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1

Don’t steal; thou’lt never thus compete Successfully in business. Cheat.

—Ambrose Bierce

SISTER MARY AUGUSTINE’S LITTLE silver derringer was cutting into her thigh.

And it was hot, hot, hot in the airless stagecoach, which needed new springs. The cowboy sprawled unconscious on the opposite seat smelled like an old drunk rolled up in an alley. How could the blind man sitting next to him stand the stench? They said blindness sharpened the other four senses; if that was true, the poor man must be half dead from the fumes.

A cold beer and a pillow for her behind, that’s what Sister Augustine needed. Stirring furtively on the leather seat, she tried to shift the derringer without fidgeting; it must’ve slid to the back of her garter, because it felt like she was sitting on it. “Be careful with that thing,” Henry had warned her; “don’t shoot off anything important.” If she could just get her hand under her thigh for two unobserved seconds, she could move the damn gun. The blind man sure wouldn’t see her, and neither would the smelly cowboy. She slanted a glance at the fourth passenger, seated next to her. He’d been dozing a few minutes ago.

But now he was lying in wait to catch her eye. “Sister,” he greeted her, with a big, friendly smile. “Mighty hot for early June, wouldn’t you say?”

After three weeks on the road, Sister Augustine recognized his type, because there was one on every stage, train, or ferry boat she’d taken since leaving Santa Rosa: he was the one who wanted to talk. A whole hour of silence had gone by since the stage had left Monterey, so this one must’ve decided he’d waited long enough.

“Indeed I would, sir,” she answered smartly. “But remember the psalm: ‘With the Lord as thy keeper, the sun shall not smite thee by day, nor the moon by night.’” Sometimes, she’d found, you could head a talker off at the pass by going straight at him with the Bible.

“So true. And don’t forget Matthew: ‘He maketh the sun rise on the evil and the good, and sendeth rain on the just and the unjust.’”

She nodded in devout agreement, stumped.

“George Sweeney’s my name,” he said, sticking out his hand.

She gave it her nun’s shake, limp but fervent, and murmured, “Sister Mary Augustine,” while inside she rejoiced. Sweeney—Irish—Catholic!

“A real pleasure, Sister. What’s your order?” He eyed her plain black habit curiously.

“The Blessed Sisters of Hope. We’re a small community; our mother house is in Humboldt County.”

“You’re a long way from home, then.” He leaned toward her and jerked his head sideways at the snoring cowboy. “Is it safe for you to be traveling all by yourself?”

“I don’t, normally,” she confided. “But my companion, Sister Sebastian, fell ill in Santa Barbara and wasn’t able to go on. After we determined that she would recover without assistance, we decided that I should continue our work alone. We believe it’s God’s will, and we have absolute faith that He’ll protect me.”

He sat back admiringly. “Well, I don’t doubt it for a second.” He’d taken off his derby hat in her honor, a generous gesture since it had been hiding his bald spot. He was short and plump, and his little feet in their shiny patent-leather shoes barely touched the floor. She’d pegged him earlier as a traveling salesman because of all the luggage he was carrying, stacked over their heads on top of the Wells Fargo stagecoach. Now, studying him more closely, she decided he looked too flush for a drummer, and too clean. All the better. And praise the Lord, his name was Sweeney, which automatically doubled her estimate of his donation potential.

“What is your work, Sister, if you don’t mind my asking?”

Easier and easier. She clasped her hands to her breast with subdued fervor. “I’m on a fund-raising mission for our order, sir. We desperately need money for one of our hospitals in Africa, because it’s in danger of having to close—which would be a catastrophe. We’ve been collecting donations from the dioceses throughout the state for several weeks now. I’ll be going home after one last effort in San Francisco. After that, I hope to be sent to Africa myself, where my true skills can be put to better use.”

“Your true skills?”

“As a hospice nurse. But, of course, our sacred mandate is to accept God’s will without question, and for now it seems His will is for me to toil for the little children in this humble way.”

“It’s a children’s hospital?”

“Orphaned children. With incurable diseases.”

Mr. Sweeney’s pudgy cheeks pinkened with emotion; she thought there might even be a gleam of moisture in his pale blue eyes. She glanced away, but in her peripheral vision she saw him fumbling for his purse. “I only wish this was more,” he whispered discreetly, pressing a bill into her hand.

“Bless you. Oh, bless you, Mr. Sweeney!” she whispered back. A tenner, she noted with satisfaction; exactly what she’d bet herself he would give. God, she was getting good at this. She slid the greenback into her black leather pocketbook to join the other bills and gold pieces she’d collected in the past three weeks: a little over four thousand dollars. Henry wouldn’t tell her exactly how much they needed, but she was pretty sure it was more than that. Still, four thousand dollars was a hell of a start.

She glanced hopefully across the aisle at the blind man, wishing he’d feel a similar charitable tug on his own purse strings. She guessed he was awake, but it was hard to tell; his round, cobalt-blue spectacles were opaque and his eyes behind them were invisible. She’d been staring at him off and on for the past hour, feeling guilty about it but unable to stop, because his tragic good looks fascinated her. Had he always been blind, she wondered, or only since some terrible accident? How did he make his living? His black broadcloth suit was very fine, his gray silk necktie sedate and expensive. That was all to the good, but a man’s shoes were the surest clue to the health of his finances, and in this case they gave Sister Augustine cause for concern. Run down at the heels and cracked across the insteps, they were the shoes of someone who was either rather poor or rather careless about his appearance, and neither trait seemed to characterize the handsome blind man. Or—distressing thought—they could be the shoes of a man who couldn’t see his shoes. The idea made her sit back, ashamed of her rude, sneaky staring. The poor man! So young, so vital and strong. So good-looking.

He had beautiful hands, too. She’d noticed them right away, clasped around the carved handle of the walking stick that jutted upright between his knees. Long, clean, sensitive fingers, artistically bony, and short white nails. No rings. A priest’s hands, or a sculptor’s. She heartily wished one of them would start reaching for his wallet.

Nuns didn’t initiate conversations with male strangers, so she was relieved when Mr. Sweeney, who had been darting secret looks at the blind man with almost as much vulgar curiosity as she had, said straight out, “How do you do, sir?” He took care to aim his voice precisely, so there wouldn’t be any doubt as to which man he was addressing—not that the reeking cowboy was in any condition to misunderstand.

“How do you do,” the blind man replied readily. He had an English accent—the last thing she’d have expected. “It’s Mr. Sweeney, isn’t it? I’m Edward Cordoba.” He held his hand out toward Sweeney, and they shook. “Sister,” he murmured, with a small, respectful bow in her direction.

“Mr. Cordoba,” she murmured back. He was Spanish?

You could count on Sweeney not to beat around the bush. “Do you come from Monterey, sir?” he asked directly.

“A little south of there. My father owns a ranchero in the valley.”

Sweeney made a knowing, impressed sound.

“One of the smaller ones,” Mr. Cordoba added with a deprecating half-smile. “Only a few hundred thousand acres.”

His voice was low-pitched and intimate, like a cello playing a slow waltz. It took her a few seconds to register the last sentence. When she did, she had to remind herself to close her mouth, which had fallen open.

“Cordoba,” Mr. Sweeney said slowly. “That’s a Spanish name, isn’t it? And yet I could swear your accent’s British.”

Mr. Cordoba smiled. He had extremely white teeth. “You’ve got a good ear, sir. My mother is English. I studied in that country for a number of years.”

“Aha—Oxford?”

“Cambridge.”

“Well, well! You’re a scholar, then?”

His smile withered. He turned his face toward the window. “I was once.”

She and Mr. Sweeney exchanged looks of chagrin. There was an awkward pause.

“What takes you to San Francisco, sir?” Sweeney asked, rallying. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“Not at all. I’ve enrolled in a school there to learn to read Braille.”

“Is that so? How does that work, now? I’ve heard of it, but never really understood how they do it.”

“It’s a system of raised dots, each representing a letter of the alphabet; one feels them with one’s fingertips.” He dropped his chin, as if he were contemplating his long, elegant hands. Sister Augustine contemplated them with him. They looked capable of reading raised dots to her.

“Then you haven’t been blind for long, I take it?”

She stared at Sweeney, confounded by the bluntness of his prying—although he hadn’t asked anything she wasn’t dying to know herself.

“Long?” Edward Cordoba repeated, very low. A minute passed; she thought that was all the answer he was going to give, and began trying to decipher it. But then he said, “No, I don’t suppose you’d call it long. To me, though, it seems … a lifetime.”

The painful pause lasted much longer this time. She wanted to comfort him somehow, but she couldn’t think how; touching him was out of the question and, under the circumstances, a sympathetic facial expression wouldn’t accomplish anything. So she only said quietly, “I’m so terribly sorry, Mr. Cordoba.”

He made a graceful gesture with his hands, at once dismissing her concern and thanking her for it. “And now, sir,” he said with strained heartiness, “it’s your turn—tell us your traveling story. Where are you from and what takes you to San Francisco?”

“Ah!” Clearly Mr. Sweeney had been hoping somebody would ask him that question. “Well, you might say I’m on a mission too, like Sister Mary Augustine, although mine’s a much more secular mission. I’m the assistant curator for Chinese antiquities at the Museum of East Asian Art in St. Louis. For the past six weeks, I’ve been touring your fine state with a small collection of objets d’art.” He turned to Sister, politely including her in his answer. “It’s a cultural swap, you might say, a reciprocal traveling art exchange between our museum and the Museum of Art in San Francisco.”

She murmured politely.

“Do you mean you’re traveling with the exhibit now?” Mr. Cordoba asked. “It’s actually on board the coach?”

