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CHAPTER ONE

It was not my idea to attend the charity dinner. True, it was a worthy cause, but the past weeks at the law firm I’d been so elated to join just months earlier had been mind-numbing. In truth, I was becoming more disillusioned with Shepard, Shepard, McNaughton and Hall with each passing day. Frankly I was in no mood to socialize.

My mother, Elizabeth Woolson, however, is nothing if not persistent. Eventually she wore down my resolve until I agreed to accompany my parents, my brother Charles and his wife, Celia, to the dinner. Mama also prevailed on the matter of my costume, insisting I wear the violet gown she’d had made for my brother Frederick’s entrée into the world of politics—a gown I still considered too décolleté for my taste. Moreover, I couldn’t look at the frock without remembering the murder that had occurred the night I’d worn it, a crime that had catapulted me into the grisly Nob Hill killings. Believe me, if I’d had any inkling that the occasion of its second wearing would have an equally chilling impact
on my life, I would have burned the wretched thing on the spot!

On the matter of an escort I drew a firm line. Nothing could persuade me to accept the company of the latest bachelor to catch Mama’s desperate eye. Her current prospect was a widowed dentist, the father of six children, five of whom still lived at home. I considered my life complicated enough without adding an elderly husband and a horde of motherless offspring to the mix.

In the end I found myself—blessedly unencumbered by the aforementioned dentist—in one of the most unusual houses on Russian Hill. I had never met our hosts, Caroline and Leonard Godfrey, but I knew them to be prominent members of San Francisco Society. Mrs. Godfrey was noted for her work on behalf of the city’s poor and disadvantaged. Her husband, Leonard, was one of the city’s most shrewd entrepreneurs. It was an open secret that he was the guiding, if often hidden, force behind many of the city’s major corporations.

The Godfreys’ home was the subject of much gossip. Three years earlier, it had joined a small group of exclusive mansions gracing the top of the summit. Russian Hill—said to have been named after Russian sailors who had been buried there before the California gold rush—was slowly beginning to compete with Nob Hill, its pompous neighbor to the south. The Godfrey residence, with its sharp angles and numerous windows, was considered by many to be too avant-garde. Indeed, some people went so far as to brand it “Godfrey’s Folly.” Personally, I found the home a refreshing change from the pretentious bastions constructed by other wealthy San Franciscans. But then my own architectural tastes are also viewed as unorthodox.

I had not circulated long among the glittering guests before I began to regret giving in to Mama’s pressure to attend tonight’s soiree. When I’d had all I could take of Paris fashions, society romances and
social indiscretions, I sought refuge in an alcove featuring a large bay window. Peering through a strategically placed spyglass, I was able to make out much of the city below—including Portsmouth Square, the site of Joseph Shepard’s law firm. As one of the first female attorneys in California, I’d been accepted as a junior associate in this establishment with the greatest reluctance. Since then, the entire cadre of senior partners had banded together in an effort to drive me out of their firm, as well as their lives!

Not only had I obtained my job through what they termed “female subterfuge,” but I’d had the gall to “steal” (their word, not mine) one of the firm’s prized clients. Adding insult to injury, I’d solved a series of gruesome murders, resulting in a glut of unwelcome publicity for my employers.

Ironically, it was this very newspaper exposure that made it impossible for the partners to come right out and fire me. On the other hand, if I could be “persuaded” to leave of my own accord, they’d be spared public reproach. This misplaced strategy, of course, merely caused me to dig in my heels and fight to hold on to my position. Still, I’d begun to wonder how long I’d be able to put up with their childish machinations.

“It’s a beautiful city, isn’t it?”

I was startled out of my thoughts to find a man in his mid thirties standing behind me. He stood an inch or two over six feet, and despite my bleak mood, part of my brain registered that this was possibly the most handsome man I’d ever seen. He wore a perfectly tailored black tuxedo, which couldn’t conceal impressively broad shoulders and a narrow waist. His hair was thick and nearly shoulder length, an ebony mane that waved back from a tanned face.

As if amused by my frank appraisal, he smiled, and I was startled to feel my pulse leap. Good Lord, I thought, amazed he’d been able to elicit such an absurd reaction from me, an avowed spinster. With
effort, I composed my face into what I hoped was a disapproving frown, only to be rewarded with an even broader smile.

“I apologize for my poor manners, Miss Woolson,” he said in a voice that was deep and—forgive me for the romantic if fitting analogy—smooth as aged brandy. “I’m Pierce Godfrey. Leonard Godfrey is my brother.”

I accepted his proffered hand and was surprised to find the skin rougher than I’d expected. His careful appearance suggested he might be something of a dandy.

“You have me at a disadvantage, Mr. Godfrey,” I said more sharply than was civil. “How is it that you know my name?”

His eyes gleamed, but I couldn’t decide if it was amusement or mockery. My temper flared; I had no patience for flirting or playing silly games, even with a man as attractive as Pierce Godfrey.

“You haven’t answered my question,” I said pointedly.

To my annoyance, he laughed out loud. “You are a woman who speaks her mind, Sarah Woolson. I’ll be equally candid. I quizzed my sister-in-law when you arrived.” He regarded me speculatively. “She tells me you’re an attorney.”

“Yes, I am.” I studied him closely, on the lookout for sarcasm or veiled disdain for my vocation, a not uncommon reaction from men. I was surprised and, yes, I admit it, disconcerted when I could detect none. The man struck me as too smooth, too in control. I suppose I was searching for some imperfection to mar that faultless demeanor.

“I remember now,” he said. “I saw your name in the newspapers a few months back. Something to do with a murder? Actually, several murders, as I recall.”

“The press is prone to exaggeration, Mr. Godfrey. You mustn’t believe everything you read.”

“No.” He drew out the word in a velvet voice, a tone at odds
with the dark blue eyes searching my face with rude curiosity. “Now that I’ve met you, though, I rather think there was more truth than fiction to the newspaper articles.”

I started to chastise him for this unwarranted assumption, when our hostess walked toward us. An attractive woman in her early forties, Caroline Godfrey had a full, sensuous mouth and smoky gray eyes that looked out upon the world with an unmistakable air of superiority. The low-cut bodice and tightly cinched waist of her scarlet gown set off her striking figure to excellent advantage.

