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            Chapter One

          

          AUTUMN, 1904

        

      

    

    
      SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

      The scene in the lobby resembled a train station at mid-day. Where have all you people come from? Julia hated mingling with strangers. Why couldn’t they find something better to do than congregate here like pigeons in a barn loft? It was impossible to tell those coming from those going, for they were all dressed as though they were coming from a late dinner or going to an early supper at the hotel or elsewhere. Every whisper—every ripple of laughter—deepened the flush in Julia’s cheeks. She knew what they were thinking, what they were talking about. They were talking about her, though they might not know it directly. They were talking about the scandal, about the brazen hussy caught with the senator just a few hours ago. Julia looked at her hands. She willed them to stop shaking, but they refused to obey. Voices hummed all around. She dreaded what she might hear and what she might not.

      How could this be happening? Only a few hours ago, she’d stood in a quiet room, all alone and dreading the predictable, boring days that lay ahead. She dreaded them still, but not because she faced boredom. She faced something far worse now—scandal. Not one prone to self-pity, Julia wallowed in it now, longing to re-wind the clock and stand in that room again. Though she hated to relive it, Julia retraced her every step toward disaster in her mind and, with each one, her inner voice moaned, If only…

      Just a while ago, she’d been in her room unpacking. The blue silk of her dress slipped over her arm with a softness that seemed to whisper Julia’s name. She smoothed the sheer fabric at the neckline and hung it in the wardrobe. Stroking the rich, moiré taffeta of the skirt, she sighed, doubting she’d wear it while in Savannah. Mother had gone overboard this time. Deep down, she knew she wasn’t one to put herself forward to make new friends. Without an invitation, what parties or home gatherings would she attend? Turning to the trunk, she pulled out her much more practical tweed skirt and jacket. With the pleasant weather, this would be nice for outings on cooler days.

      A sudden outburst in the corridor made Julia’s heart pound. A deep voice uttered something, its words garbled by shrieking and the opening and closing of several doors. Tossing the clothes aside, Julia took a deep breath, forcing herself to approach the door and jiggle the knob. Relieved to find it was still locked, she placed her ear against it. Voices faded away and Julia could hear more doors opening and closing. Preferring to keep to her own business and stay out of things that didn’t concern her, Julia hesitated. As she eyed the key that lay on the dresser, her courage began to rise. Snatching it up, she unlocked the door and leaned into the hall. All was quiet, except for the clicking of other locks, indicating that other occupants hadn’t been as reluctant to satisfy their curiosity as she’d been.

      Julia closed the door, whispering into the room, “Where are you, Mother?” She paced, agitated at the thought that perhaps Mother might have become involved in the unpleasantness, whatever it was. She reasoned with herself that the Wentworth Hotel, having a reputation for being the finest in Savannah, likely had competent staff handling disruptions such as this. After giving the doorknob one last jiggle for safety’s sake, Julia decided she may as well get on with the unpacking.

      The noise of Savannah’s bustling streets drew Julia to the open window. She stood drinking in the loveliness of the grand, old city and feeling appreciative that General Sherman had spared it on his infamous march to the sea. Tops of colorful parasols jiggled along silently below like runaway blossoms scattered by the clattering carriages and occasional chugging automobiles. “Oh, I want to explore every inch of you, you wonderful, old town!” she whispered as the sun warmed her cheeks. Then, the question returned to her mind, Where on earth is Mother? The answer came with a turn of the doorknob, the rustle of skirts, and a cheery greeting.

      “Hello, my Lovely One! Oh, but won’t it feel marvelous to stretch out for a bit? Train rides are interesting, and you meet so many wonderful people, but they do go on and on.” Beatrice Lansing placed her handbag on the bed, pulled off her gloves, and looked in the mirror. “First things first—and the first thing to go is this!” She pulled out the pin, removing her smart traveling hat. Mother studied her reflection, as if asking herself what one could expect of one’s curls after being smashed all the way from Missouri to Georgia. She sank into a chair and began taking off her shoes.

      Julia smiled at her mother’s term of endearment, grateful, as always, that it was reserved for when they were alone. At times, it indicated that Mother was troubled on her behalf and about to start consoling her, but, in most cases, it signaled a state of happiness. All outward signs at the moment seemed to indicate elation, which came as a bit of a surprise considering how exhausted they were. However, Mother was often pulled aside by something or someone and Julia listened, curious as to what, or who, it had been this time.

      “I was beginning to wonder what happened to you, Mother. There was the loudest commotion in the hall just a bit ago. I was beginning to worry that you’d gotten into the middle of all that—uproar.”

      “I was just going to ask you what happened! I heard it all the way down in the lobby. Goodness! I thought a fight must have broken out or something. I didn’t see a thing on my way up to the room.” Mother closed her eyes for a moment. “Oh, my!” she whispered, the sigh betraying her exhaustion. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting. You must have thought I’d gotten lost on my way to get a newspaper and let the desk clerk know when to wake us in the morning, but there was already a message waiting for me from Mrs. Thomas Grayson. Well, when the young lady standing next to me heard the clerk, she asked me if I was a friend of Mrs. Grayson’s. As it turns out, she, a Miss Abigail Hadley, is the daughter of Jeremiah Hadley, the prominent jeweler. You remember seeing some pieces he designed for Mrs. Grayson, don’t you, Dear? I must say that man is a true artist.”

      Julia gave a dreamy nod. “Yes,” she recalled, “I remember that amethyst pin.”

      She sat down on the bed. This story might end in Miss Abigail Hadley admiring Mother’s traveling suit, or it could just as well conclude with Mother being invited to meet the Queen of England. Mother rambled. Sometimes her ramblings were enjoyable chronicles of daily life, but this one sounded like it might be leading up to something promising.

      “So, as we chatted, I found that the Hadleys are here at the Wentworth, enjoying an extended stay while her father meets with some of the best families to show his designs. I explained, of course, that although your father isn’t with us, we are here meeting with some of the same people in my capacity as dressmaker. Her mother and brother joined us and I was introduced to them. I do wish you’d been with me. Anyway, we’re breakfasting with them in the Oglethorpe Room tomorrow morning.”

