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  Chapter one

March 1988. Chicago, Illinois
Sleet slashed against the tall damask-draped windows of the Gold Coast apartment, casting gloomy shadows over Constance Sutherland's face as she sat at her dressing table. Already she regretted her decision to speak at the Young Entrepreneurs of Tomorrow banquet. The miserable evening would be much better spent in the coziness of her own firelit library than shivering in some drafty banquet hall. Now, making matters worse was a notice in the newspaper that a local TV station would be featuring, on this very evening, a retrospective of the films of the late Gilda Miller, Constance’s favorite actress. She’d have to miss it. Hell’s bells.
When her dear friend Sonja Atwater had called and asked Constance to speak, whatever had possessed her to say yes? What nugget of wisdom could she possibly offer these vibrant young women about to sail forth with their freshly minted degrees, ready to conquer the world? The very vitality of today's young women made Constance feel old and well past her prime.
Or perhaps it was just the incessant rain that was making her feel like a bowl of yesterday's oatmeal. The pounding of it against the windows carried her mind back to a similar storm, nearly seventy years earlier, on a dark Tuesday that had changed her life forever. 
She turned away from the window. Mustn't dwell on the past. Mustn't let her mind slip away. Mustn't give in.
In any case, she'd given her word. And even though one would hardly blame an octogenarian for declining to go out on such a blustery evening, Constance was not one to shirk a commitment.
With a sigh, she lifted her tortoiseshell comb as if it were a weapon and gave a few firm strokes to her silvery hair, still shiny and falling into the soft chin-length waves that had been her signature style for years. 
A gentle rap sounded at the door, and the housemaid carried a tray into the bedroom and set it on the dressing table. "I thought you might appreciate a hot cup of tea, ma'am, before you head out." 
"Thank you, Elsa. That's very thoughtful." 
"Are you sure you ought to go?" Elsa frowned at the dripping windows. "Looks right nasty out there."
"Of course I'll go," Constance said with a note of mild disapproval, as if she hadn't just been entertaining those exact thoughts herself.
"You look lovely. I remember how much your husband liked you to wear blue."
"Yes, he did." A bittersweet pang tweaked Constance's heart. She handed Elsa the newspaper. “If you’re staying in, you might want to catch this Gilda Miller film festival on television. I’m sick about missing it.”
Elsa took the paper and glanced at it. “You don’t have to miss it. Just record it to watch later. That’s why your son gave you that VCR last Christmas.”
Constance waved her hand impatiently. “I can’t ever get that darned gizmo to work right. Too many buttons.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll set it up for you,” Elsa promised. “You can watch it later when you get home, or tomorrow. I know how much you liked Gilda Miller.”
“Thank you.” As Connie took a grateful sip of the steaming tea, a buzzer sounded from the front hall. The cup clinked as she set it in the saucer.
"That will be the doorman to tell us the car is here. Please call down and have him signal the driver I'll be ready momentarily."  Under her breath she added, "I do hope the Young Entrepreneurs haven't sent along a chatterbox this time."
"Yes, ma'am." 
After Elsa left the room, Constance took another sip of tea, checked her evening bag for the index cards on which she'd jotted some notes for her speech, and glanced once more at the mirror. At eighty-one, she was still blessed with the graceful, almost regal bearing of her youth. Above a long pale blue silk shantung skirt, her silver-and-blue beaded top shimmered in the lamplight and nicely complemented her coloring. 
Before leaving the bedroom, she applied one final swipe of lipstick and slipped the tube into her bag.
"Remember to sparkle, old girl," she told her reflection and smiled in spite of herself.
Within moments of pulling away from the curb, it became apparent that the Young Entrepreneurs had indeed sent a chatterbox. 
"Oh, Mrs. Sutherland, I can't even tell you what an honor it is to meet you in person." The red-haired, alabaster-skinned driver blurted the words as she weaved the Volvo in and out of city traffic on rain-slick streets. 
Constance clung to the armrest and tried not to flinch visibly as the side-view mirror of a cab passed within a hair's breadth of her window. 
"When Mrs. Atwater asked for a volunteer to pick you up for the dinner, I begged and begged and begged to be chosen."
"How kind," Constance said, wishing she'd do a little less begging and a little more steering.
"I can't wait to hear what you have to say. Why, you're simply a legend."
What should have been a fifteen-minute drive took no more than ten, thanks to the woman behind the wheel, who drove as fast as she talked. Constance could hardly keep up with the woman’s plans to start some sort of a computer technology business. Fortunately, the girl accepted her noncommittal responses without question, hardly stopping to breathe. The car lurched to a stop at the curb in front of the elegant Palmer House Hotel. The legend emerged shakily and gratefully accepted the capable arm of a uniformed doorman, who escorted her into the lobby while the driver handed the keys to a parking valet. In the light and warmth of the gilded lobby, she regained her bearings, glad to be back on terra firma.
"This way, Mrs. Sutherland." The redhead caught up to her and gestured toward an escalator rising to a crimson-carpeted mezzanine. Together they rode the escalator, Constance stepping careful to keep the hem of her long skirt from catching in the machine's gnashing teeth. It would never do to fall and break a hip in front of all these people.
The mezzanine was crowded with women milling around outside the ballroom. Some of them gathered in small whispering clumps, sliding glances her way, and she looked down at her outfit to make sure nothing was askew. Several ladies murmured greetings as she passed. Some of their faces looked familiar, but her escort hustled her along before she could place any of them.
"They’re waiting for us."
Constance halted. "Miss—MacDonald, did you say? Before we go in, I'd like to stop and powder my nose."
"Oh, um, sure. The restroom is right down that hallway." The girl hesitated. "Do you want me to go with you?"
