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            UNFORTUNATE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I know—exactly—what you are.”

      Mrs. Drummond, housekeeper of the Eternal Life Seminary, my place of employment for the last twenty-four hours, stood ramrod-stiff beside the large fireplace in the seminary’s ornate library. The ring of keys attached to the belt at her waist, a symbol of her authority, caught a stray beam of sunlight as the clouds scudding across the prairie parted for a few seconds.

      Two people flanked her: Dr. Adema, the seminary’s president, and a Mrs. Calderwood. I wasn’t quite sure what Mrs. Calderwood’s role was, but she seemed to think herself important.

      “We all know Mrs. Lillington’s history, Mrs. Drummond.” Dr. Adema’s tone was gentle, and perhaps a touch ironic. “We were all involved in the decision to employ her, on Mrs. Lombardi’s recommendation.” The tremor in his hands, curled around a walking stick, betrayed his age despite the upright posture of his tall, gaunt frame.

      I lifted my chin and laced my fingers together, determined not to show how weary I was. The five days’ journey to Kansas had seemed like such an exciting adventure when Tess, Sarah, and I had left the small town of Victory. But bad food, little sleep, and an increasingly fretful baby had taken their toll on all three of us. The jolting of the cart along the rutted track to the seminary had been the final straw for Sarah, who had vomited on Mrs. Drummond’s skirts as I was shaking her hand.

      “Yes, yes.” Mrs. Calderwood sounded impatient, an irritated gleam in her beady black eyes. She was a small, round woman, dwarfed by the two tall figures on either side. And this despite her efforts to increase her height by piling up her grizzled black hair in a style so tall that it wobbled as she spoke. “It is true that we were well aware that Mrs. Lillington”—she gave a small, sardonic smile as she emphasized my fictitious married state—“came from Catherine Lombardi’s Poor Farm and is an unfortunate.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “But I concede—”

      Dr. Adema cleared his throat, cutting off the flow of words. “We were given to understand that Mrs. Lillington’s, ah, predicament was the result of a single lapse of moral judgment,” he said mildly. “It’s hardly fair to label her an unfortunate. She was not walking the streets.”

      I felt my cheeks flame. At that moment, I would have almost preferred to be an unfortunate, as Mrs. Calderwood termed it. At least I could have faced them all down with the experience borne of being a woman of the world. To have them all staring at me and knowing that Sarah was the result of my own stupidity and ignorance—well! What about my cousin, Jack Venton, who had taken advantage of that ignorance? But of course, the only way I could have avoided the blame society inevitably laid on me would have been to marry Jack. I preferred keeping him in ignorance to entering into a marriage neither of us wanted. And I was not prepared to give up Sarah either.

      “I concede,” said Mrs. Calderwood, speaking a little louder, “that Mrs. Drummond has a point.” She waved a small hand, tipped with little pointed nails, in my direction. “Not only is this young woman a person of demonstrably poor moral judgment, she is undeniably handsome. And she is a very young woman. In a seminary full of young men.”

      Three pairs of eyes considered my face and figure. I wasn’t feeling particularly handsome, although I had done my best to make myself as smart and neat as possible. I was the picture of sober respectability in an unadorned black skirt and shirtwaist. My only ornament was the brooch of silver, jet, and pearl that Martin Rutherford had given me.

      “So if I were plain or missing a few teeth, I would be more suited to my post?” I knew I was being impertinent, but I couldn’t help myself. “I can assure you, Mrs. Calderwood, that having made a mistake once—and only once—and having suffered the consequences, I’m not likely to try the experiment again.”

      I also could have married Martin, I reminded myself. He’d almost offered, and he was my oldest friend, perhaps the only man I could ever have put up with day in and day out. But he had ambitions of his own and was even now building his dreamed-of store in a Chicago that was rising from the ashes of its great fire. And he had just as great an aversion to matrimony as I did.

      “I promise you, Dr. Adema, that I have no intention of causing trouble with any male person in this establishment.” I fixed my gaze on Dr. Adema’s kind eyes. “I’m here to make a living for myself and those who depend on me. The deaths of my mother and stepfather have left me with few financial resources, but I’m a hard worker and skilled with my needle. You won’t regret hiring me.”

      And if they sent me away, where would I go? To the Lombardis’ mission? I’d thought it would be close by and I would be able to visit with Mrs. Lombardi, who had been so kind to me at the Poor Farm. But it was an entire day’s journey away from this isolated place. My dream of an independent future was fast crumbling in the face of reality.

      I stared at my interlocutors, refusing to be defensive about my past.

      “I should have thought the matter out more thoroughly,” Mrs. Calderwood mused. She linked her little fingers together under her chin and gazed at me, her head tilted to one side. “What will the boys’ parents think if they knew that their sons’ clothing—and, heavens, their bed linens!—are stitched and repaired by one whose hands are tainted with,” her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper, “fornication? We have the reputation of this school to think of after all.”

      Mrs. Drummond nodded in emphatic agreement. A tremor ran over Dr. Adema’s face that just might have been a suppressed smile. “I rather think the reputation of this school is my concern, Mrs. Calderwood.”

      I had heard of people bristling, but I’d never seen it done quite so unequivocally. I could have sworn Mrs. Calderwood’s piled-up hair actually stiffened. “If my dear father could hear your cavalier dismissal of his generosity—”

      “I am doing nothing of the sort, Mrs. Calderwood. Your family’s money provided the land and the building, for which our denomination is most grateful. Gratitude, I may suggest, has been sufficiently shown by the role it has accorded your husband in the running of this school. Even so, I am its president, and the funds for the daily operation of the school come from the denomination, from our donors, and from the fees paid by the boys’ parents.” There was a hard edge to his voice that I hadn’t heard before. “I assure you, I considered all sides of the question before agreeing to employ Mrs. Lillington.”

      “But look at her,” Mrs. Drummond burst out. She was a good-looking woman, tall and well built with a head of glossy light brown hair, clean and neatly arranged. Her eyes, large and green-gray in hue, fixed me with an expression of outraged anger. “How does she belong in a menial position in a seminary? She’s all too clearly a lady. Look at her; hear her speak. Mrs. Lombardi completely misled me. I was expecting a humble penitent, suitable for a humble post. She is not suitable. Not suitable at all.”

      “I can sew the clothing and linens you need, order the necessary supplies, and keep good accounts of what I do. How much more suitable do I need to be?” I turned to Dr. Adema again since it was plain he was my best ally. “Please give me a chance; I have nowhere else to go.”

      And that was the nub of the matter, I thought ruefully, unless I were to throw myself on the charity of the Lombardis—for whom I would be a burden. Or return to Martin, and what on earth would a single man do with an unwed mother, a baby, and Tess, whom the world was pleased to call an “imbecile”?