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Julia offered up half-heartedly as Mother paused for breath and reached down to massage her aching feet before continuing.

      “I adore Abigail’s mother. Her name is Rose. All people named Rose should rightly be pleasant and peaceful after all, shouldn’t they? James, their son, seems… like a highly intelligent young man, and well-mannered.”

      But not captivating, or handsome, or sweet-natured, or interesting—some of the other adjectives Julia would have preferred. As much as Julia’s interest in young men had grown, she found herself put off by many of them. None seemed to have what she was looking for, but she had to admit she wasn’t sure what that something was. However, at twenty-two years of age, she’d had some amount of time to form strong opinions of what she wasn’t looking for in men. Braggarts topped the list, along with those who seemed to turn their affections from female to female like butterflies flitting from bloom to bloom. She’d often seen a man pursue a girl, acting as though she were the first and only one to capture his heart. Then, following the girl’s disinterest, he’d appear at the very next social event with a new girl on his arm, acting as though there had never been another. Julia found this spectacle nauseating. She put these men on her mental list under the “No” column. One or two had made it into the “Maybe” column, but after some time conversing with them and finding little to keep the exchange of ideas alive, they, too, had ended up in the discards. The clean, white “Yes” column remained, with nothing penciled in and no erasures, waiting for an entry. From time to time, she asked God to fill in the blank, reminding Him that she’d prefer only one name be written and remain. Heartbreak was no more a part of Julia’s plans for the future than for any other member of the human race.

      Shifting her weight on the bed, Julia flinched. She slipped a hand under her thigh, carefully removing Mother’s handbag. Surprised for an instant by its weight, she remembered with a shudder that it had every reason to be heavy, considering its contents. Holding it aloft between her thumb and forefinger, she crossed the room and placed it on the dresser.

      Mother wrinkled her nose. “You act as though that thing has a terrific stench. That’s exactly the way I’ve felt carrying it ever since we left home.”

      “Oh, Mother, I know Papa’s only trying to look out for us, but having the Protector with us makes me squeamish. We don’t have to go around armed to the teeth back home. I’m not used to it.”

      “Well, you know how he feels about having his womenfolk travel without him. I suppose that makes him feel every bit as squeamish as we do toting that thing around. I’m trying to make peace with the idea that it’s not going to go off all by itself in my bag. It’s like carrying a loaded pocket watch!”

      Mother began unbuttoning her jacket, returning to the subject of the Hadleys. Julia acknowledged the breakfast arrangements and went back to unpacking the trunk. Abigail Hadley might prove to be likeable, but Julia found herself full of reservations. Staying in the same hotel put her in close quarters with other guests, and if this Abigail turned out to be boring, snobbish, or downright silly, it would require elaborate schemes to avoid spending too much time with her. On the other hand, if Abigail turned out to be enjoyable and interesting, it could make all the difference. With Mother going over fabrics, patterns, and measurements with clients, Julia would have plenty of hours every day to fill with what she hoped would be fun, but dreaded would be boredom. She loved to explore and make the most of her surroundings and didn’t relish the thought of spending hours upon hours listening to people who liked nothing better than the sound of their own voices.

      Julia didn’t quite know what her feelings were about these Hadleys and didn’t know why all these reservations had sprung to mind. Nevertheless, she’d find out at breakfast.

      She glanced at Mother, who had slipped off her dress and stretched out on the bed in her petticoats to rest before supper, her long, lean body nearly reaching to the foot rail and her great mass of curls spread over the pillow. Their highlights, along with the green eyes beneath her closed lids, made Julia aware of her Irish ancestry, though she hadn’t received such a dominant expression of it herself. A glance toward the mirror reminded her once again that she’d taken after her paternal grandmother. Though almost as tall as Mother and with skin nearly as milky, pale pink, Julia’s curls were light, her eyes a sky blue, and her jaw a little sturdier.

      Julia intended to follow Mother’s example and rest, but nothing seemed more appealing—or more necessary—after the trip across country than a warm, soapy bath. Gathering soap, hairbrush, and her cream-colored dressing gown, she made her way down the hall. Just as she reached her destination, a bellboy appeared at the end of the corridor, followed by a young couple, both of whom had eyes full of a secret, shared happiness and cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

      “Yes, indeed,” said the bellboy a little too loudly. “You couldn’t have picked a finer place for your honeymoon trip than the Wentworth. You’ll enjoy your time in Savannah. You just ask me anything and I’ll fix ya right up. My name’s Marty. Ask me where anything is in the city and I’ll get ya there. That is, if you two lovebirds ever get around to leaving your room.”

      The new bride’s flushed face deepened in color.

      Poor thing. Julia hoped her question might redirect the flow of conversation. “Pardon me, sir, but when you have a moment, could you please see that there are fresh towels in the bath?”

      “Oh, yes, miss. Right away, miss. Just as soon as I get this young couple settled in, miss.” Marty led the newlyweds away, acquainting them with the extent of his knowledge concerning the cleanliness and abundance of linens provided by the Wentworth Hotel. The new bride smiled at Julia. She seemed sweet, but Julia didn’t hold out much hope of getting to know her. It would never do to take a wife’s attentions away from her new husband.

      Julia tapped on the door of the water closet. There was no answer. Still, she hesitated. Surely one wasn’t expected to reserve a trip to the water closet in a hotel such as this. Leaning her ear to the crack, she listened for a bit, but jerked herself upright as she heard footsteps approach. Marty came smiling along the corridor, looking as though the tip he’d just received had been satisfactory.

      “You don’t suppose there’s anyone in here, do you, Marty? I’ve knocked, but no one answered.”

      “Likely not, miss.” Marty rapped on the door and cleared his throat. “Pardon me. Is there anyone in there?”

      When no answer came, Marty smiled and gestured for her to enter.

      “Thank you, Marty,” Julia smiled. “I’m Julia Lansing.”

      “Any time, Miss Lansing. I’ll be right back with those towels.” Marty disappeared at the end of the hall and Julia fumbled with the knob, shifting the soap and hairbrush into one hand to open the door with the other. As it opened, the soap slipped from Julia’s fingers. She closed the door and stooped to catch it as it clattered along, coming to rest against the opposite wall. Julia scrambled after it, trying to capture the elusive little chunk.

