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Heaven and hell suppose two distinct species
of men, the good and the bad. But the greatest part of mankind
floats betwixt vice and virtue.

 


David Hume

 


 



Chapter 1

 


September 1868: Boston

 


“We quarreled last March,” said Nell Sweeney
in a manfully deep, working class English accent—or her best
attempt at one—embellished with just the slightest quaver of
lunacy. Reaching up to prevent her colossal papier-mâché top hat
from sliding off her head, she added, “Just before he went mad, you
know. It was at the great—”

“Point! Point!” Gracie Hewitt sprang up from
her little gilt chair at the head of the nursery tea table. “You
s’posed to point at the March Hare with your spoon.”

“Oh, yes.” How could Nell have forgotten,
after the scores of times she’d been obliged to read aloud—and,
more recently, perform—Gracie’s favorite scenes from Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland. She lifted the dainty silver spoon
from its place next to her miniature gold-rimmed, bone-china tea
cup. “Have a seat, then, like a proper young lady, and I shall
continue.”

The little girl sat back down, fluffing up
her white pinafore. A copy of that worn by Alice in Mr. Tenniel’s
illustrations, it was Gracie’s first sewing project, crafted with
Nell’s guidance but entirely by her own plump little four-year-old
hands. The stitches were wide-spaced and irregular, the tucking
disastrous, the hem puckered. Gracie, bless her heart, wore it with
as much unalloyed pleasure as if it were from the House of
Worth.

“We quarreled last March—just before
he went mad, you know.” Nell aimed her teaspoon across the
table at Albert, the lovingly tattered stuffed rabbit who’d been
cast as the March Hare in this morning’s production. She stole a
glance at the book, wedged open by the teapot, to confirm the
wording of the next bit. “It was at the great concert given by the
Queen of Hearts, and I had to sing—” she cleared her voice
dramatically “‘—Twinkle, twinkle, little bat. How I wonder what
you’re at.’ You know the song, perhaps?”

“I’ve heard something like it.” Not only had
Gracie committed her lines to memory, but she spoke them with a
subtle, and remarkably credible, upper-crust British inflection—a
spot-on imitation of her beloved “Nana,” Viola Hewitt. The effect
was uncanny, putting Nell in mind not so much of Viola, but of
Viola’s eldest son, William. Same inky hair, same watchful eyes and
knowing little smile... And when she spoke with that accent—milder
than that of Will, who’d been brought up and educated in England,
but close enough—it sent shivers up Nell’s spine.

I’ll be seeing you, Nell, he’d told
her that day in Mount Auburn Cemetery just before he’d turned and
walked away into the cold morning sunshine. That was five months
ago—and of course she hadn’t seen him. The circumstances that had
thrown them together for those few weeks last winter had been
extraordinary. She couldn’t imagine a situation in which their
paths were likely to cross again. Dr. William Hewitt, his medical
degree notwithstanding, was a professional gambler and dope fiend.
For all Nell knew, he’d dissolved like a wisp of opium smoke into
the back alleys of Shanghai, never to be seen again.

That prospect filled her with a curious
fusion of despair and relief. She should be glad to be quit of him,
adept as he was at scratching open her deeply buried past. She
should thank God he was gone and pray that he never returned.

She should.

“Miseeney!” Little hands slapped impatiently
at the damask tablecloth as Gracie bobbed up and down in her seat.
“You got to finish the song, so I can say my line.” Her favorite
line, she meant. “I said, ‘I’ve heard something like it.’ Now you
say—”

“Yes, I know.” Resuming her Mad Hatter
voice, Nell said, “It goes on, you know, in this way. ‘Up above the
world you fly, Like a tea-tray—’”

A knock on the nursery door made them both
start: two loud raps, bony knuckles striking oak with staccato
force—once! twice!—followed by a reverberating
silence.

Gracie pulled a face. Even she recognized
the distinctive door-knock of Mrs. Mott, the aging housekeeper who
governed the Hewitts’ Tremont Street mansion with despotic
zeal—although her visits to the third-floor nursery were blessedly
few and far between.

Nell reached up to remove her Mad Hatter
headgear, hesitated, and merely tilted it to a rakish angle,
causing Gracie to gasp in delighted anticipation of Mrs. Mott’s
reaction to such deviltry. It was a ridiculously tall hat with a
flared crown in the continental style, very similar to that in the
Tenniel illustrations, right down to the price tag reading In
this Style 10/6. Nell and Gracie had made it together one
blissfully rainy afternoon, out of flour paste, rabbit wire, blue
and yellow paint, and a torn-up copy of the Daily
Advertiser.

Nell opened the door with a flourish,
gripping the hat’s brim to keep it from falling off. “Mrs. Mott.
What a rare pleasure. Do come in.”

The black-clad housekeeper stood unmoving in
the doorway, her mouth as pale and tight as an old knife scar as
she took in Nell’s headwear. Looking away with an ostentatious lack
of expression, she said, “Your presence is required in the Red
Room.” Your presence is required, not Mrs. Hewitt asks
if you wouldn’t please join her in the Red Room, which Nell
was quite sure was how her employer had worded it.

“I’ll be down shortly.”

“Immediately, if you please.” The wording
nettled Nell, implying as it did that Mrs. Mott had the right to
issue her orders. As Gracie’s nursery governess—and Viola’s de
facto companion—Nell was neither servant nor gentlewoman, but that
most rare and singular of creatures, a respectable working woman.
She answered not to Mrs. Mott, like the rank and file household
staff, but to Viola Hewitt, who accorded her a refreshing autonomy
in the exercise of her duties.

Mrs. Mott surveyed the nursery as she did
every room she entered, with a mechanically smooth swivel of her
head reminiscent of a hawk scanning the terrain in search of
something on which to pounce. It was a large room, decorated by
Gracie’s indulgent Nana to resemble a sitting room at Versailles,
with an ornately carved, cherub-adorned ceiling, etched mirrors in
gilt frames, and acres of gleaming floral damask in shades of
ivory, shell pink and sea green. Nell knew precisely what the grim
old lady was thinking as she took in this frothy opulence: All this
for a housemaid’s unwanted bastard.

When Viola Hewitt made the decision four
years ago to rear the newborn Gracie as her own, she’d had to fend
off disapproval on every front. No one, however, had been more
appalled than Evelyn Mott. The third generation of her family to
serve the Hewitts, she prostrated herself at the altar of good
breeding and its ancillary virtue, proper comportment. She suffered
no deviations from propriety on the part of her household staff,
and had become, by all accounts, apoplectic upon discovering that
the maid Annie McIntyre was with child; for, although Annie was
married, her husband had been at war when Gracie was conceived.
Viola’s intervention, much resented by Mrs. Mott, had saved Annie’s
reputation and livelihood; she worked for the Astors in New York
now, as did her husband. More important, it had kept Gracie from
ending up in the county poor house, where, as Nell knew all too
well, she would have been lucky to survive to her first
birthday.

Mrs. Mott concluded her inspection by
peering through her diminutive spectacles at the little girl whose
existence so tainted her carefully regulated domain. Did she know
who had actually fathered Gracie? The child’s resemblance to Will
grew stronger day by day—especially now that she was beginning to
sprout so; she was as tall as some of the six- and seven-year-olds
with whom she played every afternoon in the Common and Public
Gardens. Mrs. Mott must at least suspect the truth, that Viola had
adopted Gracie in part because the child had been fathered by her
own son. Not that this would lessen the housekeeper’s distaste for
the little interloper. Quite the opposite, given how Mrs. Mott felt
about Will.

“You should instruct the child not to stare
at her elders,” said Mrs. Mott. Before Nell could point out,
probably unwisely, that Gracie was only staring back, the
housekeeper said, “And you might dress her in something presentable
if you intend to bring her down. Mrs. Hewitt has callers.”

Gracie, frowning in confusion, inspected her
lovingly ill-made pinafore. With any luck, she wouldn’t understand
the comment—and wouldn’t make Nell explain.

Nell didn’t bother asking what she was
supposed to have done with Gracie other than bring her down, since
it was her job to look after her, and she wasn’t about to leave her
unattended. Miss Edna Parrish, the octogenarian nursemaid who’d
cared for both Viola and her four boys, often helped with Gracie
when Nell had other business to attend to, but she preferred to
devote her mornings to needlework and her Bible.

“Who are the callers?” Nell asked.

“A male and a female. Common types, rather
ill turned out. Irish, from the sound of them. It occurred to me
they might be relations of yours—your parents, perhaps.”

“My parents are deceased.” Her mother was,
at any rate, and her father may as well be. “I’ve no one else.”

“Don’t you?” Mrs. Mott said knowingly.

That caught Nell off guard. She groped for a
response, thinking, Don’t let her know about Duncan. Anything
but that.

The housekeeper let a few long seconds pass,
as if hoping Nell would fill in the silence with some intriguing
disclosure, but Nell had learned that little trick, and kept
mum.

“I thought Mrs. Hewitt had mentioned a
brother,” Mrs. Mott said. “Or did I mishear?”

Nell let out her pent-up breath as silently
as she could. “Yes. I mean, no, you didn’t mishear. I have a
brother, Jamie. James. Or had—I haven’t seen him in years. Why
would you think the visitors are related to me? There are thousands
of Irish in Boston.”

“I daresay.” Mrs. Mott’s nose twitched, as
if she’d just caught a whiff of something putrid. “But not many
who’d have the cheek to walk right up to the front door of a house
like this, instead of round the back. Fewer still who’d manage to
get themselves served tea in the Red Room.” Turning, she said,
“Don’t dawdle.”

“What does that mean—pwesentable?” Gracie
asked after the housekeeper had left. “Does it mean like a
pwesent?”

“Something like that,” Nell hedged. “I think
she meant you ought to wear a fancier frock. But your pinafore is
so very pretty, and Nana loves it. Best you stay as you are, I
think.”