Perhaps it was because of her stunning beauty that I was taken aback by the look of raw hostility she directed at my companion. Focused solely on him, she hadn’t yet seen me, so I quickly stepped out from behind his tall figure.

“Miss Woolson,” she said, looking surprised and not altogether pleased by my sudden appearance. “I’m delighted you could come.” After a perfunctory smile, she turned to her brother-in-law. “Leonard requires your assistance in the parlor, Pierce. Everyone is gathering there now.”

He gave her a measured look, then offered me his arm. “Will you permit me to escort you, Miss Woolson?”

Mrs. Godfrey’s smile turned sour as she watched me accept her brother-in-law’s arm. I felt her eyes following us as he silently led me from the alcove.

When we reached the parlor, Pierce excused himself and went to stand with his brother. A moment later, Caroline Godfrey joined them, her smile cordial and welcoming now, as she looked out over her distinguished guests. She spoke for several minutes, describing the new Women and Children’s Hospital we were here to support. When she announced with perfect calm that tonight’s goal was to raise one hundred thousand dollars for the project, I felt certain she was joking. To my surprise, the rest of the company took this
startling pronouncement in stride. It was as if Mrs. Godfrey had laid down a challenge to their largesse, or perhaps, I thought a bit cynically, to their egos.

Pledging began. One after the other, huge amounts of money were called out, each pledge more munificent than the one that preceded it. Everyone seemed swept up in the excitement, including Mama and Papa. I even found myself calling out a sum larger than I could comfortably afford. Still, when it was finally over and Mrs. Godfrey announced we were very near our goal, I was proud to have played my own small part in the effort.

As guests broke off into small groups and footmen circulated, offering champagne, I went in search of my parents. I found them talking with Papa’s closest friend and fellow jurist, Judge Tobias Barlow, a slightly overweight, pleasant man ten years my father’s junior. With Judge Barlow was his wife, Margaret—an attractive woman who worked with my mother on charitable projects—and Margaret’s mother, Adelina French. I was startled by the remarkable resemblance between mother and daughter: both tall and slender with gold-brown hair and sparkling green eyes. Indeed, the two women might well have been sisters. I knew Adelina had made her home with her daughter and son-in-law since the death of her husband, Nigel French, and was a keen worker for the new hospital.

Also with the group were two men I’d never met. Mrs. Barlow introduced the more striking of the two as the Reverend Nicholas Prescott, a friend visiting from back east. Prescott, who appeared to be in his early fifties, was tall and muscularly slender beneath his dark suit and starched clerical collar. His full head of dark brown hair was sprinkled with just the right amount of gray to appear distinguished. He possessed an easy, unassuming manner, and I noted a gleam of intelligence and good humor in his clear brown eyes. With a wide smile, Reverend Prescott shook my hand, his attention so
riveted on me that I might have been the only person in the room.

Mrs. Barlow introduced the second stranger as Lucius Arlen, the accountant who had been hired by the board to handle the new hospital’s finances. Arlen was a heavy-set, stolid man in his late fifties, with a fidgety manner and a disconcerting habit of not quite looking you in the eye when he spoke.

The accountant acknowledged me with a stiff bow. “How do you do, Miss Woolson?”

Before I could reply, Mrs. French said, “Mrs. Godfrey thinks tonight’s pledges will be enough to make a final offer on the Battery Street warehouse.”

“Do you really think that’s possible, Mr. Arlen?” Margaret Barlow asked the accountant.

Lucius Arlen looked pleased to be consulted. He cleared his throat a bit self-importantly and said, “I agree it looks promising. We’ve already met our goal tonight, and additional pledges are coming in. That will provide us with enough money to complete our negotiations with the owners of the property, and—”

He was interrupted by a loud commotion in the foyer. Conversation abruptly ceased as everyone strained to hear the cause of the disturbance.

“But, sir, you cannot go in,” the Godfreys’ butler called out. “Sir, please!”

A thin man in his forties strode defiantly into the parlor. He was dressed entirely in black, from his wrinkled flannel trousers and morning coat to his slightly dented stovepipe hat. His fierce eyes were also black, as were the hair and beard that flew riotously about his grim face. People instinctively pressed away from him as he marched to the center of the room. My father started forward as if to intercept the man, but Mama took Papa’s arm and pulled him back.

“Brothers and sisters,” the intruder boomed. “Ministering to
the Jezebels of this city is an abomination!” He raised a worn leather Bible above his head. “Those who have sold their immortal souls to the devil do not deserve to be succored.”

“Mr. Halsey!” an authoritative voice interrupted. “I will thank you to leave this house at once.”

All eyes went to Caroline Godfrey, who stood framed in the doorway. Her gray eyes flashed with icy fury as she glared at the interloper.

“Reverend Josiah Halsey, if you please, madam,” the man corrected, tipping his hat and making an ironic bow.

“Nothing about your presence here pleases me,” Mrs. Godfrey snapped. “We intend to offer medical care to the impoverished women and children of this city. Respectable women, Mr. Halsey. If you are insinuating that we plan to care for women who have no one but themselves to blame for their unfortunate circumstances, you are mistaken.”

There was no need for Mrs. Godfrey to explain what she meant by a woman of “unfortunate circumstances.” Everyone knew the term referred to an unwed mother, a prejudice I found galling. It was unjust that the child’s father got off scot-free, while the poor mother was left to suffer the shame and consequences.

I looked across the room where my brother Charles and his wife, Celia, stood staring at the trespasser. Charles, a physician of unquestionable talent and limited income, was slated to lead the roster of physicians who had agreed to volunteer at the new hospital. From his sheepish expression, I realized this was exactly what he planned to do. Charles was far too kind-hearted to turn even a penniless patient away, much less a woman who would otherwise be forced to deliver her child on the street. Apparently, he had failed to mention this to Mrs. Godfrey. I met my father’s eyes, and we both suppressed a smile.


