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            ABSENT FRIENDS

          

        

      

    

    
      July 1877

      Madame Arlette Belvoix, the head of dressmaking in Rutherford’s department store, rarely greeted anyone when she entered a room. She merely waited until the sheer force of her personality impinged upon those present. She never interrupted, creating for herself an opportunity to observe the workers unseen.

      This procedure naturally struck terror into the dressmaking staff. Those of us who knew Madame well had developed a defensive reflex, an intuition that alerted us to her silent presence. Without interrupting us, she caused us to interrupt ourselves.

      Even I, a senior couturière and partner in Rutherford’s—not to mention the wife of its senior partner—was not immune to the chilling effect of Madame’s noiseless arrivals. When it came to dressmaking, the small Frenchwoman had absolute power by reason of her genius, and I, like the other partners, submitted to her authority absolutely.

      I’d been in fine verbal flow as I discussed my friend Elizabeth Parnell’s wedding dress with Magda, one of our best embroiderers. But when my words began to stumble over one another and my concentration wavered, I recognized the symptoms. I looked up and rose to my feet.

      “How can I help you, Madame?”

      I pulled out a chair for my mentor and nodded at Magda, who had also risen. Magda dipped a tiny curtsey—in Madame’s direction, not mine—and glided away toward her work bench.

      Madame ignored the proffered seat, and my heart sank a little lower in my chest. She had to tip her head back to gaze at me; the light from the atelier’s large windows enhanced the effect of her steel-ball irises, already deepened in hue by the sober navy-blue dress she wore.

      “Please do me the honor of stepping into my room, Mrs. Rutherford.”

      A smile of grandmotherly aspect and an encouraging tilt of her head accompanied the request. Neither smile nor tilt fooled me for an instant. They didn’t fool the other women either. The muted hum of conversation sank to a hush. Every worker bent her head to look at her work, and only her work.

      I followed Madame to the tiny cupboard of a room she had claimed as her own, my mind whirring. Avoiding the books, journals, drawings, and fabric samples that had accumulated since last year’s fire, I sat on the hard, narrow chair that occupied the remaining piece of floor. Dismay stole over me, although I couldn’t, at that moment, have said why.

      Madame seated herself opposite me and rested her elbows on her desk, spreading the fingertips of her small, precise hands and tapping them together. She smiled. “Is Miss Parnell’s wedding gown finished? The nuptials are just eight days away, n’est-ce pas?”

      Did she think I was spending too long on Elizabeth’s dress? Or had she seen some flaw I’d missed? I tried to smile back. “I must do another fitting. Miss Parnell has lost flesh.”

      “Better that than the other way around.” Madame’s eyes glinted with what was perhaps humor.

      There were no flaws in the dress, I would swear by it. I had cut it myself, and in my mind’s eye saw every inch of silk damask, every stitch of the embroidery, every flutter of satin as Elizabeth walked up the aisle in her Lake Forest church. It would be magnificent.

      Madame made a small noise in her throat. “And it has been only—what? Nine or ten weeks since your own wedding?”

      “About that.” I glanced down at my left hand, where the rose-gold band Martin had slipped on my finger in May sat against the bright constellation of diamonds with which he’d marked our engagement in April.

      “You have much to occupy your mind.”

      Here was the clue, and I decided to get the worst over. “Have I forgotten something? I have, haven’t I? Something important.”

      “Or somebody.” Madame raised her eyebrows like a teacher encouraging a rather slow pupil.

      A cold weight settled in my chest, and a prickling sensation ran down my spine. I clapped both hands over my mouth.

      “Bertha Palmer. Oh, glory.” I spoke through my fingers.

      Madame nodded. “She came to the store in person to inquire after the sketches you promised her. For Friday.”

      It was now Tuesday. Bertha Palmer was the queen of Chicago society—of all people to let down. But I was a member of Chicago society too, like her the wife of a wealthy merchant. I stiffened my spine and faced Madame squarely.

      “Was she very cross?” I detected a trace of sardonic humor in my voice that would not have been there when I arrived in Chicago as an unknown dressmaker.

      A little of the humor communicated itself to Madame’s expression, which softened a fraction. “Not very, and not at all after I finished talking to her. We should afford a new bride a little—what is the word?—leeway, especially a bride in your social position. Of course, it is a novel experience for these ladies to purchase gowns designed by someone on whom they pay calls.” She waved an expressive hand. “Although why it should be different when a woman has a profession . . .”

      “It is though.” I felt the corners of my mouth turn down. “One lady I call on actually laughed out loud when she learned I would continue to work as a married woman.” I could hear her voice in my head: My dear, how democratic.

      “And yet they have already solicited you to sit on their charitable committees?” This time Madame’s smile was genuine.

      “Before we put away the wedding presents. I refused, of course. What with the new store still being built, and the new house, Martin’s so busy too. I must think of him now, as well as Sarah and Tess—”

      “A woman carries many burdens.” Madame nodded, a trace of sympathy in her eyes. “Eh bien, I suppose I cannot fault your dedication to work since the two of you barely took time for a honeymoon. But you should make sure you do not forget your clients too often, Mrs. Rutherford.”

      I rubbed my forehead with a hand that was a touch colder than usual. “You’re quite right. I’d better go home and send the sketches to Mrs. Palmer at once, with a note of apology. They’re on my desk. I was almost finished with them, but I kept worrying about the Lombardis. I’ve told you about my friends in Kansas, haven’t I? I put the drawings aside for a few minutes while I wrote another letter to Catherine, and I believe Martin came in and placed some architect’s drawings on top. I remember he wanted to talk to me about the new house.”

      “The Lombardis—yes, the missionary family of whom you are so fond. You still have not heard from them?” A small frown appeared on Madame’s brow.

      “No, and I’m dreadfully worried. If it weren’t for Elizabeth’s wedding, I’d be on my way to Kansas by now. I’ve received no communication from Catherine Lombardi for weeks—months—even when I wrote to her about our engagement. I’ve written to her four times since. I last heard from her in March, when she saw in the Chicago papers that the store burned down. Of course, I was ill then.” I touched the scar by my ear from where my hair had caught fire. “I waited to write back until I had some good news, but I’ve had no answer.”

      “Could she be traveling?” Madame stood up, signaling that our meeting was drawing to an end, and I did the same.

      “Perhaps,” I said. “If something had . . . happened to her, wouldn’t I have received word from Pastor Lombardi or Teddy? I can only hope they’re now on their way to Chicago after visiting elsewhere—maybe on the East Coast where their families are. I suppose I imagine that if I write enough letters, one will catch up with them. It’s more than a year since Catherine promised to come to Chicago for Lucy’s health.”

      And the events of the last year had held me back from returning to Kansas. Only now, with Martin’s ordeal as a suspected murderer and the destruction of the store behind us, were my fears becoming difficult to live with. I regarded Catherine Lombardi as a second mother, and I wanted—needed—to be sure she and her family were safe.