That seemed to please Gracie, who stood and
let Nell tidy her plaited hair so she’d look pretty for Viola.
Buffing her right shoe against her stockinged left leg, the child
said, “Doesn’t she know my name?”

“Yes.” Nell licked her fingertips to smooth
down the stubborn little stray tendrils.

“Then why does she always call me ‘The
Child’?”

For the same reason she called Gabrielle
Bouchard, Mrs. Hewitt’s nurse, “The Negress.” To ignore a person’s
name was to ignore—or deny—her very humanity. “She’s old,” Nell
told Gracie as she retied her blue hair ribbon. “Old people forget
things.”

“You’re old, and you don’t forget
things.”

“I’m twenty-six. Mrs. Mott is...” Twice as
old? Three times? “Much older.”

“No, no!” Gracie protested when Nell started
to take off the ridiculous hat. “We not done.”

“Buttercup, Nana is downstairs waiting
for—”

“Just till my line,” Gracie pleaded,
reseating herself at the table.

“Oh, all right. Let’s see...” Adjusting her
hat, she sat down and sang, “Up above the world you fly, like a
tea-tray in the sky.”

Gracie lifted the Dormouse, played by a
little mouse-shaped cast iron doorstop on the chair next to her,
and made it move around a bit while making yawning sounds. In a
squeaky mouse voice, she said, “Twinkle, twinkle, twinkle,
twinkle...”

“Well, I’d hardly finished the first verse,”
Nell continued, “when the Queen jumped up and bawled out, ‘He’s
murdering the time! Off with his head!’”

Here came Gracie’s favorite line, delivered
with a sniffy dispassion that would have done the most venerable
Brahmin matron proud: “How dweadfully savage.”

* * *

Viola’s private withdrawing room in the
Hewitt home—an imposing mansion on Tremont Street’s “Colonnade Row”
section, facing Boston Common—was an Oriental-inspired haven
furnished with exotic antiques and silken hangings in shades of
vermilion, magenta, and cinnabar. The south wall was dominated by
an immense seventeenth-century Japanese screen depicting a hawk in
the snow against a sky of brilliantly burnished gold leaf. Before
this wall, on the majestically carved Japanese chair that Nell
called the “Lion Chair” and Gracie the “Thwone,” sat Viola
Lindleigh Hewitt.

A tall, angular lady with lightly silvered
black hair, Viola was the kind of female often described as
“handsome.” She had on her bronze silk day dress this morning—sans
crinoline, as always—ornamented with two armloads of bone and ivory
bracelets. From the ease with which she reclined in the regal
chair, one would never guess that her legs were all but useless,
having withered away following a bout of infantile paralysis ten
years ago. The only hint as to her infirmity would be the two
ivory-handled folding canes hooked to the back of the chair.

“Nana!” Gracie squealed as Nell led her into
the room. She launched herself—and the horde of dolls she’d hauled
along to play with—onto Viola’s lap for the warm hug she knew she
could always count on.

Across the room sat a middle-aged couple,
their humble attire a striking contrast to the lush velvet couch on
which they sat. What Nell could see of the woman’s hair beneath her
shabby bonnet was like wiry steel that had been left out in the
rain to rust. Her nose was ruddy, her eyes red-rimmed. In her hand
she clutched a damp lavender handkerchief that Nell recognized as
Viola’s.

The woman nudged the man, causing the tea in
his cup to slosh onto the saucer. He shot her a look. She glanced
at Nell and jerked her chin upward, whereupon he hauled himself to
his feet, ducking his head in an unpracticed attempt at a bow.
Black Irish he was, with pockmarked cheeks and outsized ears. Nell
acknowledged the gesture with a nod and a reassuring smile. He
glanced at his wife—there was no mistaking that this was a married
couple—who motioned him back down.

“What a darlin’ little girl,” praised the
woman. There was just a whisper of Ireland in her voice, an
age-softened but unmistakable lilt. “Your granddaughter,
ma’am?”

“I adopted her, actually,” Viola replied in
her pleasantly sandy, British-accented voice. A deliberately
misleading answer, of course, since Gracie really was her
granddaughter. “Always did want a little girl—four sons will do
that to you—and then, just when I’d accepted that I’d never have
one, along came Gracie. One of the happiest days of my life.”

“Ah.” The woman’s uncertain smile betrayed
her surprise that a lady of Viola Hewitt’s position would adopt a
child; bloodlines meant everything in Boston society.

Easing the child down from her lap and
turning her to face her callers, Viola said, “Gracie, this is Mr.
and Mrs. Fallon.”

“How do you do?” said the child, who’d only
recently overcome her shyness with strangers.

Mrs. Fallon displayed a mouthful of crooked
teeth. “Why, ain’t you a regular little doll. Knows her manners,
she does.”

“Thanks to Miss Sweeney.” Viola gestured
Nell into the armchair next to her. As she took her seat, Nell
noticed Mrs. Fallon appraising her over the rim of her teacup.
Nell’s wardrobe, chosen and paid for by Viola, tended toward
understated refinement, epitomized by today’s fashionably sleek
dove gray dress, the sole adornment for which was Nell’s
omnipresent gold pendant watch. Her auburn mane had been twisted
this morning into a fat chignon secured by a pair of pearl-tipped
hair picks—a gift from Viola for her birthday last month.

Mrs. Fallon looked as if she didn’t know
quite what to make of a girl with an Irish surname who dressed so
elegantly and held a position traditionally held by patrician young
women from good families—meaning rich and Protestant—who’d found
themselves in reduced circumstances. It was a look Nell was
accustomed to; she’d learned to find it amusing.

“Mrs. Fallon,” Viola said as Gracie settled
down at her feet, fiddling with her dolls, “why don’t you tell Nell
what you’ve just told me.”

The Fallons stared at Nell, clearly as
baffled as she as to why Viola had summoned her. “It’s our girl,”
Mrs. Fallon said. “Our daughter, Bridie. Well, Bridget, really, but
we call her Bridie.”

“Her daughter,” Mr. Fallon
interjected, with a nod toward his wife; his brogue was stronger
than hers. “My stepdaughter.”

In a low, strained voice, Mrs. Fallon said,
“What godly difference does that make, Liam?”

He raised his hands in a placating gesture.
“Just settin’ things straight.”

“My daughter, then. She turned up
missing three days ago—Sunday it was. The coppers think she run off
with her fella, but I know her better than that. She wouldn’t never
just up and leave like that—never.”

Her husband cocked a skeptical eyebrow. Nell
glanced at Gracie to see how much of this she was absorbing, but
she seemed to be intent on trying to force a miniature baby bottle
into the mouth of her favorite doll.

Mrs. Fallon slid a hard glance in her
husband’s direction before continuing. “The cops, they won’t do
nothin’, so we went to Mr. Harry, thinking they’d be sure to help
if he told ‘em to, but he said it wasn’t none of his concern.”

Harry? Nell aimed a quizzical look at Viola.
Harry Hewitt was the second eldest of her three remaining sons. The
youngest, Martin, the last to still live at home, was pursuing his
Masters in Divinity at Harvard University. Next oldest was the late
Robbie, who died four years ago at the notorious Andersonville
prison camp in Georgia. Viola’s eldest, Will, the black sheep, had
been missing since his own stint at Andersonville, except for those
brief weeks last winter when he resurfaced with a murder charge
hanging over his head.

That left Harry, the wildly profligate
middle son, to help run—if only nominally—his father’s two hugely
lucrative businesses: Hewitt Shipping and Hewitt Mills and Dye
Works. Harry served as general manager of the latter, an enormous
textile factory just across the river to the north in Charlestown.
In fact, he was more or less a figurehead; Nell would have been
surprised if he knew any more about dying and weaving than she did.
His father, August Hewitt, governed the more complex and demanding
shipping concern.

“Mr. and Mrs. Fallon live in Charlestown,
and Bridie works at the mill,” Viola explained. “That was why they
thought Harry might be able to help.”

Able? Probably. Willing? Harry Hewitt cared
about Harry Hewitt. By his own admission, there was little in life
he deemed worthy of effort aside from the pursuit of simple animal
gratification. Once one has absorbed that essential truth,
he told her last winter, when they were still on speaking terms,
it’s actually quite liberating. The rules that keep others on a
short leash don’t exist for you—as they shouldn’t, because they’re
arbitrary and suffocating, most of them. Everything becomes
possible. Nothing is taboo.

“We went to Mr. Harry’s office at the mill,”
Mrs. Fallon said, “but like I said, he didn’t see where it was none
of his business. He said if the cops thought she run off with
Virgil, she probably did.”

Nell said, “Virgil...?”

“Hines.” Mrs. Fallon grimaced. “A handsome
enough brute, but a right bad egg. Got out of prison last May, and
by the end of the month, him and my Bridie was stuck together like
they’d been glued. Can’t imagine what she seen in him.”

“The state prison in Charlestown?” Nell
asked.

Mrs. Fallon nodded. Her husband said, “It’s
just down the road from the mill there.”

“Why do you ask?” Viola wanted to know.

Because that’s where Duncan is.
Nell smoothed her skirts, hearing Duncan’s most recent letter to
her, the one that came last Friday when she was wearing this same
dress, crackle in her pocket. “No particular reason.”

“Don’t see how you can call him handsome,”
said Mr. Hines, “what with them stars on his forehead.”

“Stars?” Nell asked.

“He was in the Navy during the war,” Mrs.
Fallon explained. “Got one of them, what do you call ‘em, where
they prick a pitcher into your skin.”

“A tattoo,” Viola said. “Seamen like to get
them.”

“Yes, I know, on their arms,” Nell said.
“But the forehead?”

Mrs. Fallon shrugged. “Like I says, I got no
idea what she seen in him.”