"I'm not that elderly, dear." Constance added a smile to soften the words and headed toward the ladies' lounge.
Satisfied that her appearance was in order, she let Miss MacDonald guide her through the ballroom to the speakers’ table. In the low light of the room, she made out her place card. She'd only been seated a moment when a shrill voice pierced through the dusky gloom.
"Connie, darling! I'm so glad you've come, and on this beastly night, too."
"Sonja." Constance's heart lightened at the sound of a familiar voice. An elegantly dressed woman not much younger than herself, but apparently a good deal more spry, slid into the empty chair next to her and the friends embraced. "Thank you for inviting me, although, truth be told, I don't know what I have to say to these young women that they haven't heard a thousand times before."
"You're too modest." Sonja grasped Constance’s hand and squeezed it. "Why, the girls insisted I invite you. You're a legend in your own time."
There was that word again. Legend.
Introductions were made around the table. The other speakers for the evening, both decades younger than herself, included a prominent neurosurgeon who’d founded a medical technology company and a banking executive whose name Constance had seen on the business pages of the Tribune. Four bright-eyed members of the Young Entrepreneurs’ board, including Miss MacDonald, filled out the table of eight.
Over shrimp cocktail and French onion soup, Constance and Sonja got caught up. Sonja explained her mentoring role with the Young Entrepreneurs of Tomorrow, a position she’d taken on after retiring as professor emeritus at a local university.
“Goodness, you’re as busy in retirement as you ever were,” Constance remarked. 
“Oh, I love working with the young women.” Sonja’s eyes sparkled. “They have the whole future ahead of them. Kind of makes me feel young again. And what about you? I’m dying to hear about the new Pearlcon facility that just opened in Hong Kong.”
Connie started to explain, but just as the entrée was served, Sonja was called away to look after some detail of the production. Connie turned her attention to the conversation elsewhere at the table, which had turned to higher education. 
"More women should be encouraged to major in STEM fields," the banker said. 
"STEM?" Constance tested the unfamiliar acronym on her tongue.
"Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math," the neurosurgeon explained. "It’s a new acronym gaining traction in the universities. Too many women today are opting for the liberal arts, taking the easy way out. How can we ever make headway in a man's world if we don't tackle the same hard subjects they do?"
"Women are trapping themselves in a pink-collar ghetto," the banker asserted. "This alarming situation needs to change. What do you think, Ms. Sutherland? It is Ms. Sutherland, isn’t it?"
“Mrs. Yes, that’s the name I use professionally.” It was simpler that way. 
“Well, what do you think? Do you agree that women are trapping themselves in a pink-collar ghetto?”
“Ghetto seems a strong word, don't you think?" Constance said. "Not all women are cut out for science and math. Not everyone wants to compete toe-to-toe with men."
"Women who shirk doing a man's work are letting down the sisterhood," the neurosurgeon declared. "Of course, you made your fortune in a pink-collar field," she added with a nod toward Constance. "But times have changed. STEM is the wave of the future."
Feeling a bit pounced upon, Constance straightened and addressed the woman directly. “While it’s true that few fields are more ‘pink-collar’ than the cosmetics industry, there are of course a great many women scientists working in Pearlcon laboratories around the world. We wouldn’t have much of a company without them, would we?” She dabbed her lips with a white linen napkin, taking a moment to plan her next words. "Many women can and do excel in science and math. But a woman shouldn't feel she has to become like a man to achieve success."
"We don't need to become like them. We need to become better than them," said the banker with what sounded like a sneer.
"What field did you take your degree in, Mrs. Sutherland?" asked the neurosurgeon.
"Oh, I never went to college," Constance said. "After high school, I attended a year of finishing school. Then I married and had a child. I didn't start my career until later."
"Finishing school?" The neurosurgeon could not have looked more astonished if Constance had claimed Stateville Prison as her alma mater. The doctor and the banker exchanged a glance, clearly wondering why such an undereducated woman was speaking at an event aimed at soon-to-be college graduates. Constance wondered herself.  "It's a wonder your business succeeded as it has," the neurosurgeon concluded.
"I didn't know it would succeed at the time. All I knew was that I had to do it. And eventually, I became most interested in offering women opportunities that didn't seem to exist anywhere else."
All at once, the face of an old classmate flitted across Constance's memory. Julia Harper. That's who these women remind me of. Good old Julia with her no-nonsense leather brogues, mannish hats,  and leaflets proclaiming the rights of women and whatnot. The memory amused Constance so much, she almost missed what the banker was saying. A few minutes later, she wished that she had.
"Thank goodness times have changed," the banker said. "Maybe foregoing a proper education was acceptable back then, but it certainly isn't a viable option these days. After all, very few people have a rich daddy to bankroll their business. Most of the young people here tonight are not women of privilege, such as yourself."
The woman had hurled the word "privilege" as if it were an accusation. Rich daddy, indeed. Heat rose in Constance's chest and spread to her face. Why were these rude women attacking her? Where was Sonja? Whatever was keeping her? Constance felt her sparkle melting faster than the ice cream served for dessert. It took everything she had not to snap back some witty barb and put the women in their place. In her mind she heard Aunt Pearl's voice say, Don't stoop to their level, Connie. A gentle answer turns away wrath. So she said simply,
"Apparently, you haven't heard my story. Perhaps my speech will fill in some of the gaps for you. I suggest you listen carefully."
Before her tablemates could respond, the lights dimmed. Sonja stepped behind the podium and introduced the neurosurgeon as the first speaker. 
The room grew warm. Constance slipped out of her wrap and folded it over the back of her chair. It was too dark to read the index cards in her bag, so mentally she reviewed her speech, noting portions she could skip if the hour grew late but reminding herself of the one point she absolutely had to make to these impressionable young females.
For heaven's sake, be glad that God made you a woman.