      I followed the small, plump figure of Madame Belvoix out into the corridor. As always, I felt the constriction of our temporary premises. Quite apart from the salespeople and clerks and maintenance people, we now had over three hundred employees on the dressmaking side. Seamstresses, cutters, toile makers, sewing machine operators, embroiderers, beaders, apprentices: they had shifts at different times, and the work Madame and I had done on simplifying and standardizing our pattern pieces had helped, but the demand for our dresses was immense and our staff growing apace.

      We even employed dressmakers to work at night; it was surprising how many of Chicago’s wealthy women left important sartorial decisions till the last moment. We could produce a dinner gown in twenty-four hours—if the customer was ready to pay an outrageous price, and some were.

      The gaslit corridor was overly warm, crammed with people rushing to their destination. Dark-clad shopgirls and male sales staff, clerks in sack coats and striped trousers, smartly dressed couturières and dressmaking assistants, embroiderers in light gray—it made it easier to see dropped needles and threads—and men in overalls jostled past one another with words of greeting, only to be swallowed by rooms or stairwells from which others were emerging. It wouldn’t be a moment too soon before the new store was ready.

      It wasn’t until we were on the staircase and about to part company that a question occurred to me.

      “Why didn’t you send someone to bring me downstairs when Mrs. Palmer arrived, Madame? I should have made my apologies in person.”

      Madame halted, fixing me with a severe gaze.

      “I will not countenance a partner in this store, a senior couturière, apologizing in front of our customers and staff. That would not do at all. We must protect your dignity, Mrs. Rutherford.”

      “Good heavens.” I blinked. “Well, I owe you my thanks for that.”

      “A letter to Mrs. Palmer accompanied by your excellent sketches will be thanks enough. A prompt letter,” Madame said with a regal air. “And you will kindly ask Mr. Rutherford to make himself available tomorrow at eight o’clock sharp. We must discuss the storage of the seed pearls, semi-precious stones, fine lace, and the like. It is imperative that we can get the dressmaking valuables out of the store next time there is a fire—it has been most inconvenient to rebuild my supplies.”

      “Of course, Madame.”

      “He will no doubt already be planning for the safekeeping of jewelry, with all the robberies this wicked town seems to suffer lately, but he must not neglect my stock.”

      She resumed her descent to the sales floor, leaving me, as she often did, in some confusion as to who really ran the store that bore my married name.
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      It was late morning by the time I arrived in Aldine Square, so I wasn’t surprised to walk into a quiet house. The designs for Bertha Palmer were sitting on my workroom desk, now visible as Martin had taken away the architect’s plans. He too was busy; an observant man, he would normally notice my oversight.

      Settling into my chair, I spared a glance at my cutting table, where the stacked pieces of a summer dress I was making for Sarah reproached me for my lack of attention to my daughter’s needs. Perhaps if I was very good and got the work for Bertha Palmer done quickly, I could treat myself to an hour with Sarah’s dress after luncheon? I presumed Tess and Sarah would return for the midday meal. We could eat together, and then maybe Tess would sit and talk to me as I sewed, perhaps help me by doing some basting, just like in the old days when we worked side by side, two friends as close as sisters . . .

      I sighed as I pulled out my letter paper and searched for the pen with the best nib. The next hour flew by as I reviewed the sketches, added some finishing touches, and wrote an apologetic—but not groveling—note to Mrs. Palmer. After all, the Potter Palmers weren’t so very much wealthier than we were, and Madame was right: my dignity mattered too.

      Having wrapped sketches and letter in brown paper tied up with string, I became far more cheerful. Especially when I heard the front door open below. Would it be Tess, returning from her outing to the market with our maid, Zofia? Or Sarah, back from her morning’s airing in the park with her governess, Miss Baker? I rose to my feet, parcel in hand, my step lightening and the corners of my mouth turning up as I almost ran onto the landing.

      But it was neither Tess nor Sarah. Only one inhabitant of the house in Aldine Square took the stairs two at a time. Only one of us had long enough legs and the freedom from skirts that made such a speedy ascent possible. My smile widened into a grin.

      “You needn’t run—I’m on my way down,” I said to the footsteps.

      “Are you finished composing your craven apologies to Bertha Palmer?” came the amused voice of my husband from the floor below.

      “Nothing craven is contained therein, thank you very much. If Bertha’s so eager to wear Lillington designs that she comes to the store in person, she’s hardly going to abandon the project. She told me my dresses are almost equal to Worth’s—and heaven knows they’re cheaper and don’t require to be shipped from Paris.”

      “Almost equal?”

      Another turn of the stairs brought Martin into view. He had stopped on the landing below, arms crossed as he contemplated my descent. I put an extra sway into my hips just to see the grin light up his face.

      A pink line indented my husband’s forehead where he’d pushed his silk hat hard onto his head. I deduced he had been riding Gentleman, the gray horse that was his favorite mode of transport. He must have come from the store—from where else would he get the news that I’d returned home? Madame Belvoix might protect me from our customers, but she wouldn’t have kept the tale of my lapse from Martin.

      “I don’t expect to equal Worth—not yet anyway.” I put the brown paper parcel down on the console table. “As Madame says, true mastery takes time.” Freed of my burden, I moved into the enfolding warmth of two long arms.

      “Do you think Mrs. Power could rustle up some food straightaway?” asked Martin after greeting me with a prolonged, and most enjoyable, kiss. “I’m starving.”

      His stomach agreed with a sort of whine. I laughed and wriggled free of his embrace.

      “You’ll have to wait until Tess and Sarah get home for luncheon.” I patted at my hair, which had become mussed, and picked up my parcel again, sniffing at the air. “I suspect Mrs. Power’s baking a meat pie.”

      “That was my guess too, and that smell’s not helping. I feel like a famished wolf.” Martin gnashed his teeth in imitation of a hungry beast. I sighed.

      “If you simply can’t wait five more seconds for food, I’ll see if Mrs. Power will spare a moment to put up a plate of cold beef and pickles.” I put my foot on the first stair downward. “I need to go down there anyway to give this parcel to Mr. Nutt—he should deliver it by hand.”

      “O excellent wife, whose value is far greater than a whole heap of rubies.” Martin, moving toward his dressing room, blew a kiss at me.

      “And never ask Mrs. Power to ‘rustle up’ food—you sound like a cowpoke asking for a plate of beans. Wherever do you get such dreadful slang?”

      “Blame my ever-expanding frontier business. While I’m eating my pre-luncheon, would you look over the plans of the house with me? I’m considering adding a little annex; I have an idea for a billiard room . . .”

      His voice faded away as I moved downstairs, in a hurry to catch Mr. Nutt before he ate. I flipped up my timepiece; surely the discussion about the house wouldn’t take all the time before luncheon? I needed to talk to Martin about the Lombardis. But I should choose my moment, and men became so testy when they were hungry. Maybe I should return with a large plate of beef and pickles.
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      Martin’s enthusiasm for our new house—a dwelling which seemed to grow larger every time he reviewed the plans—filled the minutes so neatly that I never had a chance to change the subject before Tess arrived.