      “Ah! You can’t get away from me!” she exclaimed, grasping it and holding it aloft with a satisfied sigh.

      A sudden, loud snort caused Julia to stiffen. The sound, something like a horse might make, came again. Lifting her eyes and focusing them beyond the soap, Julia was aghast. The shock couldn’t have been greater if there had been a horse in the bathtub—but it was no horse. A portly gentleman, all whiskers and eyebrows, began to rouse from sleep and splash about as though he feared going under. Julia could think of only one thing—escape without notice. The only thing worse than this man observing her presence would be the prospect of having him stand to his feet naked. Scurrying along on her hands and knees, she tried to be silent as she crept toward the door. If he heard nothing else, surely he must hear the pounding of her heart! Sliding her hand up the door frame, she groped for the knob. Giving it a slow turn, she opened the door a bit to scan the corridor. To Julia’s horror, Marty, true to his word, rounded the corner with the promised towels.

      “I say there, madam, what business do you have in my bath? What was that? Resuscitate? Eradicate?” bellowed the deep voice behind her.

      Julia scrambled into the hall, closed the door, and sprang to her feet.

      Marty responded to the sudden appearance of Julia’s face over his tall stack of towels as though he’d been struck by a thunderbolt. His startled yelp made Julia want to clasp her hand over his mouth. It was too late. Doors flew open up and down the corridor and heads began popping out to see what sort of commotion had occurred. Julia heard their murmurs of speculation. One of the heads belonged to her mother, who appeared in a lavender dressing gown. She held a brush in her hand and had several hairpins in her mouth. Marty, darting after the towels which lay strewn in all directions, began apologizing profusely. It may have appeared to the onlookers that Julia had been exiting the bath and collided with the bellboy, had it not been for the explosion that went off next.

      Julia spun around as the door behind her opened wide.

      “What the devil is going on here?” Whiskers and Eyebrows stood dripping in the doorway. The vast amount of yardage in the maroon dressing gown he had applied to himself only made him appear larger and more formidable. His booming voice carried through what Julia felt must be the entire hotel. “I demand to know, woman, what you were doing crawling around in my bath! What is the meaning of this outrage?”

      Julia, summoning all the willpower at her disposal in order not to burst into tears and run screaming to her room, felt her cheeks flame. Nothing could be worse than this. She altered this opinion immediately as Marty’s jaw dropped several inches and he exclaimed in a voice that Julia would have sworn she hadn’t heard since last Fourth of July, when the mayor of Morgan’s Landing announced the opening of the festivities over a megaphone.

      “Senator Thornhill!”
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      Though it frustrated her at times, Julia had never known her mother to be put off by anybody. Truly, it had always seemed as though she had never met anyone who remained a stranger for long. Now, as she stood in the wake of this disaster, followed by the collective response of the hotel guests that would later be recorded in her diary as “the gasp heard round the world”, Julia needed Mother’s self-assuredness. She met her questioning eyes with a silent plea and felt relief as she watched Mother shove hairpins in at random intervals, smooth her hair, and glide to the rescue with a smile warm enough to melt the frosty stares of the gaping onlookers. In her frantic desire to flee, Julia took a step back, glad to pass the responsibility on to someone who had some inkling as to what to do. Still, she found herself holding her breath. A lifetime of experience told her that Mother’s tactics sometimes leaned toward the unorthodox.

      “Gracious me! Senator Thornhill! You simply can’t know how thrilled we are to meet you. I’m Mrs. Roderick Lansing. I understand my husband has corresponded with you concerning his inventions.”

      “That’s what I want to know. What were her intentions?” blustered the senator.

      “Well now, that’s obvious,” Mother explained. “This nice bellboy bumped into the poor girl and you must not have had the door latched properly. Naturally, when the door came open, they took a tumble.”

      “Exactly! That’s all they’ve done is mumble!” the senator fumed. “Now will somebody speak up and explain this intrusion on my privacy?”

      Julia watched her mother take a deep breath, as if to summon all her best efforts at diplomacy as she smiled at the gawking hotel guests, waving them away with apparent nonchalance.

      “Well now, shall we all be getting back to our rooms? It’s almost dinnertime and I’m sure this helpful, intelligent bellboy and I can explain things to the good senator.”

      The guests, with a commendable display of good manners, retreated behind their doors.

      Mother smiled at Marty. “Dear boy, would you please deliver those towels to their destination and bring the senator some refreshment to his room before dinner?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Right away!” Marty deposited the towels on a table by the bathtub and hurried away, disappearing around the corner in a manner that left Julia to assume that he’d be taking his own sweet time. Mother would have to make sense of this whole mess long before he ever got back.

      “Mother,” Julia whispered, “I knocked and so did Marty. He was asleep in there!”

      “I see. Oh, I see! I’ll see what I can do.” Mother turned to the senator. “Senator, tell me, have you finished with your soak?”

      “I certainly could use a smoke!” Senator Thornhill patted his hands over his dressing gown, checking the pockets.

      Julia didn’t blame her mother for the ill-mannered sigh that escaped her. After all, he hadn’t heard it. The sigh seemed to give her the strength to broaden her smile as she screamed at the top of her voice, “Senator Thornhill, has anyone ever told you that you are hard of hearing?”

      “What’s that?”

      “You don’t hear well! You’re nearly deaf!”

      “You are? Me, too! My wife says it’s enough to drive her mad. I’ve got one of those confounded horn things, but I didn’t take it to the bathtub. Wasn’t planning on anyone being in there with me to start up a conversation.” He cast a suspicious eye toward Julia.

      “You took a nap in the bath!” Mother yelled.

      “Yes, of course, there’s a tap in the bath. Fine hotel. Fine hotel.”

      Mother’s patience seemed to wane a little. Then, taking a deep breath, she leaned in to the senator’s ear and bellowed, “You were sound asleep! My poor, dear daughter knocked. So did the bellboy, but you were asleep! Can you imagine the shock it gives a young lady to find a gentleman bathing in a room she felt certain was unoccupied?”