“How old is she?” Nell asked.

“Twenty-one.”

“And she lives with you?”

Mrs. Fallon said “Yes,” Mr. Fallon “No.”

Nell cocked her head, as if to ask,
Which is it?

Darting a look at her husband, Mrs. Fallon
said, “She did live in Boston for a while—the North End—but she’s
been back home all summer.”

“Because of Mr. Hines?” Nell asked. “To be
near him?”

“I reckon,” Mrs. Fallon answered after a
short pause.

Nell said, “I assume, Mrs. Fallon, that if
the police believe your daughter ran off with Mr. Hines, that he’s
gone, too.”

“No one’s seen him round Charlestown the
past few days,” Mrs. Fallon replied, “but that don’t mean Bridie
run off with him—least, not of her own accord. She’s a good girl,
she is. Deep down.”

That met with a dubious little grunt from
Liam Fallon. Ignoring it—or too distressed to notice—his wife said,
“My Bridie, she’s got the prettiest red hair you ever seen—shines
like heaven itself when the sun hits it just right. Big green eyes,
pink cheeks... If something’s happened to her...” She lowered her
head, dabbing her face with the wadded-up handkerchief, her
shoulders shaking.

Her husband plucked a tea sandwich from the
stack on the table in front of him and pried it open, critically
examining its contents.

Just as Nell was about to rise from her
chair to go comfort the poor woman, Gracie said, “Why you cwyin’?”
She crossed to Mrs. Fallon, baby doll in tow. “It’s all wight,” she
soothed. “Don’t cwy. Here, you want to hold Hortense?”

She offered the doll to the weeping woman,
who accepted it in that instinctively maternal way some women had,
automatically supporting its little head as she held it to her
shoulder. “This is just how my Bridie felt,” she said tremulously,
“when she was little like this, all heavy and soft. My other babes,
they was all sickly. Wasn’t none of ‘em lived very long. But that
Bridie, she was as hale and hearty as they come.”

“Good girl,” Nell mouthed to Gracie as the
child settled back down with her other dolls.

“When the Fallons realized Harry wasn’t
going to help them,” Viola told Nell, “they decided to go to Mr.
Hewitt himself.”

“We went down to that building near India
Wharf where he has his office,” Mrs. Fallon said as she patted the
doll’s back, “but he wouldn’t see us. Sent some fella out to swat
us away. Fella said if Mr. Harry didn’t think there was nothin’ to
be done, then there was nothin’ to be done. I asked him what Mr.
Hewitt would do if it was his child that disappeared, but
he said I was bein’...somethin’...”

“Important,” her husband offered through a
mouthful of food.

“Impertinent?” Viola ventured.

“That’s it. He walked us out of the building
and told us not to come back.”

“How dweadfully savage,” Gracie said.

All eyes turned to her.

“Come here, buttercup.” Gracie climbed onto
the lap of her governess, who whispered into her ear, “It
is dreadfully savage, but you must remember not to speak
when the adults are having a conversation.”

“Mrs. Fallon thought if she came here,”
Viola said, “and appealed to me as a mother, that she might find a
more sympathetic ear.”

And, clearly, so she had.

“Have you asked your daughter’s friends and
associates if they know where she might be?” Nell inquired.

Mrs. Fallon nodded as she stroked the doll’s
back. “I musta talked to everyone in Charlestown, or tried to. Some
of ‘em, like them girls she worked with at the mill, they wouldn’t
give me the time of day. Others, they’d talk, but there wasn’t much
they could tell me. One day Bridie’s there, the next day she ain’t.
She just up and disappeared. Went off to work Saturday mornin’ and
just never come home.”

“Saturday?” Nell said. “I thought you said
she disappeared Sunday.”

“Ah.” Spots of pink blossomed on Mrs.
Fallon’s cheeks. “Fact is, she, uh, well...”

“She didn’t never come home on Saturday
nights,” her husband said. “That Virgil, he’d meet her at work and
them two would head off somewheres to...well...”

“I see,” Nell said. “But she usually returns
the following day?”

“Every Sunday evenin’ by six o’clock,” Mrs.
Fallon said, “on account of that’s when Virgil has to have Ollie
Fuller’s cart back to him.”

“Ollie’s a coal dealer up in Charlestown,”
her husband explained, “but he don’t work on the Sabbath, so he
lets Virgil rent his cart from sundown on Saturday to sundown on
Sunday.”

“Where do they go in the cart?” Nell
asked.

Mrs. Fallon shook her head. “She didn’t like
to talk to me about it. She knew how I felt. Father Dunne at
Immaculate Conception keeps askin’ why she ain’t in church on
Sundays. What am I supposed to tell him?”

“I still say Jimmy might know somethin’
about all this,” Mr. Fallon told his wife. “If you really want to
find her, you’ll ask—”

“I said I’d do the talkin’,” she muttered.
“Didn’t I say I’d do the talkin’?”

“Jimmy?” Nell asked.

“He isn’t important,” Mrs. Fallon answered
quickly.

“He’s Bridie’s husband,” Mr. Fallon
said.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Mrs. Fallon glared at her husband, her blush
deepening to a livid, blotchy stain.

“Ah,” said Viola.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Gracie said.

Oh, dear. Nell and Viola exchanged
a look.

“I should think Gracie would be happier
playing somewhere else right now,” Viola said. “Perhaps we can ask
Miss Parrish to—”

“No!”
Gracie wrapped her arms around Nell’s neck and
clung tightly. “Don’t want Miss Pawish. Want Miseeney.”

“Speaking of naps,” Nell said, “isn’t it
about time Hortense went down for hers?”

“No, no, not yet,” Gracie protested. She
usually tucked the doll into her cradle when their midmorning snack
was delivered to the nursery.

“Close enough.” Setting the little girl on
her feet, Nell said, “I wonder if Mrs. Fallon would like to help
you put her down.”

Mrs. Fallon, still cuddling the doll as if
she were her own baby Bridie, hesitated for a moment, then smiled.
“Why, yes, I...I’d be happy to. More than happy,” she added with a
look of gratitude that gave Nell a pinch of guilt, seeing as this
was really just a ruse to get her out of the room.

The novelty of sharing this task with
someone new evidently appealed to Gracie, who promptly took Mrs.
Fallon’s hand and led her away.

“So,” Nell said as Mr. Fallon sorted through
the tray of sandwiches, “it would appear as though your
stepdaughter has one too many men in her life.”

He snorted in affirmation as he plucked a
sandwich from the pile. “She was paintin’ on the lip rouge when she
was still in short skirts, that one. Weren’t no better than she
ought to be, right from the get-go.”

Weren’t? “Do you think she’s
dead?”

He chewed and swallowed, then started
rummaging through the stack again. “A girl like that never comes to
no good, that’s all I’m sayin’.”

“Tell me about her husband,” Nell said.
Viola followed the interrogation quietly, content to let Nell
conduct it as she saw fit—clearly her purpose in having called her
down.

“He’s a deep-sea fisherman, gone for weeks,
months at a time. They been hitched about a year. God knows what he
was thinkin’, marrying a jade like Bridie. She was the kind that
needs a keeper.” Stuffing the sandwich into his mouth, he added,
“Is the kind,” as an afterthought.

“So, her husband—Jimmy, is it?”

“Sullivan. Jimmy Sullivan.”

“What kind of person is he?”

“My wife thinks he walks on water, but he
ain’t no saint, let me tell you that. He’s got a short fuse, that
Jimmy Sullivan, and he’s a bruiser. Makes a pretty penny fightin’
other bruisers bare-knuckled when he’s in town.”

“Has he ever taken those fists to Bridie?”
Nell asked.

“Once or twice, when she was beggin’ for
it—makin’ eyes at other men, comin’ home drunk... What man
wouldn’t, with baggage like that to keep in line? Even my wife told
Bridie it was her own fault. Tried to make her stop slippin’ around
on Jimmy while he was off fishing. Said adultery was a sin, said
she ought to know better.”

“Did Jimmy know she was unfaithful?”

“He suspected, on account of the whispers,
and seein’ how she acted with other men. She always denied it,
though, and a pretty wench has a way of makin’ a man believe what
she wants him to believe. But he was away more than he was home,
and when the cat’s away...”

“So there were other men besides Mr.
Hines?”

“Oh, she gave it away pretty free, least
till Virgil come along at the end of May. I never knew their names,
them others, but all summer it’s been ‘Virgil this’ and ‘Virgil
that.’”

“When did she move back home?”

“June. Jimmy come home a few days early and
caught the two of ‘em in the act. Gave Bridie a black eye, but he
didn’t lay a hand on Virgil. Told him he knew it was all Bridie’s
doin’, that she was like a bitch in heat, and... Oh, sorry,” he
mumbled, looking back and forth between Nell and Viola.

“We’re both quite unshockable,” Viola said,
with little smile in Nell’s direction.

“So he just let Mr. Hines go?” Nell
asked.

Mr. Fallon nodded. “Said there wasn’t a man
alive could resist a hot little piece like Bridie when she was
shovin’ her...uh, self in his face, so he didn’t blame him one bit.
Said he’d get off without a beatin’ long as he took Bridie out of
there and kept her away for good. Told him if he was smart, he’d
learn to keep her in line with his fists, ‘cause it was all she
understood.”

“Did Mr. Hines take that advice, do you
know?” Nell asked.

He shook his head. “She’s been livin’ with
us since June, and I ain’t seen no fresh bruises, but could be he’s
the type to just hold it all in till he can’t take it no more.”

Or the type to hit her where it won’t
show, Nell thought.

“If them two run off together,” Fallon
continued, “and she makes a fool out of him like she done with
Jimmy, no tellin’ what might happen.”

Reaching for another sandwich, he added, “Or
already has.”