      Luncheon was a lively affair and took longer than I’d anticipated. Tess and Sarah were delighted to have both of us at home, and it would be unfair to rush back to work. By the time we all left the table, I had to relinquish the cherished dream of an hour’s sewing and agree to Martin’s proposition that we ride back to the store in the rockaway and “put our noses to the grindstone.”

      “After all,” he pointed out as he handed me into the conveyance, “we haven’t done nearly as much work as we should these past few weeks.”

      He helped me settle into my seat as Mr. Nutt shut the carriage door and climbed up onto the driver’s bench, then sat beside me, remarking, “Although if you ask me, we should still be on our honeymoon.”

      His arm went to steal around my waist, and I batted it away. The rockaway’s windows were quite large enough for people to see us. A good-natured laugh and a pinch well below the waist were my reward; once married, I’d soon learned that Martin was familiar with the weak points in a woman’s armor of layered fabrics. Satisfied with his victory, my husband angled himself into the corner of the seat and crossed his arms.

      “It’s outrageous that we barely stopped working long enough to marry,” he mused, his eyes on the carriage’s painted ceiling. “Of course, not many newlyweds are both involved in running a large store—one that has to be rebuilt into the bargain.”

      “We seem to be busier than almost anyone else I know,” I agreed. “In our social set, anyhow. I daresay the members of Tess’s family work harder than we do. Still,” I raised my eyebrows at my husband, “I was quite content with our three days in the Palmer House’s bridal chamber.”

      “Yes, they were a good three days, weren’t they?”

      The look Martin gave me sent a wave of warmth through the core of my body, and I blushed. Martin didn’t laugh though. He reached out to encircle my fingers in a large, warm hand and bent his head to kiss the inside of my wrist above my glove.

      “They were a very good three days.” I sounded a little out of breath.

      “Then you’re happy, Nellie?”

      “You know I am.”

      Martin relinquished my hand and crossed his arms again, his eyes on me. There was silence for a few moments while we contemplated each other, close together in the intimate space of the carriage, heedless of the bouncing, rocking motion of our progress toward Michigan Avenue. But eventually Martin shook his head.

      “And yet something’s on your mind, isn’t it?” He raised a finger as I opened my mouth. “Don’t deny it. You know I can read you like a book. You have that kind of face. No, don’t stare out of the window to avoid me. Besides, you told Madame that you’re distracted because you’re worried about the Lombardis.”

      “And she took it upon herself to tell you? She has no right.”

      “I suppose she has the right—or believes she has the right—to concern herself with any matter that affects the work of such an important member of the dressmaking staff.”

      Martin spoke evenly, but his smile had faded. “As the senior partner, I should be concerned too—but on a personal level, I hate to think of you fretting over something and not telling me. We are husband and wife now.”

      “I’ve been trying to talk to you about it.” I looked down at my laced hands in their fine doeskin gloves. “I intended to broach the subject earlier, but you were so enthusiastic about the house, and then it was luncheon, and then—”

      “I thought you told me the Lombardis were traveling. Why are you so worried now?”

      “I didn’t know they were traveling—I believed they must be. When I wrote to Catherine to tell her we were to be wed, I was convinced she’d come to Chicago. I even wired her the money for the train fares. When she didn’t reply, I almost wondered if I’d offended her.” I grimaced. “It was rather a triumphant letter, and you know what Pastor Lombardi says about pride. And it was awfully short notice, and I probably spent half the letter exulting over being made a partner—”

      “What, more than about marrying me? Do tell, Mrs. Rutherford.”

      “Oh, hush. And we were so busy, and so happy, and there was all that ruckus over the wedding dress—and now I suppose I feel guilty for not having thought more about the Lombardis. Especially since I didn’t write much to Catherine last year.”

      “No?”

      “Well, given that the love of my life stood accused of murdering his wife”—I saw Martin wince and sent him an anguished half smile of apology—“and I’d become a department store spy to help him, I suppose my retreat into brevity was excusable. Catherine knew about your—about Lucetta, of course. It was all over the Chicago papers for months.” I watched my husband make a valiant effort not to flinch this time. “I mostly sent assurances that you were doing as well as could be expected and gave her news of Sarah and Tess.”

      “Must have been deuced frustrating, with you at the center of such a thrilling situation.”

      “It wasn’t thrilling—it was horrible. Martin, I want to go to Kansas. I need to know what’s happened to her.”

      “Now? With Elizabeth’s wedding so close?” A line appeared between Martin’s eyebrows.

      “Well, no,” I conceded. “I wouldn’t desert Elizabeth right now. But it’s only another week—two, since we’ve said we’ll stay with her parents until the twenty-sixth.”

      “It’s the worst time of year for traveling west. The heat apart from anything else, then there’s the malaria in Kansas. Cholera, typhoid, yellow jack—”

      “You’d travel to Kansas.” I felt my face assuming its most stubborn expression.

      “On my own or with another man, perhaps.” Martin frowned heavily. “And then only if necessary. I wasn’t planning to visit the frontier till September or October. Couldn’t you wait until then?”

      “Would you wait?” I was almost shouting now, glad that the carriage was moving again and the noises of the street covered my voice. “No, you wouldn’t. I don’t intend to take Sarah or Tess. I can travel by myself.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Why is that ridiculous?” My face was hot. “Because I’m a woman?”

      “Because I’d never let you go alone when I’m able to be with you.” Martin’s face was pale and earnest. “Even if it is inconvenient or dangerous. From now on, we face our dangers together.”

      “Oh.” I drew a deep breath. “Oh, drat you, Martin Rutherford, you always have a way of sending me into a temper and then saying exactly the right thing to cool me down. I’m sorry; you’re just trying to be sensible. But Catherine’s like a mother to me.” I swallowed hard against a lump that had formed in my throat. “She’s part of my past.”

      To my relief, Martin’s face lost some of its bleak look—the look I’d seen so often in the year after Lucetta’s murder. He reached out to stroke the skin in front of my left ear, where the curved scar was fading from pink to white.

      “When it comes to your past, Eleanor Lillington Rutherford, I consider my claim the greatest. I’ve known you since you were three.”

      I captured his hand and held it over my scar. His fingers warmed the taut flesh for a few seconds before the carriage jolted, separating us.

      “Not during that period of my past.” I breathed deep, seeing Kansas again, and then farther back in my memory, the Women’s House. “The time I spent at the Poor Farm made me into a woman. And the years at the Eternal Life Seminary made me into the dressmaker I am now. Catherine was part of all that.”

      “I thought we had resolved to start life anew.” Martin spoke lightly, but there was a hint of strain in his voice.