      “Furthermore,” Mrs. Drummond continued, “she has not been brought up in a properly regulated household. Church attendance irregular, daily private prayer quite absent, Bible reading very irregular, strong liquor and tobacco in the house.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, and then shut it again. Mrs. Drummond had fired a series of questions at me while I’d still been trying to get my bearings the day before. I’d had to admit that I’d grown up in a household where God was respected, but which hadn’t been an overly religious one.

      Mrs. Calderwood joined in the attack, her eyes shining gleefully. “We explained to Mrs. Lillington that this establishment is run in strict conformity to the rules of our denomination, which exhort us to a godly life and forbid the consumption of liquor.”

      “And I signed your pledge of commitment in good faith,” I replied. “I don’t drink or smoke, and I’m perfectly happy to attend chapel and observe the Sabbath. Our church attendance wasn’t really irregular—I simply told you the truth, that we occasionally missed church because of illness and so forth.”

      “But you—”

      “And then again—”

      Mrs. Drummond and Mrs. Calderwood spoke together, and Dr. Adema raised a trembling hand to enjoin them to silence.

      “Jesus numbered a woman of ill repute among his followers—not that I’m saying you are such, Mrs. Lillington—and Scripture gives no indication that she ever erred again. If we turn this young lady away after bringing her all the way to Kansas, where is our charity? If we cannot forgive, how can we accept the Lord’s forgiveness? Do unto others, ladies.” His tone held a slight note of reproach. “We all have our weaknesses.”

      A faint pinkness tinged Mrs. Drummond’s high cheekbones; Mrs. Calderwood merely looked truculent.

      “Don’t forget that we have the extra trouble and expense of three mouths to feed, not just one. That child will grow, and then there’s Miss O’Dugan. Her capacities are not great—”

      “Miss O’Dugan appears to be of excellent character.” Mrs. Drummond interrupted with an alacrity that surprised me. “She is most fond of Scripture and shows great interest in the seminary. She’s been asking me about my methods of keeping accounts.” She feigned not to see my tentative smile of gratitude, but her face softened a little.

      “Tess is helpful to me in many ways, and she’s more astute than people give her credit for.” At last, I felt I was starting to gain the upper hand. “You’re getting two good workers for the price of one, you know.”

      “You will keep the child out of sight of the students,” Mrs. Drummond said. I nodded.

      “And you will remember that you only speak to the young men on matters that directly concern your employment,” Mrs. Calderwood added. I nodded again, biting my lip against the retort that formed in my mind.

      Dr. Adema smiled. “It seems we have reached some kind of agreement.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a relief to reach the workroom allocated to us, even though it was cold and empty. The wood laid ready for a fire in the grate would not be lit, Mrs. Drummond had explained, unless it was really necessary. Wood was at a premium out on the plains. The lamps in the overhead chandelier had not been lit either, though the day was waning—but I didn’t care. I hadn’t come here to work, but to brood alone while Tess and Sarah slept in our room far above.

      I leaned my head against the window frame and looked out over the dimming landscape. The clouds had gathered, and a soft rain had begun to fall, glistening on the blades of green pushing up through last winter’s browns and tans. The prairie looked vast and empty. I knew we were some three miles from the little town of Springwood, but all I could see was the bare horizon beyond a straggling row of young trees that marked the perimeter of the seminary’s land.

      It was a new beginning, but not the one I’d imagined. I had pictured our emigration to Kansas as a momentous escape into a new life of possibilities, perhaps of great success. At the very least, I had thought Sarah would be safe from the gossip and contempt she would encounter back home as she grew. Here, nobody would look into her jade-green eyes and think of my cousin Jack’s visit. Mrs. Lombardi could perhaps introduce me to ladies who would appreciate my dressmaking skills, and we could make friends in the surrounding community—

      Except that there was no Mrs. Lombardi nearby and apparently no surrounding community either. I would be far more isolated than I had been at the Poor Farm. I would be infinitely more friendless than I’d been in Victory. There, the love people had had for my mother led them to accept my invention of a hasty marriage and unfortunate widowhood. On the surface, at least.

      And in Victory, I’d had Martin’s steady affection, which had more value to me now than ever before.
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            MORAL WELFARE

          

        

      

    

    
      April 15, 1872

      Dear Nell,

      My dear girl, what are you about? Gone for more than a month already—your grand adventure well begun—and I’ve had precisely fifteen words from you on a third-sheet of paper to announce your arrival. I know you to be a dilatory correspondent, but if I don’t hear more soon, I shall begin to worry. Are you, Tess, and Sarah all well? What are you doing?

      I’m sending you a package with some trinkets that, I trust, are more than you can find in Springwood’s mercantile. The fine weather in Chicago means that my men spend all their time building my store, so I have plenty of time to meet with my suppliers. Ships have started arriving in New York and San Francisco now that the winter is over, and I have to work hard to secure the best of the best for Rutherford & Co. I’ve begun hiring clerks and have rented temporary premises to house them. We spend all day producing reams of correspondence and rivers of calculations. Soon it’ll be time to begin hiring managers, who will in their turn engage the staff.

      You’ll be glad to hear it’s not all work though, thanks to Fassbinder. Whoever would have thought that the refugee I housed after the fire would turn out to be such a business asset as well as a friend? He has secured me introductions, so I’ve received quite a few invitations to dine and have met some of the other merchants and their families. I’ll tell you more about them when you’ve written to me—is that sufficient inducement to correspond?

      Ah, I’m merely teasing you. I’m sure you’re kept busy. But do write, Nell. I like to hear that my little friend is well and happy.

      Martin
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        * * *

      

      “Who is this man who writes to you?” Mrs. Calderwood’s shrill voice echoed in the cavernous hallway. “Mrs. Drummond tells me this is the second letter you have received since you arrived—from the same man.”

      She waved Martin’s letter under my nose. “And there’s a parcel full of dress trimmings of the most impractical kind and some copies of Godey’s Lady’s Book. And a dreadful French publication of an even more frivolous nature than Godey’s. Quite unsuitable.”

      “You opened my package?” My question came out as an incredulous squeak.

      “Naturally.” Mrs. Calderwood folded her short arms and stuck out her chin. “As your employer, I am responsible for your moral welfare. Who, I ask again, is this man?”

      “A friend.” I was aware I sounded defensive.

      “A Mr. Martin Rutherford of Chicago. A single man? He mentions no wife.”

      “So you did read my letter. I thought as much.” I fought to keep the anger out of my voice.

      “I could hardly let it pass without scrutiny. And my husband must see it.”