      Pulling Julia close, Mother patted her, waiting for Senator Thornhill to gain full comprehension.

      The Senator stared at both ladies for a moment, his eyes growing wider.

      “Why, my goodness! This is dreadful! My dear girl, you must have been… How can I ever apologize for my foolish assumptions and awkward behavior. You must forgive me. I was just so startled, you see. Oh, dear! Wait till Mrs. Thornhill hears about this! I’d better go and tell her before she hears it from some other source. Would you do Mrs. Thornhill and myself the honor, Mrs…  Ah, I’m sorry. As you probably know, I didn’t get your name earlier.”

      “Lansing,” Mother screamed. “Mrs. Roderick Lansing. This is my daughter, Julia.”

      “Lansing… Lansing… Say, I’ve been giving some thought to some interesting inventions by a fellow named Lansing.”

      “My husband,” Mother roared.

      “Well, well, well!” exclaimed the Senator. “Then you will certainly do my wife and me the honor of dining with us downstairs this evening.”

      Though her eyes pleaded again with her mother’s, Julia heard her give Senator Thornhill a loud and beaming acceptance, agreeing to dinner at seven-thirty.

      “Marvelous!” boomed the senator. “And too bad about your hearing problem. I know it must be as vexing to your husband as it is to my wife!” He turned and scampered down the hall at a speed Julia wouldn’t have thought possible for a man of his girth.

      A calming silence descended on the corridor. As her mother turned to her, Julia saw her expression shift into compassion mixed with a determination to seek refuge as she clutched her elbow and pulled her into the bath and shut the door. She realized she must look as though she’d just survived a natural disaster of biblical proportions. After a moment, Julia was able to voice her newest fear.

      “Mother, I’m so glad you smoothed that over, but what I want to know is why on earth you accepted a dinner invitation from a man I’ve just discovered completely undressed! I never want to see him again as long as I live!”

      “Well, what I’d like to know is exactly how on earth my daughter ended up in a prominent senator’s bath! But, I’m afraid the details of both these stories will have to wait to be told until you’ve bathed. I’ll bathe, too, but I think I’ll be waiting outside this door for you to come out before I go in! We can swap stories while you fix my hair.”

      Julia watched the corners of Mother’s mouth begin to turn up a bit. Though a stickler for propriety, past experience had taught Julia that once a situation had passed out of her control, Mother had the ability to relinquish it into the hands of God and let her natural sense of humor take over. Julia had yet to find any humor in the ordeal, though she had to admit, as the expression back home went, this bull was out of the chute. It wasn’t as if she could undo any of the events that led up to the dinner invitation. Her dread of the evening ahead had already begun to settle in, leaving her feeling numb.

      “Remember, Lovely One,” Mother reassured her, “if the choice is laughter or tears, you may as well laugh. Besides, we’ve likely solved the mystery about what all that ruckus was about earlier! You might not have been the senator’s first victim.”

      Julia nodded as Mother’s arm slipped around her shoulders but stiffened as she felt her squeeze her to her side.

      “Mother, you didn’t!”

      After a moment of puzzlement, Mother reached into the recesses of her dressing gown and pulled out the Chicago Pocket Protector.

      “I did. Well, that’s what we brought it along for, isn’t it?”

      “Ugh! Put that thing away, Mother!”

      Mother looked at the tiny firearm nestled in the palm of her hand.

      “You have to admit, it’s really rather pretty if you take a good, long look at it. All this floral engraving on the barrel and these imitation pearl panels on the sides—if I didn’t live in constant fear of accidentally squeezing this firing lever, I might think it quite nice. I have the safety on… I think.”

      Julia shuddered. “Take it back to the room and put it in the dresser drawer.”

      “Here.” Mother thrust the gun forward. “Keep it with you.”

      “Me?” Julia shrank back. “Why should I keep it with me?”

      “It’s already proven that you’re more likely to run into trouble in the bath than I am back in the room.”

      “If we did have to shoot the thing, I’d never remember how Papa showed us to reload it. We’d have to take the whole gun apart and put it back together again!”

      “Heavens, Julia! If we use up all seven of those bullets while we’re in Savannah, we’ll end up in jail!”

      Julia slipped the pistol into the pocket of her dressing gown and hung it on one of the pegs on the wall near the door. As soon as the door closed behind Mother, she clicked the lock on the underside of the doorknob into place and hastily washed. Once again clothed in her dressing gown, she sighed with relief when she cracked open the door and found the hallway empty. The hotel room felt like a refuge once she returned and began to dress for dinner, leaving Mother to brave the dreaded water closet. She found herself fumbling with every button and fastener as she envisioned having to leave the room and face the dining room filled with staring eyes.

      Having donned the last petticoat, Julia sat before the mirror, putting the finishing touches on her hair. Having swept her blonde curls up at the back, she twirled the escaping ringlets around her fingers. They softened her hairline and framed her cheeks and eyes, which still showed a distinct redness from having shed a tear or two and a rosiness from embarrassment. Though she dreaded the impending scene in the dining room, she resolved to be cheerful and smiled at the reflection over her shoulder as she heard the door open.

      “I see you’ve arrived unharmed, Mother. I didn’t hear any cries for help.”

      “Well, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t have outdone your earlier performance,” Mother teased. “Come fix my hair—if it hasn’t passed beyond all hope.” Stepping to the wardrobe, she reached for the plum-colored dress that hung on the door. “You’re going to turn more than a few heads in this, if I do say so myself. All it needs is a little pressing.”

      Holding the dress against herself, she swayed before the mirror, admiring her work for a moment before spreading it over the open trunk.

      “I don’t relish the thought of any more heads turning in my direction, but that dress does make me feel nice,” Julia admitted.

      Its simple lines were just right for tonight. It was more than a day dress, but definitely not for a party or ball. Worn with understated jewelry, Mother’s work would speak for itself. Julia smiled at the dress and rose from the dressing table to allow Mother to take her place. As she stepped aside, she felt her stocking feet begin to slide and realized she’d stepped on the silk hem of the skirt. Her hand shot out, fighting to grasp the chair, but Julia still found herself falling. As her feet continued to slide, she twisted away, reaching for the bedpost, but fell backward and felt the trunk lid give way under her weight. She pushed herself away from it with a gasp and landed on the floor. She turned around, facing it. Other than Mother’s shriek, the only other sound in the room was the thud of the heavy trunk lid, muffled by layers of plum-colored silk.