      I was silent for a few moments, ordering my thoughts. Martin and I had talked about shedding the past in the intense, intoxicating days between our engagement and marriage, when the world had seemed to shrink to the two of us, so strong was the pull to unite as one. I had imagined then that, after being held in a Chicago jail for a murder he did not commit, Martin might want to sell the burned-over site of the first Rutherford’s store and move somewhere else—to New York, perhaps. Or that he might insist on an extended voyage through Europe after our wedding. That he might wish to go someplace where the ghost of Lucetta Rutherford, née Gambarelli, would not drift through his memories in a waft of gardenia perfume and a flash of diamonds. We had enough money to live anywhere we wanted, do anything we wanted; the store was unnecessary in monetary terms.

      But that would have meant disrupting Sarah’s life again, and a child needed stability. And was it fair to ask Tess to part from her family now that she’d found them? Chicago had become our home.

      And then there was the store. Seen as a whole, it was necessary to both of us. For me, it provided the stage on which my career would unfold. For Martin, it was something deeper—a visible symbol of his creativity, a proof of his masculinity, an edifice that shouted to the world that he was worthy. A legacy to bequeath to his heirs.

      “We could only begin life anew if we were reborn as infants, my darling,” I said at last. “And didn’t you just point out how important you were in my past? I might miss you the second time around.”

      It was the right answer, and to my relief lines of laughter creased the skin at the corners of Martin’s eyes and mouth. “Practical, as always. But won’t you allow that my concerns also have their practical side? It’s not just disease. You might be traveling toward disaster. It’s true that they’ve driven the tribes out of Kansas, but it’s a big state. And the Indian Wars are constantly in the papers.”

      It was a sultry July day, but an icy chill washed over me. “Is that what you think?” I twisted round to stare at Martin. “Do you believe the mission has been attacked?”

      “It’s one explanation.”

      “There are others?”

      Up till that moment, my fears for the Lombardis had amounted to a diffuse worry of the kind that rests upon a fundamental conviction that all would be well. I realized that I’d been counting on the perfectly ordinary explanation that would soon be proffered for Catherine’s silence. Martin’s words had burst that tiny bubble of reassuring delusion.

      “Serious illness.” Martin shrugged, unfocused gaze on the ceiling. “A roving band of outlaws—”

      He stopped and stared at me, his eyes wide.

      “Nellie, I’m so sorry. I was thinking out loud. You’ve gone quite white. What an idiot I am.”

      He gathered me to him. I let myself relax into his embrace, heedless of who might see us. His heart thudded steadily below my ear; my own seemed to be jittering in my chest.

      “You’re giving me more and more reasons to go to Kansas as soon as possible,” I said into Martin’s lapel.

      “Of course I am. I forget my wife rushes toward danger instead of running away from it. But those are my wild imaginings—reality tends to be far more prosaic.”

      “Not for me.” Almost unconsciously, I touched the scar by my ear. “I seem to possess a talent for disaster. So do you, come to that. But I’m grateful for the moments of peril I’ve lived through, in a way. I’ve grown because of them. I’ve found reserves of courage I hadn’t dreamed I had.”

      The dark bulk of the surrounding buildings warned us that we were arriving at the temporary store, and we pulled apart—but not before Martin had planted a swift kiss on my mouth.

      “You’re pure courage from head to toe, my dear. You’ve been full of fighting spirit since you were a little girl—it’s what I’ve always loved about you. But listen, would you let me make some inquiries before you go rushing off to Kansas? I could contact the denominational office, set the Pinkerton agency onto finding the Lombardis—there are a dozen different courses of action I could put in motion.” He put out a steadying hand as the rockaway slowed. “I should have thought of doing them before. It would make far more sense to gather some facts first, so you’d at least know in which direction to travel.”

      I nodded, conceding the point, and the tension in his face eased. In another moment, Mr. Nutt was opening the carriage door and Martin was handing me out, smiling as I shook out the folds the journey had put in my slate-blue day dress. The harsh sunlight of a Chicago summer flashed dazzling reflections from any window not shaded by an awning and gleamed on Martin’s tall silk hat. The moonstones in his cufflinks and tie pin shone like crystallized tears.

      In the few seconds before I smiled at the doorman and preceded Martin into the store, I was aware of people staring. A small, grubby child fingered a runny nose, gawping upward. A man in carpenter’s overalls looked pointedly at us, impatient at having to wait for us to pass. A shopgirl in a Field & Leiter’s uniform caught my eye and gave me a brief smile, as if in rueful acknowledgment of my good fortune.

      I was aware I cut a polished figure in my embroidered silk, sober and yet sumptuous, as befitted a partner in that successful enterprise, the Rutherford’s department store. But my heart, at that precise moment, was on the plains of Kansas, where the dirt would be drying to an ochre dust and the grasses ripening fast under the spreading sky.
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      Notwithstanding my promise to Martin that I would not “rush off” to Kansas and his assurances that he had acted at once to send out Pinkerton agents in search of the Lombardis, I was unable to shake off my restless mood. When a messenger boy came to the atelier three days later to summon me to a partners’ meeting, my immediate reaction was one of irritation. Did Martin not realize that we were days away from Elizabeth’s wedding and that the finishing details of such a fine nuptial gown took time and concentration?

      But I was a partner in the company that owned Rutherford’s and must not neglect that duty. I gave a few more instructions to my assistants on readying the dress for the late afternoon fitting I had scheduled with Elizabeth and did my best to arrange my face into an expression of polite interest as I entered Martin’s office.

      Joe Salazar, our general manager and partner, greeted me as I entered, his narrow visage grave. “There’s been another robbery, Nell.” He held out a chair for me.

      “A seriously injured watchman this time.” Martin, who had briefly risen as I entered, went back to studying the broadsheet that lay on his desk. “At Bermann & Sidewash. And once again they were selective. They only took a half-dozen pieces, but one of them—a tiara—was astoundingly valuable.”

      “Isn’t that where you bought my engagement ring?” I forgot my irritation as I leaned over to peer at the closely printed newspaper article.

      “Best jeweler in Chicago, in my opinion.” Martin looked up. “Joe put me on to them. Sol Bermann’s his—what was it, Joe?”

      “Second cousin’s brother-in-law,” said Joe laconically. “We attend the same temple. I must go visit him in the hospital.”

      “Was he attacked too?” I asked.

      “The shock affected his heart,” Martin said. “Joe, why don’t you take some time off this afternoon?”

      “Once we’re done here. Leah’s there, of course. You can rely on my wife for visiting the sick.” Joe pulled the rolled drawing that Martin had deposited on the table toward him, spreading it out and placing small weights on the corners. “So let’s hear about this jewelry vault, Martin. With a time lock?”

      “The latest model.” Martin looked pleased with himself. “The time lock will mean that we can only open it at set times, you see,” he said to me. “Times under our control. At all other hours, it’s entirely sealed. Even if a robber kidnapped a partner and forced them to work the combination, they couldn’t get in. We can vary the opening times so that the gangs won’t know when to plan a raid.”