* * *

“I feel sorry for her,” Viola said after the
Fallons had left.

“Mrs. Fallon?”

She nodded. “And Bridie, too. It’s easy to
label someone a fallen woman, and dismiss her as worthless, but
these things are—”

“Complicated?” Nell finished with a smile.
It was a familiar refrain from Viola, for whom life wasn’t sketched
in black and white, but rather painted up layer by layer from a
palette of infinite hues and shades. And, too, hadn’t Mr. Hewitt
saved her from her own youthful indiscretion by marrying her after
she became pregnant, by another man, with Will? Like Nell, Viola
Hewitt knew all too well the many factors that could tempt a female
into sin...just as she knew the repercussions, despite having been
spared them herself.

Viola said, “I have a favor to ask of
you.”

Nell sighed.

“If I could look into this myself,” Viola
said, “I would. But with these pointless legs of mine...”

“Mrs. Hewitt—”

“You were such a help to me last winter,
after Will was arrested. I know you can find out what became of
Bridie. You’ve got a way about you. People trust you. They tell you
things. And you’re so savvy, so perceptive.”

“I did a great deal of stumbling about and
backtracking last winter,” Nell said. “I drew more wrong
conclusions than you know.” You infer too much, Will used
to say. Far too many facile assumptions. And he was
right.

“Harry won’t help,” Viola said. “Mr. Hewitt
won’t help. That poor woman has no one to turn to but me. And I
have no one to turn to but you.”

“I’ve got Gracie to look after.”

“She’ll sleep till three or three-thirty,
and then Miss Parrish can watch her.”

“You mean you want me to do this right now?
Today?”

“In a situation like this, time is of the
essence. I’ll have Brady drive you up to Charlestown in the
brougham so you don’t have to bother with a hackney. And I’ll give
you a letter introducing you and asking for cooperation and so
forth. That might help smooth the way a bit.” A classic Viola
Hewitt understatement. She was one of the two or three most eminent
ladies of Boston, a renowned philanthropist and the matriarch of
one of its oldest families. Her name opened doors all over the
city.

Nell studied the pattern on the Oriental
carpet, reflecting on all Viola Hewitt had given her in the past
four years, the most precious of which was Gracie. Looking up, she
met Viola benevolent gaze. “You know I can’t refuse you
anything.”

“Thank you, my dear.” Reaching across the
space that separated them, she squeezed Nell’s hand. “You’re not
just my legs, you know. You’re the daughter I never had, even more
so than Gracie. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


“This here’s the weaving room,” said the
young mill girl who’d agreed to guide Nell to Bridie Sullivan’s
former workstation, hollering to be heard above the mechanical din
that filled the Hewitt woolen factory.

To call such a cavernous space a room was
like calling Boston Harbor a little inlet. High-ceilinged and about
a hundred yards long, it occupied the entire third floor of this
huge stone edifice. Hundreds of power looms whirred and clacked and
rumbled as scores of young women—some of them little more than
girls—trotted up and down the aisles, tending them. Midday sunshine
flooded the vast whitewashed space through banks of tall windows,
their glass frosted lest the workers be distracted by the view of
the stream that had powered this mill before Mr. Hewitt replaced
water power with steam.

“Bridie, she worked on them machines over
there, with Ruth and Evie.” The girl pointed to two young women
struggling together to adjust the leather belt connecting a loom to
the line shaft overhead. One was tall, sturdily buxom, and
brown-haired; the other plain and petite, with sallow skin and thin
cornsilk hair scraped back into a knot at her nape. Like the other
mill girls, they wore aprons over their threadbare dresses, the
skirts of which were hemmed short, displaying their shoeless feet
and ankles.

“The tall one’s Ruth,” the girl yelled.
“Ruth Watson. Little blonde is Evie Corbet.”

“Do you think they’d talk to me?” Nell asked
loudly.

“About Bridie?” The girl offered a doubtful
little shrug. “If they do, they won’t have nothin’ nice to say,
I’ll tell you that. They never did take to her, and since she got
herself sacked, them two been doin’ the work of three.”

“Sacked?” Nell asked. “Bridie was
fired?”

“Sure, why do you think she ain’t here no
more?”

Nell wondered if Bridie’s mother knew she’d
lost her job, and decided she did. Mrs. Fallon hadn’t wanted to
tell Nell about Bridie’s being married, probably because it would
mark her as an adulteress. Most likely she’d wanted to withhold all
unflattering information about her daughter, at least until Viola
had agreed to help her.

“You might want to wait till
Ruth and Evie ain’t workin’ to talk to ‘em,” the girl advised.
“Foreman’ll get mad. Maybe during the noon dinner break. It’s
comin’ up presently.”

Nell thanked the girl, pressed a half-dime
into her hand, and went outside to wait.

* * *

Hewitt Mills and Dye Works was housed in a
complex of buildings laid out at drearily precise right angles,
ruining an otherwise bucolic setting. Anchoring the arrangement was
the woolen factory, a colossal stone box surmounted by a
disproportionately puny cupola. It was like a village unto itself,
this compound, with its own store, its own church, and rows of
brick boarding houses in which the mill girls lived.

Trees had been planted in soldier-straight
lines punctuated by the occasional stone bench. Seating herself on
the bench least likely to be seen from Harry Hewitt’s office window
beneath the cupola, Nell peeled off her black crocheted gloves,
withdrew her little leatherbound sketchbook and mechanical pencil
out of the chatelaine hanging from her belt and executed a swift
drawing of the woolen factory.

At precisely twelve noon, a bell within the
cupola started clanging. Within seconds, mill employees were
streaming through the front door into the welcoming sunshine. Most
of the females headed for the company boarding houses, where their
dinner presumably awaited them. A few lingered in the courtyard to
chat with each other or flirt with the men.

Nell caught sight of Bridie’s former
co-workers, Ruth and Evie, talking to two other mill girls and a
strapping young black-haired fellow. He whispered something to the
tall brown-haired girl, Ruth, who looked around, then motioned for
the others to follow her. Her little blond friend hesitated a
moment before giving in to their cajoling, and the furtive little
group disappeared between two buildings.

Nell followed them through a patch of woods
to a secluded stretch of riverbank, where the girls were lounging
on the grass by the water, watching the young man roll a cigarette.
He was coatless, his collarless shirt open, sleeves pushed up. All
of the girls, except for Evie, had their skirts rucked up almost to
their knees, an indiscretion that would have ruined them utterly
and forever had they been Boston society daughters.

“You plannin’ on sharin’ that, Otis?” asked
a pretty, plump young woman as she unbuttoned her snug collar.

Otis smiled at her as he ran his tongue
along the cigarette paper and rubbed it down. “Sure, Mary, I’ll
give you a taste if you like.” Leaning over, he slid the cigarette
between her lips, withdrew a box of matches and lit it. “I get a
kiss for every puff, though.”

That met with a flurry of giggles that
tapered off as the girls noticed Nell walking toward them. They
hastily tucked their legs beneath their skirts; Mary hid the
cigarette behind her back. Nell had seen women smoking only twice
before—an actress and a prostitute. It still struck her as
bizarre.

“Good afternoon,” Nell said as she joined
them.

They exchanged looks. “Afternoon,” Otis
muttered.

“Is that cigarette smoke I smell?” Nell
asked.

Mary was clearly trying to maintain a
neutral expression, but her eyes betrayed her dread. Sanctimonious
August Hewitt had established strict rules of conduct for the young
women employed in his mill; smoking was no doubt cause for censure,
if not outright dismissal.

“I was smoking,” said the young man
as he reached behind Mary to take the cigarette back. “She was just
holding it for me while I took my boots off.” Never mind that those
boots—he was the only one wearing them—were still on his feet.

“I was only asking,” Nell said, “because I
came back here to have a smoke myself, but I seem to have left my
cigarettes at home. I don’t suppose you could spare one?”

They scrutinized her openly, from her smart
little hat to the toes of her black satin boots, no doubt wondering
what a lady of her supposed station was doing sneaking
cigarettes.

“I’m not trying to get you in trouble, if
that’s what you’re thinking,” Nell said. “I don’t work for Mr.
Harry, or anything like that.”

Ruth said, “What’re you doin’ here,
then?”

Nell withdrew her sketchbook and opened it
to the drawing of the factory. They passed it around with
considerable interest, peering over one another’s shoulders for a
better view.

“You an artist?” Otis asked.

“Course she is.” Ruth pointed to the
drawing. “You think just anybody could do this? Looks just like a
photograph.”

Not quite, but close enough; Nell was a
fanatic for detail. Viola, an accomplished painter who’d studied in
Paris when she was young, was always encouraging her to be looser,
less strictly representational, but deliberate sloppiness went very
much against her grain when she was capable of such exactitude.

Flipping through the sketchbook, Otis said,
“You draw people good, too. Real good.”

Nell thanked him. “Say, have you ever had
your portrait done?”

“Me?” He snorted as he handed back the
little book. “Naw.”

“How about I give you a sketch of yourself,
and in return you give me a cigarette?” she asked.

“Really? You want to draw me?”

The girls chortled suggestively as Nell
lowered herself onto the grass, praying her dress didn’t stain. She
opened her sketchbook to a blank page and rummaged through her
chatelaine for her pencil.

“That Otis,” Ruth said. “He’s a regular
ladykiller.”

“It ain’t like that,” Otis protested. “She’s
an artist.”

The girls teased him good-naturedly as he
settled into the pose suggested by Nell—reclining with an
easy-to-draw three-quarter profile, his face dappled by sunlight
filtering through the trees overhead. A warm breeze flickered the
leaves, which still wore their deep, late summer green; the nearby
stream burbled soothingly.

“Are all of you from around here?” Nell
asked as she sketched.