As the neurosurgeon droned on about entrepreneurial opportunities around today's highly specialized wellness environments—apparently no one called them "hospitals" anymore—Constance let her mind drift back to her own youth.
She had not cared about college. At twenty-one, she'd had no greater purpose in mind than marrying Winston Sutherland III and having fun. Lots and lots of fun. Aunt Pearl had been the one who had longed to go to college—and been denied the opportunity. 
But God had other plans for both of them.






  
  Chapter two

May 1928. Chicago, Illinois

Brrring!
The jangle of the telephone in the hall awakened Connie Shepherd from a sound sleep. She opened one reluctant eye, then blinked it shut again. Hell’s bells. She’d forgotten to close the curtains before she went to bed. Now, the spring sunshine streamed through the tall windows, straight into her eyes. Half asleep, she grabbed the down pillow and pulled it over her head in a futile attempt to block out the noise and light.
Mercifully the jangling stopped. Connie had nearly slipped back into blissful sleep, hoping to resume a pleasant dream involving a trip to the beach and wading in the waves of Lake Michigan alongside the dreamy actor John Gilbert, when a gentle tap sounded at her bedroom door.
“Miss Connie.” The low voice of the housemaid broke into her reverie. “Miss Connie, you’re wanted on the telephone.”
“I’m sleeping,” she murmured into the pillow.
Tap, tap, tap. The volume louder by a notch. “Miss Connie.”
She groaned, flung back the thick, cozy blanket, and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. 
“Gracious sakes alive,” she said to the door. “Who could be so rude to be calling at this hour?”
“It’s your mother calling from Florida. Long distance,” the voice added, as if that additional detail would make Connie’s feet move faster.
Muttering a quiet oath, Connie grabbed her silk robe from a nearby chair and shoved her feet into quilted satin slippers. She shuffled out to the hallway, where a housemaid stood next to a small table holding the stick and receiver. Connie accepted them and grumbled, “Thanks, Helga.”
“It’s Hilda, miss.” The maid turned and headed down the hallway, her footsteps silent on the thick carpet.
“H’lo,” Connie slurred into the mouthpiece.
“Connie?” Opal Shepherd’s bright voice crackled over the line. “Are you all right, darling? You sound terrible.”
“I just woke up. Perhaps you’ve forgotten the time difference.”
“Even so, half the morning’s already gone. Why are you still in bed? Are you ill?”
Was she ill? Connie had a fuzzy recollection of stumbling home very late—or very early, depending on how you looked at it—from another evening spent trolling the South Side jazz clubs with Winston and the rest of their crowd. That would explain the tiny people drilling her skull with jackhammers. 
“I’ll be fine,” she mumbled. Fine after a couple of aspirin and half a pot of strong coffee. When would she learn that cocktails made her sick, no matter how fashionable they were among her crowd?
“Well, it’s high time you were up and about. Goodness, Connie, you’re going to sleep your life away.”
Connie shifted the receiver to her other ear. “Did you call for some other reason than to roust me from my warm bed? Is everything all right down there in the land of sunshine?”
“Everything’s fine here. But listen, darling. I need you to do me a tremendous favor.”
“What is it?” Her mood was not conducive to favors.
“I’ve been trying to telephone your Aunt Pearl since yesterday and haven’t been able to reach her.”
Connie yawned. “She’s probably just out puttering in the garden or brewing up who knows what in that laboratory of hers.”
“That’s what I thought, too,” her mother said, “but last night I called and called, even late at night when she should have been tucked safely in her bed, and still received no answer. I’m getting worried. She’s all alone out there on the farm with nobody but her cats. What if something’s gone wrong in the laboratory? Remember that little incident with the nitroglycerin.”
Connie rubbed her forehead. “Who could forget? Certainly not her neighbors.”
“She’s not always as careful as she should be.”
“That’s an understatement.”
“Or she might have had a heart attack or a stroke, or an accident riding on that motorcycle, or … oh, anything at all.” Mother’s voice took on a wheedling tone. “So, darling, would you mind driving out to the farm this morning to make sure she’s all right.”
“I don’t know. I have such a busy day planned.”
“Doing what?”
Connie had no answer for that. Instead she said, “I’m sure you’re overreacting. Why don’t I just keep trying to telephone from here?” From the comfortable confines of my cozy bed. “You know she’ll turn up eventually. She always does.”
“I’m sure you’re right. But just in case, would you do me this one teensy favor?”
Connie sighed with great drama. “Oh, I suppose so”
“Thank you. I’ll feel so much better knowing she’s safe.”
“How are things in Florida? Is Daddy making money hand over fist?”
“Don’t be vulgar. But, yes, the real-estate market seems to be recovering from that terrible slump. Your father’s just putting the finishing touches on some property transactions, and we’ll be on our way home well before the wedding. You’ll be all right on your own until then, won’t you? Not too lonely? Now don’t forget to call me as soon as you get to Pearl’s. We’re still at the Nautilus. You have the number.”
After a hot, steamy bath, Connie felt more human. She even started to look forward to the outing, in spite of her initial reluctance. She loved any excuse to take her sleek automobile out on the road. A fast, windy ride on a fine spring day would clear her head.
She dressed in a matching pink-and-gray argyle skirt and sweater, then stood before her mirror, positioned a pink cloche over her wavy blond bob, and added a swipe of rosebud lipstick. In the breakfast room, she poured a cup of strong coffee from the pot on the sideboard, spread a piece of toast with marmalade, and devoured them standing up—a breach of etiquette that would have driven her mother around the bend had she been there to see it.
“I’m headed out to the farm, Robbins,” she told the butler when he came in to check on her.
“Very well. Shall I call Parker and have him bring the car around?”