“Yes, indeed. I’m on the last leg of the trip—I’m not sorry to say, delightful though it’s been—and starting the day after tomorrow, San Francisco will host the final display.”

“It must be a very small exhibit.”

“Select,” he corrected dryly. “And if I may say so, very, very special.”

“I imagine the pieces must be quite valuable,” Sister Augustine mused.

“Priceless. Beyond price.”

She touched a thoughtful finger to her chin. “What sort of pieces are they?” she asked, and Mr. Sweeney began to talk about Ming funerary sculpture and Tang jade, screen paintings and water colors and enameled ceramics. “How fascinating,” she exclaimed when he finally wound down. “Would you happen to have a catalog?”

“In my trunk, yes. I’ll dig one out for you when we stop for the night, shall I?”

“That’s very kind of you.” She happened to glance over at Mr. Cordoba just then. He had a thoughtful finger on his chin, too.

Talk grew more general. The unconscious cowboy snored himself awake and glared around at them blearily. A few minutes later the coach rocked to a stop, and they heard the driver jump down into the road.

“Sorry, folks,” he called up, “but there’s going to be a little delay.”

“What’s the trouble, Mr. Willis?” Sweeney asked, opening his door.

“Half a split pine tree up ahead, blocking the road. Looks like lightning hit it. Can’t go around, on account of a gully on one side and rocks on the other.” He pushed his hat back to scratch his head. “It ain’t a big pine, I think two-three of us could heft it outa the way pretty easy.”

“I’d be glad to assist,” the curator offered immediately. Sister Augustine eyed his pudgy frame with misgivings; something about him, maybe his short arms, reminded her of a frog.

Everybody looked at the cowboy. His hangover was palpable, drifting through the air of the hot, motionless coach like a low-lying fog. At the end of a long minute, Mr. Cordoba said gravely, “I’d be happy to lend any assistance I could, but I’m afraid I might be more of a hindrance than a help.” More silence. “Still, if you think—”

The cowboy cut him off with a word that started out as “Shhhhh,” and tapered off to bitter muttering. “Come on,” he snarled, and stepped gingerly out of the coach.

“Won’t be a minute,” chirped Mr. Sweeney, with more confidence than Sister Augustine thought the circumstances warranted, and jumped out after him.

Alone with Mr. Cordoba, she took the opportunity to unbutton the front of her heavy linen habit, inside of which she was sweating like a stevedore, and fan herself between her breasts. It was impossible not to stare at him while she did so, even though she could see nothing in his bright blue spectacles except her own black-robed, pale-faced reflection. She liked his scholar’s forehead and his long beak of a nose, his romantic mouth. She was dying to know what color his eyes were. Brown, probably, because his hair was nearly black. A Spanish father and an English mother, he’d said. And all those acres of ranchero down in Monterey. The very thought caused even more honest Christian charity to flower in Sister Augustine’s bosom.

“Warm day,” he mentioned.

“It certainly is,” she agreed, fanning away.

He turned his head, showing her his hawkish profile, and inhaled a deep breath. “Poppies?”

She looked out the window, following his blind gaze. “Yes, there’s a bank of them just beyond a grove of oak trees, about thirty feet away.”

His mouth curved in a wistful smile. She guessed that behind the glasses his eyes were closed, and that he was seeing the bright flowers in his memory. She tried to think of something consoling to say, but nothing came to mind. How awful to be blind. If she couldn’t see, and someone told her it was God’s will, she’d probably curse them.

“I’d like to make a donation to your orphans’ hospital, Sister. A sizable one.”

“God bless you, Mr. Cordoba,” she intoned sedately. With a silent whoop, she lifted her arms and shook both fists in the air like a victorious prizefighter.

He coughed behind his hand. “Do you have a card, a pledge form or something I could fill out?”

“I think I do. I believe I could find one.” She opened her pocketbook and thumbed through the pledge cards in her stack. She had about eighty left.

“Perhaps you could give one to me when we stop for the night.”

“Certainly.”

“I might have to ask you to assist me, Sister, in filling in the amount and so forth.”

Holy Mother of God. She squeezed her eyes shut tight and forced her voice down a whole octave from where it wanted to be. “It would be my pleasure, Mr. Cordoba.”

When the euphoria abated, she remembered that the gun was still chafing her thigh. She cocked her head out the window to make sure the coast was clear. Moving slowly to lessen the sound of rustling cloth, she hitched up her bulky skirts and pulled up the right leg of her drawers. The derringer had slid to the back of her garter; she shifted it to the side where it belonged, wishing she could peel off her thick, hot, ugly black stockings. There was a reddening, gun barrel-shaped indentation on the back of her thigh that hurt; she massaged it with both hands, smiling happily at Mr. Cordoba all the while.

Gravel crunched outside. She barely got her habit down and her face in order before Sweeney and the cowboy pulled open the doors on either side of the coach and climbed in. The driver cracked his whip, and they were off.

She liked the Saratoga Hotel. It was small, clean, and a cut above what she was used to lately. Everybody let her register first, out of respect for her station. She was glad, because all she could think about was getting naked, cool, and clean, in that order. Even so, she made herself hang back at the clerk’s desk after she signed in, pretending to admire a photograph of the proprietor’s children, while she waited to hear the clerk tell Mr. Sweeney his room number. Seventeen. About four doors down from hers, then. How convenient.

Her small second-floor room had all the basics, plus unstained wallpaper and a clean rug that reached to all four walls. She threw her suitcase on the wide bed, not bothering to unpack first. “God is great, God is good,” she muttered as she shucked off habit and veil, rosary and crucifix, shoes, stockings, chemise and drawers. At least nuns didn’t wear corsets, praise the Lord and pass the butter. She’d have a real bath later, in the communal bathroom at the end of the hall, but for now the pitcher and basin on the washstand would be heavenly.

She shook her hair down, letting it fall over her shoulders, because it didn’t matter if it got wet—she’d just stuff it all up again in the headpiece when she got dressed for dinner. She pressed the cool, dripping towel to her face and neck, letting water run over her shoulders and down her breasts in rivulets. “Yes, Lord. Glory be and hallelujah.” She caught her eye in the mirror over the washstand. “No offense,” she muttered superstitiously, then smiled. How could God take offense at that face? An angel, Henry called her. They’ll turn their pockets inside out for that face.

A dull scraping noise outside in the hall made her pause, thoughtfully rubbing the wet wash cloth under one arm. The sound was coming closer, starting and stopping, scraping and tapping. Outside the door now. While she was trying to remember if she’d locked it, the handle turned and the door swung wide open.

“Mr. Cordoba!” She yelped it, but somehow managed not to scream.

“Oh, I say—I do beg your pardon. Is that you, Sister?” Urbane, unperturbed, he stood in the doorway, gently sweeping a three-foot arc of air in front of him with his cane. “I could’ve sworn I counted the doors correctly. The clerk said the third on the right, I thought, but perhaps I missed one. I wonder—would you mind helping me?”

She felt like Eve immediately after the Fall, huddled in a frantic crouch, one forearm and one spread palm inadequately covering the vital places. “I, um, I’m not quite dressed.”

Finally he began to look embarrassed. Instead of leaving, though he turned around and closed the gaping door with his foot—his arms were burdened with two bulky suitcases as well as his cane. “I’m terribly sorry,” he said again with his wonderful English accent. “This must be frightfully awkward for you.”

She made an ambiguous whimpering noise.

“But of course, you must know—there’s no need for you to be embarrassed.” He said this with such wistfulness, such sad, terrible bravery, that Sister Augustine’s heart twisted.

And she saw his point. Feeling extremely foolish, she let her hands fall and stood up straight. “You’re quite right,” she agreed, trying to sound brisk. “I wasn’t thinking.” She stopped just short of apologizing for being insensitive.

He couldn’t see her, she knew that—but it was a disconcerting feeling all the same, standing buck naked in front of a strange man. For once she felt glad of his opaque glasses, because looking into his eyes right now, blind or not, would’ve unnerved her completely. She took a few mincing steps toward the bed. “Excuse me …”

“Oh. Beg pardon.” He backed out of the way, and she passed within a foot of him, as goose bumps erupted everywhere.

“Didn’t they call a porter for you?” she said over her shoulder, rooting around in her clothes for her dressing gown.

“I told them I could manage on my own. Sometimes …” He trailed off ruefully.

Where the hell was her damn robe? “Sometimes?” she prompted, giving up and emptying everything out on the bed.

“Sometimes I’m afraid I let my pride get in the way of my good judgment,” he confessed with quiet dignity.

She made a half turn toward him as she struggled into her pink chenille dressing gown. “Humility is a virtue,” she said primly. “Perhaps I shouldn’t say so, but I’ve always thought it one of the lesser ones.”

He had a very rakish smile for a scholar. “It’s kind of you to say so, Sister. Especially under the circumstances.”

She yanked the belt tight at her waist and faced him. “Here, let me take one of those.” He gave her his smaller bag, which he’d wedged under his right arm. “What room did the clerk say?”

“Fourteen.” They moved out into the hall. She started to take his elbow, but he said, “This way is a little easier for me,” shrugging off her hand and instead taking hold of her upper arm in a firm clasp.

“Oh, I see.” They negotiated the narrow hall without incident, he moving along smoothly half a step behind her. “Here we are. Fourteen’s two up from mine; you miscounted, that’s all.”

“I must apologize again.”

“Not at all. Have you got the key? Here, let me help—”

“You’re very kind, but I prefer to do it myself.”

The slight edge to his voice made her stand back and watch in helpless sympathy while he set his suitcase on the floor, hooked his cane over his left arm, fumbled the room key out of his pocket and into the lock, and finally got the door open.

His room was identical to hers, she saw at a glance. “I’m putting your bag on this chair, is that all right?” He nodded, but didn’t move from the doorway. She suspected he was waiting for her to leave, so he could grope his way around without a witness.