      Julia sat on the floor, her eyes darting back and forth between Mother’s shocked face and the victim trapped in the trunk’s jaws. She stared in disbelief as Mother lifted the lid to survey the damage. About a foot above the hemline, glaring at her, a two-inch, crimped area encircled a small hole where the trunk latch had been. She ran her finger across the damage.

      “It might not have been so bad if I hadn’t sat on it.”

      Like a warm breath against a cold pane of glass, Julia’s ability to look on the bright side evaporated. Pent-up sobs of exhaustion, humiliation, and now guilt had their way.
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        * * *

      

      Beatrice buttoned Julia up the back.

      “It’s nearly seven-thirty.”

      “I can’t do it! I just can’t do it!”

      Beatrice took Julia’s face in her hands and looked into her eyes.

      “You can do it, Lovely One. You can do anything!”

      She could see that Julia’s nap, while easing some of her exhaustion from the trip and guilt over ruining the dress, hadn’t done a thing to reduce her apprehension over dining with the Thornhills. Beatrice explained that, although her reluctance was understandable, it must be done. Avoiding them in public after what happened would only fuel gossips. Being seen enjoying pleasant company with the Thornhills would assure everyone that the afternoon’s events were a mere misunderstanding—nothing improper. Then, there was the fact that Roderick had been trying to interest Senator Thornhill in one of his inventions. It hurt to see Julia so disturbed. Beatrice longed to let her stay in the room and make excuses for her. It was a relief to see Julia’s affirming nod.

      “Oh, why did we have to come here, Mother? I suppose I can take some comfort in the fact that if all goes well, we won’t be in the immediate proximity of the Thornhills for more than a few days. I wish we’d never gotten that telegram.”

      The telegram had awaited them at the train station with news from her friend, Ruby Allen, with whom they’d planned to stay while in Savannah. Ruby, her daughters, and most of the help had been unexpectedly called away to Charleston due to an illness in the family. Since Ruby’s husband was already away on business, there would be no one at their home to host them. Arrangements had been made for the Lansings at the Wentworth and Ruby would send for them upon her return, hopefully within the week. Beatrice had telegraphed Roderick immediately, informing him of the change in plans.

      “As I tell your father, contrary to his insistence, telegrams are just as capable of bringing good news as they are bad. Ruby went to great expense to put us up in such a lovely hotel, even though she’s the one inconvenienced with family illness. Until she gets back, we’ll make the best of it. Why, for all we know, Providence may have placed us here to meet the Thornhills on behalf of your papa. We’re bound to encounter all sorts of people while we’re here and some of them may even be interested in my designs.”

      “I’ve met enough new people this afternoon to last me a lifetime!” Julia sighed. “I’m so nervous. I hope I don’t trip over my own feet or, Heaven forbid, anyone else’s. Let’s get this over with, Mother.”

      Gathering gloves and bags, they checked the mirror one last time. In answer to a knock at the door, Julia opened it to find Marty holding an envelope.

      “Telegram for Mrs. Lansing.”

      Beatrice stared at the envelope until the door clicked shut and Marty’s footsteps faded in the corridor. “I can’t imagine your father spending money on a telegram that wasn’t a matter of life and death.” Though never one to expect anything but good news, she wondered what this could be other than something urgent from home.

      “I suppose it could be more news from Mrs. Allen,” said Julia. “I hope no one else has taken ill.”

      “Well, I suppose the news is on the inside.” Beatrice’s fingers tore open the flap.

      They read it together.

      
        
        PAPERS SAY THORNHILL IN SAVANNAH  STOP

        ARRANGE PERSONAL INSPECTION  STOP

        EXPLOSION MINOR  STOP

        DAMAGE MINIMAL  STOP

        PURCHASE CURTAIN MATERIAL  STOP

        WAIT 30 DAYS  STOP

        REMAIN YOURS UNHARMED  STOP

        RODERICK  STOP

      

      

      “My goodness, this certainly leaves much to the imagination!” Beatrice looked at Julia, whose face reflected her own curiosity and concern. “It’ll take some sorting out. What on earth are we to inspect, do you suppose?”

      “I hope it’s not Senator Thornhill. I’ve inspected him as closely as I care to already,” said Julia.

      “I wonder what type of explosion there’s been in Morgan’s Landing.”

      “I would imagine it happened with one of Papa’s experiments, Mother. Remember about three years ago when Papa’s… well, whatever that thing was supposed to become… exploded in the workshop and the blast knocked out all our kitchen windows on the south side?”

      “Hmm… that could be why he wants me to buy curtain material, though I can’t imagine why I’d need to wait thirty days to do it.”

      Beatrice paused, re-reading the telegram with a knitted brow before looking up at Julia. “You don’t think it’ll take that long to clean up the damage, do you? I’m guessing there isn’t a dish left unbroken in the whole house! See now, why I keep Grandma’s soup tureen packed away under the bed?”

      Julia took the telegram and read it again. After murmuring the words aloud to herself, she looked up with a sigh. “You’d think if Papa was sacrificing money for telegrams, he’d at least say what he meant.”

      “You know, Julia, we’ll have to use caution at dinner tonight. We don’t know which invention your Papa was corresponding with the senator about. If he starts asking us questions about something that’s been blown sky high, it wouldn’t be good for your papa, to say the least. That is, unless it was supposed to blow up. That would mean he’s had a success, but just got a little carried away with a steam valve or dynamite or something.”

      “Probably steam. He was working on that tiny, little engine the other day when I took some doughnuts and milk out to the shop for him. I think we’ve no choice but to act like helpless females. We’ll say Papa’s work is a mystery to us and we don’t know a thing about what’s going on out in that workshop.”

      “Well,” said Beatrice, waving the telegram, “do we? I’m determined to look on the bright side, though. If it was tiny as you say, maybe we still have windows. Oh! My heavens! Look at the time!”