“I’ll drive myself. Looks like an A-plus day.”
As she pulled her shiny Hudson out of the garage onto leafy Astor Street, her spirits rose. The May breeze tugged at her stylish cloche. Ever since her beloved Daddy had given her the roadster for her eighteenth birthday three summers ago, it had been her prized possession, especially when the weather was fit for driving with the top down. The cream-colored chassis sported a collapsible roof, wine-red leather upholstery, glistening chrome, and more horsepower under the hood than Connie would ever require on the streets of Chicago. Without taking her eyes from the road, she felt the admiring glances of other drivers. She maneuvered skillfully through the traffic-clogged city streets. By the time she was speeding out of the city limits on Route 20, she felt her cares—including her vague concern about Aunt Pearl’s welfare—floating away on the breeze.
Gradually, skyscrapers gave way to fields and small towns. Aunt Pearl’s farm lay about an hour’s drive northwest of the city. Connie quickly calculated that she could drive out there, assure Pearl was safe and sound, give her a stern lecture about answering her telephone in a timely manner, maybe enjoy a quick bite of lunch, and head back to the city well in time to change clothes for dinner with Winston. They’d been invited to his boss’s house, and, much as Win liked to tease her about her tendency toward tardiness, he wouldn’t be laughing if she made them late for dinner with the top brass at his company.
At last she pulled off the main highway and started down the muddy road leading to Aunt Pearl’s farm. She slowed the Hudson to a crawl to avoid damaging the tires on the ruts and potholes. Poor Parker would have quite a chore later scraping mud off the car, but it couldn’t be helped, not as long as Pearl insisted on living in the back of beyond.
Connie had always had a soft spot in her heart for Pearl, the eldest of the three McCabe sisters: Pearl, Opal, and Ruby. Ruby, the youngest, had gone off to India as a missionary. Connie’s mother, Opal, since her marriage to real-estate magnate Marcus Shepherd, spent most of her time conforming herself to the dictates of Chicago society and making sure her daughter conformed as well.
And then there was Pearl. Thwarted in her plans for a career in the sciences, Pearl taught school until she married Stewart Russell, a dairy farmer she’d bumped into, quite literally, while on a schoolteacher’s tour of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition. They’d settled happily on his large dairy operation outside of Chicago. Connie had only dim memories of Stewart, who’d died of influenza in 1918. After his death, Pearl kept the farm but gradually sold off the cows and acreage until little more was left than the farmhouse, a few outbuildings, and a great big red barn. And Pearl’s cats. Lots and lots of cats.
It was in the barn that Pearl spent most of her time. She’d converted it into a makeshift laboratory, where she concocted potions and tinkered with inventions to her heart’s content. So the barn was the first place Connie expected to find her as she steered the mud-spattered Hudson onto the property and parked under a blossoming apple tree.
“Hello? Aunt Pearl? Are you here?” Connie stepped delicately on the dirt path leading to the barn, realizing too late she ought to have worn sturdier shoes. The barn door hung open. She peered in, her eyes adjusting to the dimness. A sudden movement made her back up a step, but it was only a friendly gray tabby leaping down from a cobwebbed windowsill to greet her. Connie’s gaze landed on a large dusty wooden table piled high with glass beakers, steel instruments, Mason jars containing who knew what, and thick reference books. Next to the table sat an unidentifiable contraption, a hulking barrel-like structure strung haphazardly with tubes and wires. But no sign of her aunt. To her relief, Pearl’s pride and joy, a shiny red Indian Scout motorcycle, leaned on its kickstand near the door, allowing Connie to strike “motorcycle accident” off her mental list of possibilities.
With growing concern, Connie picked her way up the path to the farmhouse. Peeling white paint gave the cottage a shabby air, but the flowerbeds overflowed with brilliant tulips and hyacinths, forsythia the color of sunshine, and lilac bushes soon to burst into bloom. Connie banged on the door, then tried the doorknob. Locked. 
On the bottom porch step, a black cat stretched lazily in a spot of sunshine, while an orange one snoozed on the step above. A calico lay curled up on a wicker chair in the shade.
“I don’t suppose any of you three could clue me in to Pearl’s whereabouts,” Connie muttered as she sank onto the top step and wrapped her arms around her knees, considering her next move. Pry open a window? Summon a neighbor for help? 
Moments later, she heard the clatter of an automobile engine. She turned to see an ominous black Dodge pulling off the road, the words “Sheriff Patrol” lettered in glaring white on the side of the wagon. With a pounding heart and rapidly dwindling confidence in Aunt Pearl’s capability to handle any situation, she hurried down the steps, scattering cats every which way.
This couldn’t be good.






  
  Chapter three

Atall grim-faced deputy stepped out of the cruiser as Connie flew down the path toward the police wagon, fearing the worst. 
“Deputy, what is it? What’s happened to—”
Before she could finish the sentence, the rear door opened, and out popped Aunt Pearl, a sweet-faced woman dressed haphazardly, as usual, in a faded house dress and flour-sack apron, stray silver hairs escaping her bun. Her face lit up.
“Connie, dear! How lovely to see you,” she said, her smile bright as sunshine, as if being delivered home in a paddy wagon was an ordinary occurrence.
Connie nearly melted with relief. “Aunt Pearl, are you all right? Where have you been? We’ve been worried sick.”
“Of all the ridiculous things,” Pearl huffed, brushing past the deputy. “I was working in my laboratory last night, minding my own business, when two officers of the law burst onto my property and hauled me off in the middle of the night like a common criminal. Didn’t even give me time to remove my apron.”
“What on earth?” Connie looked to the deputy for some kind of explanation.
“You her daughter?” he asked.
“I’m her niece.”