She went to him, took his hand, and squeezed it around her elbow again. “From here, the bed is straight ahead and one”—she gave his arm a gentle tug to get him going—”two, three, four—four and a half steps away. This is a little bedside table.” She pressed his palm down on the wooden top. “There’s an oil lamp right … here. Although”—she felt her face getting warm—”I guess you probably won’t be needing it. Then, if you turn around in a half-circle and walk along the side of the bed—one, two, three, four, five, stop—this is the bureau.”

They walked off the steps to the window, the wardrobe, and the wash stand, and then she suggested they go out into the hall and locate the bathroom.

“I’ll find that on my own, thanks.”

“I don’t mind, really, and while we’re—”

“Sister,” he said in his cello voice. “You’re very kind; you’re an angel of mercy. But I’m aware that you’re wearing a rather thin garment, a dressing gown of some sort, I suppose. If we were observed, it might be … a bit awkward for you.”

With an odd but distinct feeling of regret, she released Mr. Cordoba’s arm and stepped away. “Of course. Thank you, I didn’t think of that.” She wandered toward the door. “I’ll leave you, then, if you’re sure you’re all right?”

“Quite.”

“Good. Well, then.” She opened the door.

“Sister?”

“Yes?”

“I wonder—would it be against convent rules for you to join me for dinner this evening?”

She felt her smile blossoming into a big, wide grin. After a thoughtful pause, she said slowly, “Noo-o-o, I can’t think of any rule that would break. Actually, we’re quite a forward-thinking order, Mr. Cordoba.”

She’d forgotten that he had a devastating grin of his own. “I’m delighted to hear that about the Blessed Sisters of Misery.”

“Hope,” she corrected gently.

“Hope. Shall I knock on your door in about an hour, then?”

“I look forward to it.”

He made her a low, formal bow, which she found utterly charming, and she danced out of his room on silent bare feet.

“It happened exactly thirteen months ago. I was on a ship sailing from Liverpool to San Francisco. I’d finally finished my studies, and I was on my way home. My wedding was three weeks away.”

“Your wedding?” She laid her fork down and reached for her wineglass. Château Ducru-Beaucaillou, 1879, Mr. Cordoba had told her. The dining room at the Saratoga served only domestic Chablis; when he’d heard that, he’d gone back to his room and gotten a bottle of his own. He was a connoisseur.

“Isabella and I had been engaged for four years. She was waiting for me.”

“What happened?” she asked when he paused.

“A fire broke out below decks on the last night. Everyone panicked. I tried to help, first with putting out the fire, then leading frightened passengers out of their smoky cabins to safety. It went on for hours. I shouldn’t have done it—it was foolhardy, not brave—but I went back down for one last try, even though I knew I was exhausted. I remember hearing a terrible cracking sound over my head. And then …” He grimaced, and passed a hand across his brow. “A burning beam split, fell, and struck me on the back of the head.”

“Merciful heavens!”

“The ship landed safely, thank God. Eventually I recovered from the blow, but my sight was gone. Every doctor I’ve been to since the accident says my condition is permanent.” His hollow voice prompted her to throw caution away and take his hand, which was lying open on the tablecloth. He stroked his thumb across her knuckles and managed a wan smile. “Isabella was so brave, so plucky—she insisted we go ahead with the wedding. But of course I couldn’t allow that. Couldn’t let her tie herself to a hopeless cripple for the rest of her life.”

“Oh, but if you loved her—”

“All the more reason. And it was the right thing to do. A few weeks ago, I received word that—that she’d married another.”

She blinked rapidly. “Oh, Mr. Cordoba—”

“Edward.”

“Edward. I’m so terribly sorry.”

“Thank you.” They shared a soft, deeply sympathetic moment. Then, “But enough about me,” he said gruffly, releasing her hand. “Tell me about yourself, Sister. When did you first think you might have a religious vocation? Or—I beg your pardon, is that too personal a question?”

“No, of course not. I was twelve.”

“Ah, so young. Your family must have been very devout.”

“Not really. As a matter of fact, they were opposed to my taking the veil. But once I’d seen the miracle, there was nothing anyone could do to stop me.”

“The miracle?”

She regarded him speculatively. “Are you a Catholic, Mr. Cordoba?”

“Edward.”

“Edward.”

“I used to be,” he said, with suppressed bitterness. She started to say something sad and shocked, but he cut her off with Spanish imperiousness. “Tell me about the miracle, Sister.”

“All right.” She took a bracing sip of wine. “I grew up near Santa Barbara. Like you, we lived on a big ranchero, and there were few neighbors nearby. None, in fact. And so my best friend was Maria Elena, the little daughter of one of our ranch hands. We were closer than sisters, completely inseparable. That is, until she developed the stigmata.”

“The what?”

Her eyebrows went up. “I thought you were Catholic.”

“Oh, the stigmata—I didn’t hear you.”

“It happened the first time during Mass in our little private chapel on the ranch. Right after communion, Maria’s spotless white dress was suddenly covered with blood.”

“Good Lord. What was wrong with her?”

She frowned at him. “I’m telling you, she had the stigmata. There were holes in her hands and feet, and one in her side, and little marks on her forehead from the thorns.”

He set his glass down carefully. “And this was a miracle’?”

“But of course! All the marks went away and the bleeding disappeared by the end of Mass. It was a miracle, a sign from our Lord of His eternal presence, and a reminder of how much He suffered for our sins.”

He nodded slowly. “And that’s why you became a nun?”

“Indirectly.”

“I suppose Maria Elena became one, too.”

She heaved a tragic sigh. “No. Not long after that she fell gravely ill—an ague of the lungs, the doctor said. Her suffering was terrible, but she never complained. Already she was a saint.”

“Ah.”

“The night she died, she asked me with her last gasping breath to take the veil in her stead. Of course, I said yes. She’d been in great pain and emotional turmoil before that, and my promise set her free; she died at peace. I’ve never regretted my decision.”

Visibly moved, Mr. Cordoba reached for the wine bottle. His knuckles struck the neck; she had to grab it before it toppled over. “Sorry,” he muttered. “I’m still so clumsy.”

“You’re not,” she chided, refilling his glass. “I think you’re remarkably graceful.”

“It’s very charitable of you to say so.” He cocked his head, listening. “Aren’t you pouring any for yourself?”

“I really shouldn’t.”

“You’re not allowed to have wine?” He sounded shocked.

“We are, but only in moderation.”

“Well, then. What could be more moderate than two glasses?”

She allowed a thoughtful pause before giving in. “Well, all right. But just a little.” Tilting her glass to inhibit the glug-glug sound, she filled it to the top.

She told him more about her lonely childhood on the ranchero, and discovered that his had been remarkably similar. Time flew.

“It’s been wonderful for me, speaking about these things,” he said when dinner was over. “You’re an exceptionally easy person to talk to, Sister Augustine.”

“Thank you. I could say the same of you—Edward.”

“I hope you don’t mind if I tell you this.” He paused uncertainly. “You have a very soothing voice.”

She rested her chin on her hand. “I do?”

“I’ve become a bit of an expert on voices. And yours is most intriguing.”

“It is?”

“Very. It’s rather low-pitched for a woman, and the tone has a certain … how shall I say … “ He touched his beautiful fingertips together thoughtfully. “A certain confidential quality. Soft, and yet cool and clear. At the same time, there’s something innocent, almost childlike about the s’s. And, rather incongruously, an unexpected gruffness that creeps into every seventh or eighth vowel.”

She stared at him, utterly spellbound, wondering again what color his poor blind eyes were. His thick, dark hair gleamed bronze in the candlelight, curling ever so slightly on the ends. He’d shaved before dinner, she could tell, not only by the smoothness of his lean cheeks but also by the subtle odor of … bay rum? She leaned a little closer to identify the scent. Something about the set of his lips told her he knew how near she was. And what nice lips they were, wide and hard-looking and on the thin side, a shade paler than his tanned skin. Did he open them when he kissed? Some men did, she knew for a fact. Or did he start out closed and then open them, nudging yours apart at the same time … ?

“Here you are!” Mr. Sweeney loomed over them suddenly like a hunter’s moon. “What luck! I stretched out for a little nap, and woke up in the pitch-dark two hours later. Thought I’d have to eat supper all by myself. You don’t mind if I join you, do you?”

Oh, not at all, they assured him—and if she wasn’t imagining it, Mr. Cordoba’s heartiness sounded just as false as hers. But she should be glad of the interruption, she realized after a sober moment’s reflection, because it was Mr. Sweeney she was supposed to be cozying up to, not Mr. Cordoba. Mr. Sweeney was the one touring with a fortune in priceless art objects.

Sometimes she amazed herself. With what casualness, what brilliant, seamless tact did she bring the conversation around to security precautions for his traveling art exhibit. Did he entrust it at night—she was finally able to ask outright, having laid the groundwork so skillfully—to whatever Wells Fargo relay station he’d reached at day’s end? Or did he feel it was more secure under each individual hotel’s safekeeping?

“Neither,” he scoffed, beaming smugly. “My own theft-prevention measures are far superior to any of theirs.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes. For one thing, the collection is hardly ever out of my sight, and I’m a firm believer in the superiority of one’s own surveillance over the less self-interested vigilance of others.”

“But aren’t you afraid of being burgled in the middle of the night?”

He laughed indulgently, showing a mouthful of gold-filled molars. “I’d like to see somebody try.”

“You’re armed,” she guessed. Well, then, that was that.

“Better—I travel with a suitcase full of special door and window locks, all custom-made. They’re stronger and much more foolproof than anything Wells Fargo’s got, not to mention a hotel safe. My room’s virtually impregnable, Sister.”