“Lies! All lies!” Halsey ranted, his malevolent black eyes fixed on our hostess. “I warn you, until the Jezebels acknowledge their sins and prostrate themselves before their lord and savior, food and shelter will but support their debauchery.”

Mrs. Godfrey’s patrician face had turned red, and her voice shook with rage. “How dare you! Leave this house at once or I will notify the police.”

“You do so at your soul’s peril.” Again Halsey held up his Bible. “You may close your ears to the voice of truth, but be sure that in the end your sins will find you out!”

Mrs. Godfrey opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Clutching a hand to her breast, she gasped as if struggling for air. “Leonard,” she choked. “Leonard—”

She swayed and would have fallen if my brother Charles and Reverend Prescott hadn’t rushed forward and supported her to the nearest settee. Hurriedly, I reached for several cushions and placed them beneath the woman’s head.

“Someone get her husband,” I directed, and a frightened footman ran to do my bidding. At the same time, Mama handed me a damp cloth appropriated from one of the servants. I placed it across Mrs. Godfrey’s forehead.

“Give her air,” Charles ordered, as people pressed around the stricken woman. He pointed at the intruder. “And for God’s sake, get that man out of here!”

There was a murmur of assent, and several men grabbed the black-clad Halsey. Despite his sputtered threats, they managed to physically eject him from the room.

My brother was taking Mrs. Godfrey’s pulse when Leonard Godfrey, closely followed by his brother Pierce, entered the room.

“What happened?” Leonard demanded, kneeling down by Caroline, who lay with her eyes closed, her face ghastly white.


“She’s had an attack,” Charles told him quietly. “Tell me, does she have a heart condition?”

“She suffers from angina. Her physician has prescribed medicine—” Leonard stopped as his head seemed to clear.

“Pierce,” he told his brother. “Get Caroline’s pills. They’re on the night table in her room. And hurry, man!”

Without a word, Pierce Godfrey sped from the parlor, leaving behind him a room so quiet you could have heard a feather drop. Mrs. Godfrey stirred and a low murmur swept through the assembled guests. She looked around with glazed eyes, then, becoming aware of her husband’s face, made an effort to sit up.

“Caroline, don’t move,” Leonard said, easing her back onto the cushions. “Pierce has gone for your pills.”

For the first time, Mrs. Godfrey seemed to notice the sea of worried faces surrounding the settee. “Don’t be ridiculous, Leonard.” Her voice was still weak, but she forced a smile. “Dinner will be—”

“Don’t try to talk,” her husband admonished.

“But I don’t—” She could go no further. Squeezing her husband’s hand, she closed her eyes and gulped for air. To my horror, I noticed her skin was turning blue.

“You’re a doctor, Woolson,” Leonard begged Charles. “For God’s sake, do something!”

“I’m doing all I can, Mr. Godfrey.” My brother’s kind eyes were reassuring. “The medicine should relieve the pain and ease her breathing.”

After what seemed an eternity but was probably no more than a few moments, Pierce returned with a small apothecary box. Leonard extracted a tiny white pill and placed it beneath his wife’s tongue. We all watched in anxious silence as color gradually returned to her face and her breathing became less arduous. As the pain slowly receded, she again tried to sit up.


“Lie back, Caroline,” Leonard told her. “You must give the medicine time to work.”

“But dinner,” she protested.

I was close enough to hear her husband’s soft curse as he reluctantly turned to his guests. “Will you all please go into the dining room? I’ll join you in a moment.”

There was an awkward pause, as if, despite Godfrey’s admonition, no one was quite sure what to do. Clearing his throat, Reverend Prescott said, “We can best help Mrs. Godfrey by honoring her wishes.” Taking Mrs. Adelina French’s arm, he left the parlor. With anxious glances at their hostess, guests began following the minister into the dining room. Charles and the two Godfrey brothers remained hovering by the stricken woman’s side.

“Who was that man waving his Bible at us?” I asked my father as our party joined the general exodus.

“He’s some sort of religious fanatic,” Papa said grimly. “Evidently this isn’t the first time he’s badgered Mrs. Godfrey about the new hospital. He belongs to a Los Angeles sect that believes poverty and destitution are the result of God’s punishment, especially when it comes to unwed mothers.”

I was speechless. I trust I’m a faithful Christian, but I have no patience for those who use the Bible to promote their own bigoted ideology. My indignation must have been obvious, because Reverend Prescott quickly said.

“Let us pray that Mrs. Godfrey soon recovers, Miss Woolson. At the moment, that is our primary concern.”

“Amen,” Mama and Celia heartily agreed.

Papa and I seconded the prayer, although privately I felt nothing but contempt toward the hypocrite who had triggered the poor woman’s attack.

Most of the other guests had taken their seats by the time we
entered the dining room, and I was shown to my place by one of the footmen. The long refectory table was easily large enough to accommodate the thirty or so diners and was laid with ornate china, wine glasses and heavily carved silver. Floral arrangements and dozens of flickering candles completed the elaborate setting. The soup course had already been served, and I sensed the butler’s growing distress as he watched it grow cold.

Those of us seated at the table were hardly less edgy than the servants. A sober-looking Lucius Arlen sat to my right. Next to him, my mother was talking to Judge Barlow. Catty-corner across the table, Margaret Barlow and her mother chatted with Reverend Prescott, who sat between them. There were two unoccupied seats at the table, presumably for my brother Charles and Pierce Godfrey, as well as our hosts’ places at either end of the table.

I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who felt like an unwilling witness to what surely should have been a family matter. I couldn’t understand why we hadn’t simply been sent home. Sitting here with our hostess lying ill only a few rooms away seemed tasteless in the extreme.

The footmen had begun pouring wine when conversation abruptly ceased, and I glanced up to see an unhappy Leonard Godfrey lead his wife into the dining room. Mrs. Godfrey looked drawn and pale, but overall she seemed much improved. She smiled gamely as her husband escorted her to the head of the table. But when he continued to hover behind her chair, she waved an impatient hand, indicating that he should take his own place.

“I want to apologize,” she said in a surprisingly steady voice. “Not only for that appalling man who forced his way into our home, but for my brief indisposition. As you can see, I am quite recovered.” As if to demonstrate this, she picked up her spoon and began eating her soup.