      I had learned that Dr. Calderwood was in charge of the day-to-day administration of the seminary as Dr. Adema’s assistant. I’d seen him read out the notices before our daily chapel service. He was a massive man with a mane of tawny hair and huge white teeth, which showed frequently in an uncertain smile as his ever-darting gaze sought out his small, round wife in the front pew.

      “Dr. Calderwood will find nothing wrong in Mr. Rutherford’s letter,” I said. “Mr. Rutherford is an old friend of the family who has known me since I was a small child. I entrusted him with the keeping and increase of what capital I have. He’s much older than me.”

      Eleven years older, to be precise, which made Martin the grand old age of thirty. Still, I was ready to make him sound as old as Dr. Adema if that would allow me to receive his letters.

      “And those ribbons? Those lengths of lace? Those hat trimmings?”

      “Samples,” I said. “Mr. Rutherford is a draper. He’s building a store in Chicago.”

      “Building a store? That must be costing him a mint of money.” Mrs. Calderwood smoothed out the thin sheets of paper, which had the words “Rutherford & Co.” emblazoned across the top, and looked at them again with greater interest. “Is he rich?”

      “I suppose he must be.” I saw my way forward in the avid glint in the little woman’s eyes. “I’ve never thought to inquire, but he is building a large store in a prime position. He’s no doubt likely to become one of the richest men in Chicago.”

      “Which is a most prosperous city by all accounts.” The voice that cut across Mrs. Calderwood’s was musical and wholly unexpected.

      I turned to look at the man standing behind me. It was a young man I’d seen in Dr. Calderwood’s company—a handsome young man. A head of glossy black curls framed high cheekbones; he had a beautifully shaped mouth and eyes of that peculiar shade of blue that’s sometimes called violet, slanted upward at the corners and adorned by long black lashes.

      Mrs. Calderwood bestowed a gracious smile upon the newcomer. She must have seen him approaching, even though I hadn’t heard his footfalls on the black-and-white marble tiles.

      “Mr. Poulton is well informed in business matters,” she said before clearly realizing she had just put herself in a position where an introduction—to a man!—would be necessary unless she were to be blatantly rude to me. I saw the latter possibility flicker over her face for the merest fraction of a second, and then she nodded at me.

      “Mrs. Lillington, this is Mr. Poulton, our Old Testament teacher.” She cleared her throat. “Mrs. Lillington has taken up the position of seamstress.”

      We shook hands, Mr. Poulton’s eyes sparkling with evident awareness of Mrs. Calderwood’s reluctance to introduce me. “I’ve seen you in chapel. With your baby and companion.”

      I felt my eyebrows rise. Mr. Poulton must have good eyesight. He was always seated at the front of the chapel while Tess, Sarah, and I occupied a half pew near the back. Our view was partially obscured by a pillar, on the other side of which sat Mrs. Drummond and the handful of white servants. The other servants, former slaves, sat behind us. A wide aisle and waist-high screen separated us from the curious glances of the students.

      “So you’re friends with a rich Chicago merchant?” Mr. Poulton glanced at the letter Mrs. Calderwood held.

      “A rising one,” I said. “He’s an old family friend and kind enough to write to us and send us a few little trinkets. Mrs. Calderwood doubts the propriety of the communication.” I stared at the little woman, whose expression was less malicious than it had been a few minutes before.

      “May I see?”

      Mr. Poulton took the letter from Mrs. Calderwood’s unprotesting hands and scanned it while I tried not to look as indignant as I felt. I needed allies, even nosy ones.

      “It’s quite brotherly,” he said, handing it back.

      “Mr. Rutherford’s the nearest thing to a brother that I have,” I said. “I have no male relatives—no relatives at all except some cousins in Connecticut. And I haven’t kept in touch with them,” I hastened to add.  I would be on dangerous ground if induced to talk about my cousins in the East. “Please, Mrs. Calderwood—I give you my word there’s nothing improper going on.”

      Mrs. Calderwood looked at me and then at Mr. Poulton.

      “She has given you her word,” said that gentleman, smiling. His smile was as appealing as the rest of his person, and Mrs. Calderwood visibly melted.

      “Well, if you say so, Mr. Poulton.” She handed the letter to me. “You may collect your package before supper, Mrs. Lillington.”

      “And may I write to him also?”

      “I’m sure Mrs. Lillington will sing your praises for your kindness,” added Mr. Poulton smoothly. There was something in his tone that put my senses on the alert. A conscious look crossed Mrs. Calderwood’s face, and I wondered—did she open outgoing letters too? I would have to make sure no word of complaint made it onto the pages of my letter.

      Once more, I reflected, I had sought freedom only to render myself powerless. As a married woman, I would have been in bondage to one man; as an unmarried one, I was apparently in bondage to everyone else.

      “You may. Doubtless you have work to do, Mrs. Lillington.”

      Mrs. Calderwood moved off in the direction of the wide, steep staircase, bathed in multi-colored pools of light from the row of stained-glass windows above its first landing. She glanced back at us, her face a vivid green as she passed through one of the filtered splashes of illumination.

      “I must go back to my workroom,” I said, turning away from Mr. Poulton. “I’m under an obligation to you, sir.”

      He said nothing but bowed and smiled as he moved away, his face raised to Mrs. Calderwood, who was still looking at us. He raised a hand in a salute to her. She dipped her head in acknowledgment and continued on her way, her pattering footsteps echoing in the silent hall.
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            NEW FRIENDS

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried hard to stay out of the corridors between classes, but when you have a baby in your care, things don't always go as you intend. Like a salmon swimming against the current, I soon found myself trying to ascend the staircase in the face of a rushing torrent of male humanity. The boys parted around us, to be sure, but impeded my progress more than I liked.

      Sarah’s eyes were wide with excitement at the noise. The boys’ voices, ranging from bass to falsetto, bounced off the wooden paneling and surged around us as we climbed higher. My efforts to keep the soiled portion of my baby’s nether regions away from my own clothing complicated my progress.

      Some of the students weren’t much younger than me. In the way of boys, some of the older ones looked more like full-grown men while others still had the smooth faces and high voices of childhood. Many, I noticed, had inches of flesh peeping from the wrists of their jackets and the ankles of their pantaloons. I had better ask Mrs. Drummond how to go about ensuring that I let out or replaced their clothing as needed.

      “And whom do we have here?”

      A hand on my arm arrested my climb as a short, balding, older man passed me. From the step above him, I had an excellent view of the pink patch in his black wavy hair as he took off his academic cap to scratch his head. He then remembered his manners and tipped the cap in my direction.

      Bright, curious black eyes took in the sight of Sarah, who wasn’t the least bit discomfited by her damp condition. She returned his interest by stretching out avid little hands toward the buttons on his rather dandified waistcoat. From his academic gown, I concluded he was a teacher of some kind. Mr. Poulton had not worn one, and I thought the custom had gone out during the war, but the gown suited this man.