“Custom-made?” she probed, looking suitably amazed.

“That’s right, by a master locksmith. They cost the museum a fortune, but it’s worth it for the peace of mind.”

That’s all he would say, and for the life of her she couldn’t think of a way to ask him what kind of locks they were; unless it came from a locksmith, no amount of tact could make that question sound natural.

Too bad. Henry called her an amateur because she wouldn’t practice, but she might have had a go at Mr. Sweeney’s special door locks if she’d known what kind they were. She could pick a rim cylinder in her sleep, but the newer pin tumblers still gave her trouble.

Oh, well. In truth, she felt more relieved than disappointed. As much as she needed the money, outright theft wasn’t really in her line. Too crude. Did Henry even know a fence? He’d never mentioned it. And as far as she knew, he’d never actually burgled anything. The circumstances might be dire, but she expected he’d advise her now, if he were here, to find the money they needed in the old-fashioned way: by swindling it.

After dinner, Mr. Sweeney said he wanted to go outside and stretch his legs for a bit, so they said good night to him in the lobby, and Mr. Cordoba—Edward—walked her to her room. Outside the door, they both hesitated, and she wondered if he might be feeling as reluctant as she was to end the evening so early. Inviting him in was out of the question, of course. But … what if she weren’t wearing a nun’s habit? Hmm? What if they were just two anonymous travelers, alone and free, marooned for the night in a Saratoga hotel? The possibilities made her heart race; she felt her cheeks flush, and made a face at herself—which, fortunately, he couldn’t see. Rule number one, Henry had decreed years ago, was never to let personal feelings muck things up when you were on a job. Until now, it had been an easy rule to follow. The fact that she was even tempted to break it must mean she’d drunk one glass too many of Chateau whatchamacallit.

After a long, interesting pause, Edward turned his face away from her slightly and said with the grave, tentative courtesy she found so endearing, “May I tell you something? It’s of a rather personal nature. I wouldn’t wish to offend you.”

“I’m sure you couldn’t.”

“It’s only that you have a very distinctive … bouquet. For me, it’s as fascinating as the fragrance of a fine wine. Now that I’ve savored it, I’m quite sure I’ll never forget it.”

She was leaning back against the wall, and Edward, half a head taller, had one arm braced across the low door frame above her. She wasn’t surprised that he could smell her distinctive bouquet; she could smell his, too. Definitely bay rum. “And what would you say is its essence?” she asked lightly, but secretly beguiled.

He put his thumb and forefinger together in a gesture that was somehow aesthetic, saintly, and sexy at the same time. “Its essence is not the same as its odor. It smells of good clean soap, scented with apricot or orange. Apricot, I think. But the essence of it … ah.”

She waited, hardly breathing.

“The essence of it … is grace.”

She inhaled sharply.

He slanted his chin toward her, listening intently; his black brows drew together. “What is it?”

“Grace,” she breathed, on a long, unavoidable sigh. “That’s—that was my name. Before I took my vows.”

“Was it? How extraordinary.”

His head was so close, she could see the faint pulse beating in his neck, under his left ear. She had an urge to run her fingertip down one of the long, intriguing clefts that bracketed his mouth on either side of his delicious-looking lips. She saw her own parted lips in the reflection of his blue glasses, and the calf-eyed look on her face finally restored her senses.

“Good night,” she croaked. Even she could hear the unexpected gruffness in the vowels.

“Good night.” But he didn’t move, so she didn’t either. “It’s been a memorable evening. I thank you for sharing it with me.”

“My pleasure.” She’d become fixated on the shapes his mouth made when he spoke; she didn’t realize he was holding out his hand. Until he lifted it a little, evidently thinking he’d aimed it off-center, and his fingertips grazed the underside of her left breast. She jumped.

A bewildered look crossed his features, quickly changing to worry. By now she’d have done anything to avoid embarrassing him. Squeezing back against the wall, so he wouldn’t realize how little space he’d left between them, she got her hand up and slipped it into his. His long, strong fingers clasped hers for a second, then let go.

“Good night,” they said again, in unison.

It wasn’t until much later, waiting to fall asleep, that Sister Augustine thought of the pledge card for the dying orphans’ hospital. She’d forgotten to give it to him. Much less help him fill in the amount.
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Everything is funny, as long as it’s happening to somebody else.

—Will Rogers

IT WAS ALL THE baggage piled on top of the Wells Fargo stagecoach that made Reuben decide, in the half-block between Whitey’s Why Not Saloon and the Monterey stage depot, to go blind.

The details of the game were foggy; at that early stage all he saw was an opportunity. Why blindness? Because he’d never tried it before. When he was eight or nine, he’d faked a club foot on the corner of Fourth Street and Second Avenue for a lucrative two weeks, but he hadn’t run a distressing physical affliction since, and he figured he was overdue. Then too, he already had the props on his person, so to speak: the heavy malacca walking stick he’d taken off Bridie McCall in the stud game the night before, and the blue-tinted “readers” he used when he went gambling, for spotting phosphorescent ink on the backs of marked cards.

And he’d been in a mellow, expansive frame of mind, the kind that encouraged innovative thinking, due to the fact that he was leaving Monterey two thousand dollars richer than when he’d arrived three days ago. True, he was still a bit shy of the forty-five hundred he owed the Croakers, but at least now they wouldn’t kill him. At least not immediately. He felt good and he wanted a challenge.

Besides, San Francisco was a long, dusty, two-day stage ride; what else did he have to do to amuse himself? Spontaneous buncos succeeded about as often as planned ones, he’d found. And if there was one thing in the wicked world Reuben Jones trusted, it was his own instincts.

But the lure had turned out to be a bust: the boxes and bags on top of the stage held Chinese art museum pieces, not the personal effects of some rich pigeon he could pluck somehow by faking a handicap. And the art objects might well be “priceless,” as Mr. Sweeney claimed, but one of the things Reuben prided himself on was that he was no thief. He was a confidence artist.

Still, he couldn’t say he regretted going blind. Not while he could gaze across the rocking stagecoach and speculate on the interesting question of which thigh Sister Augustine had her little .22 strapped to this morning.

It tickled him to think that that was one of the few things he didn’t know about her, relatively speaking— relative to what Sweeney and the cowboy knew about her, anyway. Reuben knew, for instance, that she was at least five years younger than she looked in her nun’s outfit; having seen her without it, he didn’t figure her for a day over twenty-two or -three. He knew she had a veritable fountain of long, curly hair the color of old gold piled up under her wimple, or whatever that veil thing was called. He knew her coarse black stockings hid the prettiest legs he’d seen on any female except for Charing Cross, the filly who’d won the triple stake at Breezeway last year. And he knew what else was under her bulky, shapeless bag of a black habit: slim, womanly hips, a minute waist he could probably get his hands around, and breasts—big palmfuls at odds with the smallness of the rest of her, proud and perky as a couple of high-nosed thoroughbreds in the winner’s circle. He even knew what beat behind the luscious breasts: a larcenous heart.

But this morning he much preferred to reflect on Sister’s outside, not her inside. She had a dimple on the cheek of her right buttock, he recalled fondly, a perfect round dent, like the imprint of a playful finger. The muscles in her mile-long thighs came and went in an extremely stimulating way when she leaned forward, and her pert little behind flexed like … like …

His agreeably lascivious thoughts tapered off. She was staring at him. No—she was staring at his hands. That wasn’t good. Because he’d taken off his eyeglasses and was absentmindedly polishing the smudged lenses with his handkerchief. The look on her angel’s face—sharp and arrested, the pretty blue eyes narrowing in speculation—told him the significance hadn’t escaped her.

He dropped his chin and made his hands go limp; a weary, twisted smile flickered at his lips. “Look what I’m doing,” he murmured, as if to himself.

“What?” asked the little curator, who hadn’t noticed anything.

“The uselessness of this habit—cleaning my spectacles. Catching myself at this would’ve been enough to cast me down in former days, when I was so close to—well.” He stopped, too discreet to mention those sordid struggles with self-destruction. “Thank God I’m past that now, that … dreadful time. Sometimes I’m even able to laugh at myself.” He laughed now, bitterly, as a demonstration, and put his glasses back on. Behind them, he rolled a hidden glance toward Sister Gus. Her face had gone soft with pity; there might even be a tear in her eye. He turned his head to gaze, apparently without seeing, at the Sierra snow peaks gliding by on the far horizon.

Last night, just for a minute, he’d thought of suggesting a partnership to Sister Gus. His better judgment had scotched the idea before it could grow, but he could feel it germinating again now at the corner of his mind. He’d worked with a woman once, years ago; Hazel Mayne, she’d called herself. Before it was over, she’d stolen everything he owned, including his clothes. Never again.

Too bad, in a way, because he liked Gus’s style. He didn’t hold it against her that she hadn’t seen through his disguise; he was an expert, after all, a master, and far better sharps than she had been taken in by his flimflams. He thought of the way she’d led him around his room last night, counting off the steps to the window and the wash stand. And just now she’d almost wept because she thought he was despondent. That’s what he liked about her: the combination of bunco artist and bleeding heart. You didn’t find that very often, especially in a woman.

The cowboy, whose name was Blalock and who seemed to have a drinking problem, nudged him in the ribs, startling him. “Snort?” he offered, waving a pint bottle under Reuben’s nose.

“No, thank you,” he declined fastidiously. Edward Cordoba’s tastes were more refined, and in this case so were Reuben’s. In fact, he’d been thinking of celebrating his windfall in Monterey when he got home by opening the 1880 Haut-Brion Graves. He might even share it with Mrs. Finney, his landlady, who would definitely feel like celebrating when she got her hands on the back rent he owed her. He smiled in mild anticipation, letting his eyes wander across the soothing spectacle of broad hills covered with blackberry vines and wild clematis, an old adobe ruin crumbling into black clay, clumps of poppy and lupine dotting the open spaces in a grove of low-branching oaks. The first gunshots seemed to go off in his ear, so loud and unexpected that his head smacked the ceiling when he jumped.