      Julia pointed at the top dresser drawer. “What are we going to do with that during dinner?”

      “Hm?”

      “The Chicago Pocket Protector.”

      “For Heaven’s sake, leave it there!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Julia returned her mother’s smile as they descended the grand staircase and lifted her chin a little higher. She wished her outlook could be as positive as Mother’s. Oh, to be tucked away at the Allens’, away from prying eyes! Her thoughts raced alongside her pulse, as if the contest were to see which one could overtake her before she reached the Oglethorpe Room. One threatened to induce flight. The other seemed intent on making her faint. A moment from the past flitted through Julia’s mind and she saw herself, as a small child, forcing her feet to step forward on the platform at her first school program to recite a poem. She lifted her skirts with more than usual care. Whatever you do, don’t trip on the stairs.

      The green dress, a miracle worked by Mother, had been low in the neckline. It would have shown off more of her shoulders and arms than would have seemed appropriate at dinner. The girls Julia knew who insisted on revealing as much as possible when the occasion didn’t call for it only succeeded in getting themselves talked about. She had reservations about appearing at a quiet dinner in something that ought to be reserved for a dance or party, but Julia had awakened from her nap to find it transformed.

      After searching through the trunk, Mother had found cream-colored lace and ribbon. Gathering the lace into narrow pleats, she’d attached it to the underside of the neckline. Gathered again into puffed scallops, it raised the neckline a couple of inches. More lace, added to the bottom of each sleeve and gathered at the outside edge, extended them further over Julia’s arms. Cream-colored, satin ribbon, passed around the waist and formed into a rosette with the ends hanging down, made the lace appear as if it had been part of the original design.

      Inwardly, Julia counseled herself to keep smiling. Though her insides churned, she had, thanks to Mother, cleaned up well on the outside. Showing off Mother’s work while in Savannah was vital. When potential clients met Mother and discovered she would be outfitting Mrs. Grayson, their wardrobes would be scrutinized from head to toe.

      Nodding cordially to a few people she met on the stairs, Julia struggled to look them in the eye. Have they heard? Oh, to run back upstairs, jump into bed, and continue the peaceful dream she’d been having earlier! She’d been curled up inside one of the many trunks in the train’s baggage car. The rhythmic rocking of the locomotive on the rails had kept her swaying to and fro, comforting her. It had felt nice, being hidden away rather than being with other passengers who might notice her torn dress. She would be delivered to the hotel with the rest of the baggage and Mother would take care of everything.

      But alas, Mother had wakened her and now Julia paused at the bottom of the stairs, shrinking back at the thought of being recognized and pointed out. If only the path would clear at the bottom of the staircase—she would at least be able to step onto the floor and mix into the throng. Another minute of being elevated for display on the staircase and Julia’s racing heart might leap from her chest.

      The frantic pace in the hotel lobby began to slow and form into two disorganized lanes. In response to a nod from her mother, Julia followed her and they moved to the edge of a group that looked as though it might be collecting near the Oglethorpe Room. The other group, to Julia’s relief, seemed to be migrating toward the hotel entrance. Looking ahead, she caught the gaze of three women near the dining room doorway. They averted their eyes, exchanging looks that made Julia feel sick and clammy. She counseled herself that, being an adult, she should keep her chin up and look these people right in the eye.

      The child within her won out. Her gloved hand instinctively reached for Mother’s.

      It was just like Mother to be so preoccupied with crowd-watching and exchanging pleasantries with total strangers that she didn’t even notice the gesture. Goodness, Mother! Julia squeezed, but received only a slight flinch in response. After a pause, Julia felt her hand being enveloped in a firm but gentle embrace. A tender memory flashed through her mind of walking hand-in-hand with Papa.

      Papa?

      Julia froze. She dropped her eyes. Mother’s left hand held her bag. Her right one moved in concert with her words as she greeted others near her. The hand clasping her own belonged to someone else entirely.

      It’s a man! And I’m holding his hand!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia’s spasm prompted an instant release. She pulled her hand to her throat, scanning the faces in the crowd, wondering just how much of a fool she’d made of herself. Everyone seemed oblivious to anything out of the ordinary—either that or they were too well-bred to show it.

      One person, however, possessed a keen awareness of her blunder. Julia turned to face him.

      They had not been introduced. Awkwardness held them silent. Something had to be said. Julia opened her mouth. His face, as red as her own, made her pause. She looked up into the stranger’s clear, blue eyes. Her hand moved slightly toward the kindest face she’d ever seen. She jerked it back. I almost touched him—touched his face! The instinct had been there—an involuntary urge to place her hand against his flushed face and reassure him that it wasn’t his fault.

      “Forgive me, sir.”

      He extended his hand. Julia tore her eyes away from his face and gave it a brief shake. It trembled as much as her own. His flush deepened at her quick withdrawal.

      “I’m sorry. I… I suppose we’ve already done that. Please don’t think…”

      “No, no!” Julia whispered. “It’s my mistake! I thought you were my mother.”

      He opened his mouth and closed it again. Julia saw the corners of his mouth twitch.

      He must think I’m an idiot! It felt strange, this awkwardness that should have made her want to flee. Yet, she had no desire to turn away.

      “Up until this point, I’ve rejected the idea of a mustache. Perhaps I should reconsider if this type of misunderstanding becomes commonplace.”

      “Well, you see, I…” Her voice trailed off as her mind failed at finding any explanation that wouldn’t make her appear ridiculous.

      He inclined his head toward Julia.

      “Anyway, all is well?”

      “All is well,” she repeated after him, reasoning that it was the safest response.

      The crowd shuffled. Julia moved along behind Mother toward the dining room. She stole a glance over her shoulder, only to find the face she’d nearly touched replaced by another. Searching the crowd, she caught sight of him again and watched as he made his way toward a young lady and offered his arm.

      Once inside the Oglethorpe Room, Julia felt relief at finding the Thornhills seated in a secluded spot; but it did little to cause them to go unnoticed, for as soon as Senator Thornhill caught sight of Mother, he leaped to his feet and came toward them, bellowing.