      “The new seamstress.” The little man answered his own question. “And her bonny baby.” He chucked Sarah under the chin, and she squealed. “You’re a widow, I hear, ma’am?”

      “I am.” I nodded, too busy shifting Sarah into a better position to feel the usual pangs of a guilty conscience.

      “Well, we’re fortunate to have you, and I’m delighted to make your acquaintance. What do you think of the theories of Mr. Darwin? For or against?”

      I was dumbstruck by the peculiar question. Darwin? I knew about him, of course, and had read one or two diatribes against his theories in the papers. But an opinion?

      “I have no opinion whatsoever,” I confessed, wishing I could find a way to end the conversation and tend to Sarah. “I manage to go through my day’s work without giving Mr. Darwin’s theories the least consideration.”

      But I couldn’t help smiling. The professor’s eyes shone brighter as his weather-beaten face wrinkled into an answering grin, showing heavily stained teeth.

      “Come, come, you are in a place of learning.” He watched as Sarah, fascinated by the play of light on his gaudy waistcoat, leaned toward it with a crooning sound. “A place, moreover, which exists for the ‘bold and fervent defense of orthodoxy through the enlightened pursuit of knowledge.’”

      I nodded. I had heard that phrase from Dr. Adema, who explained that his mission was to produce thinkers with a sound faith rather than dull conformists. Looking at the ragtag of noisy students heading to their classes, I wondered if there were any real thinkers among them.

      Except for the one who stopped next to the professor and smiled at both of us. He looked a little more smartly dressed and sophisticated than the majority of the young men. Indeed, he exuded confidence and wealth. His suit was plain but well cut, showing no spare inches of flesh but fitting him in every particular. His boots shone, and his corn-blond hair was neatly trimmed and carefully oiled. Perhaps he was a teacher too, I thought, although he looked much the same age as me.

      “Every man should have an opinion,” the professor pronounced, reaching out to smooth back Sarah’s frizzy curls. “And every woman too.” He seemed to recollect himself and bowed to me. “I beg your pardon for not introducing myself. I am Gervaise Wale—W-A-L-E—no relation to the denizens of the deep. I teach Hebrew and Greek.”

      “And I’m Reiner Lehmann,” the young man said, also bowing, “and I learn Hebrew and Greek. And you’re going to be late for class, Professor Wale.”

      His blue eyes lit up as he watched the professor try to capture one of Sarah’s little hands as she made a grab for his waistcoat buttons. She retreated from his gesture and grabbed my hair, dislodging a hairpin.

      Professor Wale looked at the splendid gold watch Mr. Lehmann had pulled from his pocket and flipped open, grimaced, and replaced his cap on his head.

      “Class. Of course. Good day, Mrs.—?” He looked puzzled, as if trying to recollect my name, which I hadn’t given him.

      “Lillington. Eleanor Lillington.” I held out my hand for the hairpin Mr. Lehmann had retrieved for me and poked it randomly back into my curls. “Thank you.”

      We both watched Professor Wale descending the staircase at a fast trot, his gown billowing out behind him like a ship at sail.

      “I must go,” I said. Sarah was becoming difficult to handle and smellier by the second.

      “And so must I.” But the young man remained in place, and I could feel his gaze fixed on me as I climbed the staircase. Reiner Lehmann, I mused. A student—a wealthy one. And from the look in his eyes, I had gained an admirer.
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        * * *

      

      My impression that something about me had struck a chord of admiration in Mr. Reiner Lehmann received affirmation later that month.

      Tess and I had gone outside for a little fresh air before the seminary’s early supper. Sarah was already asleep under the watchful eye of a servant called Dorcas, who was busying herself with sorting sheets in the linen room. The servants had taken a shine to Sarah, and I encountered frequent offers to “watch the chile for a spell.” They'd whisk her off to the kitchen and ply her with pieces of cornbread and her favorite treat, tiny crumbles of crisp bacon. I was still nursing her, but she was fast learning to eat and drink on her own, and I didn’t think it would be long before I weaned her.

      The weather had turned pleasant with the arrival of May. The constant breeze that stirred the prairie was now warm, soughing over the green grasses and setting them tossing like waves. The air had a freshness that caused windows to be flung open all over the seminary building. It was a time when being in such an isolated position didn’t seem like hardship.

      “She was such a pretty lady.” Tess rested her hand on my shoulder, the better to peer at the face I was sketching.

      “She was like—like a dainty porcelain doll, Tess. To look at, in any case. I exceeded her height by the time I was twelve and a half.”

      I tilted my head to one side, contemplating the drawing of Mama. I added a few more touches to suggest the shine on her beautiful pale blond hair, which I had drawn coiled and twisted into her habitual smooth, elegant style.

      Grief was an odd process, I found. Mama had been gone for eight months—the best part of a year—and there were days when I didn’t consciously think of her much. And then sadness and longing would hit me like a wave, catching me unawares. Tess and I had spent the day in concentrated activity, but in the quiet hour before the dinner bell, my pencil moved almost by itself, striving to delineate my mother’s gentle face. At times like this, I missed her terribly.

      “You’re dainty too, Nell. No—that’s the wrong word—you’re elegant.”

      Tess lowered her head so her chin rested on my shoulder. I felt the tickle of her fine, wispy hair against my cheek and the movement of her jaw as she stifled a small yawn.

      I leaned my head sideways a little so that my cheek touched Tess’s. “And you’re dearer to me than any sister could have been, Tess. What would I do without you?”

      Tess considered this for a moment. “You’d have to do more sewing,” was her conclusion. “Like the basting. I always do that.”

      I chuckled—Tess was always literal—but my eyes were on my sketch of Mama. We’d been such a tiny family, Grandmama, Mama, and I. What would they think if they could see me now, a seamstress on the remote frontier, rejecting their dreams of a fine marriage for me?

      “You’re quite the artist, Mrs. Lillington. May I sit down?” Mr. Lehmann nodded at Tess as he bent over my drawing.

      “Of course, although—“ I looked toward the seminary. It was a huge edifice of yellow stone, crenellated and turreted at the corners, surmounted by an odd tiered tower finished with a cupola of weathered copper. Its rows of windows were dark holes in the light stone. We were at the front, eastern side of the building, and the setting sun was behind it; the ornate outline stood stark against the soft yellows and oranges of the late afternoon sky.

      “Although what?”

      Mr. Lehmann folded his body into a kneeling position on one corner of the rug we’d brought outside. He wasn’t handsome by any means; his features were a little irregular, and he had the kind of sturdy muscularity that might run to fat later. Yet there was something appealing about his broad, open face, and his smile showed teeth that were even, white, and strong. Not handsome, but likable. And quite out of bounds to me in Mrs. Calderwood’s mind.