“Otis is,” Mary said through a ripple of
smoke as she passed the cigarette to Ruth. “And Evie there.” She
nodded to the blond girl. “I’m from New Hampshire. My folks are
dairy farmers.”

Ruth, it turned out, hailed from Vermont;
the other girl, Cora, from northwestern Massachusetts. All had been
brought up on farms. Most were sending the money they earned, or
most of it, back home to their folks. Mary was working so that one
brother could go to college and the other could start a lumber
business. Only Cora was keeping her earnings for herself; to Nell’s
surprise, she was saving to send herself to Mount Holyoke
Seminary.

Otis rolled Nell a cigarette when she tore
out the finished sketch and gave it to him. She tucked it into her
chatelaine “for later.” All the girls except for quiet little Evie
were begging to be drawn. Mindful of the brevity of their dinner
hour—or rather, half-hour—Nell posed them together for a group
portrait.

“Do your folks ever worry about you?” she
asked as she blocked out the composition with light pencil strokes.
“I mean, you’re all fairly young, and most of you are far from
home.”

“Nah, they keep a tight rein on us here,”
Ruth said.

“Too damned tight,” Cora grumbled, the
coarse language prompting giggles from everyone but Evie, who let
out a scandalized little gasp. “Just ‘cause we work for them, they
think they own us. They tell us when to go to bed and when to get
up in the morning, who we can talk to, and about what.”

“If we step off company property after
work,” Mary said, “we get chewed out but good, and a black mark
goes on our record.”

Ruth said, “The house mothers, they follow
your every move and report the bad stuff to Mr. Harry so’s he can
decide what to do about you.”

Cora rolled her eyes. “Talk about the pot
calling the kettle black.”

“The gall,” Mary said, “a hound like that,
with his ways, passin’ judgment on us.”

“Try not to move, Mary,” Nell said as she
swiftly sketched in the girls’ features. “Have you ever known him
to actually fire anyone for disobeying the rules?”

Ruth said, “Well, there was this one girl,
Bridie Sullivan...”

Nell managed not to smile.

“Her and Evie and me, we all worked together
on the same bank of looms—just since June, which was when Bridie
started working here. She got herself sacked a few days ago, but
there ain’t no question she had it comin’.”

“Evie?” Everyone turned to find another
young man—huge and hulking, with overgrown white-blond
hair—emerging from the woods that separated the river from the
mill. “Evie, what you doin’ here? You’re s’posed to be at
dinner.”

Evie sighed. Speaking for the first time,
she said, “It was too nice out.”

“I went to your house, lookin’ for you,” he
said, his pout very much at odds with his bulk and that
thick-chested voice. “Mrs. Hathaway, she’s writin’ you up for
skippin’ dinner. You din’t ought to skip dinner.”

“Sorry, Luther. Here.” Evie patted the
ground next to her. “You sit right here with me till it’s time to
go back.”

The others greeted Luther familiarly as he
lumbered over to Evie and sat cross-legged. Evie finger-combed his
hair as he gazed, open-mouthed, at Nell. “What you doin’?”

“Don’t stare, Luther,” Evie said. “She’s
drawin’ a pitcher. Of Mary and Ruthie and Cora.”

“Can I see?”

“It’s not done yet, but here.” Nell turned
the sketchbook to show him.

He grinned in childish delight at the
unfinished sketch. “Looks just like ‘em!”

“Evie and Luther are brother and sister,”
Otis told Nell. “Been workin’ here since they was little.”

“What kind of work do children do?” Nell
asked as she returned to her drawing. “Those machines are all so
big and complicated.”

“I was a doffer,” she said. “I took the full
bobbins off the spinning frames and put the empty ones on—just
fifteen minutes out of every hour. The rest of the time, I got to
play. Luther ran errands for the men in the spinning room.”

“He still does, don’t you, fella?” Leaning
over, Otis gave Luther a playful sock on the arm. “Don’t know what
us mule spinners would do without ol’ Luther.”

Rubbing his arm, Luther told Nell, “I’m
strong as an ox. Ain’t nobody can carry as much as me, nobody.”

“He’s a hard worker, our Luther,” Otis said.
“We give him sweets when he does good.”

“I don’t do it for the sweets,” Luther said,
seeming genuinely insulted. “I get money, just like you.”

“What is it they pay you again?” Otis asked
with a conspiratorial wink at Nell. “Two dollars a week? Ain’t that
what you were makin’ when you were nine?”

“Don’t ride him, Otis,” Evie said. “You know
how he gets when people laugh at him.”

“I get two dollars and fifty cent.” Luther
glowered at Otis. “You don’t know everything.”

Wanting to defuse the atmosphere and refocus
the conversation on her reason for being here, Nell said, “What did
you mean before, Ruth—that this Bridie Sullivan had it coming to
her when she got fired?”

“Bridie’s gone,” Luther said.

His sister said, “Hush, Luther. Everybody
knows that.”

“She was a bad girl.”

“Luther, just be—”

“Why do you say that?” Nell asked with
feigned nonchalance as she continued to draw, glancing back and
forth between her three subjects and her sketchbook.

Evie answered for him. “He’s just saying
that ‘cause it’s what everyone else says.”

“We knew what she was from the get-go,” Ruth
said. “Very first day she come to the mill, I says to Evie, ‘this
one’s trouble.’ All laced up tight, with that mountain of red hair.
Thought she was better than us, bein’ as she’d lived in Boston and
all.”

“When all she really was,” Mary interjected,
“was cheap Irish trash.”

Nell continued sketching, her expression
carefully neutral. It was only those from the old country who
recognized her Irishness without hearing her name. There followed a
flurry of complaints about no-account foreigners taking over their
jobs at the mill, but soon their attention returned to Bridie
Sullivan. Nell heard all about Bridie’s face paint and flirty ways,
her suspiciously fine clothing and hair combs and boots—the latter
being a particular sore point. Evie, she noticed, had fallen silent
again.

“Never did go to church with us,” Mary said,
“and she’d raise holy hell about havin’ the tithes taken out of her
pay.”

“On account of she’s a cat-lick,” Ruth
added.

“The church is Protestant,” Cora explained.
“Congregationalist. And she didn’t even live here—she lived with
her folks. If you ask me, she had a point.”

“Evie and Luther are cat-licks,” Ruth said.
“They go to their own church on Sundays, but they don’t get all het
up about the tithes.”

“They should.” Cora said.

Evie shrugged and plucked at a blade of
grass. Her brother just looked confused.

Ruth said, “You’re a spooler, Cora. You
never did have to work with that Bridie Sullivan, otherwise you
wouldn’t be makin’ excuses for her.”

Redirecting the conversation yet again, Nell
asked them how Bridie had come by all her fine trappings.

“Men give ‘em to her,” Ruth said. “For, you
know, makin’ free with herself. That’s the kind she was.”

“She had this sweetheart, Virgil,” Cora
said. “Good looking fella.”

“‘Cept for them stars,” Ruth
said with a shudder.

“I liked them stars,” Mary said. “Made you
wonder about him.”

Ruth laughed. “I’ll say they did.”

“If he’d been ugly to start with, I might
have felt different about the stars,” Cora said, “but he was so
well-built, you know, with shoulders out to there. Dark hair but
real fair skin, and the biggest blue eyes you ever saw. The other
girls used to try and catch his eye sometimes, till they found out
he’d just got out of the calaboose.”

“What was he in for?” Nell asked.

“Nobody was on good enough terms with Bridie
to ask,” Cora replied.

“He wasn’t the only one she was dallyin’
with,” Ruth said. “Everything in trousers came sniffin’ around
sooner or later, and they didn’t usually leave disappointed, if you
know what I mean—so long as they made it worth her while.”

Mary said, “The really fancy stuff—the
bonnets and ear bobs, and most of them dresses—it was Mr. Harry
give her them.”

“Harry Hewitt?” Nell asked, looking up.
“Were he and Bridie...did they...?”

“Every chance they got,” Ruth said. “He’d
have that little lickfinger Carlisle come pull her off her shift
and bring her up to his office. She’d come back with her hair done
different, and this look on her face.”

“He pulled her off her shift?” Cora
asked. “Evie, is that true?”

Evie, sitting next to her brother with her
arms around her updrawn legs, her gaze on the patch of grass at her
feet, answered with a shrug.

Ruth nudged Cora with her shoulder and said
in a low voice, “Don’t be askin’ her about Bridie and Mr.
Harry.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot.”

Nell must have looked confused, because Otis
grinned and said, “Evie’s sweet on Mr. Harry, has been ever since
she was this high. Ain’t that right, Evie?”

“Leave her be,” Ruth said, while Evie
tightened her arms around her legs and looked away.

“Yeah, you leave her be,” Luther echoed, his
neck reddening.

“Aw, come on, Evie knows the score,” Otis
said as he set about rolling another cigarette. “Mr. Harry, he
don’t want nothin’ to do with her. All’s he wants is a Bridie
Sullivan, or one of them others, to lift her skirts for him up in
that fancy office of his.”

“Others?” Nell asked.

“Bridie ain’t hardly the only one,” Otis
said. “There’s always at least half a dozen of the girls at his
beck and call. ‘Harry’s Harem,’ we call ‘em. He’s got a window on
his office door with some of those what do you call ‘em...Venetian
blinds on it. Whenever the blinds are drawn, you can bet everybody
knows just what’s goin’ on in there.”

“Bridie’s the main one, though,” Mary said.
“Or was. You shoulda seen him when she was around. Couldn’t take
his eyes off her. It’s like she’d put a spell on him.”

Ruth said, “Evie, don’t listen to them. They
don’t know what they’re talkin’ about.”

Otis made a sound of disgust. “You ain’t
doin’ Evie no favor, tellin’ her that. For cryin’ out loud. Harry
Hewitt ain’t lookin’ for no mill girl to fall in love with and take
home to Mama, ‘specially some mousy little hayseed like—”

“You shut your mouth,” Luther demanded.
“Just shut your mouth.”