      “Mrs. Lansing, there you are, and Miss Julia! Come! Come! You must meet my dear wife, Dahlia! Dahlia, this is Mrs. Lansing, wife of that inventor fellow I was telling you about. And this young lady is their daughter, Julia.” He seated them at the table and leaned toward Mrs. Thornhill. “Mrs. Lansing’s nearly deaf, Dahlia. Try and speak up. Ah! There’s the hotel manager. I’ve been wanting a word with him. Excuse me, ladies.”

      Though grateful for her own reprieve, Julia hadn’t an ounce of envy for the poor hotel manager, who was in for quite a trial.

      Mrs. Thornhill, a petite lady who appeared to be in her early sixties, had sweet, girlish features. Julia liked her face.

      Leaning toward Mother, Mrs. Thornhill raised her voice.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Mrs. Lansing. I’m sure we’ll enjoy each other immensely. Won’t you call me Dahlia?”

      Julia caught the quick glance her mother gave her. It let her know that Beatrice Lansing had no intention of spending her entire stay in Savannah being yelled at by the entire populace. She wasn’t likely to let this sort of thing get out of hand and spend what might amount to a month or more of her time trying to explain to customers that she could hear perfectly well. Leaning toward Dahlia, she kept her voice low.

      “I’m happy to meet you, Dahlia. Please call me Beatrice. I want you to know that my hearing is excellent. Earlier today, your husband came to the erroneous conclusion that I had a condition similar to his. You’ll be relieved, I’m sure, to know we can speak unhindered. You can save your vocal cords for your husband. I know he must require your assistance often.”

      “Praise be!” Dahlia sighed. “I thought I was going to endure dinner with two foghorns!” She looked around before leaning in and speaking in a hushed tone, “I’m rather glad he stepped away. Perhaps we can get better acquainted before Percy gets back. I’ve been wanting to speak to you, Miss Lansing,” she said, turning her attention toward Julia, “concerning that unfortunate incident which occurred this afternoon.”

      Scrumptious smells wafted to their nostrils from trays carried by passing waiters, but Julia felt cold and clammy. Nausea rose from deep inside. She forced a weak reply.

      “Oh, yes?”

      “Yes, indeed!” said Dahlia. “Don’t think for one minute that I would allow my Percy to embarrass a sweet, young lady such as yourself and not offer my sincerest apologies. Percy told me all about it the moment he returned to our room and I was simply… Well, I should have expected something appalling like this sooner or later.”

      Julia felt her shoulders relax as Mrs. Thornhill graciously lifted the blame from them and continued.

      “You see, my husband is such a busy man and many times succumbs to exhaustion. He probably wasn’t in the bath five minutes before falling asleep. And, mercy’s sake, you’ve already had a sample of what his hearing, or rather, lack of it, is like! I suppose it was an unfortunate set of circumstances, but you must have been humiliated beyond description. We’ll do our best to squash the inevitable talk. You know,” she whispered, “it may even polish his manly pride a bit to be the talk of the smoking room because pretty young girls rush into his bath, but I’m sure it won’t do you a bit of good amongst Savannah’s young men, who are, no doubt, already wondering if they may be just the sort of suitor you had in mind.”

      The three ladies were having a wonderful time when Senator Thornhill returned. They worked through the rest of the dinner conversation as well as could be expected. The ear trumpet proved to be of some help. Formed into a shape that seemed a combination of a bugle and a smoking pipe, the outer portion of this brass invention appeared to have been given a black lacquer finish, perhaps in an attempt to make it more masculine and less flashy. Julia doubted anything could make the man in front of her less flashy and wondered where that “confounded horn thing” had been this afternoon when it was needed most. She considered it a blessing for Papa to be making his attempts to promote his invention by correspondence. She shuddered to think what sort of agreement might be struck verbally with a man as deaf as Senator Thornhill.

      Dahlia Thornhill’s graciousness went a long way in restoring Julia’s appetite and the Wentworth made quite an impression with its bill of fare. Savoring every morsel, she stole a glance at every tray being delivered to nearby tables, tempted to order one of everything on the menu. Though the Lansings and Thornhills dined heartily and professed their inability to hold another bite, their resolve crumbled when the waiter brought around the spectacular array of sweets.

      Julia only hoped the friendliness displayed at their table was adequate to dispel any rumors floating about the dining room. However, she felt her spine stiffen from time to time as patrons passed nearby, speaking in whispers. She’d felt as though all eyes were boring into her back from the moment she entered the room. Talk was to be expected, but it made her want to fidget. Over and over, she reminded herself that when Mother had handed the dress to her with a smile, it came with a warning to be careful, as the embellishments were merely attached with a line of basting stitches. Fiddling with her neckline or sleeves might break the thread. Though it hadn’t been a habit up until now, Julia found herself struggling to resist the urge.

      During dessert, two ladies passed behind Julia and Mother.

      “See that girl in the green dress?” one whispered.

      Julia blushed. She felt Mother give her hand a squeeze under the table.

      “Who do you suppose she is?” replied the other.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. I want a dress exactly like that!”

      Julia returned a second squeeze. Things weren’t always as bad as they seemed.

      She ventured a glance around the room, relieved to see diners engrossed in their own meals and conversations. A few, however, cast a haughty sneer her way. Certain that they’d heard the rumors, she returned a steady, pleasant gaze until they looked away, hoping this outer display of assurance concealed how she felt on the inside. Remember who you are, she reminded herself. Mother’s favorite exhortation, often issued to her over the years when she needed courage, kept her from making an excuse to go to their room several times during dinner. She knew the full meaning of it for her family. The Lansings weren’t any better than anyone else, but they certainly weren’t any worse. Chin up and shoulders back, they held their place.

      Another pair of eyes drew her attention as she surveyed the room. They belonged to the young man whose hand she’d held in the lobby. Seated across the room in a party of six, he seemed to be ignoring the conversation at his table for the moment as he looked at Julia. He acknowledged her with a guarded smile before rejoining the conversation. She made a quick assessment while their eyes met and for a moment afterward. He was handsome, but not to the degree that caused automatic conceit in men. His hair lay in dark brown waves. His blue eyes seemed as kind and gentle as when they’d been so close to hers in the lobby. It struck Julia as odd that, somehow, she sensed that it would be impossible for him to be boring.