      “I’m not supposed to talk to the students.”

      “Why not? Our last seamstress married one—at least, he came back for her after he’d been out in the world for a couple of years. And she wasn’t nearly as pretty as you.”

      “Perhaps that’s why.” I couldn’t help laughing at the expression on his face. “And I don’t have any intention of marrying. I’m here to work.”

      “Mrs. Drummond doesn’t want the students to have any distractions,” Tess declared. I was constantly surprised by how well Tess got on with the housekeeper—and I wondered just how much Mrs. Drummond had told her.

      “But we need distractions. It’s so dull out here.” Mr. Lehmann extended a hand in Tess’s direction. “My name is Reiner Lehmann, by the way. Mighty nice to make your acquaintance.”

      “I am Theresa O’Dugan.” Tess’s dignified reply was somewhat spoiled by a huge yawn that she half hid behind her left hand as she shook Mr. Lehmann’s with her right.

      A group of boys sauntered by, staring at us with open curiosity, some nodding to Mr. Lehmann. He returned their greetings with the lazy, careless air of a prince acknowledging the existence of his subjects. One of them must have made a joke—the others erupted in gales of laughter and a tussle began, with one of the smaller boys getting the worst of it.

      “Silly oafs.” Mr. Lehmann shifted his position so his back was to the group of shouting boys, gazing at me with what, unfortunately, was starting to look like slavish adoration. I was going to have to put a stop to that, I decided.

      “It’s not just Mrs. Drummond who disapproves of me talking to the students,” I said, trying to sound as reproving as I could. “Mrs. Calderwood—”

      I stopped short, wondering what, exactly, I could tell this young man without revealing too much of my past.

      “Oh, the Mouse likes me,” said Mr. Lehmann. “She won’t bother us if I choose to talk to you.”

      “What makes you so sure?” I asked, amused. The Mouse? Well, I supposed she did look a little mouse-like with those beady black eyes and small, grasping hands. I suppressed a giggle.

      “My pop’s a generous—exceedingly generous—supporter of the cause of spreading the light of orthodoxy over the plains.” Mr. Lehmann extracted his gold watch from his pocket and flipped open the case. A diamond set into a ring on his little finger caught the fire of the setting sun, winking like a tiny orange flame.

      “Are you telling me you’re allowed to do as you please just because your father gives money to the seminary? I can’t imagine Dr. Adema abandoning his principles for money.”

      “Oh no, Dr. Adema’s as straight as an arrow. But he’s more concerned with the spiritual welfare of the students than anything else. The Calderwoods handle the money side of things—it's the Lion's job in name, but he’s ruled by his Mouse. Haven’t you noticed?” Mr. Lehmann opened his eyes wide and stared at me, his expression mischievous. “When the Mouse squeaks, the Lion obeys. That’s why I, and a few other select students, have such pleasant sets of rooms on the first floor. The ostensible reason is seniority, but we all know we’re the sons of the seminary’s most faithful supporters.”

      “Hmph,” I said. It was disappointing to think of the Calderwoods' greed undermining Dr. Adema's lofty ideals behind his back.

      The sound of the bell housed inside the seminary’s crowning turret brought us all to our feet, Tess and I brushing stray bits of grass from our skirts. It was supper-time at last. Small groups of soberly clad young men solidified into larger black masses as they headed for the building’s imposing entrance.

      “Welcome to the frontier, Mrs. Lillington, where there may be a sight more land and fewer rules about how to dress and drink your coffee, but money still counts.” Mr. Lehmann rolled up the rug and tucked it under his arm, crooking his other elbow in my direction. “So may I take you in to dinner?” He grinned at Tess. “I’d offer my other arm to your charming companion if I didn’t have this rug to carry.”

      Tess giggled and put both hands over her mouth. “I don’t mind. I’ll hold Nell’s other arm.”

      I placed a hand lightly on Mr. Lehmann’s free arm, feeling the strong muscle under the fine black wool of his sack coat. Tess grabbed my other arm, and we proceeded thus into the seminary, stopping to stow the rug and my drawing materials in the cloakroom for collection later.

      By the time Mr. Lehmann handed us to our seats—we sat at the back of the large refectory, away from the students and at the same table as Mrs. Drummond—we were all laughing. I sobered when I saw Mrs. Drummond’s gaze fix on me, cool and evaluating, with more than a hint of disapproval. I saw her glance toward Mrs. Calderwood, who sat with her husband, Dr. Adema, and several of the teachers on a raised dais below the windows.

      I slipped into my seat with a warning glance at Tess and bowed my head demurely for the prayers—but not before I realized that Mr. Poulton, seated at the head table, was also looking in our direction.
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      April 26, 1872

      Dear Martin,

      I have some news to tell you at last—in a small way, you understand. Nothing as grand as your tales of building and stocking your store. Tess says your stories are as good as a novel, but I think they’re much better. You know I have no love for fiction.

      My news is that the Lombardis have come to the seminary for a visit. Mr. and Mrs. Lombardi, Teddy, and Thea are well—Teddy is almost as tall as his mother now. Lucy is thin and pale and has a cough, which is worrying.

      As for your news, are you sure it was wise to lure one of the best people away from another store to be your general manager? This Mr. Salazar sounds ideal, but I’m sure the owners of Gambarelli’s will bear a grudge against you for stealing away such a talented employee.

      Oh, here I am trying to tell you how to run your business when I’m a mere seamstress. You’ll laugh at me, I’m sure. I suppose I’m envious—I would give much to have a small business of my own. But what chance do I have of that out here on the plains?

      And talking of the plains, here is Mrs. Lombardi come to walk with me to Springwood. I wish you could see that funny little place—I expect Victory looked just like it thirty or forty years ago. I will end this letter now and hope I can post it in Springwood so I don’t have to endure Mrs. Drummond’s looks when I place it on the table in the seminary’s hallway. It has been raining, and I have no doubt that the track leading to Springwood will be muddy—but we have stout boots, and I need to get away from this place.

      I send you much affection, as always, and a hug from Tess. Sarah sends you some babbles that sound more like words every day.

      Nell

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I can’t imagine what it must be like inside those soddies.” I lowered my voice as we neared the outskirts of the town of Springwood.

      Calling it a town was a feat of the imagination—especially at this end of it. The dwellings by the creek seemed nothing more than stacked heaps of muddy grass, limp yellow stalks dripping rainwater that formed channels as it sought its way downward. An astonishing variety of ramshackle pieces of tin or wood overlaid parts of the walls and roofs. Here and there, a larger piece formed a lean-to that sheltered a few logs or implements.