“I ain’t sayin’ nothing Evie don’t already
know,” Otis said. “Why don’t you tell your sister not to get all
moony over a rich pretty boy that ain’t never gonna look twice at
the likes of her? Here she is, all wrung out over Mr. Harry and
eaten up with jealousy over Bridie Sullivan, when—”

“Evie!” Luther called out as his sister
bolted up and raced off into the woods. Rising to his feet, his
face blood-flushed now, he turned to face Otis. “You made Evie feel
bad.”

“Luther,” Cora said quickly, “go after your
sister. Go on,” she urged, pointing to the woods.

Luther hesitated, looming over Otis with his
big hands contracting into fists as if of their own accord. Still
grinning, Otis struck a match and lit his cigarette, but his hands,
Nell noticed, were just ever so slightly unsteady.

“Evie needs you, Luther,” Cora urged. “She
might be crying.”

Luther looked toward the woods, then back at
Otis, his jaw set, rage sparking in his eyes. When he turned and
ran off after his sister, everyone, Nell included, slumped in
relief.

“That Luther, he’s like a big kid most of
the time,” Ruth told Nell. “But when he gets riled, he don’t know
his own strength. He beat a man bloody last year—almost killed
him—for talkin’ lewd to Evie.”

“Otis,” Cora said, “what were you thinking,
baiting him that way?”

“Me and him are friends,” Otis said through
a stream of smoke. “He’d never hurt me.”

“Don’t you be so sure,” Ruth muttered.

“You done with that pitcher yet?” Mary asked
Nell. “I’m achin’ all over from holding myself so still.”

“Just about,” Nell said as she added some
unnecessary shading. “You know, something doesn’t make sense here.
If Bridie was...well, if she and Mr. Harry were...you know...then
why did he fire her?”

“Seems he didn’t like to share,” Otis said,
to appreciative laughter from the mill girls.

“He found out about Virgil, then?” Nell
asked.

Otis nodded as he drew on his cigarette.
“Happened last Friday, when they rung the evening bell at
six-thirty. Mr. Harry, he’s standing out in the courtyard, talkin’
to some fella. These ones—” he indicated his female companions
“—they’re all whispering and giggling, on account of this fella’s
looks. I swear, I thought they was gonna swoon dead away. They
can’t resist a fella that dresses like he’s got a few shiners in
his pocket.”

The girls exchanged dreamy smiles and little
moans of yearning.

“It wasn’t his clothes, you bonehead,” Cora
said. “That fella had a face like on one of those Roman statues,
and you’re just jealous ‘cause girls don’t look at you that
way.”

Pointedly ignoring her, Otis said, “So, the
bell rings, and everybody come pourin’ outa the wool building, as
usual. That Virgil, he was waiting for Bridie to get off work, only
always before he kind of hung back where he wouldn’t attract too
much notice. That evening he was waiting right up by the front
door.”

“Was he often waiting for her when her shift
ended?” Nell asked.

“Three, four times a week,” Otis said, “but
always on Friday and Saturday. I don’t know what they did on
Fridays, but—”

“Don’t you?” Ruth snorted with laughter; her
friends followed suit.

“On Saturdays they left town,” Otis said. “I
was talkin’ to one of the other spinners a few weeks ago—fella name
of Nate. Nate had finally worked up the nerve to ask Bridie to go
walkin’ with him after work one Saturday, only to have her tell him
she couldn’t, on account of her fella was meetin’ her to take her
to the White House.”

Nell frowned, wondering if she’d heard
right.

“Not the White House,” Otis said.
“That’s just what she called it—maybe ‘cause it’s white, I don’t
know. She said it was an old farm nobody worked no more, but the
farmhouse was still there, and that’s where her and Virgil went to
be alone.”

“So he was waiting right up
by the front door that Friday evening...” Nell prompted.

“Right, and soon as he sees Bridie, he grabs
her kisses her—but good—with everybody standing around watching,
including Mr. Harry. You should of seen him. Hoppin’ mad, you could
tell, but holding it in till he went all purple-like.”

“Why do you suppose he was so upset?” Nell
asked. “I mean, it’s not as if they were real sweethearts or
anything. From what you say, he had plenty of other girls willing
to...give him what he wanted.”

“I know, it don’t make a whole lot of
sense,” Ruth said. “But I’ll tell you what, he was fit to be tied.
Went stormin’ back inside. Bridie and Virgil took off, but then a
few minutes later, us all are headin’ back here for a smoke, when
we hear her voice. Her and Virgil are havin’ a little set-to in the
woods there. She was mad as a wet cat that he went and kissed her
like that, in front of Mr. Harry.”

“She mentioned Mr. Harry by name?” Nell
asked.

Otis grinned. “Yeah, seems he knew about Mr.
Harry, but Mr. Harry didn’t know about him.”

“Until that kiss,” Mary said. “Bridie was
all het up over it, tellin’ Virgil he went and ruined everything.
Said, ‘We won’t get so much as a nickel five-cent piece out of him
now.’”

Nell looked up from her sketchbook. “She
said that? Are you sure?”

“Oh, yeah.” Otis flung his cigarette butt
into the stream. “She musta decided she wanted more than just
trinkets outa him. Mostly what we heard from Virgil was just him
tryin’ to shush her. He talked some, but we couldn’t make it out
real good. Didn’t have no trouble hearin’ her, though.
Them Irish girls, they can get riled up good.”

“Was Evie with you?” Nell asked.

“Yep.”

“When did Bridie get fired?”

“Next day,” Ruth said. “Saturday. We was
waitin’ on the dinner bell, so it was near to noon. That flunky of
Mr. Harry’s—Carlisle—he come down to fetch Bridie upstairs. She
struts off with that smile of hers, like she’s somethin’
special ‘cause she spreads her legs for the likes of him. I seen
her take her rouge pot outa her apron pocket as she heads into the
stairwell. Ten minutes later, she’s back, red as a beet, with her
eyes all swollen. Me and Evie, we asked her what happened, but she
wouldn’t even look at us. Never said a word, just took off her
apron and grabbed her shawl out of her cubby and left. That was the
last I seen of her.”

Mary squirmed, rubbed her arm. “You done
yet?”

From the direction of the mill came the
pealing of the bell summoning them back from their dinner
break.

“Yes, I suppose I am,” Nell said.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


“Ready to go back, then?” asked Brady from
the driver’s seat of the Hewitt’s glossy black brougham as Nell
approached, buttoning on her gloves.

“Not quite. I need to speak to Mr. Harry
before I go.”

“Take your time, miss,” he said in his raspy
brogue. “I’m not mindin’ all this heavenly sunshine, I’ll tell you
that.” A jovial Irishman of middle years, Brady was one of the few
Hewitt retainers with whom Nell enjoyed genuinely cordial
relations.

“The thing of it is...I was wondering if you
wouldn’t mind coming upstairs with me.”

“To see Mr. Harry?” he asked in a tone of
puzzled amusement.

“Yes.”

Brady’s smile dissolved as he got it: Nell
didn’t want to be alone with Harry Hewitt. He didn’t ask why, to
Nell’s relief. She liked Brady. She didn’t want to have to concoct
some specious rationale for dragging him along, but she would,
rather than tell him the truth. Viola Hewitt had already lost one
son to Andersonville and another to the lulling embrace of Morphia.
It would kill her if she were to find out what had transpired
between Harry and Nell last May—to be forced to confront the beast
lurking beneath her son’s urbane façade.

* * *

Harry Hewitt met Nell’s eyes through the
glass-paned door of his opulent, sun-washed office as she waited
with Brady in his secretary’s anteroom.

His burnished gold hair oiled just enough to
impart the perfect patrician sheen, Harry sat perched with a cigar
and a glass of whiskey on a corner of his marble-topped desk. He
was nattily attired as always, in a slate-colored morning coat and
paisley cravat, which he wore drawn through a signet ring so that
it hung straight down his chest, rather than bow-tied—a fashion
introduced by the eccentrically elegant Mr. Dickens during his
reading tour last year and emulated by no one in Boston, to Nell’s
knowledge, aside from Harry. He was groomed to a high polish, the
only flaw in his appearance being a small scar on his left
eyelid—its provenance known only to Harry and Nell—which caused
that lid to droop ever so slightly.

On a coat tree in the corner there hung a
cashmere overcoat, one of those awful new homburg hats, a
silver-handled walking stick, and a long, pearl gray gentleman’s
scarf of heavy silk twill embroidered with Harry’s distinctive,
vine-framed double-H monogram. About a dozen others, in a rainbow
of hues, were hung on pegs on the wall. Harry’s scarves had become,
along with his unique vests and cravats, something of a sartorial
signature. In Boston, one said “Harry Hewitt” the way the rest of
the world said “Beau Brummel.”

Harry’s secretary, the balding and
bespectacled Carlisle, was announcing Nell’s request for an
audience and holding out Viola’s folded letter with To Whom it
may Concern written on the front in the violet ink of which
she was so fond. Harry barely glanced at the letter. His gaze
shifted from Nell to Brady, and back again. A corner of his mouth
quirked knowingly. Too late, Nell realized her mistake in bringing
along a protector. She’d learned long ago not to let dangerous men
sense her fear, but such hard-won wisdom was difficult to retain,
given how tame and privileged her life had become.

Carlisle continued to offer the letter, but
Harry made no move to take it. He raised his glass to Nell, his
eyes hard, his smile grim, and tossed back its contents in one
gulp, then shook his head to Carlisle and waved him away.

“I’m sorry, miss,” said Carlisle when he
rejoined them, “but Mr. Hewitt is terribly busy this afternoon, so
I’m afraid he won’t be able to—”

“Tell him I’ll catch up with him sooner or
later.” Nell snatched the letter from his hand and left.