“Well!” Pearl lifted her chin. “In any case, Connie, I’ve been at the police station all night long, explaining to the good officers the profound difference between bootleg whiskey and my latest contribution to science.”
Connie glared at the deputy.
“You must admit, miss, that it looks mighty suspicious,” the deputy said, squinting into the haphazard laboratory. “We don’t come across too many widow ladies who operate fully equipped, er, laboratories in their barns.”
“Well, now you know one,” Pearl said.
The deputy dipped his head. “Sorry again for the inconvenience, ma’am. It won’t happen again.”
“See that it doesn’t, or I’ll have words with the sheriff myself,” Connie snapped, hoping she sounded authoritative.
The deputy touched the brim of his hat and opened the door of the cruiser.
“Wait here a moment, deputy,” Pearl said. “I have something to give you.”
“Yes, ma’am.” 
Pearl strode toward the barn. While they waited, the deputy grinned at Connie and gestured toward the Hudson. “That yours? She’s a beauty.”
Connie nodded.
The deputy’s grin deepened, displaying a dimple. “Say, maybe you and me could take her out for a spin sometime.”
“I hardly think so.” 
Pearl returned and handed a small unlabeled jar to the deputy.
“When you get back to the station, give this remedy to that nice Sheriff Blake and tell him to apply it to his arm with a cotton ball, morning and night.” Her tone was motherly. “That rash of his should clear right up.”
“Yes, ma’am. Sorry again for the trouble.”
“No harm done.”
Pearl and Connie watched as he backed the cruiser down the rutted driveway.
“What was that you gave him?” Connie asked.
“It’s my latest invention. A miraculous tonic, clears up everything from dandruff to diaper rash. For heaven’s sake. Moonshine, indeed. Have you ever.” Pearl slipped her arm through Connie’s. “Come into the house, dear, and I’ll make us some lunch. You look as if you could use some meat on those bones. I’m afraid I don’t have anything fancy, just some ham and cheese.”
“Are you sure it’s no trouble? You must be exhausted after your ordeal.”
“Nonsense. You can’t drive all the way out from the city and then not stay and rest a while. I didn’t realize you’d be visiting today, but I’m very glad you’ve come. Just sorry I wasn’t here to greet you when you arrived.”
“Mother rang from Florida,” Connie said. “When she couldn’t reach you, she became worried and called me.”
“Oh, darling. I’m terribly sorry to put everyone through such inconvenience.”
“It’s no bother, truly.” Connie patted her aunt’s hand. “I’m just glad you’re all right. I wonder who called the sheriff and made such a silly accusation.”
Pearl harrumphed. “I’ll bet it was that busybody, Agnes Pratt. She lives up the lane and always has her nose in everybody’s business. She’s never taken a shine to me, not since the first day Uncle Stewart brought me home.”
“How could anybody not take a shine to you?”
“I think she carried a torch for Stewart.” The diminutive woman glanced up at Connie. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. Do you know, the Lord brought you to mind just the other night?”
“Did He?” Connie smiled indulgently at her aunt. Pearl was one of those rare individuals to whom God was a real, live being, not just an abstract concept, as Connie had been taught. To Pearl, God was neither silent nor remote. He was as constantly present in her life as her cats. She was known within the family for being on personal speaking terms with the Divine. This was one of the reasons, among several, that the socially conforming Opal described her sister to others as “unconventional.”
Connie, like her parents and just about everyone else she knew, confined thoughts of God to Sunday mornings. The Shepherds attended a fashionable church in the city, and Connie went with them if she hadn’t stayed out too late the night before. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe in God at all. After all, some cosmic force must have set the world in motion and kept it spinning all this time. But she didn’t have intimate and familiar conversations with God the way Pearl did. Now she said lightly, “Do tell. You’ve got me on tenterhooks. What exactly did God say about me?”
“He didn’t say anything. Not out loud.” Pearl sounded impatient, as if Connie ought to know these things. “He speaks to us through the Bible prophets, not through people today.”
“Of course. Sorry. But you said He told you something about me.”
“I said He brought you to mind. It was just an impression that came up while I was praying for you.”
“You pray for me?”
“Every night.”
“That’s so sweet.” An unexpected glow warmed Connie’s chest. In a strange way, she envied her aunt’s faith, even if she didn’t quite share it.
Pearl continued. “As I prayed, I saw you standing up in front of a crowd of people. You seemed to be leading them in some way. Urging them to march forth into battle or something.”
Connie snorted. “Me, leading a crowd into battle? Goodness. That’s unlikely, isn’t it?”
“As I said, it was just an impression.” Pearl shrugged. “I suppose it could have just as easily been caused by a touch of indigestion. But I prefer to believe it was the Lord.”
“Funny duck.” Connie squeezed her aunt’s shoulders with affection. In the sunny, cluttered kitchen she said, “Do you mind if I telephone Mother in Florida? I’m sure she’s pacing the floor, waiting for my call.”
“Of course, dear. I’ll just go and take a quick bath and change my clothes. I must look a fright.”
Connie cranked the black telephone hanging on the kitchen wall. She sneezed just as the operator said, “Number, please.” Darn cats. 
“Excuse me, operator. Winter Garden, Florida, please,” she said into the mouthpiece. “Mrs. Marcus Shepherd at the Nautilus Hotel. Reverse the charges.”
By the time Pearl returned to the kitchen dressed in a fresh frock and apron and smelling sweetly of violets, Connie had related the whole story to her mother, endured a few blistering remarks about Pearl and her “confounded experiments,” gracefully exited the conversation, and set about assembling sandwiches and heating water for tea.
“That’s better.” Pearl peered at Connie. “Your eyes are red, dear. Are you catching a cold?”
“Just my cat allergy acting up. Don’t worry, it’s mild.”