      “They’re better than you’d think inside.” Catherine Lombardi was as neat and elegant as she’d been at the Poor Farm, but her dress was beginning to look a little dated and faded, as if she couldn’t afford to renew or replace it. Her life as a missionary’s wife had its hardships if the new lines in her face were any indication, and I had felt calluses on her hands when she grasped mine in greeting.

      “You’ve been inside them?” I hitched my skirts a little higher as we came to a low part of the track where the puddles were worse than usual. “I suppose you would—you try to visit all the women for miles around, wasn’t that what you said? Do you know these?” I nodded toward two women who were garrulously involved in washing something in a large wooden barrel. One of them drew water from a huge kettle hung over a smoking fire.

      “I do.”

      “They’re wearing bloomers,” I breathed in her ear. “I’ve never seen such a thing in my life, although Mama said some women tried wearing them before the war.”

      I tried hard not to stare, but you could see their legs, just as if they were men or children. One of the women wore wooden pattens to keep her feet out of the sea of mud that surrounded them. The other wore a man’s thick, ungainly boots and a cowman’s hat.

      “You’d soon grow impatient with skirts if you did the work they did,” Mrs. Lombardi said under her breath and then raised her voice. “It’s Mrs. Gordey, isn’t it? And Sukey? Do you remember me?”

      I hung back a little as Mrs. Lombardi spoke to the two women. The ever-present wind rustled the broken branches and greening twigs of a straggling line of cottonwoods that grew along the creek. I had imagined somehow that Kansas would be dry, but I was wrong. In this spring season, the muddy, rushing water in the channel came almost up to the rough wooden bridge that led to the main part of Springwood.

      “She lost three children to the ague,” Mrs. Lombardi informed me as we continued on our way. “This is a hard country, Nell, especially for the poorer settlers. Those soddies are all they can manage until they can scrape together enough to build a proper house. Don’t forget how scarce lumber is out here, and building in stone takes time and expertise.”

      And yet the seminary building wouldn’t be out of place in a city, I mused. And some citizens of Springwood could afford to build well. Beyond the creek were piles of lumber and stone and markers designating plots of land. Knots of roughly dressed men congregated around half-built houses.

      Another ten minutes’ walk brought us to the completed part of the little community. There were perhaps fifteen houses of respectable appearance, with a small church taking pride of place in an attractive spot framed by hickories and oaks. Two short rows of commercial buildings suggested the beginning of what might one day be a thriving town.

      “My word,” I said.

      It wasn’t the houses that had caught my eye, nor the gracious attentions of several well-dressed women of matronly aspect who nodded at us as we approached. Before the largest commercial building, Hayward’s Mercantile, strutted a horse. Even to my untrained eye, it looked to be a fine, high-spirited animal of the sort favored by wealthy young gentlemen. Its gleaming coat and great height set it apart from the sturdy, mud-splashed workhorses tied to hitching posts along the street, like a prince among paupers.

      Atop this magnificent beast sat a man incongruously dressed in a neat black suit and soft felt hat, putting the animal through its paces with the cool confidence of someone who dealt with expensive horseflesh every day.

      “That’s Mr. Poulton, isn’t it?” asked Mrs. Lombardi, her eyebrows raised. “Doesn’t he ride well?”

      “He seems to do everything well,” I replied. For it was indeed the seminary’s Old Testament teacher. His lithe figure showed to advantage as he guided the horse through a complex series of movements seemingly designed to test every aspect of its gait. As he made the last turn, Mr. Poulton saw us and turned his mount in our direction, bringing it to a stop with the lightest touch on the reins and dismounting gracefully. He doffed his hat, smiling at us while the wind ruffled his black curls and a gleam of sunlight made them shine like ebony. It was hard not to smile back.

      “Are you thinking of buying this horse, Mr. Poulton?” Mrs. Lombardi—or Catherine, as she was insisting I call her now—spoke cordially. “He’s much too fine for the plains, to my way of thinking.”

      “His price is quite out of my reach, I’m afraid,” was the answer, with another smile that brought a sparkle to his violet-blue eyes. I gave my hat a surreptitious tug, hoping he wouldn’t notice the state of my boots and skirt.

      “Fairland had him brought from Kentucky for his son.” Mr. Poulton indicated a portly man with expansive whiskers and a red-veined nose.

      “Give some tone to the place,” proclaimed Mr. Fairland, tipping his hat in our direction. “He looks mighty fine next to your nags, don’t he?” he called over his shoulder to the other men standing nearby. I knew from the signs on one of the commercial buildings that Mr. Fairland was, among other things, a Wells Fargo agent. From the look of the horse, business was booming.

      “He’ll look the same as the others when he’s covered in mud,” called one of the watching men, who spat a brown stream of tobacco juice into a puddle.

      During this exchange, the matronly ladies made a beeline toward our group, keeping a careful distance from the horse. They greeted Catherine, whom they seemed to know, bestowed fond smiles on Mr. Poulton, and nodded politely at me.

      “Ladies,” said Catherine, “this is Mrs. Eleanor Lillington of Illinois. From near Chicago. She’s taken up the post of seamstress at the seminary—and she’s a special friend of mine.”

      Puzzlement flitted across the ladies’ faces as they wrestled with how to treat me. As seamstress at the seminary, I was little better than a servant—but as Catherine Lombardi’s friend, I deserved more consideration.

      Mr. Poulton settled the matter by offering me his arm and bestowing a dazzling smile on me. The matrons seemed as one to decide I was an object of interest and charm. They made welcoming noises and remarks about how good it would be to have a new lady in their circle of acquaintance.

      “Do you ride, Mrs. Lillington?” Mr. Poulton removed his hat to mop his brow.

      “Unfortunately not.” At that moment, I was exceedingly sorry I couldn’t produce any evidence of knowledge about horses. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of the ladies, a fiercely corseted matriarch with an interesting, mobile face, sidle over to the man who’d spat tobacco juice. She gave him a look that made him instantly hook the wad of tobacco out of his mouth and wrap it in his handkerchief—from which I deduced they were married.

      “Mrs. Lillington should learn to ride, shouldn’t she?” Catherine had a mischievous gleam in her eye. “This country is most propitious for making horsewomen of us.”

      Amid the chorus of hilarity that followed, Mr. Poulton moved back to the horse and gave it a clap on the neck, whereupon it turned its huge head to bite his arm. Blue eyes fierce, he pushed its muzzle away with a barked shout of command and grasped the bridle again, pulling the bit back so that it made contact with the corners of the animal’s mouth. The horse immediately quieted down, but not before I’d seen Mr. Poulton’s arm tense as if he’d like to mete out further punishment. A faint flush appeared on his high cheekbones, but then he made a conscious effort to relax, and with a laugh, led the horse over to its owner.