* * *

“Home now, miss?” Brady asked as he handed
Nell into the big black brougham.

She settled into the front-facing seat,
arranging the folds of her skirts, feeling the contours of the two
letters in her pocket: Viola’s and Duncan’s.

“Miss?”

“Yes. Home.”

He shut the door, climbed up into his seat,
lifted the reins.

“No,” she said through the open window.

“Miss?”

She drew in a breath, let it out slowly.
“Take me to the state prison, please.”

There came a moment’s disbelieving silence.
“The state—”

“It’s about a mile that way, I believe.” She
pointed down the road.

“Whatever you say, miss.” He snapped the
reins.

Nell reached into her pocket, pulled out
Duncan’s letter, unfolded it. The paper was coarse, cheap,
brownish, the penmanship immature but painstakingly inked, with no
cross-outs and surprisingly few misspellings—remarkable,
considering that he’d had almost no formal schooling as a child,
and could barely write his name when she’d known him. Nell
suspected that this letter, like the seven others he’d sent her
over the past four months, had been copied and perhaps re-copied in
an effort to get it just right.

 


Sept. 2nd 1868, Charlestown
Prison

 


My Darling Girl (for I will never stop
thinking of you that way),

Oftentimes I wonder if you even open
these letters, since you have never written one back to me. But I
will keep on writing them in the earnist hope that some day you
will find it in your heart to write back to me.

I do not expeckt you to forgive me for
how I hurt you but I beg you to believe that I have changed. I was
a diffrent man then. I was angrey and I did not even no why. Father
Beals says 8 yrs. in this place have humbled me, and it is a good
thing I got bagged because humilty is good for the soul and I
believe that is true. I believe I am closer to Jesus because I am
in this place. Did you ever think you woud hear me talk about
Jesus?

He is a Piscopal chaplan Father Beals
but he is a good man, as good as any of our preists I say. Any way
he is all we got here so he will have to do. And I reckon it is not
his falt he was born Piscopal.

I have missed you so much these past 8
years. I do not no any fancy way to say it. I just miss you. I do
not no how I will make it threw the rest of my time here without
seeing you. That is some thing I cannot bear to think
about.

It is no surprise to me that you do not
want to write to me after what I did to you the last time we were
to gether. I do not blame you one bit. I am more sorry than I can
say but you no that if you have been reading my letters. You also
no that I need to say it to you’re face like a man, the new man I
am now not the old angrey one. Please I no you do not want to write
back but please Nell come visit me here just once. I will not keep
you long. It will be so good just to rest my eyes upon your face
once more. And tell you how sorry I am.

I no you must want me to stop writing to
you, that is why you do not write back. Nell, I swear to God that I
will stop writing to you if you only will come see me once and let
me say how sorry I am. Just once for a few minutes so I can say
what I would have said long ago were I a better man.

I never thought I was the kind of man to
beg but I am humble now and I am begging you. Please come to me
Nell. Just once.

I remain, truly and devotedly,

Your faithfull and loving

Duncan

 


Nell touched a finger to the little scar
near her left eyebrow, feeling the half-inch ridge even through the
knotted threads of her glove. A knife scar, the least of those
Duncan had dealt her the last time she’d seen him.

“You want to leave?” he’d growled as he
kicked her to the floor, then kept kicking her, pausing only to
unbutton his trousers. “You can leave when I’m done with you.” He
pummeled her as she thrashed, tore her basque open from collar to
peplum, yanked at her stays. He’s scratching me, she
thought...on her face, her chest...

Then she saw the flash of a blade, the
droplets of blood spattering his face, and she realized she might
very well be dead before this was over—or wish she was.

Now, eight years later, Nell was still quite
alive, and Duncan was serving a thirty year prison sentence—but not
for what he’d done to her. His conviction was for the crimes of
armed robbery and aggravated assault, committed the day before his
attack on her.

His first letter, dated May 15th,
had left her stunned and shaken. Why, after all these years, had he
decided to reestablish contact with her? And how on earth had he
found out that she had moved to Boston and was living at 148
Tremont Street? How did he know she was a governess, and that she
worked for the Hewitts?

The tone of the letter—so sincere, so
penitent—did little to comfort her. Hadn’t he always known how to
act and what to say to make her forget, or overlook, what he really
was? Uneducated he might be. Unintelligent? Hardly. Oh, he could
play dumb when it suited him, but a stupid man could never have
taken such effortless command of Nell’s heart and soul, could never
have talked her into the things he’d talked her into, could never
have made her—pragmatic creature that she was, and no fool herself,
even in her adolescence—love him beyond all reason.

As contrite and affectionate as his first
letter was, Nell had felt not the slightest temptation to answer
it. He’d gotten his claws around her once; she wasn’t about to step
into his cage and let him try it again. The second letter, which
had arrived three weeks later, unnerved her even more than the
first. If you coud find it in your heart to come visit me, I
could say these things out loud like a man instead of just
scraching them onto this paper like a coward. Please,
Nell...

Please, Nell...Please,
Nell...Please...

That had been his tormented refrain over the
past four months. Come see me once, just once, and then you’ll
never have to hear from me again.

She’d gotten into the habit of listening for
the postman so that she could be the first to sort through the
newly arrived mail stacked on the Hewitts’ monumental, mirrored
hallstand. God forbid one of the family—or Mrs. Mott!—were to
notice a letter addressed to her with Massachusetts State
Prison on the back.

She thought she’d have a reprieve when she
left Boston in mid-July to spend six weeks with the Hewitts at
Falconwood, their Cape Cod summer home, as she did every year. A
week after arriving there, she was appalled to receive a letter
from Duncan bearing the address of Falconwood. It was as if he was
an all-seeing, all-knowing god...or wanted her to think of him that
way.

The carriage rattled to a halt outside a
tall iron gate manned by two uniformed guards. Nell showed them
Viola’s letter and explained that she was here to see the warden.
They waved the coach through the gate, directing Brady to a
courtyard anchored by a fort-like building that bore an uncanny
resemblance to the Hewitt wool factory. It was the prison’s
administrative building where, according to the guards, the
warden’s office would be located. To the left was another large
building, even more forbidding in appearance, with iron bars on the
windows; to the right, two big barnlike structures from which came
a cacophony of hammering and clanging.

“You want me to go in with you?” Brady asked
as he helped her down from the coach.

She shook her head. “No, I’m fine.”

“You sure, miss?”

No. “Yes, I’m sure.”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


“Virgil Hines?” The warden, a florid, jowly
fellow named Clarence Whitcomb, leaned back heavily in his chair,
which groaned under his weight. “He hadn’t been what you’d call a
model prisoner, certainly, but not as irredeemable as some. Of
rather...limited intellect, I should say, but not altogether dim.
Likeable, in his way. Rather, er, glib in temperament—more
talkative than most. You’d hear him laughing when he ought not to
have. Silence is highly prized here.”

“Is it?” asked Nell from across what seemed
like an acre of polished walnut. With the heavy curtains drawn and
only a single desk lamp to dispel the gloom in the oak-paneled
office, it might have been midnight rather than the midst of a
sunny afternoon.

“Silence gives them an opportunity to
reflect and repent,” Whitcomb said. “Reflection, hard work, prayer,
and instruction—those are the cornerstones of prisoner life here.
They’re a grossly undisciplined breed when they come to us. Our
objective is not so much punitive as restorative. By inculcating in
these men a sense of order, we’re preparing them to reenter an
orderly world.”

Nell almost laughed out loud at the notion
of the world being “orderly.” Schooling her expression, she said,
“An ambitious goal.”

“But one which we pride ourselves on
attaining.” Mr. Whitcomb lifted Viola’s open letter from the desk
in front of him, rubbing the thick vellum between his thumb and
fingertips as if assessing its quality. “Mrs. Hewitt is trying to
locate him, you say?”

Nell nodded. “He disappeared Sunday, along
with a young woman from this area named Bridie Sullivan. It’s
really Miss Sullivan we’re trying to locate—her mother is beside
herself—but we suspect that if we find Mr. Hines, we’ll find
her.”

“I see.”

“Was he the type of man to...do harm to a
female, do you think?” Nell asked.

“There’s nothing in his history to suggest
it,” Whitcomb said. “No arrests for, er, such crimes as such a
character flaw would suggest.”

“What did he do to get sent here?”

“Stole a lady’s reticule from a coat peg in
a tea shop. He was a sneak thief—strictly crimes of opportunity.
He’d take whatever was lying about unattended, pick the occasional
pocket, do a little confidence work...”

“Confidence?”

“Swindles, humbugs—small time, of course. It
takes real brains to carry out a complicated bunco scheme. Never
used a weapon, that I know of. He was sentenced to three years, but
only served one. You’re familiar with the concept of parole,
yes?”

“Oh, yes.” Some thirty years ago, the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts instituted a novel new form of
clemency—still, to Nell’s knowledge, the only one of its kind in
the nation. After serving one-third of his term, an inmate was
eligible to be released into society, under supervision and with
the threat of revocation should he revert to his former habits.
Nell’s disapproval of the parole system stemmed from entirely
selfish motives. God help society—but most of all, her—should
Duncan ever reenter it! In theory, parole was only granted to the
most harmless and well-behaved of prisoners. Nell prayed—literally,
and at regular intervals—that the Massachusetts Board of Parole
would be savvy enough to keep Duncan under lock and key for the
full thirty years of his term.

“Mr. Hines was released in May?” she
asked.

“That’s right. I don’t recall the date
offhand, but it was early in the month, I believe. It’s no surprise
to me that he found a lady friend so quickly. He wasn’t a bad
looking fellow—if a bit on the scrawny side when he first came
here. I put him to work in the stone shops, and that turned him
into a man right quick. Nothing builds muscle like
stone-cutting.”