“Oh, I forgot about that. Perhaps we should eat out on the porch.”
“Good idea.”
Pearl carried plates and cups to a little table set up on the porch. Connie followed with the teapot and a plate of sandwiches.
“Looks delicious,” Pearl said. “Maybe you picked up something useful at that fancy finishing school, after all”
“Maybe one or two things,” Connie said with a grin. “But not sandwich-making. That I learned from Mrs. Blake, our cook.”
“I keep telling your mother she should ship you off to a real college. Aren’t you just aching to go back East to Bryn Mawr or Radcliffe? Or even stay closer to home. I’ve heard the University of Illinois has an excellent science program.”
“I don’t want to study science or anything else.” Connie toyed with the crust on her sandwich. “I’m glad to be done with school. I was never very good at it.”
“You’re such a bright girl, Connie. I hate to see you waste time on … whatever it is that you’re wasting time on.”
“Who says I’m wasting time? Goodness, I’m getting married in two weeks. Why would I want to go to college?”
“Why, to learn things, of course. When I was your age, I would have given anything to go to college. I planned to be the next Marie Curie. As a girl, I looked up to her example.” She sighed. “What I would have given to follow in her footsteps.”
“So why didn’t you go? To college, I mean.”
“My father—like yours, I gather—wasn’t a big proponent of higher education for women. And even if he had approved, there was no extra money to pay for tuition. So, I taught school instead. Back then you could teach school with only a high school diploma.” She bent and scratched the ears of the black cat that was rubbing its head against her ankle. “I always thought I’d go to college later, after I’d taught for a few years, but then I met your uncle, and life took a different path.”
“Do you mind?”
“Mind? No, I suppose not. I loved my life with Stewart, and he left me well cared for. But there’s always a part of me that will regret not pursuing higher education. The road not taken and all that.”
“What about your sisters? Did they want to go to college?”
“I was the only one. Opal married well, of course, when she managed to land your father.”
“I don’t know if I’d put it quite like that,” Connie said. “I understand Daddy was quite smitten.”
“Oh, of course, they married for love,” Pearl said quickly. “I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise or to make her sound like a social climber. The demanding life of a society matron suits her perfectly.”
Connie couldn’t decide if Pearl was being sarcastic or not, so she let it go. 
Pearl continued, “I simply meant that, like you, she hadn’t been interested in college. And neither had Ruby, although she did attend the Bible institute for a year to prepare for the mission field.” A wistful note sounded in her voice. “I was the only one who truly yearned for more education. It’s hard for me to understand why every young woman wouldn’t want it, if the opportunity presented itself.”
“Well, I’ll be marrying Winston exactly two weeks from today,” Connie said firmly. “My future is all sewn up.”
Aunt Pearl leaned forward in her chair. “What does Winston do for a living? I’m sure you’ve told me, but I’ve forgotten.”
“He’s in investments,” Connie said, fiddling with the salt shaker.
“Investments,” Pearl repeated. “What does that mean? Is he a banker?”
“Well, I don’t know, exactly. Sort of, only he’s with an investment firm, not a regular bank.” Connie shrugged. “He never talks about business with me. I know he’s a junior partner in Carruthers & Mullin, and the company just moved their offices into one of those great big new skyscrapers on LaSalle Street, and he works very long hours, but he seems to enjoy it. They must like him, too, because they keep giving him fat commission checks.”
“So the Lord is prospering him.”
“Carruthers & Mullin are prospering him,” Connie drawled, and knew she’d said the wrong thing when Aunt Pearl’s expression stiffened.
“Everything good comes from the Lord, Connie. I’ve been telling you that since you were a very little girl.”
“Yes, yes, I know.”
“And you love Winston.”
A glow spread across Connie’s chest. “Yes, I do. He’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of. Smart, handsome, successful … and he makes me laugh.”
Pearl set her lips firmly as if choosing her words. Finally she said, “Even so, you really should learn more about what your husband-to-be does all day long.”
Connie plucked a cat hair from her skirt. “Mother says it’s the man’s job to earn the money and the woman’s job to spend it.”
“That sounds like Opal.” Pearl set down her teacup “Honestly, Connie. How do you expect to be a supportive wife to your husband if you don’t even know what he does?”
“I support him,” Connie protested, flailing about for a specific instance to back up the assertion. She hadn’t given the matter much thought, but in that instant vowed to learn more about Winston’s work.
Pearl cocked her head. “Exactly how long have you known Winston, dear? If you don’t mind my asking.”
“We met a year ago at Gwendolyn and George Carpenter’s wedding. I was a bridesmaid and Win was an usher. He’d attended boarding school back East, you see, living with an aunt in Boston. Then he’d stayed on for university, only moving back to Chicago when he got hired by Carruthers & Mullin.”
“I see,” Aunt Pearl quirked an eyebrow. “So you haven’t known him all that long, then.”
Connie squirmed. “Long enough.”
“Have you had enough time to make sure, sure, sure that he’s truly the right man for you?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, do you have things in common? Besides dancing and having fun, although that’s important too, of course. For example, does he know the Lord?”
More God talk. Connie was tiring of the sermonette.
“His family attends St. Lucian’s, same as ours.”
“Do you share the same values? The same general goals in life?”
Connie’s patience reached its breaking point. “Of course we do. For heaven’s sake, Aunt Pearl. What have you got against Winston?”
Pearl blinked. “Nothing. I don’t even know the man.” She paused as if to collect her thoughts. “I’m sorry if I sound like a meddling old woman. I just want you to be happy, that’s all.” 
“I am happy,” Connie said. The words came out sounding more snappish than she’d intended.