      “You’ve made a good purchase, Fairland.” He handed the horse over to a shabbily dressed man standing a few paces behind the Wells Fargo agent. “You’ll have to be firm with this one though. Don’t let him think for a moment he’s in charge of anything.”

      Mr. Poulton turned back to me, peeling off the sturdy leather gloves he had been wearing and brushing a few horsehairs off his black suit.

      “The day’s warming up,” he remarked. “May I buy you ladies a glass of sassafras beer?”

      I hesitated, mainly because the amused expression on Mrs. Lombardi’s face told me she believed the invitation to be for my benefit. From the sly glances passing between the older ladies, they thought so too.

      “The mercantile is quite respectable,” Mr. Poulton said, misinterpreting my reluctance. “There’s no whiskey barrel.”

      “And Mrs. Hayward washes the glasses after every customer,” said the clever-looking matron, prompting laughter from her companions.

      I gave in, of course. I’d been inside the mercantile before—it was, in point of fact, the only store worth visiting in the town.

      An assortment of odors greeted us: the strong-smelling kerosene lamp that lit the crowded interior, coffee from the grinder that stood on the counter, molasses, leather, the spice of tobacco from the cigar boxes high on the shelves, the astringent smells of soap and patent medicines. One corner of the store overflowed with bolts of cloth, rough clothing of the sort the workingmen of the plains wore, ribbons, ladies’ undergarments discreetly screened by a piece of linen, suspenders, hats, and a few pairs of shoes. Rifles, pistols, lamps, lanterns, cooking pots, and utensils hung from all available points, with boxes of ammunition stacked next to a tower of large round cheeses. A well-polished pine coffin stood in another corner with a sign announcing that other sizes and finishes were available—just ask.

      The sassafras beer was cool, strongly flavored, and not too sweet, and I began to enjoy myself. I was back in the world I understood. Our polite conversation didn’t go any deeper than remarks on the fierceness of the prairie wind, the types of horse best suited to the terrain, the selection of goods in the store, and the relative sophistication of Wichita.

      “But the seminary,” I said after a few minutes. “It never fails to astonish me, especially when I see how raw and new Springwood is. How on earth could anyone think of raising such a grand building in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Dr. Adema is a visionary,” Catherine said. “He looks forward to a time when—who knows?—Springwood may be as large as Chicago. Don’t forget that great city was just a collection of wood huts only forty years ago.”

      “Professor Adema is a dreamer.” Mr. Poulton’s tone was light, but his musical voice had an edge to it. “An impractical man, at bottom. He imagines the brotherhood of all men and the expansion of knowledge to every African, Indian, and poor son of the prairie. He’s fortunate he was able to rely on the generosity of the Calderwoods, who have steadier heads and a more realistic outlook on life.”

      I opened my mouth to protest that I preferred Dr. Adema’s generous openheartedness to the Calderwoods’ narrow conventionality, but then I shut it again. I was in no position to bite the hand that fed me, Sarah, and Tess—and I was sure Mr. Poulton was in the Calderwoods’ complete confidence. And besides, Mr. Poulton was most decorative to look at, and I was in no mood to introduce a sour note into the pleasant hour.

      “How is it you ride so well, Mr. Poulton?” Catherine asked. “Not that I have any reason to think a man shouldn’t ride, but you seem—”

      “More of a scholar?” Mr. Poulton’s eyes slanted upward when he was amused, and I found myself waiting for those moments. “When I was a lad in Baltimore, I had plenty of opportunities to ride. When I was in England, I rode to hounds—fox-hunting, you know—and hunted pheasant and partridge. I had a generous patron when I was at Cambridge.”

      His smile turned a little wistful. “Alas, to be a poor teacher, Mrs. Lillington. I can’t enjoy such luxuries now.”

      “I can enjoy them even less,” I laughed. “I’m a poor seamstress.”

      “And I’m an even poorer missionary’s wife,” said Catherine, and we all laughed uproariously at our poverty.

      “But you’ve seen England.” I sighed when the laughter ended. “I’ve always wanted to go there. My grandmother was English. But I don’t suppose I’ll ever have the money.”

      “Nonsense.” Catherine’s tone was brisk and cheerful. “Both of you have the blessings of good looks, cultivation, and youth. Rejoice in those assets, which may take you far.”

      “I will,” said Mr. Poulton, holding out his hand to me. “Mrs. Lillington, let us shake hands as allies in the search for better prospects. Who knows? We may each of us find a wealthy spouse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            TRAGEDY

          

        

      

    

    
      May 20, 1872

      Dear Martin,

      I put pen to paper with a heavy heart. This time I have real news, and it’s terrible.

      Dr. Adema, the president of this seminary, has died in a fall. He was a poor sleeper, in the way of the elderly, I suppose, and was in the habit of walking around the place late at night. A servant found him at the foot of the grand staircase. His neck had broken—he must have slipped on the stairs and tumbled down them. They think he died before he reached the bottom—I hope so.

      The memorial service will take place tomorrow, and I find myself in awfully low spirits. All the more so because the rumor is Dr. Calderwood will now be president, which means Mrs. Calderwood will rule the roost more than ever. And you know how she disapproves of me.

      Dr. Adema was my ally, and I felt that in time, he would become my friend. I know I should be mourning him and not thinking of myself, but the future looks bleak to me.

      Yours in sadness,

      Nell
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        * * *

      

      “Is somebody there?”

      I shifted in my seat, looking around at the room behind me. The light of the small lamp I had carried into the remotest bay of the library did not shine far, and the shadows—combined with my low mood—made me nervous. The clock that usually provided a comforting tick in the large room had been stopped to mark Dr. Adema’s death. This late at night, the silence was so deep it was almost a presence in itself. The click of the heavy door, made of solid oak with beveled panes of glass, had been quite distinct.

      “Mrs. Lillington? I’m so sorry to disturb you.” Professor Wale held a thick book in his hand, his index finger between the pages to keep his place. His thick, springy hair stood up around his bald spot, chalk dust mingling with the black and gray where he had run his fingers through it while teaching.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “You don’t disturb me. I’m glad of the company.”

      I was learning to like the small, irascible man. He didn’t tolerate fools—I’d seen him berating an older student for stupidity with acidic eloquence—but he was fair-minded. I'd found him, not long before, tweaking the earlobe of a boy who’d taunted another over his clothes. The lecture on pride and arrogance he’d delivered on that occasion was at a volume to make the windows rattle. Later, he’d sent the badly dressed boy to me to have his wardrobe supplemented—at the professor’s expense.

      “I thought one of the students left a lamp burning in the corner,” the professor said. “They’re careless little beasts, and an unattended lamp is a hazard in a library.”

      He put his open book down on a nearby table and slipped something that looked suspiciously like a pipe into his pocket. Seeing my eyes follow the movement, he grinned, revealing yellow-stained teeth.