      “Is that the topic of this meeting?” I leaned over to peruse the drawing, smiling at Joe as he turned it so I could see better. “It looks like a cage.”

      “It’s a big enough expense that Martin is obliged under the terms of our partnership to ask for our agreement.” Joe grinned. “As I pointed out to him.”

      “You know very well you’re as excited about the idea as I am.” Martin tapped the drawing as he pretended to bestow a stern look on the man who was not only our general manager and partner, but our friend. “See here, Nell.” Another tap. “It is a cage, buried inside a two-foot-thick box of concrete reinforced with steel shavings. A massive door—the room is big too. Far bigger than any safe I can buy. We’re just in time to make the addition and still open the store at the end of November.”

      “Do we need something that enormous?” I asked. “Is that where we’ll store the dressmaking valuables?”

      Joe shook his head, smiling ruefully. “As if we could make Madame Belvoix agree to a vault that isn’t accessible whenever she wishes it. She has negotiated her own small strongroom within the dressmaking department. Near a fire escape.”

      “So why—?”

      “Think about it, Nellie.” Martin leaned forward, his eyes alight. “Some of the gowns we sell are worn at the choicest dinners and grandest celebrations in Chicago—in the whole of the Middle West. Why should we not supply the jewels as well? You’ve listened to Powell McCombs lament the lost opportunity.”

      I nodded. The head of the Rutherford’s jewelry department had often expressed the wish that we might sell articles of higher value.

      “McCombs would love the tiara they stole from Bermann & Sidewash.” Joe ran a finger down the newspaper article, stopping at the description. “Just imagine this. Diamonds, pearls as big as your thumbnail, and sapphires. It would look beautiful in hair like yours, Nell.”

      “I’ve never worn a tiara,” I mused. “I wouldn’t ever want to be the sort of woman who drips with jewels. I’m sure Mama would not have agreed with the excess you see in this town.”

      “We live in a decadent age.” Martin shrugged. “And as a merchant, I intend to make the most of it. So, since those gathered around this table represent a majority of shares, is my outrageous expense approved?”

      Joe spread his hands in an expressive gesture. “It makes good business sense to install a vault now rather than later. I vote to approve.”

      “Mrs. Rutherford?” Martin gave me a sidelong smile.

      “If Joe says it’s all right, I have no objection.” I pushed the newspaper away from me.

      “Approved, then.” Martin looked pleased. “And Joe can go comfort Sol Bermann. Give him our good wishes, Joe, and tell him I’ll call on him when he’s feeling better.”
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      I turned from watching Joe leave the room and was surprised by the expression on Martin’s face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “You’re staring at that drawing as if it were something dangerous or disgusting.”

      “Am I?” Martin looked up, his brow clearing. “It takes me that way at times, I suppose. I just wish—” He stopped and took a deep breath. “I wish it didn’t have to be a cage.”

      “Oh.” I understood at once. Martin had spent too many weeks looking out from behind bars, accused of his first wife’s murder, and the experience had marked him. I rose to my feet and closed the office door carefully before crossing to my husband’s side, slipping a hand across his shoulders.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I didn’t realize the memories were still affecting you. You’ve been so—well, quiet about it all.”

      “It doesn’t befit a man to shake and tremble over a drawing.” Martin smiled up at me. “I must enter the confounded vault to inspect the work, so I’m trying to get used to the idea by degrees.” One side of his mouth twitched up, sardonic, self-mocking. “Don’t tell anyone that your husband’s a coward.”

      “You’re not.” The hard hug I gave Martin matched the vehemence in my voice. “Is that why you slept so badly last night? I thought you might be having bad dreams.”

      “Just the old nonsense about being back in jail.” Martin rose to his feet and cupped a hand around one side of my face, stroking the skin under my eyes with his thumb. “I’m sorry I kept you awake. You didn’t seem to sleep well either. Your eyes have shadows under them.”

      “I was worrying about the Lombardis.” I sighed. “And to be completely honest, about the notion that you might try to prevent me from traveling alone. I don’t like cages any more than you do, Martin.”

      “Ah. I suppose I deserve that.” Martin let go of me, depositing a kiss on my forehead. “Look, I don’t want to worry about you. I don’t want to put you in a box marked ‘mine,’ even to keep you safe.”

      “Then don’t.” I met his gaze with a hard stare. “No one person should have the power to limit another’s actions, even if the first person rejoices in the name of ‘husband’ and the second person is a wife.” My restless mood was creeping back, intensified by the growing heaviness of the air as the day’s heat built toward a storm.

      “You’re not just my wife.” Martin frowned. “You also have a responsibility to Sarah—and Tess—and—” He stopped, biting his lip.

      “And?”

      “And any other person who might come into our family.”

      I turned on my heel, moving toward the window so I could stare out at the gathering clouds visible between the tall buildings. There it was, then, and not for the first time. Martin had told me, back in Kansas when he had confessed to me that his marriage was a failure, that he dreamed of a son. He had married Lucetta because she claimed to be carrying his child. When she had been murdered, the news that she’d been pregnant with a boy child—another man’s baby—had shaken him profoundly. I’d assumed I understood this desperate need of his, but now that I was the person on whom that eventuality depended, it was hard to bear the responsibility for his happiness.

      “I’m not a broodmare, Martin. You can’t keep me penned up in your stable.”

      I was trying to maintain a light tone, but I didn’t miss the note of bitterness that crept in with the second sentence. I loved Martin with all my heart, but I was learning that being joined in marriage to a man was more complicated than merely loving him. I swallowed hard and tried again.

      “Knowing that you’re waiting for me to announce that I’m carrying your child makes me feel . . . inadequate. We’ve only been married two months. I might have conceived Sarah easily, but I can’t guarantee—”

      “No, no.” Martin held up both hands in a defensive gesture. “If anyone should feel inadequate, it should be me.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” I turned around to stare at him, my voice high with indignation.

      “Yes. Add that to my list of inadequacies.” Martin looked sulky.

      I stood looking at him for a long moment, the man who had been dear to me, in different ways, since I was a tiny child—and suddenly my lips twitched with the desire to smile.

      “This is probably not a partners’ meeting we should be having in your office.” I did smile as I watched a variety of emotions flit across his countenance, unguarded in my presence. “And it’s maudlin nonsense to think yourself inadequate, whether you sire twenty sons on me or none.”

      Martin stared at me for a long moment, and then his shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry. I did sleep poorly—worrying about the strike in the east and our consignments from Baltimore being delayed, and then it all turned into fretting over you, and I gave myself bad dreams. It wasn’t the vault that did it.”