A hooded rider flashed past the window on horseback. Reuben pitched forward, meaning to flatten himself to the stagecoach floor for safety, but Sister’s bony shoulder caught him a sharp one on the chin and she got there first. He sprawled on top of her, and flung his arms around her black-robed bottom, which was still perched on the edge of her seat. Beside them, Blalock spewed curses and Sweeney whimpered, “Oh, oh, oh,” like an old lady discovering a copulating couple in a church pew.

More gunshots. The coach swerved; Reuben and the nun careened leftward, ramming their companions. The driver called out, “Whoa!” and with a neck-snapping jerk the coach halted, then rocked gently on its springs. Nobody moved.

A man’s harsh voice ordered Willis, the driver, to get down with his hands in the air. There were scuffling sounds overhead, followed by a heavy thump on the ground as Willis obeyed. And then a smacking sound, a pained cry, and another thump, not as loud. Reuben didn’t like the way things were going.

Somebody yanked open the door on his side. “Get down! All down, now!” A short, stocky man with a grain sack over his head waved a .38 in Reuben’s face. He got down.

Sister Gus followed, then Sweeney. Blalock was last, and he had a mulish look on his coarse, whisker-stubbled face. “Go to blazes,” he growled, hunched in the doorway, and Reuben’s respect for him rose a notch. But it plummeted when Blalock flexed his knees and sprang at the man with the .38, who pulled the trigger and plugged him in the shoulder. Blalock collapsed in the dirt.

Somebody screamed, and Reuben turned to the nun to console her. She looked pale but composed, and he realized Sweeney was the screamer. Let him console himself.

He counted three bandits, two on the ground and one still on his horse, all wearing sacks with eyeholes and all holding pistols. “Move,” said the one with the .38, the short, squat one who resembled a fireplug. He waved his gun sideways, away from the stagecoach and toward a shallow gully flanking the road.

Sister Gus took Reuben’s hand and squeezed it around her forearm; he looked at her in perplexity, then remembered. “Stay with me, Edward,” she said in a voice that quivered only a little, and began to lead him in the direction Fireplug was indicating. Behind them, one of the other robbers climbed up on top of the stage and began to throw bags and boxes down to his cohort. When Sweeney saw that, he started whimpering again.

“Money, all your money, give now. Give!”

Fireplug started with Sister Gus, who was clutching her leather pocketbook to her bosom like a suckling infant. When she shook her head, he brought his gun up until the barrel touched the tip of her nose. Her fingers loosened on the case; she handed it over, whispering a few words that didn’t sound to Reuben like the Hail Mary.

“Now you.”

Sweeney was already reaching for his purse; he shoved it at the bandit like a bomb that might go off any second.

“You!”

Reuben glared at the pint-sized robber. He had eight or nine inches on him, he reckoned, and maybe twenty pounds. What he lacked was a weapon. He hadn’t forgotten that Blalock lay bleeding, possibly to death, about forty feet away. And something about the glitter of bright black eyes behind the feed sack cast doubts in his mind on Fireplug’s emotional stability. Moving very slowly, he drew his wallet out of his breast pocket. So long to nineteen hundred dollars, he mourned, and to his immediate prospects of staying healthy in San Francisco.

“Aiya!”

Fireplug whirled, the wallet dangling from his fingers. The tallest bandit was bearing down on them, stiff-legged with indignation, waving his gun in the air. , And what a gun: a twelve-inch knife-revolver with a bayonet mounted under the barrel. Reuben, who had an aversion to knives, felt sweat bead on his forehead.

It was a relief to see that the wielder of the vicious gun, who seemed to be the leader of the group, was madder at Fireplug than he was at his captives. What was the jerky language he was cussing at him in, Chinese? He seemed to be finding fault with Fireplug for having robbed them. Reuben felt a kinship with him on that account, and hope soared when the leader grabbed all the booty Fireplug had just stolen—but flew away when he shoved everything inside his own loose black shirt instead of giving it back. He barked some guttural order, and Fireplug, crestfallen, trudged back to the stagecoach and began helping the third robber riffle the contents of Mr. Sweeney’s carefully packaged antiquities.

“What’s happening?” Reuben asked Sister Gus. She was holding his arm now.

“Don’t move. There’s another one now and he’s got—you wouldn’t believe the gun he’s aiming at us.”

“And the others?”

“Two of them. They’re going through the stuff on the coach, screens and sculptures and ceramics. They look like they’re searching for something.”

He thought so, too. They would open up a crate of paintings, toss it aside, and start on another one. Beside him, Sweeney was pale and sweating, making little squealing noises.

“Are you all right?” Reuben asked. When she nodded, he repeated himself.

“Yes,” she answered hastily, remembering he couldn’t see. “They won’t hurt us, I’m sure. They just want to rob us.”

“It’s only money,” he agreed. “The Lord will provide.”

Her top lip curled in an irreligious sneer.

Just then Fireplug shouted out something from the stagecoach, no doubt the Chinese equivalent of “Eureka!” The leader started backing up, glancing over his shoulder. He gave another order, and the two men changed places again.

Reuben didn’t care for the switch. Fireplug had something evil on his mind; he could see it in his eyes, and the way he gestured with his gun that the three of them should walk backward until they were behind a thicket of eucalyptus trees, out of sight of the stagecoach. Reuben got a hint of what the evil thing was when the bandit hissed, “Sit!” to him and Sweeney, jabbing Reuben in the chest with the gun for good measure, while he grabbed Sister by the neck and jerked her toward him. “Sit!” he screamed in an eerie whisper when Reuben didn’t move. “Or I shoot,” he explained helpfully, pressing the gun barrel into Reuben’s Adam’s apple. He sat.

“Be naked,” Fireplug told Sister, She gaped at him. Reuben got a better grip on his cane, but at that moment Fireplug stuck his .38 in his belt, reached into a long side pocket, and pulled out a push dagger with a nine-inch blade. Reuben put his head between his knees.

“I say take off clothes!”

“Go to hell, you sawed-off little—Ow!”

“What’s happening?” Reuben asked miserably.

“He’s got the knife under her chin,” Sweeney whimpered. “She’s doing it, she’s unbuttoning her habit. Oh my God, I can’t watch.”

“He just wants a look. He won’t do anything.” Reuben said it confidently, talking himself into it. A quick glance up made his stomach roll. The dagger had nicked her; a tiny line of blood trickled down her throat.

“Hurry, hurry,” commanded Fireplug.

“Keep your shirt on, you ugly bastard,” she quavered. “It took me a half hour to get into this rig.”

“I say hurry—eeyii!” Reuben looked up to see the bandit jumping up and down on one foot, clutching his shin. “White devil, I kill you!” Springing at her, he grabbed her by her veil. It fell away in his hand and she almost pivoted out of reach, but he snatched her back before she could go two steps. He brought the knife up in her face, and Reuben froze, watching sunlight glint on the long, evil blade. The whites of her eyes glimmered as she threw a panicked, hopeless glance at him and Sweeney.

“Do something!” Reuben yelled at the curator, who was holding his knees and rocking. Reuben couldn’t look and he couldn’t look away; a humming, grayish fog in his head censored the worst. But then—then he saw Fireplug pocket the dagger, so he could get both hands on the gaping halves of the nun’s habit and tear them apart to her waist.

“Well, shit fire,” Reuben muttered, and leapt to his feet. Taking a mighty swing, he whacked Fireplug on the back of the head with his cane, and the robber dropped like a sack of sand. “Did I get him?” He nailed at the air a few more times, for effect. “Did I hit him?”

A gun fired, and the whining bullet ricocheted somewhere behind them. “Get down!” cried Sister. Reuben dove, hitting the ground near Fireplug’s inert body. The nun landed next to him. He started to grab for the pistol in Fireplug’s belt, but she beat him to it. Teeth clenched, eyes squinted, Sister Mary Augustine fanned a spray of bullets out of the revolver like Wild Bill Hickok, using the bandit’s belly for cover. The tall robber advancing on them from the stagecoach dodged and fired back, then whirled and fled. Seconds later they heard the sound of horses’ hooves galloping away.

“They’re gone,” Sweeney said wonderingly, crawling toward Reuben and the nun on his hands and knees. They were sprawled on their backs on opposite sides of Fireplug’s body, staring numbly up at the sky. Gunsmoke drifted on the air, stinging their nostrils.”Do you think he’s dead?” asked Sweeney, gesturing toward the motionless thug.

“God, I hope so,” breathed Sister.

Reuben sat up on one elbow and looked at her, interested.

“For the sake of his immortal soul,” she said quickly.

Sweeney stared at her, too.

“Well—if he’s alive, he’ll probably just commit more sins, but if he’s dead, at least there’s a chance he hasn’t had time to damn himself for eternity. His soul might spend some time in purgatory, but then—”

Fireplug groaned.

“The Lord works in mysterious ways,” Reuben said thoughtfully.

Sweeney stood up. “I’d better go and check on Mr. Willis and Mr. Blalock,” he said, and trotted off.

Reuben had lost his eyeglasses. He could see them on the ground about four feet from Fireplug’s outflung hand, bent but not broken. He didn’t feel like pretending to grope around for them just now. He and Sister Gus surveyed each other across the body, and after a few seconds she thought to pull the torn halves of her habit together across her bosom. “That was a lucky blow you struck with your cane, Mr. Cordoba,” she said slowly.