I watched my fellow diners react to her words with a mixture of relief and lingering concern. I doubt anyone was foolish enough to believe her attack hadn’t been a good deal more serious than she claimed. Yet we could do little else but follow her example and try to behave as if nothing distressful had occurred.

I had just taken a sip of wine when Charles and Pierce Godfrey slipped into their seats, the latter opposite me.

“How is she?” I asked him as quietly as I could over the hum of dinner conversation.

“Probably not as well as she’d have us believe. My brother urged her to rest in bed until she could be seen by her own doctor.” His expression grew grim. “But Caroline is a stubborn woman. She rarely allows anyone to tell her what to do.”

His tone made me wonder if this statement had something to do with the tension I’d sensed between Pierce and his sister-in-law in the alcove.

“Mr. Godfrey’s advice is sound,” I said, “but I can sympathize with his wife. She’s worked so hard for the new hospital, I’m sure she feels a responsibility to see the evening through.”

“It’s a poor reason to risk another, perhaps more serious, attack.” He glanced at Caroline, his handsome face set in lines I couldn’t read. Was it anger, frustration, incredulity? Or again part of that strange drama I’d witnessed before dinner? When he turned back to me, his face had softened into a smile. “I’m certain everything will be fine. Caroline has a way of coming out on top. Or perhaps she’s just blessed with incredibly good luck.”

Having no idea how to respond to this curious statement, I bent my head to my dinner. I’m sure the food was superb, but I tasted little of it.

“—I would be pleased if you would accept.”

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” I looked up to find Pierce
Godfrey regarding me with an odd expression. Perhaps it was the way the candlelight cast his face into sharp contrasts of light and shadow, but I had the bizarre impression of a buccaneer standing at the helm of his frigate.

“I asked if you would do me the honor of dining with me tomorrow evening,” he repeated.

I didn’t immediately reply to this unexpected invitation. Over the past few months I’d had to deal with far too many assertive men at the law firm to add yet another example of the species to my social life.

“I fear I’m busy tomorrow night,” I said, buttering a roll. “But thank you for asking.”

“That’s unfortunate.” Pierce’s dark blue eyes studied my face, leaving me with the irrational feeling that he easily read my lie. “Perhaps some other night, then?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll be busy all week.”

“Ah, I’d forgotten. Your work must be demanding. Perhaps you’re involved in another intriguing case?”

Inadvertently, he’d touched on a sensitive nerve and I stiffened. What I wouldn’t have given to be involved in any case right now, much less an intriguing one. Unfortunately, Joseph Shepard, the senior partner at the firm, considered women attorneys incapable of performing any task more mentally stimulating than washing the dishes.

“I find all legal work interesting, Mr. Godfrey.” That part, at least, was true. This was hardly the time in which—and Pierce Godfrey was certainly not the person in whom—to confide the anger and frustration I felt toward my employer and his male cronies. “It takes up a great deal of my—”

I broke off as a chair suddenly crashed to the floor. All eyes flew to Mrs. Godfrey, who half-stood at the end of the table. Her face
was flushed, and her fingers were pressed to her temples as if she was in terrible pain.

“My head!” she cried hoarsely.

Her husband and Charles rushed to her side, easing her back into the chair, which someone had righted. Leonard pulled the apothecary box from his pocket and spilled out pills. The poor woman was trembling so violently, it was several moments before he could place one beneath her tongue. Obviously in mortal distress, she clutched helplessly at her bodice as she struggled for air.

“Do something!” Leonard shouted at Charles.

My brother was already doing everything he could, aided by Reverend Prescott, who had rushed forward to help. In an effort to ease her breathing, they’d begun to loosen the tiny pearl buttons at the back of her gown. Before they’d managed more than one or two, she bent double and began to vomit. Someone grabbed a serviette to dab at her face, but the gesture only spread the mess down her gown.

“Caroline,” Leonard cried helplessly. “For God’s sake, help her!”

Caroline’s lips were moving, but no sound issued from her throat. The flush drained from her face as her body was struck by another spasm, and her skin once again turned a ghastly blue. Then, as she drew in a rattling breath, her irises rolled up into her head until they showed only white, and she sank limply onto the floor.

Charles knelt and cradled her head, at the same time attempting to place another pill beneath her tongue. It was no use; Caroline Godfrey was beyond help. Nicholas Prescott dropped down beside Charles, bowing his head in silent prayer.

Someone cried out behind me, and several women began to weep hysterically. Leonard stared at his wife, his face white with shock and disbelief. Charles raised the woman’s limp arm and felt
her wrist for what seemed like an eon. Then, with a sigh, he gently closed her eyes.

“Is she—?” Leonard stammered. “That is, she can’t be—”

Charles gave the distraught husband a regretful nod. “I’m truly sorry, Mr. Godfrey, but I’m afraid your wife is dead.”




CHAPTER TWO

I did not sleep well that night and arrived at the law firm later than usual the next morning. Going directly to my office—if one could dignify a space hardly larger than a broom closet with this appellation—I removed my hat and coat and gathered up the stack of research papers I’d completed the previous Friday. With any luck, perhaps I’d be able to deliver the files before I was seen by one of the partners and banished to the firm’s library or, infinitely worse, forced to face the odious machine that had, over the past few weeks, become my nemesis.

It was called the Caligraph, or typebar typewriter, an insidious device clearly invented by a fiend. The contraption had just come onto the market the previous year, the second machine of its kind to be let loose upon an unsuspecting public. For reasons that defy comprehension, Joseph Shepard had purchased one.

For the past three months it had sat upon my desk, an ungainly tribute to man’s inhumanity to man. I had poked, prodded, coaxed and even shed tears in a mostly futile attempt to get the accursed
thing to do my bidding. As far as I could see, the Caligraph had not been designed to accommodate any fingers designed by God. Mine certainly refused to cooperate. Every time I placed them on the keyboard they seemed to balloon to twice their normal size, usually striking two keys instead of the one I’d intended.