      She couldn’t help but steal another glance as his party rose to leave. She watched his tall, muscular frame as he held the chair for the lady seated next to him. Julia silently willed him to look at her once more and, as if words had traveled by some invisible telegraph, he did. His eyes sent a message and, before she could restrain herself, she felt her own eyes return it before she forced herself to look away.

      Julia hoped the others at her table didn’t notice the flush she felt sweep over her. She liked the way he looked at her and, unlike the others, he didn’t seem to be judging her. But, she sighed, he probably just hasn’t heard the rumors yet.
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        * * *

      

      The Lansings and Thornhills strolled across the lobby and began their ascent up the curving stairway to their rooms. Senator Thornhill turned to Mother.

      “So, tell me about this invention your husband’s been so confounded determined to show me, Mrs. Lansing. Does he really think it’s going to make that much of a difference in how things are done?”

      Things? What things? Julia looked at her mother, detecting a slight wince at the introduction of the subject. Now, Mother’s pleading eyes seemed to be begging her for help. She felt sorry for Mother, but her mind seemed void of anything helpful. As she watched Mother take a deep breath and plunge in, Julia felt an immense relief that she wasn’t the one doing the explaining.

      “Why, Senator, perhaps I shouldn’t be saying this, but this very day, moments before we came down to dinner, I received a telegram—a telegram, mind you! My husband informs me that the latest developments in his work have made our whole town sit up and take notice!”

      True, Julia conceded. Oh, help her, Lord!

      “My word! That is exciting!” boomed the senator. “I’m interested in anything that is a boon to the economic welfare of the country, revolutionizes industry, strengthens the military!”

      “Shh!” When Mother placed her hand on his forearm, the senator paused on the stairs. She spoke into his ear trumpet. “I couldn’t agree more. That’s why my husband only releases to the public the most elementary stages of his work. He conceals sensitive details, even from Julia and myself. Who knows? Vital information could explode through the press and jeopardize his future plans! We must exercise extreme caution. It may be prudent, Senator, to confine our conversations to superficial matters. Dahlia and I have enough to discuss, just getting to know one another. After all, Senator Thornhill, our national security could be at stake!”

      “Oh, yes! Yes! Yes, indeed. You’re absolutely right, Mrs. Lansing. Complete confidentiality is the key. Mr. Lansing is fortunate to have a wife who understands.”

      “Well, I certainly do understand. Why, if one of his inventions were to… well, be spread far and wide before its time, there’d be no telling what disastrous consequences might result. A messy situation—chaotic!”

      “We’ll speak no more of it.”

      Good! Julia had dreaded being drawn into the discussion as she followed them up the stairs, but as they paused in the corridor leading to their rooms, she realized Mother wasn’t quite finished yet.

      “My husband feels further written correspondence is risky. You and he must meet privately as soon as possible. Of course, it would require a trip to Morgan’s Landing. We’ll do our best to make your stay as pleasant as possible.”

      Julia’s eyes widened. It’s just like you, Mother! Once things are going along in the right vein, you reach for the stars!

      “Yes, I do see the merits of conferencing in private. I’ll try to rearrange my schedule.”

      “Yes, of course. Well, it’s late and a good night’s sleep will help you do just that.”

      After exchanging goodnights and wishes for sound sleep at the end of the corridor, Julia and Mother strolled toward their room.

      When even Mrs. Thornhill was out of earshot, Julia whispered, “Mother, you were smooth as cream. I was praying you’d be able to answer his questions.”

      “Good! I needed it, because I hadn’t the faintest idea what was going to come out of my mouth.”

      “I’m sorry I was no help at all, Mother. I’ve been so…well, rattled… ever since we’ve arrived. I’ve hardly been able to think since I came out of that water closet and realized I’d brought scandal and disgrace on us both.” Julia sniffed and fought back tears as the day’s events replayed in her mind. “Everything else seems nothing in comparison, but even so, I did ruin the dress. I had to face all those people at dinner. I’m just exhausted from it all. I don’t recall ever getting two telegrams in one day—Mrs. Allen sending us here, Papa telling us something’s exploded and that he wants to see the senator—that senator—and then that confusing business about waiting thirty days. Here we are at last!” she sighed as they approached the door to their room. “I want nothing more than to get on the other side of this door, lock it and never come out!”

      Mother unlocked the door, dropping the key as she removed it from the lock when Julia shrieked. “Thirty days!”

      “Thirty days?” Mother stared blankly.

      Julia ran into the room, snatching the telegram from the dressing table.

      “Papa doesn’t want you to wait thirty days to buy curtain material. I think he wants you to delay the senator’s visit for a month, so he can rebuild his invention!”

      “Oh,” Mother stood for a moment with her lips parted and her eyes seemingly unfocused. “Oh! And I made it sound so urgent! Now I won’t get a wink of sleep all night for trying to figure out how I’m going to get the senator to Morgan’s Landing, but not now. Oh, I wish your father had been a little more clear in his meaning.”

      “Well, I’m going to bed. Don’t stay up all night worrying, Mother. Tomorrow is bound to be a better day.”

      Mother sat before the mirror to begin the task of feeling for hairpins. Julia slipped into her nightgown, put her toes under the covers, and propped her chin on her knees. Her eyes closed for a few moments before opening again. She looked at the night table where she had placed two volumes earlier while unpacking. She contemplated picking up where she’d left off in Thomas Wingfold—a captivating story—but realized she was far too sleepy. She wouldn’t remember what she’d read in the morning and would have to re-read the whole chapter. A Bible verse or two would have to suffice. Pulling the ribbon that marked the place where she left off reading on the train, she found that the poetry and strength of the psalms seemed to make the events of the day fall into place.

      “It’s been a long journey, Mother, and a long day. All our steps,” she said, tapping the open page with her finger, “are already known by Him.”

      Julia saw her mother’s shoulders relax as she turned from the mirror and gave a nod. “All will be well.”

      Mother slipped her nightgown over her head and climbed into bed. “I
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