“Wasn’t it? God was with us today, no question about it.”

“A miracle?” she suggested, narrow-eyed.

“Exactly—a miracle. Well, let’s see what he looks like.” She went very still. “Figure of speech,” he explained after a pregnant pause. “Sweeney said they all had on hoods.” She eyed him for another two seconds, then reached down to peel Fireplug’s burlap bag away from his face. Without surprise, Reuben took note that he was Chinese, and about twenty years old. “Well?”

“Old guy,” she said without inflection. “Red hair, balding.”

He stroked his chin. “See what he’s got on him.”

“What?”

“Identification.”

“Why?”

“Because his friends have my money,” he explained patiently.

“But the police—” She stopped, obviously seeing his point. With visible distaste, she started to rummage around in Fireplug’s pockets. She paused with her hand inside his coat, and slowly withdrew a small clay object. A statue, about four inches high. They stared at it for a full half minute, neither speaking. Reuben thought it looked like the body of a man with the head of a cat.

“Anything?” he asked.

“Nothing yet.” Deliberately holding his gaze, Sister Gus slipped the statue down the front of her lacy white chemise.

She went back to her search. From the robber’s trouser pocket, she extracted a folded piece of paper. Reuben caught a glimpse of long columns of Chinese characters before she glanced up at him. “Laundry ticket,” she said blandly, and slipped it down her front as well.

Willis hobbled toward them, supported by Sweeney. The driver’s face was ash-gray and there was a swollen bruise on his temple, but his eyes were fairly clear and his voice was steady. “Anybody hurt?” he asked. They said they were fine and asked him how Blalock was doing. “He’ll be okay if we get him to a doctor pretty soon. How’s this one?” He tapped Fireplug’s elbow with the toe of his boot.

“Out cold,” said Sister.

“There’s a Wells Fargo relay station about twelve miles back. I can send a wire from there to the sheriff in San Mateo. Sorry to delay your trip, folks, but the sheriff’ll be wanting to talk to all of us about this terrible business.”

Out of the question, thought Reuben. He saw the same lack of enthusiasm for speaking to the sheriff flicker across the nun’s face, too.

“I must go and see to poor Mr. Blalock,” she murmured, rising to her feet. The pious note in her voice put him on guard. He muttered something to Willis and Sweeney about helping her, and followed.

The bandits had left Fireplug’s horse behind and it was still standing by the stagecoach, grazing. When Sister Gus neared it, the animal shied and trotted a little way down the road, spooked by her flowing black robes. She glanced back then and saw Reuben, and immediately changed direction for Blalock, who had collapsed against the stagecoach’s rear wheel. She knelt down beside him and touched his face, but he didn’t open his eyes.

Sweeney and the driver staggered up, lugging Fireplug between them. “Mr. Cordoba, we’ve got the outlaw here,” panted Sweeney, “right over here to your left. Do you think you could help us get him into the stage? He’s heavier than he looks, but I think if you grabbed his feet we could hoist him in there. Right over here. Got him?”

Reuben took hold of the bandit’s ankles and helped sling him inside the stagecoach. Sweeney clambered up after him, pulling and shoving at Fireplug’s dead weight until he had him slumped on the floor with his back propped against the far door. Willis, meanwhile, tied his feet together with a rope.

When Reuben turned around, Sister Gus was gone.

“Excuse me,” he muttered to Willis, “I, um, I’m not feeling well.” Cutting a swath with his cane, he shambled down the lane after her.

He saw her beyond the first bend in the road. She had one foot in the stirrup, one on the ground, hopping frantically after the horse while it pivoted away from her. When she saw him, she forgot about escaping. “I knew it!” she cried, dropping the reins and starting toward him, fists clenched, mad as a hive of wasps.

“Sister?” he tried, waving his arms. “Is that you?”

His mistake was letting her under his guard; she darted in and landed a solid right before he could duck. “It’s me,” she said grimly.

He clutched his stinging jaw with both hands, momentarily seeing stars. “What the hell did you do that for?” he sputtered.

“Because you’re a sidewinder and a pervert.”

“Hold it, now, let’s—”

“Degenerate!” She squared off to punch him again. “You’d’ve let that Chinaman rape me!”

“How can you say that? I saved you.”

“Fiend. Coward!”

He jumped back, dodging a deft left hook. “Let’s have this conversation later,” he suggested, grabbing for the horse’s mane before the animal could shy away.

“That horse is mine, I saw him first. Stop! Damn you—”

He leapt onto the animal’s back, out of the way of Sister’s flying fists. The stirrup leathers were way too short; he had to bend his knees like a cricket. He leaned over, offering her a helping hand, but she slapped it away with a sacrilegious curse. He backed the horse up and kicked it into a walk.

“Hey! Wait! Damn it, you wait up!”

“Well, hurry the hell up, Gus, before they figure out we’re gone.” This time she took his outstretched hand with alacrity, and he hoisted her up behind him. When he spurred the horse, she had to fling her arms around his waist to stay aboard.

Nobody appeared, nobody shouted after them from the direction of the stagecoach. After half a mile of tense, bumpy silence, Reuben was ready to believe they’d gotten clean away.

“We did it!” he exulted, slowing the horse to a canter. “They won’t come after us in the stage because they’ve got to go south to telegraph the sheriff.” Behind him, Sister Gus was already fidgeting; he guessed she wasn’t used to bouncing bareback on a horse’s rear end.

“Where are we going?”

He could tell by the tone of her voice that she was still irritated with him. “I thought I’d go home,” he said mildly.

“Which is where?”

“Fourteen Yancy Street, San Francisco.” Now, why had he told her that? “Where do you live?”

“None of your business.”

There you were: it never paid to trust a woman. “I’ve got about four dollars and some change,” he mentioned as they trotted up out of a pine-filled canyon. “And you?”

“Nothing,” she snapped. “Not one thin dime.”

He grunted. “That makes it harder. We’ll have to keep riding, then, at least as far as Woodside. With four bucks, we can probably get third-class seats on a train from there to San Francisco.”

She said nothing.

He decided it was time they introduced themselves. “My name’s Reuben Jones.” He twisted around, holding out his hand. She ignored it. “And you are Miss … ?”

“Mrs.,” she corrected testily. “Mrs. Henri Rousselot.”

He whistled. “Well, that’s kind of a mouthful. Why don’t I just call you Grace, and you can call me Reuben.”

“How do you know my—” The beautiful blue eyes widened. He could tell the second she figured it out: he knew her name because he’d read it on her dressing gown, embroidered in white thread. Right after he’d walked into her room and seen her naked as a straight pin.

Sister Gus shoved back on the horse’s rump as far as she could go without falling off, and didn’t speak another word for twenty miles.
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What is commonly called friendship is only a little more honor among rogues.

—Henry David Thoreau

THE GHOSTLY, SOOTHING HOOT of a foghorn intruded on the tail end of Reuben’s dream, just when it was getting good. He was standing behind a lectern, delivering a sermon to a churchful of nuns. Seated in orderly rows, they all suddenly crossed their legs and hiked up their skirts, like a chorus of cancan dancers. Some had pistols tucked into their garters, and some had little floral bouquets. Smiling, swinging their crossed legs back and forth in a leisurely rhythm, they hung on Reuben’s every word, and nodded in unison when he suggested that many of them might benefit from some private spiritual instruction.

The foghorn’s steady, muffled bray couldn’t be ignored, though; half awake, he finally gave up trying to force the dream to its happy conclusion. His conscious fantasies were never as satisfying as his unconscious ones anyway, plus they had a way of turning comical the harder he concentrated on them.

He shifted, trying to uncramp his knees; a spring pierced him in the ribs. He came fully awake and remembered where he was: on his sitting-room sofa, huddled in his underwear under a scratchy blanket that reeked of mothballs. It took a little longer to remember why: because Grace was upstairs in his bed.

Grace Rousselot. An unlikely name if he’d ever heard one. He’d used logic in arguing with her last night about the sleeping arrangements, pointing out that since they’d ridden in close physical proximity on the back of a horse for half the day and then sat side by side on a train for the other half, in nearly as intimate circumstances—well, why not just lie down together in his big, soft bed at day’s end? Why let abstract concepts like horizontal and vertical complicate the simple fact that they were two weary adults in need of a good night’s sleep? But he’d lost the argument. She was a woman, so logic was lost on her.

She’d gotten over her speechlessness around Portola Valley, and harangued him from there all the way to Woodside on the theme of his pervertedness, cowardice, and corruption. The inhibiting presence of other passengers on the train they’d caught at Hillsborough had finally, mercifully, shut her up, and they’d traveled the rest of the way in comparative peace. She still wouldn’t say where she came from. He assumed it wasn’t San Francisco; otherwise she wouldn’t have accepted, with a conspicuous absence of gratitude, his offer of a free night’s lodging. He thought her lack of appreciation showed a certain churlishness of character, and her continued pique over the trick he’d played on her didn’t say much for her sense of humor.

He couldn’t help liking her, though, in spite of her defects. She had a temper and a sharp tongue, but they didn’t wound very deeply; he thought they were more entertaining than biting. And she had guts, first when she’d stood up to Fireplug and then when she’d fired back at his bandit comrade, blasting away like Annie Oakley. For Reuben, who didn’t even own a gun, that had been a defining moment.