Covering this instrument of torture, I embarked on my appointed rounds. Thankfully, I was able to complete them without incident. The last file was promised to Robert Campbell who, like myself, was an associate attorney at the firm. I found him surrounded by books and a blizzard of papers. How he could think, much less accomplish any real work, in such disarray never failed to amaze me.

“So, there you are,” he said, as usual not bothering with social niceties. “I expected this file an hour ago.”

This morning, Robert wore a dull brown morning coat with a starched white wing collar and tan flannel trousers. The customary pencil perched behind his ear, and his orange hair flew about his craggy face as if he’d been caught in a windstorm. At six feet, four inches tall, and with muscles no suit could contain, he resembled a grizzly bear who had somehow landed himself inside a fishbowl.

“Where have you been all morning?” he went on, his Scottish rs rolling along in good form.

I ignored his poor manners. Criticizing Robert’s rudeness would be like trying to stop a terrier from burying a bone.

“You have a nerve complaining. Especially as you weren’t the one forced to plow through dozens of legal tomes to unearth this information.”

“Ah, yes,” he said, his tone almost, but not quite, apologetic. “I, er—it was good of you.”

“Don’t mention it,” I retorted dryly. “I’ll try to get to that probate case you’re working on this afternoon.”

He looked sheepish, and I saw that my earlier barb had found its
mark. “No need to do that, Sarah. I’ll, ah, try to find time myself this afternoon.”

“That’s up to you. From what I’ve gleaned so far, the case seems pretty straightforward.”

As I turned to leave, he waved a newspaper at me. “Have you read this morning’s Examiner?”

“No. Why?”

“You’re in it. Or, rather, your family is. Your brother Charles is quoted on the front page.”

I remembered the newspaper reporter who’d cornered Charles for a statement as we’d left the Godfrey house. My brother Samuel—who, unknown to our family, has published a number of newspaper articles under the nom de plume Ian Fearless—is fond of saying reporters will go to any lengths for a story. Including, it seems, standing for hours in the fog on the off chance of obtaining an interview.

I removed a stack of books from the room’s only other chair, sat down and started to read. The headline announced the untimely death of one of San Francisco’s foremost society matrons, then went on to list her charitable works, including her recent establishment of the Women and Children’s Hospital. The last paragraph named some of her dinner guests, including Judge Horace Woolson and his family, then concluded with an interview with Mrs. Godfrey’s attending physician, namely my brother Charles.

“It says she died of a heart attack,” commented Robert.

I looked up from the paper. “Yes, she suffered from angina. Charles suggested the Godfreys’ regular physician order an autopsy, though.”

“Whatever for?”

“He seems to feel that Mrs. Godfrey’s symptoms weren’t entirely compatible with coronary artery disease. He thought an autopsy would lay to rest any lingering doubts about the cause of death.”


Robert snorted. “Unbelievable. Absolutely unbelievable. It must run in the family.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re not the only Woolson cursed with an overactive imagination. First you, then your brother Samuel, and now Charles. You just said the woman suffered from angina. Why look for mystery where none exists?”

“Unless you’ve suddenly become an expert on heart disease,” I said acerbically, “I suggest you keep your opinions to yourself.”

With that I stood and left his cubicle. As I crossed the clerks’ antechamber, a nervous-looking woman with three small children in tow entered the office. She wore a worn but neatly pressed day dress and a straw hat decorated with faded ribbons. Her hair was light brown, and several errant strands flew about her wan face. The two youngest children clung to her skirts, while the oldest child, a girl of about six, held tightly to her mother’s hand. From the bulge beneath the woman’s dress, it appeared another child was on the way.

Hubert Perkins, the head clerk, gave the woman and her brood a disapproving look. “Do you have an appointment, madam?” he asked, not bothering to stand.

“I would—” the woman’s eyes darted around the room. “That is, I’d like to speak to—”

She faltered, the clerk’s surliness adding to her discomfort. I empathized with the poor soul. Hubert Perkins had treated me much the same the first day I’d entered these rooms. I knew all too well what it felt like to be judged and summarily dismissed as being of no consequence.

I was about to walk over and rescue the poor woman when she looked up and saw me. Color flooded her pale face and her expression turned guardedly hopeful.


“Are you Miss Woolson?” she asked.

I was taken aback. To the best of my knowledge, I’d never met the woman. “I’m Sarah Woolson,” I said with a smile. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“Rebecca Carpenter’s my friend,” she said. “You helped her get some money—when she was hit by a carriage?”

Ah, yes, Mrs. Carpenter. It was the first brief I’d drawn up for my new employer. “I remember the case very well, Mrs … . ?”

“Mankin, miss, Lily Mankin.” She twisted the strap on her reticule. “My husband, Jack, was killed two weeks ago—in a fire at the contract shop where he worked.” She hesitated, and tears filled her eyes. “Three people got out. My Jack and four other poor souls didn’t. Only one door was open. The back door—” She swallowed with difficulty. “The back door was nailed shut.”

“Nailed shut!” I exclaimed. Most sweatshops were little more than tinderboxes; they were always going up in flames, sometimes taking out whole blocks of similar buildings with them. When faced with such a common danger, why would anyone block off one of only two means of escape?

Deciding the clerks’ chamber was not the place to discuss the matter, I suggested we go to my office. The woman gathered her children and followed me along the corridor to my office. There, I settled the widow in a chair and indicated another chair for the children. The two eldest, the six-year-old girl and her younger brother, obediently shared the seat, while I took the last chair behind my desk.

“Please,” I asked. “Tell me what happened.”

“Thieves broke the back door during a robbery,” she told me, settling the youngest child on her lap. “Instead of fixin’ the door, they nailed it shut.”

Incensed at such callous disregard for the safety of one’s
employees, I realized this sort of thing happened far too often in a world where the poor and disadvantaged were considered dispensable. When one sweatshop worker died, dozens more were waiting to take his place.

“What is it you’d like me to do for you, Mrs. Mankin?”

“I was hopin’ you could help me, like you did Mrs. Carpenter. I take in laundry and mendin’, but it’s not enough to pay my bills.” She rubbed a hand over her extended belly. “Soon I won’t even be able to do that.”