      I walked over to Martin, squeezing his hand hard and kissing him on the cheek, watching his face relax into a rueful smile. “I’m glad to hear it. It’s just a room, after all. But listen, I must attend to Elizabeth’s gown. There’s only an hour and a half till her fitting. Let’s continue this discussion at home, where I can demonstrate my belief in your manliness more effectively.”
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      “Nell, your talent as a designer of gowns is astonishing. I’ve never seen anything I like better than the train on this dress.”

      Elizabeth Parnell twisted around, looking over her shoulder at her reflection as I angled the cheval glass. The fitting rooms in the temporary store were as bright as we could manage, but we didn’t have enough natural light. The storm that had blown in over the last half hour had necessitated lighting the gas, its yellow flare making the ivory silk seem sickly to my eyes. Not that Elizabeth seemed to notice.

      “However did you imagine those rosebuds and petals tumbling down the train like that?” Her cornflower-blue eyes shone. “I thought it was the cleverest thing when I saw the sketches, but now that the train’s attached to the dress and I can see the full effect, words fail me. It makes me picture the trellis around my parents’ summerhouse after a storm.”

      “That’s what inspired me. Although the real credit should go to Magda and Mei Ling.” I smiled. “I couldn’t do my job nearly so effectively without the superb embroiderers we employ. Now stand still while I pin this. You have to stop losing weight.”

      It suited her though. Some of the flesh had melted from her waistline and rounded cheeks without an inch disappearing from her well-formed bosom and nicely proportioned hips. She was both elegant and womanly, with the fresh, smooth skin of a country girl but the poise and self-command of a sophisticate.

      “There.” I put down my pincushion. “David is going to fall over with delight when he sees you. I declare you grow more beautiful every day.”

      “With anticipation.” Elizabeth grinned at her reflection. “I can’t wait for the moment when my husband takes me into his arms and—has his way with me.” Dimples appeared in her cheeks as she raised her eyebrows in mock censure of her own words. “I can barely eat for thinking about it.”

      “Don’t get too thin, will you? We only have time for one more fitting, and then only if I absolutely must. If I take the dress in much more, it’ll spoil the line.”

      “I’ll make a point of eating more cakes this week.” Elizabeth loved sweet things. “Just you wait till I’ve had six children and am as fat as a pie cook. You’ll rue the day you ever encouraged me to eat when you’re cutting a simply enormous gown for me.”

      “Not at all.” I began to undo hooks, taking care not to disturb the pins. “The larger the dress, the higher the price. Besides, I enjoy dressing generously proportioned ladies. They have presence, and they carry bold colors and patterns so well.”

      I slipped the wedding gown over a form that stood in one corner of the room while Elizabeth contemplated her reflection. She was a charming sight in her layers of finely stitched petticoats; David was a lucky man indeed. He would have a wife with many personal charms in her youth and a lively personality and sharp, inquiring mind to carry her into the future, fat or thin.

      “You’re not really intending to have six children, are you?” I interrupted her reverie. “I thought you were rather against them.”

      “Well, I still have the useful little book my sister gave me.” Elizabeth’s cheeks dimpled again. “About how to avoid having too many babies. But David is very keen on fatherhood, and our income will support a family. David’s promotion was splendid news, and Father is being generous, the dear man.”

      I raised my eyebrows but said nothing. I’d hoped that Elizabeth’s Feminist principles would bolster my own determination to continue working rather than sink in a sea of children and domesticity. Alas, those principles appeared to be wavering in the rosy light of love.

      “I look forward to having the—the presence of a married woman,” Elizabeth mused. “I don’t believe society takes unmarried women seriously; we’re still girls in the eyes of the world. I envy the way you sweep through this store and people notice you as a person, not just as a pretty face.”

      “You’ll be the center of attention on your wedding day.”

      “Well, yes, but as the ‘beautiful bride’ and not as someone who contributes. Don’t you see what I mean?” Elizabeth turned away from the mirror and stepped over to the dress, running a finger over the ivory silk. “All I have to do at the church is not fall over and remember the words I’m supposed to say. I feel sometimes that my role is purely decorative. And much as I love this dress, I admit to a little guilt that it’s costing Father so much money, even with the discount you gave him.”

      “I have to pay my workers.”

      “It’s the workers I’m worried about.” Elizabeth turned back toward me, the levity gone out of her voice. “There’s so much suffering everywhere. Your Miss Baker says the railroad workers are starving to death, and now they’re forced to go on strike. The B&O Railroad has cut wages three times this year, imagine that.”

      Well, it was reassuring to find that thoughts of her wedding day—and night—had not entirely vanquished Elizabeth’s social preoccupations. There was a great deal in the newspapers about the current unrest.

      “There hasn’t been enough work around since ’73,” I agreed. “And things seem to be getting worse. The Panic made me richer, but it ruined so many people.”

      Including the Lombardis. I glanced out of the high window, where a sudden glare of lightning split the cascade of rain.

      “I know it’s hard on merchants like you when your goods don’t get through, but it’s far harder for the workers.” Elizabeth’s voice returned me to the present. “Five years of hardship—and all the companies do is send in gangs of toughs to break up meetings by force.” She crossed to the chair on which I’d placed the clothes she’d arrived in, glancing back guiltily at her wedding ensemble.

      “You’re paying the wages of several women with that gown, if it soothes your conscience,” I said, guessing at her thoughts.

      “Seamstresses are so badly paid.”

      “Not in this store.” I stepped forward to help Elizabeth dress. “We expect the best, and we pay well. And the lodging houses we provide are healthy and safe. Madame Belvoix personally inquires into the circumstances of every woman under her care. She constantly pesters Martin over extra payments for doctor’s bills and the like.”

      “That’s true.” Elizabeth grinned. “You’ve said it often enough; she will not ’ave ’er ladies falling down with ze ’unger. You know, if she ever says that in front of me, I’m quite certain I’ll howl with laughter. I won’t be able to help myself.”

      “Don’t you dare.” With a quick glance to ensure Elizabeth was fully dressed, I opened the fitting room door and beckoned to my assistants to collect the gown. “Come along, Elizabeth, it’s late and I have a family waiting for me. I’ll take you to the Palmer House before I go home.”

      “I’ll miss being so far away from Rutherford’s when we’re living on Twenty-First Street.” Elizabeth carefully inserted a jeweled hatpin through the straw hat, decorated with an explosion of ostrich plumes like a small feather duster, that perched atop her thick blond hair.

      “But you’ll be near me in our new house. Do come along—I still have to run upstairs to fetch my things, and I’m afraid the storm’s going to circle back around.” I nodded a farewell to the assistants. “It’ll be pleasant to be far away from noise and streetcars. Imagine being able to hear yourself think when you’re walking along the street.”

      “The hushed and perfumed purlieus of the rich.” Elizabeth’s voice came from behind me as I hurried toward the back of the store. “At least your street will be fragrant with money. We’ll be a little less exalted.”
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      We headed north on State Street to take Elizabeth to the Palmer House Hotel. So numerous were the horses and assorted vehicles that it took us a full twenty minutes to travel two blocks. I watched as Elizabeth disappeared behind the doors of the ladies’ entrance and waited for Mr. Nutt to climb back onto the driver’s seat.