He sat up, groaning with stiffness, wondering what time it was. Early, he judged from the heaviness of the wet fog drifting past the window. He stretched painfully and pulled on his trousers, then his socks. Last night he’d forgotten to close the window that looked out over the alley, so his apartment was chilly this morning. He got up to close the window, noticing that the monkey flowers were in full bloom along the fence. The sea-stained cottages across the way gleamed like ghosts in the summer fog, and the shouts of children sounded hollow and deceptively far away. His neighborhood was old, and more colorful than respectable, which, for Reuben, helped make up for its other shortcomings. He lived in a once-grand carriage house behind a once-grand house a few blocks south of Telegraph Hill. He was a month behind in his rent, which wasn’t much; but then his apartment had only two rooms, one over the other, and a tiny second-floor bathroom. He’d lived in worse and he’d lived in better. Mrs. Finney was an asset; she tolerated his eccentricities, asked no questions, and had an endearing habit of overlooking the significance of the first of the month.

He got a fire going in the coal stove and put the coffeepot on to heat. Coffee was the limit of his home-cooking accomplishments, though; he took his meals in restaurants or, if Mrs. Finney was in a charitable mood, in the big house with her other boarders. But he still referred to the corner of his living room that contained the stove and the small cabinet full of cups and glasses as the kitchen.

A sleepy groan sounded from overhead, followed by the creak of bedsprings. He took two mugs from the cabinet and filled them with steaming coffee. “Rise and shine,” he called out on his way upstairs. He heard the fast rustle of covers as, presumably, his houseguest made herself decent.

“Morning, Gus,” he greeted her, sticking his head in the doorway. “Hope you like your coffee black.” She extended a bare arm from the blankets and made a muffled sound, which he decided was meant to express thanks. Handing her a mug, he sat down on the bed’s edge, blowing steam over the rim of his own mug and watching her. She looked good. Her hair was a cloud of sexy blonde tangles, and her sleepy eyes gave him ideas. If he wasn’t mistaken, she didn’t have any clothes on. “How are we feeling this morning?” he inquired politely. “I trust you found the bed comfortable?”

She made another monosyllabic reply and sipped her coffee, eyeing him back. He guessed she wasn’t a morning person.

“It’s a beautiful day, or it will be when the fog blows away. Did the horns bother you last night? I’ve gotten so used to the sound, I don’t even hear it anymore. How long do you think you’ll be staying, Sister? Not that I’m trying to rush you; farthest thing from my mind. You’re as welcome as the day is long, and I mean that sincerely. You could even move in, if you—”

“As long as it takes me to pull a stake together and find some real clothes,” she broke in grumpily.

He must be physically deprived: he even found her hoarse morning croak sexy. “Clothes and a stake. Yes indeed, those are things to consider.” He stroked his chin. “I imagine your husband will be able to help you out there, hmm?’’

“Hmm.” She ran her thumb across the place on the mug where her lips had been. “I’ll need to send him a telegram as soon as possible.”

Which didn’t, he noticed, quite answer the question. “There’s a Western Union office about six blocks from here.” She hummed again and blew on her coffee. “Where exactly is your husband?” he asked offhandedly.

Equally casual, she flapped her hand in the air. “North of here.”

“Aha. Canada?”

She scowled. “South of Canada.”

“Well, that narrows it down. What’s he do for a living?”

“Henri is …” She thought for a second. “He’s self-employed. You might call him an entrepreneur.”

Reuben grinned appreciatively. “Is that a fact.”

Unexpectedly, she smiled back. She had a hell of a smile, wide and full of sly humor. He felt the wariness between them receding; the possibility of joining forces with her tantalized him again. Not because it would be smart, but because it would be fun.

He glanced around the room. She’d draped her black habit across the back of his wardrobe; her shoes were lined up neatly on the floor, black stockings tucked modestly inside. She was an orderly ex-nun. He pulled on his earlobe. “Where’d you put the statue?”

When she leaned back against the pillow, the blanket slipped down, and he saw with deep disappointment that she wasn’t naked; she had on the frilly white shift he’d gotten a glimpse of yesterday. He eyed it now, wondering if the statue could possibly still be in there.

She had her eyebrows raised innocently; he waited for her to say, “What statue?” But after a long minute, during which she appeared to be taking his measure, she set her mug down, reached behind her, and pulled the statue out from under the pillow.

She kept it on her lap, not inviting him to touch it, but they bent their heads over it together. “Priceless?” muttered Reuben. “Sweeney calls this priceless? Look at it.”

“I know, but it’s supposed to be old.”

“What is it, a cat or a man?” He squinted at the faded blue figure; some of its surfaces were worn smooth, and the material underneath looked like ordinary red clay.

“Both. It’s a tiger-headed human figure, one of the twelve earthly branches of the Chinese calendrical cycle.”

He gaped at her. “How do you know that?”

“I know lots of things,” she said smugly. “I’m very well read, extremely well educated—”

“You read it in Sweeney’s catalog.” He laughed, remembering.

She grinned, admitting it. Her left eyetooth was slightly crooked and overlapped the neighboring incisor, a defect that gave a rakish twist to her sly smiles. “Too bad we don’t still have that catalog. I just glanced at it that night in the hotel, and all I can remember about this is that it’s the tiger. The others are the dragon, the goat, the horse, the monkey … I forget the rest. The dog, I think. One for every year of the zodiac, and they all mean something. I think it said they put them in tombs.”

“In tombs?”

“Had them buried in their graves with them, the rich people. To take with them to the afterlife.” She shook her head. “But that’s all I can remember.”

“Let’s see the piece of paper Fireplug had on him.”

“Fireplug? Oh, you mean Cannonball.”

They chortled over that, and Reuben was beginning to admire her sane, commendably masculine reaction to an event most women would’ve moaned and carried on about for weeks. Then he noticed her mirthful grin had faded and she was glaring at him.

“How come you just sat there while that sawed-off little pig mauled me?” she demanded.

“Let’s not start this argument all over again.”

“How far were you going to let him go? What kind of a man are you, anyway?”

“Now, hold on a damn minute. Did I or did I not save you? At great personal risk to life and limb.”

“You could’ve smacked him on the head with that cane of yours about twelve times before you finally got up the nerve to do it. But no, you and Sweeney just sat there on your hands, like a couple of sheep.”

“I saved you,” he insisted.

“Why did it take you so long?”

“Because he had a knife!”

“So? You had a cane, and you’re bigger, heavier, taller—”

“I happen not to like knives. All right? I don’t like ’em, that’s all. As soon as he put it away, I jumped up and conked him, didn’t I? For that matter, why didn’t you whip out your little peashooter and blast him? How about that?”

She stared at him thoughtfully, ignoring the question. “So you’re afraid of knives. Why didn’t you just say so in the first place?”

“I’m not afraid of them.”

“That’s what it sounds like to me.”

“I don’t relish them, I don’t cotton to them, I prefer to be absent when they’re present.”

“That’s how I feel about snakes,” she said, nodding. “But unlike you, I’ve got the guts to come right out and say it: I’m scared of them.”

“Well, I’m not—”

“Oh, forget it.” She distracted him from the argument by reaching down inside the neckline of her chemise and pulling out a folded piece of paper. “Here’s Fireplug’s laundry list.” She spread it out on her blanketed knee. “Which it might be, for all I know; it’s all in Chinese.”

They pored over the paper briefly; the only interesting thing about it was a pen-and-ink drawing of a flower at the top, almost like a letterhead. “A lily?” Reuben guessed.

“No, the stalk’s too short. A camellia?” They stared at it some more, then gave up.

While she refolded the paper and returned it to its intriguing hiding place, he reached for the blue statue and turned it over in his hands. “I know somebody who might be able to tell us more about this. A friend of mine, owns a curio shop.” He stood up casually. “Knows all about art and antiques and things like that. Used to be a—”

“No, you don’t.” She made a fast-handed dive and snatched the statue back, just as he was sliding it into his pocket. “Nice try, Jones,” she smirked, tucking it under her crossed arms.

He spread innocent hands. “I was only trying to help. Anyway, how do you figure it’s yours and not ours?”

“I saw it first.”

“Not true. We saw it at the same instant.”

“Impossible—you were blind.”

“I own half of that statue, Sister,” he said menacingly. “If it weren’t for me, you’d never have gotten away.”

“I was doing fine until you stole my horse.”

“I didn’t have to buy you a train ticket.”

That stumped her.

“I gave you my own bed to sleep in,” he pressed. “I brought you coffee.”

“So you think four dollars, a bed, and a cup of coffee entitle you to half of what this statue is worth?”

“I do. Exactly.”

She fingered the blue tiger-man thoughtfully, then looked up at him. “Okay.”

He waited for the catch, but she just blinked back at him, blue eyes devoid of guile. “Okay,” he echoed experimentally. “Okay, good. Hand it over, then, and I’ll give it to—”

She snorted. “Not on your life. What do you take me for, Mr. Jones, an infant?”

“Not for a second.”

“I’m not sure what we should do with this yet; we need to think it through. Maybe your friend with the curio shop is a good place to start, maybe not. That is, if there really is such a person. But until—”

“Gus, you wound me.”

“But until we think it through, tiger here is staying with me.”

Her distrustfulness hurt his feelings, but he couldn’t help admiring her caution; it seemed so unwomanly. And God knew, impulsive behavior had gotten him into trouble more often than any other failing he possessed. He also liked the way the word “we” sounded on her lips.

“Okay, Gus,” he conceded handsomely, “you’re the boss.” For the moment, he modified in private.

“Stop calling me that.”

“What should I call you? Madame Russelow?”

“It’s Rousselot. If that’s too much for you, call me Grace.”

“Grace. And a lovely name it is.” She wasn’t immune to flattery, he knew, although she tried to pretend otherwise. “How much money did Fireplug get from you, Grace?”

She drew up her knees. “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

“A bundle, eh?” He clucked his tongue in sympathy. “Bad break for the terminal African orphans.”

She didn’t even blush. “How much did Edward Cordoba drop?” she shot back.