“Have you spoken to your husband’s employer?”

Two spots of color appeared on either cheek. “Jack never knew who owned the shop. Paddy McGuire ran things. In fact, I think he was the one who nailed the door shut. Another man came in every couple of weeks to check up on things. Jack never knew his name, neither, but thought maybe he was the owner.”

“Have you spoken to Mr. McGuire?”

“Just once. Claims he don’t know who owns the shop. He says the fire did him out of a job, too.”

“Did your husband ever describe this man he thought might be the owner?”

She considered a moment. “He said he was big and always smokin’ a cigar. Oh, and he wore a bowler hat too small for his head. Jack used to laugh at that.” This simple memory brought fresh tears to her eyes.

Not much to go on, I thought. The description fit half of San Francisco’s male population. If the story about the back door being nailed shut was true, we might have grounds to sue the sweatshop for criminal negligence. First I’d have to search for legal precedents, then we’d have to locate the owner of the shop, which might not prove easy. The men who held title to these places were reluctant to have their names known.

“When is your baby due, Mrs. Mankin?”


“In three months.”

“How much money do you have left to support your family?”

“I can pay my rent for another week—and buy bread and milk. After that, we’ll be out on the street.”

“I trust it won’t come to that,” I said, giving her what I hoped was a supportive smile. “I can’t promise anything, but I give you my word I’ll do everything possible to ensure that you and your children are taken care of.”

The smile she gave me in return warmed my heart and at the same time chilled the part of my brain that recognized the difficulties I’d be facing. She was frightened enough without my explaining how hard assigning liability in this sort of case would be.

Mrs. Mankin supplied her address, along with a description of Paddy McGuire, after which I saw her to the front door. I had just started back to my office when I was intercepted by an irate Joseph Shepard, a pile of file folders tucked under his arm.

“Who was that woman?” he demanded suspiciously. “Did she ask to see an attorney?”

I saw by Hubert Perkins’s smug expression that he’d wasted no time reporting my interview with Mrs. Mankin.

“I’m an attorney, Mr. Shepard,” I reminded him evenly. “As a matter of fact, she asked to speak to me.”

“Don’t talk rubbish. What possible business could she have with you?”

Oh well, I thought, I might as well be in for a dollar as for a penny. I described Mrs. Mankin’s problem, then, hoping to touch some nerve of kindness buried beneath my employer’s layers of greed, explained about the new baby expected in the spring.

I could have saved my breath. He instantly fastened on the legal ramifications of the case, ignoring any humanitarian issues that might be involved.


“You realize, of course, such a case is impossible to win.” He glared at me over his pince-nez. “I trust you didn’t promise this woman our representation?”

“Of course not. I would never commit the firm to a case without speaking to you first. I pledged only my own efforts on her behalf.”

“You did what?”

I should have seen it coming, but I was taken off guard when he started that awful sound at the back of his nose, the one he invariably makes when someone has the audacity to thwart him.

I had long since grown weary of these tantrums. “So, you see, Mr. Shepard, you need not trouble yourself,” I continued, doing my best to ignore this outbreak. “Mrs. Mankin will be my responsibility.”

“She will be no such thing! Under no circumstances are you to take that woman’s case. Do you understand me?”

I was dismayed to feel my own temper rising; above all, I was determined to maintain my composure. “As you are fond of pointing out, Mr. Shepard, I am a mere woman. Nevertheless, you have made yourself perfectly clear.” I didn’t think it expedient to add that, despite its clarity, I had no intention of obeying his edict.

He wasn’t quite sure how to take this. “Well, ah, that’s good.” He seemed to remember something. “I just passed the tea closet and noticed a number of dishes waiting to be washed. What if a client required coffee or tea? This sort of laxity is unacceptable.”

Fixing him with a sharp look, I turned and started toward the room set aside for refreshments—strictly reserved for clients, of course.

“Miss Woolson,” he called out behind me. “I am not finished with you.” With a sigh, I turned around to be handed the folders he’d been carrying beneath his arm. “Add these cases to your other files. Pages bearing my initials are to be typed.” His eyes narrowed.
“Which reminds me, the work you’ve turned in so far is appalling. I’m surprised you’re experiencing so much difficulty with the Caligraph. My clerks could master the device in no time at all.”

I held out the folders he’d just given me. “If they’re so proficient, then perhaps they should type these.”

All six clerks looked up from their work, fixing me with baleful eyes. They needn’t have worried. Joseph Shepard had no intention of letting me off so easily.

“Since you insist on pursuing a—livelihood at my firm, Miss Woolson,” he said through clenched teeth, “it behooves me to find something for you to do. My clerks are occupied with important business (at this, the above-mentioned clerks instantly bent back to their work). You, on the other hand, appear incapable of performing the most rudimentary tasks, much less those of a legal nature. As I informed you on the day you deceived your way into this office: a woman’s place is in the home. It is God’s plan, and no good can come from flaunting His will.”

A dozen angry replies leapt to mind, any one of them more than sufficient to ensure my instant dismissal. That’s just what he wants, I thought. Tact, Sarah, you must use tact. Do not allow him to win in this manner!

Sure enough, the infuriating little man looked visibly disappointed when I refused to rise to his bait.

“I promise,” I replied meekly, “to marshal my feminine frailties and do my best with these files.”

His small eyes squinted until they resembled two shiny marbles; no doubt he feared I was mocking him. But reaching a conclusion on this point seemed beyond his limited ability.

“See that you do,” he snapped, retaining a glint of suspicion. “When you’ve finished typing, you may research the remainder of the files. Since I require everything to be on my desk first thing
tomorrow morning, I expect you to stay here until the work is completed.”

His polished patent-leather shoes squeaked as he pivoted and strode toward his office.

 


 


The dreaded typewriting took even longer than I feared. Through trial and error, I’d become slightly more proficient at erasing my errors, although some pages came out looking as if they’d been rubbed in the dirt.

I never thought to say it, but when I at last covered the Caligraph machine for the day, it was a relief to move to the law library, even if the room was so dusty it made me sneeze. I was determined to get through Shepard’s work quickly, so that I’d have time to look into Mrs. Mankin’s situation. Unfortunately, when I finally got to the widow’s case, the information I found was not encouraging.