      “You didn’t see that, Mrs. Lillington. This august institution frowns on the use of tobacco. But it’s a comforting habit in troubled times.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I rubbed my eyes. “These past two days have been dreadful. I think the servants have taken Dr. Adema’s death the hardest.”

      “He took many of them in after the war, you know, when the country was full of former slaves without employment. He worked through the churches to find the most deserving, those who still wished for a domestic place. They love him. Loved him.”

      He sat down heavily in a chair near me.

      “Didn’t you?” I asked.

      Professor Wale nodded, leaning his chin on his hand. “Hendrik Adema had his priorities right. It galls me to think of that fatuous imp Calderwood presuming to take his place.”

      I looked down at the book in which I’d been writing. “It bodes ill for me, this change. Mrs. Calderwood takes a dim view of my moral character.”

      “Why?” The professor cocked his head to one side, looking like a curious, crested parrot.

      I swallowed hard, realizing the trap I’d walked into. But I wasn’t in the mood to concoct a story, and besides—I trusted him.

      “I—I made a mistake, once.” I hung my head. “My daughter is the result.”

      I could feel my cheeks burning, but I looked up when the professor let out a low whistle.

      “O-o-o-h,” he said. “Well, I made a few mistakes myself as a youth. But as the great Johnson said, I cannot conceive, and my follies did me no lasting harm. The harm I did to myself happened later, and my sins are no doubt far more grievous than yours, my dear.”

      He leaned forward and patted my hand in a fatherly way. “Thank you for confiding in me. Is it anxiety about Mrs. Calderwood that keeps you awake so late at night?”

      “In a way.” I felt my shoulders slump. “When I came to Kansas, I thought I was setting out on a great adventure—that I’d be on my way to a new life, one I’d chosen for myself.” I looked at him. “But I brought my problems with me, didn’t I? And I thought I could bring Sarah up far from gossip if I moved away from my home, but the gossip has already started.”

      I gestured at my book, where columns of figures led to a depressingly small total. “And the worst circumstance of all is that I’ve trapped myself here. I don’t see how I’m even going to afford the fare back to Chicago or have any possibility of escaping from this place without throwing myself on the charity of my friends.”

      “You were calculating your wealth?” Professor Wale’s dark eyes, often so weary looking, sparkled with the sort of inquisitiveness that aims at helping rather than just enjoying another person’s misery. “Of course, you were trying to work out how much you can save. What do you earn?”

      “Sixty cents a day.” Somehow I didn’t mind confessing the smallness of the sum to this man. “With full board for all three of us—a generous amount considering the cost of food and lodging. I split my earnings with Tess—I could do little without her help—and we pool our resources to buy the things we need.”

      “Sixty cents a day.” Professor Wale looked at the ceiling, where the lamp threw a golden pool of light from its chimney.

      “I don’t think I’d do as well in Chicago if I did plain needlework,” I hastened to assure him. “Dressmaking work is getting harder to find now that the dry goods stores stock so many ladies’ garments. In any case, by my calculations it will take nearly a year just to save the fare back to Chicago.”

      “But you’re not friendless there, I presume.” They were kind, those eyes, infinitely kind in their sadness.

      “I have a friend I trust—an old friend of the family, who takes care of the tiny capital left after my mother and stepfather died.” Because my stepfather, Hiram Jackson, had spent my mother’s money as well as his own—but there was no point in telling that story.

      “Yet you wish to remain independent of this person.”

      I frowned. “I’d like to be independent of everyone, I suppose.”

      “Ah, now we are getting to the essence of the matter.”

      Professor Wale crossed one leg across his knee and curled his hands around his ankle. “Forgive me, my young friend, if I seem overly curious. But I tire easily of small talk, and I would like to look into your heart a little, if you’ll indulge a man old enough to be your father. So tell me, what are your priorities?”

      The answer came with an ease that surprised me. “To provide well for my daughter and for Miss O’Dugan, who is like a sister to me. To make it possible for us to direct our own lives, even if we’re only women.”

      “Aren’t you directing your life now?”

      “Hardly. I can’t even write to my friend—I suppose you should know he’s a man and unmarried—without Mrs. Calderwood reading my letters.”

      One of the reasons I was still awake was a nagging worry that either Mrs. Calderwood or Mrs. Drummond would read the letter I’d written to Martin that morning. Well, if my goose was going to be cooked, it might as well happen sooner than later.

      The professor’s thick black eyebrows rose, deepening the wrinkles on his forehead. “I would have difficulty tolerating such interference indeed.” He fingered the pipe in his coat pocket as if he’d truly like to light it.

      “I have little choice as things stand,” I admitted. “Right now, to provide for my family I must submit to my employers.”

      “Hmmm. I suppose finding a husband is out of the question. Then you could tell the busybodies to go—well, let us say, to the door.”

      “Oh, a husband would interfere more than anyone.” But I was laughing now, amused by the professor’s puckish expression.

      “Some do not.” He waved a hand toward the ceiling. “They are in the minority, of course. So now that we’ve dealt with your immediate priority, what is the true desire of your heart? Your most selfish, most human craving?”

      To my surprise, a new answer presented itself entire and complete in my head, bringing with it a wave of emotion that threatened to make my voice unsteady. I cleared my throat.

      “I would like,” I said, “to become someone greater than I am. To use my talents to the full, to stretch my capacities to the utmost. If I were selfish, I would spend my days doing what I always did when I had no obligation to earn a living. I would invent beautiful dresses on the page and turn them into reality. But it would be more than that—I would create beauty for other women. And I would direct other women to excel in the same field.”

      A few seconds passed in silence while I considered what I had just said. I twisted round to look at the pages behind me, covered with figures in my sprawling hand. I felt as if I were groping for some concept that was barely within my reach, like a child learning its letters and starting to comprehend the connection between A-B-C and the words in its picture book.

      “You know,” I said in a half whisper, not knowing if I was talking to the professor or myself, “until this moment, I thought I was content with my little ambition of bringing Sarah up away from gossip and providing for us all. I thought it was going to be enough.”

      I looked up, puzzled, into the silent professor’s face. “I’ve fought for us, you know—to keep Sarah, to have Tess near me.” Indeed, I’d fought for Sarah’s very survival. I knew if I closed my eyes, I would see Hiram throwing my child into the river, so I kept them open. “And if I have to fight for both of them again, I’ll do it—to my last breath. But it’s not enough.”

      “Why not?” There was something strangely alert about the way the little man was sitting now, as if he expected something.

      “Because Sarah will grow away from me, won’t she? From the moment she was born, she was on a separate path from mine. And even Tess—there’s nobody more loyal, but if she develops ambitions of her own—ones that conflict with mine—I won’t hold her back.” I picked at a
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