      The air was redolent of wet dirt and horse dung, its heavy feel promising more storms to come. I was tired, hungry, and quite ready to turn my back on the commercial district. I knew I would arrive late for dinner, and the thought of disappointing Sarah was a weight in my chest.

      Another twenty minutes and we were past the temporary store, its doors now firmly closed. We soon entered the unattractive area to the south of the shopping district. After a couple more blocks heading south, the traffic thinned out. I sighed with relief as we picked up speed, but all too soon the carriage slowed again.

      From the window, I glimpsed burly men digging a hole in the road. That would explain the delay. I was trying to see what was happening when the carriage door opened.

      “Lookie here! We got a pretty one.”

      A wave of alcohol fumes swept into my face. A shabbily dressed man was heaving himself through the door, looming over me. Worse, I knew from the way the rockaway was listing to one side that someone else was climbing onto the driver’s seat. Was he threatening Mr. Nutt?

      “What do you want?” I did my best to sound confident.

      “What’ve you got, sugarplum?” He leered unpleasantly at me.

      A second man stuck his head through the door on the other side of the carriage. I had no way of escape. I was being robbed; and I didn’t have the faintest idea what to do.

      “Here.” I only had a few coins in my reticule; they weren’t worth risking my life for. I picked the bag up and offered it to the man. He was standing too close, inspecting me as if I were a piece of meat.

      “Take your gloves off.” He stuffed the bag into his pocket and turned to spit tobacco juice onto the street through the open door. A gobbet landed on the carriage window. The breeze had died down, and it was hot again; the odors of tobacco, drink, and rotting breath filled the small space and made me nauseous.

      He would take my engagement and wedding rings. I’d had them for such a short time. I froze, summoning thought.

      A shout from above and a violent rocking motion suggested that Mr. Nutt was trying to defend himself and me. I rose to my feet, encouraged.

      “Leave us alone!” I screamed the words as loudly as I was able. Surely someone would hear me and come to our aid? My face was on a level with the leering man. I wondered fleetingly if I might push him out of the carriage.

      “Now then, sweetheart.” The second robber, who I’d thought was still standing in the road, gripped my clothing firmly and pulled me backward, toward him. I sensed the drop to the street behind my heels. “We ain’t going to hurt you.”

      “Not if you’re a good girl.” His associate smirked. “Just give me your rings and that pretty pin, quick now.”

      I kicked out hard at his shins, clinging to the sides of the open door to stop the second lout pulling me out. The man I had kicked grunted and aimed a sharp cuff at my right ear that set my head ringing. The top of my ear grew hot; the second man’s hold on my clothing tightened. I was losing my grip on the door. I screamed again.

      There was a dull noise of an impact behind me. Suddenly I was free, falling forward. At the same moment, unseen hands grabbed the man who had been in the carriage with me. The next moment he’d been dumped unceremoniously into a puddle.

      “Ya took too long this time,” said a triumphant Irish voice. “Donny! Grab the other feller.”

      I turned to see the man in the street shake off my second rescuer and run, slipping on the muddy road before gaining traction.

      I lost sight of them both as the carriage rocked perilously and I nearly fell out of the door again. As I threw myself back onto the seat, a huge black-haired laborer came into view, his massive fist clenched around a large stone. He swore fluently as the thief he’d thrown into the puddle scrambled to his feet and made good his retreat. I heard the voice of a third man, presumably the one who’d been on the driver’s bench, cursing loudly as they ran off.

      “The old guy’s hurt, Nick,” said a voice on the other side of the carriage. The black-haired man stopped swearing and threw the stone down.

      “Hurt bad?” he yelled.

      “Not so bad, I don’t think,” said the second voice. “He fell off the seat.”

      I flew to the door on that side in time to witness Mr. Nutt being helped to his feet by a tall, very muscular young man, rain-soaked, his trousers drenched in mud to above the knee. I realized he and his companion must be the laborers who had been working on the road.

      “You got a cut on your head,” said the younger laborer to Mr. Nutt. Indeed, my carriage driver was an alarming sight. Blood ran down one side of his face and his coat was torn at the shoulder. Yet he was upright, and his eyes were focused.

      “You all right, Mrs. Rutherford?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.” I reached out a hand toward him. “Come and sit in here. How badly are you hurt?”

      The black-haired Irishman shut the door behind me and ran around to join his friend. He and the younger man helped Mr. Nutt into the rockaway, whereupon our driver dropped untidily into the seat as if his legs had buckled.

      “I’m all right—all right—just a little winded,” he gasped as I pulled off one of my gloves, screwing it into a wad to press against the wound on his head. With my reticule gone, I had no handkerchief; it was the only thing I could think to do.

      “It ain’t deep,” the younger laborer said reassuringly. He had shut the remaining door and was leaning on the open window, watching my efforts at nursing.

      “It’s a scratch. I hit the lamp on the way down.” Mr. Nutt’s voice strengthened as he recovered his breath. “I’ll be sore all over tomorrow, is all.”

      “We saw them play that trick before.” The young man pushed a filthy hand through a thick, overgrown, thoroughly wet brush of blond hair and grinned shyly. “The police ain’t never on this stretch of the road. We would’ve went to help quicker, but we was down in the hole. I told Big Nick we’d stop them this time though, and we did.” His voice was slow, halting, and somehow familiar.

      “Did they get away?” Mr. Nutt asked, pulling out his handkerchief to help me clean up the blood on his face.

      “Ran like jackrabbits.” Big Nick came back into view behind his friend, grinning in satisfaction and displaying a gap where his front teeth were missing. “Did they take anything from ya, Miss?”

      “My reticule with a few coins in it, nothing worse. I can’t tell you how grateful I am. I’d like to give you a reward.” I had begun to relax, knowing we were safe with the two large men.

      “Ah, no reward necessary. We had our bit of fun.” Big Nick wiped the moisture from his face and nodded at the younger man. “Or perhaps you could give it to Donny since he’s the one who worked out what they was up to. They call him slow, but he’s smart enough, if I’m any judge.”

      I looked hard at the younger laborer. “Don’t I know you?”

      He wasn’t somebody you’d easily forget, being at least six feet four and very broad across the shoulders. His massive chest and arms, covered by a cotton undershirt and crossed by suspenders, bulged with the muscles of a manual laborer, but he had a surprisingly sweet face. It had a low brow under the thick growth of blond hair and a perpetual small frown, as if its owner had to work hard to understand what people were saying. The eyes that stared shyly at me from under thick, fair brows were an attractive dark blue.

      The answer to my question was a shrug and a half smile. “I knew a lady with hair like yours once. She sewed shirts for us.”