For one thing, negligence in the law of torts—a civil, noncriminal wrong from which one might sue for damages—had only recently come into being and was rarely used. Even when it was employed it usually failed, since the courts almost always favored business, not the employee. To complicate matters, a doctrine called the “fellow servant” rule stated that one employee could not sue his employer for injuries caused by the negligence of another employee. In Mrs. Mankin’s case, that meant before we could sue, we would first have to establish who actually nailed the sweatshop door shut and if it had been done on the owner’s order.

It was after six when Robert poked his head in the door.

“Don’t tell me you’ve been in here all day,” he said, eyeing the stacks of books and notes piled in front of me.

“Just the last three hours. I haven’t gotten to your probate case yet, if that’s what you’re after.”


He came in and pulled out the chair opposite me. “I told you I’d take care of it myself.” He looked around the gloomy room. “You should light the lamps. It’s too dark in here to read.”

I was surprised to see he was right. I’d been so intent on my tort work, I hadn’t noticed the fading light.

Without waiting for me to agree, he stood, struck a match and lit several gas lamps. Holding one over his head, he perused a bookcase dedicated to probate.

“I’ve got the ones you’re looking for right here.” I pushed a stack of books across the table. “I thought I might get to them this afternoon, but I got sidetracked.”

He glanced at my open tort book. “You aren’t planning to take that widow’s case, are you? She has my sympathy, but you have about as much chance of getting money from that sweatshop as you do of convincing old man Shepard to let you plead a case before the Supreme Court.”

I started to ask how he knew the purpose of Mrs. Mankin’s visit, then remembered the head clerk. “I see Hubert Perkins has been busy gossiping again.”

“Perkins’s daily news, more reliable than any newspaper in town.” He frowned. “I suppose you’re going to ignore Shepard and help the widow anyway. And probably lose your job in the process.”

“How much of a loss would that really be, Robert? Any fool can see I’ll never be assigned any worthwhile cases.”

“Hmm. I think you’re taking this too personally.”

“Oh, really. When I joined this firm I knew it wouldn’t be easy. I had no illusions that I’d immediately walk into a courtroom and argue a case. I expected to do my share of research and writing briefs. On the other hand, I hardly expected to be placed in charge of the typewriting machine from hell or to spend my days washing
dishes and digging through law books for the benefit of the entire office, including those who are junior to me. Martin Long has been employed here for one month, yet he hasn’t cleaned a single teacup. And he certainly hasn’t had to do battle with the cursed Caligraph.”

“He’s also Judge Long’s son,” Robert pointed out.

“And I’m Judge Woolson’s daughter. If you tell me that’s different, I’ll never speak to you again.”

Robert sighed and opened the first probate book. “Far be it for me to say anything to you, Sarah. It may not be fair, but it is reality. Most people would agree that women have no business practicing law.”

“And you, Robert?” I asked, looking him directly in the eye.

“What do you say?”

He met my gaze, then looked down at his book.

“I say it’s getting late. If we don’t want to be here all night, we’d better get on with our work.”

 


 


The next two weeks brought more of the same—as far as Shepard’s firm was concerned. I was relieved when weekends arrived, not because they promised two days of leisure, but because they provided me with the only free time I had to pursue Mrs. Mankin’s case. Of course I had initiated steps to relieve her financial situation. Thanks to Mama’s resources, we’d been able to supply food, clothing and even a midwife to monitor the widow’s pregnancy. We had also sent a good deal of light laundry and mending Lily Mankin’s way, which would help to pay her rent.

The one thing I had not been able to provide was the most important: I couldn’t assure the widow there was any hope of suing the sweatshop.


Naturally, I’d endeavored to learn the name of the individual who owned the contract shop, or sweatshop, as they were coming to be called. Combing through records at the Registry of Deeds, I’d finally found the building registered to McKenzie Properties, listing an address on Sansone Street.

When I visited the business, though, I was disappointed to find a disreputable secondhand store on the ground floor, with two unoccupied rooms upstairs. The proprietor of the shop was not helpful. He claimed that on the first of every month he placed his rent money in an envelope and left it on a table in one of the upstairs rooms. Any mail addressed to McKenzie Properties was similarly handled. He never saw anyone collect either the rent money or the mail, but the table was always empty when he opened his store in the morning.

When I shared my findings with my newspaperman brother Samuel, he told me hiding behind sham companies was standard practice for owners who wished to remain anonymous. Legally, McKenzie Properties held title to the sweatshop, as well as to the building on Sansone Street, but the company might as well be ghosts for all the trail they left.

My only real hope of finding the owner of either building, it seemed, was to locate Paddy McGuire, the employee suspected of nailing the sweatshop door shut. If boarding it up had been Paddy’s idea, then all was lost. On the other hand, if he’d been following the owner’s orders, I would at last be able to file suit.

I’d enlisted Samuel’s help to find McGuire, as well as his friend George Lewis, who had recently been promoted to sergeant on the San Francisco police force. So far we’d come up with nothing—a frustrating state of affairs, to say the least.

That weekend, I decided on a more direct approach: I would visit the site of the fire myself. Hopefully, someone in the neighborhood
would be able to lead me to Mr. McGuire or perhaps to one of the other two survivors who made it out of the sweatshop. There was, of course, no guarantee I would succeed in my quest. On the other hand, I was weary of depending on others to do what I could do just as well, if not better, for myself.

 


 


I arrived home that evening to find everyone out. Pleased to have some time to myself before dinner, I’d just started up the stairs to my room when I heard loud shrieks issuing from the floor above. Taking the stairs two at a time, I reached the nursery to find Charles and Celia’s children, six-year-old Tom and three-year-old Amanda, tied together on the floor by a length of rope. My brother Frederick’s son, Freddie, a badly behaved boy of eight, was arrayed in feathers and armed with a small hatchet as he pranced around his cousins in some kind of Indian war dance. In one hand he held Mandy’s porcelain bride doll, veil missing, only a few sparse hairs left on her bald pate. In the other hand, he clasped the hatchet and a cascade of curly blond doll hair, which he proudly waved about with every whoop.