“I wondered what was going on in those
buildings,” she said.

“We take shelves of granite from a local
quarry and split them into paving stones and building blocks. Fine
work the men do, and for a competitive price. I’m proud to say
we’ve got contracts from as far away as...” Whitcomb’s gaze strayed
toward the open door behind her. “Ah, Father Beals.”

Nell turned to find a man standing in the
doorway. Were it not for his garb—a plain black coat and trousers,
with one of those new Anglican clerical collars—she would never
have guessed that this was the “Piscopal chaplan” mentioned in
Duncan’s letter. He wasn’t nearly as old as she had envisioned,
mid-thirties by her guess, with longish brown hair worn with a side
part, so that a great swath of it fell over his forehead. He had
striking eyes, dark and mournful, in contrast to his otherwise fair
coloring.

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Whitcomb,” Beals
said, stepping back. “I didn’t realize you were with—”

“Not at all.” The warden waved him into the
office. “Come on in, old man, and let me introduce you.”

The priest entered with a slightly awkward
gait—not a true limp, just a bit of asymmetry, as if one leg
weren’t doing quite its fair share of the work.

“Miss Nell Sweeney, this is the Reverend
Adam Beals, our chaplain. Father Beals is the fellow you should be
talking to, Miss Sweeney. You’re lucky to have caught him in,
though. He’s only here Sundays and Wednesdays.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss...”
Father Beals paused in mid-bow, looked up at her with recognition
in his eyes. “...Sweeney.”

“Father.” Nell inclined her head and looked
away quickly, knowing he’d connected the name “Nell Sweeney” with
Duncan, who must have mentioned her, and praying he didn’t bring it
up in front of the warden. Please, St. Dismas, please please
please let him keep his mouth shut. Of all the ghosts of her
disreputable past, Duncan was potentially the most devastating.

“Have a seat, Father.” Whitcomb gestured
Beals into the leather chair next to Nell’s and handed him Viola’s
letter, grunting with the effort of leaniing across the table. “You
knew Virgil Hines fairly well, as I recall. Seems he and a young
lady disappeared from this area recently. Miss Sweeney is looking
into the matter for her employer, Mrs. August Hewitt, at the
request of the young lady’s mother.”

Beals frowned in concentration as he read
the letter.

“Did Mr. Hines happen to tell you what he
planned to do after his release?” Nell asked.

“Yes, of course,” the priest said. “I always
discuss a parolee’s intentions with him, so that I can share them
with his parole officer. In Virgil’s case, he knew exactly what he
wanted to do, which is why I’m somewhat mystified that he chose to
remain in the Charlestown area. He was from Salem originally.
Always said he’d go back there the instant he was released. His
plan was to use his stone-cutting experience to find a job in the
Cape Ann quarries so that he could save enough money to buy a farm
he had his eye on.”

“Really?”

“That was what he told me. All the men in
his family had been fishermen for generations. He loved being at
sea—he enlisted in the Navy during the war—but he said it was too
brutal a life, fishing, that you had to be away from your family
too much.”

“I understand he came out of the Navy with
quite an unusual tattoo.”

“He served aboard the U.S.S. Kearsage when
they sank the Alabama in June of sixty-four. The crew and officers
all got stars on their foreheads to commemorate the victory.”

“All of them?”

“Most, anyway. I was gratified that he’d
chosen farming over picking pockets and snatching purses. It’s an
honorable calling—I told him so. I gave him a writing box when he
was released, so that he could write and let me know how things had
turned out.”

“Has he?” Nell asked.

“Not yet, no,” he said as he brushed a fleck
of lint off the arm of his chair, “but I’m sure I will, once he’s
settled.”

“It’s a thoughtful gift,” Nell said.

“Our Father Beals is quite the reformer,”
Whitcomb confided with an indulgent smile. “A champion of the
common man, don’t you know.”

“They’re lucky to have you,” Nell said.

The priest looked down with a diffident
half-smile, absently finger-combing the hair that hung over his
forehead. “I’m only the interim chaplain here, Miss Sweeney—just
until they find a permanent replacement for old Father Bannister,
God rest his soul. That’s why I’m only here two days a week. I’m
actually assigned to Emmanuel Church on Newbury Street in Boston.
I’ve been helping out here about eight months so far, but I must
tell you they’ve been the most gratifying eight months of my
career.”

“The prisoners love him,” Whitcomb told
her.

“Enough to be absolutely truthful with you?”
Nell asked the priest. “What I mean is, would Mr. Hines have
admitted it, do you think, if his plans had actually been...less
than honorable?”

Reverend Beals smiled. It was a pleasant
smile that didn’t completely conceal the fact that he was sizing
her up, but with a subtlety appropriate to his vocation. “Some of
them tell me everything. You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve
heard, and the things I’ve talked men out of. Others, they hold
their cards a bit closer to the vest.”

“Which type was Mr. Hines?” Nell asked.

“The more candid type—very much so. He loved
to talk, and our conversations gave him an opportunity to do that.
Despite his criminal past, he always struck me as somewhat
guileless. Yes, I believe that he sincerely intended to return to
Salem and become a farmer—eventually.”

“Did he ever talk about women?” Nell
asked.

Beals chuckled. “What twenty-four-year-old
man doesn’t talk about women? He was no innocent where women were
concerned—he’d had sweethearts—but he was no lothario either. He
seemed almost...worshipful of them. If you want to know whether I
think he was capable of abducting this girl against her will, or
worse, the answer is no.”

But of course he would take that stand.
A champion of the common man, don’t you know.

“Is there anything else we can assist you
with, Miss Sweeney?” Whitcomb slid his watch from his vest pocket
and flipped it open.

Never slow to take a hint, Nell said, “No,
you’ve been most helpful, both of you.” She rose; the two men
followed suit. “Good to meet you, Warden...Father.”

“I’ll show you the way out,” the priest
offered, gesturing her through the door.

“I admire your approach to these prisoners,
Father,” Nell said as he escorted her down the hall, “your
willingness to look beyond their crimes to the men themselves.”

“There but for the grace of God go you or
I.”

Ah, but Nell had, in fact, gone there, back
when God’s grace hadn’t shone quite as brightly in her life as it
had these past few years. She wondered if Duncan had shared the
sordid details of her past with this Father Beals. Suddenly she
felt as if she were walking down this corridor stark naked.

“They’re not monsters, these prisoners.”
Beals walked beside her with his hands clasped behind his back, his
gaze on the stone floor ahead of them. His right leg was the weak
one, she saw, but not by much, and it looked like a condition he’d
learned to live with rather than a recent injury.

“Monsters don’t exist,” the priest
continued. “Only men whose souls are in a state of arrested
development. The problem is in the way they were reared—or rather,
not reared. Most of them had little in the way of decent family
life or religious instruction when they were growing up. They were
street arabs, most of them, simply thrown out into the world to
fend for themselves at an appallingly early age...” He turned to
look at her. “Like Duncan.”

She stopped walking; so did he.

Silence engulfed them for one painfully long
moment. He was looking at her; she was looking at the stone-block
floor.

“My wife had hair your color,” he said.

She looked up sharply.

He looked away, smoothing his hair as
before; a nervous habit, it would seem. “You do know that Episcopal
priests can marry,” he said.

“I...yes, I suppose I did know that.”

“She passed away. A boating accident.”

“I’m terribly sorry.”

“It was eight years ago,” he said, as if
that should mitigate the tragedy.

“She must have been quite young—and you, as
well.”

He nodded, clearly ill at ease. “The thing
is, I know something of men and women—the bonds that can form
between them, how transcendent love can be...and how excruciating.
I know about passion, about loneliness...especially
loneliness.”

I have missed you so much these past 8
years. I do not no any fancy way to say it. I just miss
you.

“I doubt you know the whole story, Father,”
she said.

“I believe I do,” he said gently, his gaze
lighting on the scar near her eyebrow.

“Then you understand why I have no desire to
visit him.”

“You’re only human. Humans are naturally
self-protective. Of course I understand.”

“But...?”

“But he’s changed.”

She looked down, shook her head.
“Father...”

“Do you know why he learned to read and
write?”

She looked up.

“They’re voluntary classes. A local
schoolmarm comes in twice a week. He’s been taking those classes
for years. Do you know why?” When she didn’t answer, he said, “So
he could write to you.”

She stared at him.

“He won’t attend my Sunday services—says the
pope wouldn’t approve. But I host voluntary Bible study on
Wednesday afternoons, and he hasn’t missed a single session. Often
he stays afterward to talk. He tells me what’s on his mind, asks
for advice... Sometimes we pray together.”

Still she said nothing.

“Don’t tell me you think it’s impossible for
a man to change,” he said.

“Of course it’s possible. But Duncan,
he’s...”

“Monsters don’t exist, remember? He’s just a
man. A flawed man, by his own admission, but a man who’s worked
very hard at becoming better.”

She studied the floor. Nell, I swear to
God that I will stop writing to you if you only will come see me
once.

“We have a room for visits,” Beals said. “No
one is ever in there this time of day. Duncan is cutting stone
right now, but I could—”

“I won’t be alone with him,” she said.

A second passed. The priest smiled. “I’ll
wait right outside the door. I’ll hear you if you call me.”

 


 



Chapter 6

 


 


“Nell?” Duncan stood in the doorway of the
small, simply furnished visiting room, staring at her as if she
were a visitation of the Holy Mother. Even in his sleeveless
undershirt and striped prison-issue trousers, stone dust matting
his honey-brown hair and coating the sweat that sheened him head to
toe, he was shockingly handsome.

Deadly handsome.

Handsome as the Devil, as Bridie’s
mother would say.

Father Beals, standing behind Duncan, caught
Nell’s eye and said, “I’ll be waiting right outside.”
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