      “Donny, of course.” In my mind’s eye, I pictured him, younger and far less muscular, crying as he held up a shapeless black hat to my window. “You were at the Poor Farm. My name’s Nell, do you remember? Nell Lillington—Rutherford since I married.”

      “Miss Nell.” Donny wiped a huge hand on his undershirt and enveloped the one I had proffered. “You haven’t changed much.”

      “Well, ain’t that a nice happenstance.” Big Nick put a friendly hand on Donny’s shoulder. “But beggin’ your pardon, Miss, we got to get back to work. You goin’ to be all right to drive the lady home?” he asked Mr. Nutt, who was rising to his feet.

      “I’ll be fine.” Mr. Nutt raked back his hair with one hand and dabbed at the cut on his head, which was still oozing a little blood.

      “Your hat’s here.” Donny opened the carriage door again and put out a hand to help Mr. Nutt descend. “You’re pretty brave for an old guy.”

      I could hear Mr. Nutt expressing his thanks as the young man moved away from the door. Big Nick leaned in closer to me, lowering his voice.

      “Didn’t want to say it in front of the boy, but he could really use a reward. You don’t have to worry none about me—I got a wife and a home—but the kid’s got nothin’ but the clothes on his back. He’s a nice boy, but he’s”—Nick made a surreptitious gesture toward his head to indicate Donny’s slow wits—“and in the flophouses they take advantage, steal from him and all. I been tryin’ to help him get regular work, but it ain’t easy.”

      “I have nothing to give him at present, but if I tell you my address, will you remember it and help Donny find it?”

      Big Nick nodded. “He can find his way around. You just tell me where you live, and I’ll make sure he comes by.”
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      “I’m thinking of hiring a younger man to sit next to Nutt.” Martin finished the last bite of pork chop and put down his fork.

      Our dinner had been very late. Martin had ridden for the doctor to attend to Mr. Nutt’s injuries before he even considered our own creature comforts. I too had contributed to making our driver comfortable in Mrs. Power’s large kitchen armchair. He was probably still there, being fussed over mightily by the cook. He’d declared that the large bandage made him feel like a silly old man.

      “Won’t it be a little cramped up on that seat?” I asked. “The rockaway’s not built for two drivers. And besides, Mr. Nutt’s already upset about being overpowered and knocked off his perch. Even after I praised his bravery to the skies in front of Mrs. Power and the doctor.”

      “He was brave, but he’s only one man—and, sprightly as he is for his age, he’s over sixty. Supposing that had been a serious attempt at harming you?”

      He meant rape, of course. I didn’t consider myself an overly imaginative woman, but the memory of being trapped in the small carriage with a dirty, smelly, drunk man on either side of me had also led me to anticipate that possibility. Still—

      “It’s never happened before, and I don’t suppose it will happen again.” I half rose to pour more water into Martin’s glass. “I’ve already told you I’ll get Mr. Nutt to take Van Buren Street in the future and go south on Michigan Avenue instead of State Street. That’ll get us farther away from the saloons. Besides, we’re only renting this house for a couple more months. After that, we’ll stay at the Palmer House, won’t we? It’s only a block or two from the temporary store and the new one. I don’t see the point of a carriage at all, not really, until they finish the new house.”

      “You’ll see the point soon enough when it rains or snows and it’s dark. We’ll have a carriage and driver—and a bodyguard for you.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Last year I walked around Chicago unaccompanied. I rode the streetcars. In all weather—at night as well as in the day. I liked it. Why should being married to you change that?”

      Martin’s mouth set into the rigid line that had appeared as I’d told the tale of our encounter on State Street, and when he spoke his tone was exasperated. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a prosperous man. As my wife—and being wealthy in your own right,” he held up a hand to forestall my interruption, “you are vulnerable to kidnapping. The times are hard and getting harder. There’ve been a few cases around the country where the wives and even children of rich men have been held for ransom.”

      “Their children?”

      “Yes. I didn’t want to frighten you, but now the subject’s come up . . . I would prefer that we ask Miss Baker to accompany Sarah when she plays in the gardens here in the square. Once we move, I’m going to think about what other arrangements we could make.”

      I felt a sensation like a shiver in the middle of my spine. It had never occurred to me that Sarah could be in any kind of danger.

      “A large young man is a good deterrent.” Martin folded his napkin and pushed back his chair. “Come now, Nellie, it’s not that unreasonable, is it? And it will give employment to someone.”

      I stared, unfocused, at the wall behind Martin for a few moments, my mind racing. “In point of fact, it’s not unreasonable,” I said eventually.

      “Merciful heavens, Mrs. Rutherford, are you on the brink of conceding to my wishes?” Martin drawled with a smug expression on his face.

      I scowled. “Not if you smirk like that. But listen, I’ve had a wonderfully practical idea. Donny.”

      “Who?”

      “The younger of the men who came to my rescue. I told you, remember? He used to be at the Poor Farm. Don’t you recall a nice-looking lad greeting us when we arrived that day with Catherine Lombardi? After the Great Fire? When they all thought she was a ghost?”

      Martin closed his eyes and wrinkled his brow. “That does stir a memory, now you mention it.”

      “He’s grown into quite the colossus—in a good way. He’s very tall and very muscular. He’s a bit on the slow side, but he’s clearly brave—and hardworking too. I remember him as a sweet-natured young man. Probably too sweet-natured for the kind of life he’s leading these days, but I’m sure he would fit in well with a household.”

      “But I could easily hire someone with experience—training—in protecting women and children. Don’t you think you’re being rather hasty? If he turns up for a reward, I’ll happily give him one, but—”

      “The point is he wouldn’t just theoretically protect me. He actually has protected me. From real attackers. Big Nick said it was Donny who figured out the trick those men were working and watched out for the next attack. If that’s not proof of his willingness and ability to protect a woman, what is?”

      The expression of bafflement on Martin’s face gave me a secret moment of happiness as he looked down his beaky nose at the tablecloth. “Huh. That’s a hard argument to counter.”

      “I have to win sometimes.” I rose from my seat and lowered myself into Martin’s lap, my arms around his neck. “We can at least talk to him if he comes to see us, can’t we? If I can concede that a little extra protection—a bar of the cage, if you will—may be necessary on occasion, you could at least let me choose my jailer. After all, Providence sent him. I prefer to believe so than in a fantastic coincidence.”

      “Hmmm.” Martin’s arms encircled my waist, and he kissed my neck in a way that flooded my body with warmth. “Are you using your womanly wiles to persuade me? Because it’s working. Well, partially at least. I’m beginning to forget what we’re talking about.”

      “Good.” I straightened up, reluctantly halting the kissing, and cupped Martin’s face with my hands. “Then if Donny comes here, we’ll consider offering him a job. I still object on principle to any attempt to curtail my freedom though. Not until you give up yours.”

      “All right, all right.” Martin raised his eyes to the heavens, or at least to the Katzenmeiers’ coffered ceiling. “I know when I’m bettered in a negotiation.” He
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