“Good heavens, Freddie!” I shouted, collaring the little hellion. “Put down that hatchet this instant.”

“We were playing the Battle of Little Bighorn,” Freddie protested. “Tom is General Custer. I’m Chief Sitting Bull.”

At that moment, Nanny Douglas arrived at the nursery door, carrying milk and cookies for the children. Hearing the wails of her charges—by now Freddie’s offended cries were drowning out little Mandy—she nearly dropped her tray.

“Blessed Mary and Joseph!” She looked wide-eyed from me to Freddie’s small captives. “I was only gone to the kitchen for a few moments. Master Freddie said he was hungry.”


“I’m sure he did,” I said, eyeing Frederick Jr.’s ample girth. “He also wanted you out of the room so he could scalp his cousins. Here,” I said, handing her the hatchet. “Get rid of this, then please give the children their snacks. And I wouldn’t leave the room again, if I were you. No matter what Freddie claims to want.”

Mercifully, peace prevailed in the nursery until Freddie’s mother arrived to claim her only offspring. So far, Frederick is the only one of my parents’ children to leave home. He and his wife Henrietta moved out two years earlier, when city government set about destroying Rincon Hill by bisecting it at Second Street. Unable to get Papa to budge from his home of twenty-five years, Frederick erected his own house on the fringe of the Nob Hill swells.

Charles is a different story. Since my physician brother cannot turn anyone away from his surgery, he, Celia and their two children continue to live at home due to financial necessity. And Samuel? Suffice it to say that my youngest brother prizes his personal comforts far too much to go to the bother of moving into new quarters. A decision that suits me admirably. From childhood, Samuel has been my best friend and co-conspirator in mischief and mayhem. If I must remain at home—the edict of an outdated and biased society—at least I had one ally close at hand. Actually, this arrangement was not unusual; many families boasted three and even four generations residing beneath the same roof.

Mama and Celia came in shortly after Henrietta and Freddie’s departure. As it happened, they had attended a board meeting to discuss who should take over leadership of the new Women and Children’s Hospital now that Caroline Godfrey was gone. I was interested to hear they’d chosen Margaret Barlow for the job.

“She lacks Caroline’s imagination and drive,” my mother said as we went upstairs to dress for dinner. “But Caroline had completed
the initial planning. What’s needed now is organization and commitment, two of Margaret’s finest qualities. I think she will do very well.”

“I’m relieved to hear you say so,” I said, reaching the door to my room. “I was afraid Mrs. Godfrey’s death might delay the new hospital. Heaven knows the city needs it.”

“That awful man who upset Mrs. Godfrey the night she died was loitering outside the Barlows’ house,” Celia said with a little shudder. “He kept waving his Bible and threatening dire consequences to fallen women who did not repent of their sins.”

Mama clucked with disapproval. “This so-called Reverend Halsey has been turning up all over town, trying to marshal support for his outlandish cause.”

“Mrs. French told me he accosted Mayor Kalloch outside the Metropolitan Temple last Sunday and harangued him about the Chinese issue,” Celia put in. “Reverend Halsey seems to consider the Chinese an even greater threat to Christianity than women.”

The note of asperity in my normally gentle sister-in-law’s voice surprised me. Call it fancy, but I was visited by an awful premonition. If the odious Reverend Halsey was able to provoke even docile Celia, how might a more volatile person react to his ravings?

 


 


Before I could set out on my adventure the following afternoon, Charles returned from his Saturday morning surgery. Motioning me into the library, he told me he had just learned the results of Mrs. Godfrey’s autopsy.

“Death was caused by an overdose of nitroglycerin,” he said, looking vaguely disturbed.

“Nitroglycerin! Isn’t that an explosive?”

“When used with ethylene glycol nitrate it makes dynamite.
Medical nitroglycerin, on the other hand, is used to dilate coronary vessels and reduce blood pressure. It’s an effective drug for the treatment of angina.”

“That was what was in those little pills you and Mr. Godfrey put under Caroline’s tongue?”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t understand. How could she die from a drug that was supposed to help her?”

“Too much of a good thing can be dangerous, Sarah. And there was a great deal of nitroglycerine in Mrs. Godfrey’s system.” He shook his head. “It just doesn’t add up, and I mean that literally. Godfrey said his wife hadn’t had a spell in weeks, which means there was no nitroglycerin in her system that evening. I administered four pills before we went in to dinner, a normal dose for a patient suffering an angina attack. During her second spell, she ingested only one pill. I’ve never heard of five nitroglycerine tablets being anywhere near enough to cause an overdose.”

“Then how do you explain the autopsy finding?”

“That’s just it, I can’t explain it. There’s a theory that if alcohol is consumed with nitroglycerine, it can result in a severe drop in blood pressure. But I don’t remember Mrs. Godfrey drinking more than a glass or two of wine. Do you?”

I thought back, trying to recall the details of that fatal dinner. “I don’t think she had time to drink much. As I recall, they’d just started serving the third course when she stood up, complaining of a headache.”

“That’s a common side effect of too much nitroglycerine. In fact, she exhibited several symptoms of overdose—headache, vomiting, respiratory paralysis, cyanosis—”

“Cyanosis? You mean when her skin turned blue?”

He nodded.


“So that’s why you were so keen on ordering an autopsy.”

“Her symptoms point more to an overdose than an angina attack. Yet I don’t see how that’s possible given the small dosage she received. The Godfreys’ doctor agreed that an autopsy was in order.”

“Is the coroner troubled by the postmortem results?”

“Apparently not. He’s ruled it death by natural causes.” He sighed. “So, I suppose that’s that.”

“Yes, I suppose it is.” Charles was a cautious man, a vigilant doctor. He would never suggest foul play without serious provocation. Yet if the coroner was satisfied with the postmortem results, what recourse did he have?

“I’ve done everything I can,” Charles said, as if reading my thoughts. “No sense dwelling on it now.” He turned to open the library door. “It was a terrible way to go, though.”
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