably drown.

      “Do I pass muster?” I shoved the memory of Hiram into the back of my mind. He couldn’t harm me now.

      “Thank you for understanding. It’s rather a large sum of money, and in fact the paper you gave me is a little out of date. Let’s see—” He opened the ledger and indicated a recent page. “This is more accurate, although Mr. Rutherford never leaves capital idle, and your holdings increase daily. If it’s at all helpful to you, I can summarize that you can comfortably expect an income of a little over seven thousand a year as things currently stand. Of course, that’s without touching the portion that Mr. Rutherford has designated as available for your use should you wish to purchase a house.”

      “Of course,” I echoed faintly. Seven thousand dollars a year! I always read the papers Martin sent to me, but I supposed I’d never really translated the figures into an income. Martin had once told me he’d worked to ensure I would be independent of him or any man, financially at least. He’d given me my freedom in no uncertain terms.

      “I’m not sure whether I’ll buy a house in Chicago or elsewhere. My plans are somewhat uncertain at this time.” I tried to sound businesslike and brisk. “For the moment, I’m concerned about my current expenses—paying the hotel, money for meals and clothing, that sort of thing. I will need—”

      How much exactly would I need? I had no idea how much I would spend by the week or month in Chicago. Fortunately, I had just spotted someone who would know.

      “Miss Parnell!”

      At my exclamation, Elizabeth, who had walked past us without seeing me because she’d been saying good-bye to two frilled and flounced acquaintances, turned and smiled broadly. I waggled my fingers to indicate she should come over. Mr. Fletcher rose to his feet, prudently shutting the ledger and slipping the paper back between its pages.

      Elizabeth nodded graciously at the two of us as she approached, showing no surprise. Yet the gleam in her eyes suggested she was thinking of her mother’s unfounded suspicions. She looked lovely in a dark blue dress so richly patterned with deep-red roses that the overall effect was more red than blue. Ivory lace at the neck and cuffs set off her fresh, creamy skin and emphasized the rosy tinge of her rounded cheeks, which were dimpled by the mischievous smile she was trying to repress.

      “Miss Parnell, may I call on you for help?” I indicated the bank clerk. “This is Mr. Fletcher of Briggs Bank. I need to tell him how much I require for living expenses, and I realized I haven’t the faintest idea. What does one need to live in Chicago? And there’s the hotel, of course.”

      “Oh, the hotel’s no trouble at all—you can either have the bill sent to you and send it on to the bank for payment, or you can even have them send it directly to the bank if you prefer. Mr. Fletcher can speak to them and arrange things according to your wishes, I presume?” She quirked an eyebrow at the young man, whose hand she had briefly shaken before seating herself beside me.

      “I’m entirely at Mrs. Lillington’s service,” Mr. Fletcher replied, but he didn’t sound at all subservient. There was something very pleasing about his air of confidence and quiet strength.

      “That’s excellent.” Elizabeth’s bright blue gaze focused on Mr. Fletcher with a sharper interest than before. “Now, Nell, the first decision is the hotel bill.”

      “Oh, anything from the hotel must be delivered to me first for review. My grandmother always lectured me on the inadvisability of letting tradesmen of any sort realize you were not scrutinizing their bills. And the larger the establishment, she said, the more careful one must be. My grandfather was a banker, you see. He and Grandmama were apparently in perfect agreement about money and made all their decisions as one.”

      And if Mama’s illness had not made her rely too heavily on Hiram in money matters, I probably would never have had to go to Kansas. I still didn’t know exactly where Mama’s inheritance from her parents had disappeared to.

      “That’s settled, then,” said Elizabeth. “Now do you want to live quietly or be fashionable? As far as dresses and so on are concerned, it’s easy enough to open accounts in all of the larger stores. Mr. Fletcher can provide a note attesting to your bona fides.” She looked at the young man, who nodded. His face was serious, as befitted his role, but there was a certain twinkle in his eyes that suggested he was thoroughly enjoying the conversation. I was also amused—I supposed it was typical for a lovely young woman’s mind to go straight to articles of dress, but Elizabeth’s enthusiasm rather belied her claims to be a Feminist of the deepest dye.

      “If you have a yearning for gaiety and excitement,” Elizabeth continued, “there’ll be numerous expenses in the way of carriages, tickets to entertainments, and so on. And if you pay a lot of calls, you’ll find yourself giving tips everywhere because people’s servants are far less eager to hurry and fetch your manteau, hold an umbrella, or find a carriage if you don’t grease their palms. That’s the trouble with this town—absolutely everything is business.”

      “Do you have to grease the palms of the ladies you visit?” I couldn’t help asking and was gratified when both Elizabeth and Mr. Fletcher burst into laughter.

      “Very good, Mrs. Lillington,” the banker said. “I see you understand Chicago completely.”

      “And in a way, you’re correct.” Elizabeth screwed her mouth to one side in a wry expression. “There are ladies—those who hold the key to certain society gatherings or whose husbands might help other husbands along in the way of business—who are known to be so much sweeter and more obliging if you bring them nosegays or bonbons or an adorable pair of gloves that you just happened to see in Field and Leiter’s that made you think of them straightaway. They usually have the most rapacious maids too.”

      “Oh dear,” I said, feeling a qualm at having to find my place in such a society. “Well, I don’t care for paying calls and will make just as many as I need to avoid accusations that we’re hermits. We may venture out to an entertainment two or three times a month, but not more than that—unless Tess and Sarah want to. Their happiness is of great importance to me.” I looked at Mr. Fletcher. “You know about my daughter and friend, I suppose?”

      He nodded. “Mr. Rutherford was most thorough with his instructions.”

      Of course he was, I thought. Martin was too conscientious by half. But I banished Martin—well, almost—from my mind and continued.
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