Pearl reached across the table and patted the back of Connie’s hand. “I’m sure it will all work out. Marriage is a noble calling, and if you’re sure Winston is the one, I support your choice wholeheartedly. But I can’t help but think that a girl should also have her own purpose, too. Her own way to use her gifts and talents in God’s kingdom.” 
“I will use my gifts in making our home and raising our family.”
“Of course you will.” Pearl’s expression grew misty. “My time with Stewart was short. Too short. I don’t regret a minute of our life together. But I also wish I’d had the chance to study and become a real chemist, too, or maybe an engineer, instead of just tinkering out there in a homemade laboratory.”
So that’s what’s behind this, thought Connie with relief. Aunt Pearl regrets her own choices and is projecting her disappointment onto me. The poor dear. Best to change the subject. She swallowed her last bite of sandwich and dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Speaking of laboratories, what is this mysterious new project you’re working on? The one that cures absolutely everything, and has the vice squad hauling you off in the middle of the night?”
A grin lit Pearl’s face. “Oh, my dear, it’s something I’m extremely excited about. There’s never been anything like it. It’s one of my best inventions.”
“Like the soup spoon with a fan attached?” Connie didn’t even try to mask the skepticism in her voice.
Pearl lifted her chin. “Think of all the poor souls who are injured each year by sipping steaming broth.” She slapped her palm on the table for emphasis. “I still think that a soup-cooling device could be a practical tool.” Seeing the expression on Connie’s face, she thrust out her lower lip and muttered, “With a few adjustments, that’s all. Just a few minor adjustments.”
Connie crossed her arms. “And what about Felix Fizz-Water, the world’s first soda pop for cats?”
Pearl pressed her lips together for a moment. “You can’t win them all.”
Connie started to say something clever, then changed her mind. Dear Aunt Pearl looked so earnest. She deliberately softened her tone. “What is this marvelous new invention, then?”
Pearl stood and set her napkin on the table. “It’s that amazing skin remedy I was telling you about. The one I sent along to the sheriff. Come along and I’ll show you. Here, these will save your dainty shoes.” Connie slid her feet into the muck boots Pearl provided and followed her out to the barn.
“The Pride of Frankenstein,” she muttered as they entered the jerry-rigged laboratory. The worktable and the shelves behind it bore skinny glass tubes, fat glass jars, stirrers, chemical bottles of dark amber glass, isopropyl alcohol, pipettes, notebooks, flasks and beakers. A scattered pile of books and papers cluttered the tabletop and poked out of the drawers of an ancient wooden filing cabinet. Connie wrinkled her nose at the smell, a curious combination of old wood, hay, alcohol, formaldehyde, and livestock, even though the dairy cows had been sold off long ago. 
Pearl snapped on a pair of rubber gloves and handed an extra pair to Connie, along with a set of safety goggles. “Here, put these on. Better safe than sorry.” 
“I’m glad to hear you say that,” Connie said. “Remember the incident with the nitroglycerin.”
“Won’t make that mistake again.” Pearl nodded toward a shiny red fire extinguisher hanging on the wall. The large gray tabby jumped up onto the worktable, purring loudly. “Now, Newton, you know you’re not allowed up on Mama’s workbench.” Pearl gently lifted the tabby and set her down on the rough plank floor. To Connie she whispered, “We’ll be welcoming some little ones soon. She’s in a family way.”
Connie sneezed and glanced at her wristwatch. “So what’s the project?”
Pearl straightened her shoulders, and Connie caught the gleam in her eye.
“Feline De-Flaker.”
“What?”
“Feline De-Flaker. You see, Edison had developed the most terrible case of dandruff,” Pearl explained. “He’s a black cat, as you know, and the dandruff showed up terribly on his coat. It was very embarrassing for him.”
Connie smiled. “Was it really? How could you tell? Do cats blush under all that fur?”
“They blush in their own way,” Pearl said, a bit defensively. “Anyway, I tried scads of different solutions and nothing was effective. I’ve been experimenting with it all winter. Then just last week, I had a breakthrough.”
“Do tell.”
“Fenugreek.” She whispered the word, even though they were alone in the barn.
“Fenu-what?” 
“Fenugreek. It’s an herb. Your Aunt Ruby in India sent me some for Christmas. I didn’t care for the taste, but when I tried using it in my cat-dandruff formula, it worked like magic. It’s expensive, so I’ve started growing some indoors, over there.” She gestured to a small greenhouse structure set up next to a window.
“What do you mix it with?”
“That’s a trade secret.” Pearl winked. “A little of this, a little of that …”
“And it works?”
“Edison’s coat has never been so shiny and sleek. Completely flake-free. Here, try some.”
Pearl dipped a cotton ball into the liquid and dabbed a little on the back of Connie’s hand.
“Mmm. Nice.” She inhaled the attractive scent. “Smells sort of exotic. I’m impressed. So, are you going to take it to market?”
Pearl laughed. “I don’t think so. I’m not much of a businesswoman. For now I’ll just use it on my own cats. Maybe someday I’ll sell it to Dr. McGee, the local veterinarian. Maybe he can do something with it. Here, take some home.” She capped the small vial and handed it to Connie, who slid it into her skirt pocket.
“Thanks. My friend Gwendolyn has a cat. Maybe I’ll give it to her.”
“Remember, it’s good for people skin, too.”
“Seems a shame to keep it all to yourself if it works. You should at least get the formula patented.” Connie glanced again at her wristwatch. “Oh, my. I need to get back to the city. There’s a company dinner at Winston’s boss’s house. He’ll never forgive me if I’m late again.”
They walked to the house. Connie pulled off the muck boots and set them on the porch.  She kissed her aunt on the cheek.
“Next time, you must take me for a ride in this fancy automobile,” Pearl said with a glint in her eye as Connie slid into the driver’s seat. “Looks like it goes like the wind”
“It does, and I will.” Connie raised her voice to be heard over the engine. “Next time. Meanwhile, be a dear and stay out of jail, will you?”
“Have a good time at the party tonight.” Pearl waved as Connie backed down the driveway. “Remember to sparkle!”






  
  Chapter four

Directing her gaze across the snowy linen expanse of the Carruthers’ dining table, Connie confirmed to herself that the youngest associate of Carruthers & Mullin, Financiers, was far and away the best-looking man in all of Chicago. She resented the dreary formal-dinner etiquette that seated her apart from her fiancé. Happily they’d soon be dining together, in their own beautifully appointed dining room, for the rest of their lives. She could hardly wait. 
Between two tall flickering tapers, she caught Win’s eye and smiled. He winked back and made a subtle thumbs-up gesture over the leg of lamb, signaling his approval. His wavy copper hair glinted under the glow from the chandelier. Her insides melted like warm butter. Oh, how she hoped all their children would be redheads!
“So, as I was saying,” droned the gentleman seated at Connie’s right, operating under the misguided assumption that she found his life story as fascinating as he did, “my maternal grandmother’s side, the DeLacys, produced a four-star general, two state senators and a Supreme Court judge, and on my grandfather’s side, the Von Hoffenroods, …” Connie stifled a yawn and toyed with her fork, being not as fond of lamb as Winston was.
To her left, Mr. Fitzwater Abercrombie gave new meaning to the term “silent partner,” barely speaking a word throughout the interminable meal. Apparently his abundant fortune, neatly recorded on the books in Carruthers & Mullin’s vault, did all the speaking required.
Of the thirty or so people seated around the table, the only other person besides her own fiancé who seemed even remotely interesting was that young lawyer—Connie’d forgotten his name—who’d recently traveled to Spain. As Connie and Winston planned to visit Spain as part of their honeymoon tour, Connie hoped to get some tips from the man on what to see and where to dine. But he was seated at the far end of the table, beyond shouting distance.
Connie chafed at her situation, marooned between two such dreary partners, but also understood that her husband-to-be was a rising star on LaSalle Street. He’d received two promotions within the past year at the investment bank. And she further understood that Winston’s rising-star status meant that her future held countless client dinners much like this one. She may as well get used to them, to consider them as practice sessions for her hostessing skills, if nothing else. She’d long observed the way her mother charmed and flattered her father’s clients with finesse. She understood the importance of making Winston look good to his boss, colleagues, and clients like Fitzwater Abercrombie and… and the other man, whose name slipped from her mind like syrup off a stack of pancakes. Mr. Waters? Mr. Winters?
Windbag, more likely. Mr. Pompous A. Windbag.
Connie snorted at her own private joke. A bit too loudly. Quickly she lifted her napkin and dabbed delicately at her lips as if suppressing a cough. She couldn’t even glance at the gentleman to her left, lest she spasm into giggles. Would this dinner never end? Later in the evening she’d get her reward. She and Win would make their escape, scoot out of there, catch up to their friends at some noisy nightspot, and dance until dawn. But until then, she had to play the part of dutiful wife-to-be.
While Pompous Windbag paused in his discourse to chew a bite of lamb, Connie strained to hear what Win was saying to the bejeweled society matron seated next to him. She caught the words “Saint Lucian’s” and “Drake Hotel” and knew they were discussing the wedding. How she wished they could swap dinner partners. She loved to talk about her wedding but suspected neither Pompous Windbag nor Fitzwater Abercrombie would appreciate the finer details of bridesmaids’ frocks and table decorations.
At the head of the table, Mr. Carruthers stood, cleared his throat, and tapped a spoon against a crystal goblet.
“May I have your attention, please?”
Conversation hushed, and all heads turned his way.
“As you know, Carruthers & Mullin ended our fifteenth fiscal year on April thirtieth,” he intoned. “And I’m pleased to share the news with all of you, our most loyal shareholders and longtime clients, that fiscal 1928 has been a banner year for our company. Never before in our history have profits and earnings been so high.”
Excited murmurs and a smattering of applause broke out among the guests. 
Mr. Carruthers grinned and lifted his hand for quiet. “We couldn’t have achieved this success without the hard work of everyone on our staff. In particular, I’d like to recognize one young man who has worked above and beyond the call of duty.” He reached down and picked up a small rectangular black box from next to his plate. “After only two short years with the firm, this employee has proved himself responsible and diligent and has singlehandedly brought in a higher share of new business than anyone in recent memory. On behalf of Carruthers & Mullin, as a token of our appreciation, I would like to present this commemorative fountain pen to Mr. Winston Sutherland.”
The table broke out into enthusiastic applause. Connie thought her heart would burst. A beaming Winston stood and made his way to the head of the table, where he accepted the gift and pumped Mr. Carruthers’ hand.
“Thank you. Thank you so much.”
Connie watched his face as he talked, saw the glint in his eyes under the chandelier’s glow. When Aunt Pearl had said “remember to sparkle,” she could have been speaking about Win, but he didn’t need any reminding. A thrill of pride ran up her spine. She knew that success at business meant everything to Winston. He worked hard and deserved this honor. And he played hard, too. Evenings, he took Connie dancing at jazz clubs across the city. He played polo, golfed, fished, and hunted. He had great and loyal friends. He was the perfect man for her, the perfect husband.
“Congratulations, Mr. Sutherland,” Mr. Carruthers was saying. “Keep up the good work, and you’re likely to become a full partner in the firm one day.”
As Winston returned to his seat, he caught Connie’s eye and grinned. She blew him a kiss.
Mr. Carruthers concluded his speech with a few more remarks about the strong state of business. His words barely registered with Connie in her pride over Winston’s success. She could hardly wait until they were alone and she could tell him so.
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