“Nothing he couldn’t afford to lose,” he lied. “Say, this is a fascinating conversation; I hate to break it up, but I’ve got work to do. You know where the bathroom is. Why don’t you avail yourself of the facilities first, and I’ll follow.”

“What sort of work do you do, Mr. Jones?” she asked interestedly.

“Business, Grace. Boring man stuff you wouldn’t care to worry your head about.”

Her lips thinned. “That’s my pretty little head, isn’t it?”

He snapped his fingers. “Right you are. No offense. Well.”

“Well?”

“Ah! You want me to leave so you can get out of bed!”

She made a gun with one hand and pulled the trigger.

“On my way.” He made her his Edward Cordoba bow—two nights ago it had slayed her—and exited.

Grace took her time in the bathroom, not to spite Mr. Jones but because his tub was enormous and the water was hot, and she hadn’t had a long, luxurious, totally private bath in weeks.

“Sorry I took so long,” she told him as she came down the stairs to his sitting room, habit skirts raised so she wouldn’t trip.

“Find everything you needed?”

“Yes, thanks.”

He got up from the chair where he’d been reading the newspaper and started past her for the steps. He didn’t look a bit like Edward Cordoba this morning in his rumpled tan trousers and collarless blue shirt. The thought would’ve pleased her, considering how thoroughly he’d suckered her, if it hadn’t come attached to an auxiliary observation: that despite his uncombed hair, bare feet, and beard stubble, he looked even better.

“Is the stove still hot?” she asked shortly.

“I think so. Why, are you cold?”

“No, I’d like to dry my hair.”

“Be my guest.” He stopped with one foot on the bottom stair. “And glorious hair it is, Grace. Good thing you had your veil on most of the time with Sweeney and the others, wasn’t it?”

“Why?”

“Why?” He widened his eyes and spread out his hands, feigning fatuous wonder at her slowness. “Because if they’d seen that hair, they’d never forget it, and you’d probably have been arrested by now.”

“Don’t be an idiot.”

“Or else ’’you’d’ve had to cut it all off—an even more horrible alternative if you ask me.”

She straightened from stirring the coals and put her hands on her hips. “Anything in the paper about the robbery?” she asked frostily to discourage any more of his nonsense.

“No, not a word. Guess we’ll have to wait for the afternoon editions. Will you excuse me?” He turned, and took the steps two at a time.

His apartment wasn’t very prepossessing, she noted with mixed feelings, leaning over the stove and rubbing her hair with a towel, listening to the sounds of water running and Reuben whistling in the bathroom. The flimflam business must be in a slump. His furniture looked like regulation boarding house issue, and the only visible item of value was his collection of vintage wines, carefully stored in a free-standing pyramid of clay pipes—the kind cities laid water and sewer lines with, she imagined. How clever of him. So he really was a connoisseur. It was marginally consoling to know that, at least about one thing, Edward Cordoba hadn’t lied.

A knock came at the back door, the one that faced onto the alley behind the refurbished carriage house. Grace laid her towel aside and moved to the foot of the stairs. “Mr. Jones?” He couldn’t hear her. But she could hear him, singing “Blue-eyed Lady of Caroline” over the clank of the hot-water boiler in the bathroom. She hesitated a few seconds longer, then went to the door and opened it.

Five men stepped back in surprise when they saw her. The one in front whipped off his hat, and the other four hastily copied him. “Morning, ma’am,” the leader said politely, in the deepest, raspiest voice Grace had ever heard. It sounded like a piece of earth-moving equipment that needed oil.

“Good morning.”

“How you doin’ this morning?”

“Fine, thank you.”

“Ma’am, could you tell us if Mr. Jones is home at the present time?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Can we talk to him? If it ain’t too much trouble, dat is.”

“He’s … indisposed at the moment, but I expect he’ll be down shortly.”

He held up both hands, palms out. “Hey, in no way would we wish to distoib him if he’s indisposed.”

“No, I’m sure he’ll be down in a few minutes,” she repeated. She couldn’t quite make out what they were. The spokesman with the sandpaper voice was a thin, sallow-faced individual, respectably dressed except for the flashy dyed-blue carnation in his buttonhole. The others she couldn’t pin down at all, at least not as a group; one had on bib overalls, two wore suits, another corduroy pants and a Western shirt with a string tie.

“Is it okay wit youse if we come in an’ wait?”

She hung on the door, indecisive. They looked harmless enough, and the leader was politeness itself. “Yes, come in,” she finally invited, and opened the door wide.

In Reuben’s sitting room, they insisted she take the only chair, while three of them squeezed onto the couch and the other two perched uncomfortably on the arms. They all put their hats in their laps. An awkward silence ensued. “I’m Mrs. Rousselot,” Grace offered at last, desperate to break it.

“Pleased to meetcha. Croaker’s my name, Lincoln Croaker, and dese are my brudders. All except Winkie.”

The one on the left sofa arm winked at her, solving that mystery. The others bowed their heads in a sedate greeting, and she bowed back.

Out of the next silence, Lincoln grated, “We wish to extend our deepest sympathies, ma’am.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“On accounta your recent bereavement.”

“My—oh, yes,” she fumbled, realizing belatedly that without the veil, her black habit resembled mourning clothes. “Thank you, it was … very sudden.” The Croakers’ sad nodding prompted her to elaborate. “We’d been married such a short time, you know. Not quite a year.”

Lincoln made sympathetic clucking sounds. “Terrible, ma’am, just terrible. What carried him off?”

“Cholera. At least it was over quickly; he didn’t suffer.” She dabbed at her eye with a dainty knuckle.

“Tsk-tsk. Here today, gone tomorrow.”

“Carpe diem,” she snuffled.

“O tempora, o mores,” he countered.

“To everything there is a season.”

He looked beaten for a second, then held up his index finger and declared, “Time is money.”

Grace had no choice but to incline her head in gracious defeat.

Another lengthy pause. When she couldn’t take any more polite, mutual staring, she stood up, and all four Croakers, plus Winkie, clambered to their feet in her wake. “Why don’t I go and tell Mr. Jones you’re here?”

“Thank you, ma’am,” they said in chorus, bowing her out.

Upstairs, beyond the bathroom door, Reuben was singing the falsetto chorus to “Rally ’Round the Flag”: “The Union forever, hurrah, boys, hurrah—”

“Mr. Jones?” Grace called softly, giving the wood a discreet rap. The door opened abruptly and she fell back a step. He grinned at her through a face full of shaving soap.

“Hi, Gus.”

“You have visitors,” she got out, breathless, unprepared for the sight of his naked chest and long, strong, hairy legs, and the intriguing strip of white towel in between.

“Who is it?”

“It’s the Croaker brothers and Winkie.”

His grin went from cocky to sickly; under the shaving lather she thought his cheeks paled. But all he said was, “Tell ’em I’ll be down in a second, will you?”

“Okay.” She studied him, not moving. “Everything all right?”

“Sure. Hunky-dory.” He held up his razor, waiting for her to go. Unable to think of anything else to say, she finally did. But she rejoined the Croakers uneasily, and their bovine courtesy didn’t amuse her anymore.

“Lincoln!” Reuben exclaimed a few minutes later, with every evidence of hearty pleasure, bounding down the stairs with an athletic stride and advancing on the head Croaker with his hand out. “What an unexpected pleasure.”

“Likewise.”

“I didn’t think I’d be seeing you quite this early in the day.”

“Yeah, well, you know what dey say about the oily boid an’ all.”

“So true, and so profound. Did you meet Mrs. Rousselot?”

“Yeah, we already had dat pleasure. An’ now, we was wonderin’ if we could speak wit’ youse in private, like, if the widow don’t mind.”

“The widow?”

“Of course,” Grace said quickly. “It was lovely meeting you all.”

“Lovely,” they echoed sincerely.

She sent Reuben a look, one he probably didn’t understand because she wasn’t sure what it meant herself, and took her leave.

Upstairs, she walked briskly into the bedroom, removed her shoes, and tiptoed back down the short hall to the top of the steps. But the masculine bonhomie below had suddenly grown subdued; try as she might, she couldn’t make out anyone’s words, although from the cadence of the voices, Reuben’s and Lincoln’s, she gathered they were having a rather jovial argument. Suddenly the talk broke off; she heard sounds of movement, and a second later the click-squeak-click of the door to the alley opening and closing.

She crept down the stairs, listening intently. “Mr. Jones?” No answer, and when she reached the bottom step, she saw that the house was empty. Everybody was gone.

The suspicion that Reuben had run out on her came and went speedily. He wouldn’t have left without taking a single possession, and certainly not without his beloved wine collection, no matter what the inducement. He’d gone out for a while, that was all, with his peculiar friends, to do whatever men without regular jobs did together during the day. Well, fine. Leave her here all by herself, then, with no money, nothing to eat, and nothing to do. She’d find something to do.

She cracked his desk and searched it. The locks on the drawers made her laugh; she picked them with a couple of hairpins as easily as picking dandelions. What she found inside, arranged, filed, and organized with admirable neatness and attention to detail, were the records of a half-dozen bunco games and confidence schemes, operating simultaneously from seven different city post office boxes.

Among other things, Mr. Jones ran a bogus clipping service—Readiclip, Inc., was its current name, although it periodically went out of business and reappeared as something else. He sold fake lottery tickets and Irish sweepstakes chances, sometimes forged, sometimes nonexistent. He dabbled in the rightful-heirs swindle, a complicated genealogical-investigation fraud that Henry used to work years ago, she recalled. But Henry had given it up because it had gotten too dangerous.

Here was a game she hadn’t heard of: the Skytop Roof Services Company, Ltd. The handsome brochure offered amazingly inexpensive roofs to people whose only obligation, after the roof was built, was to allow potential new customers to inspect the finished product. The lucky homeowner paid for his cheap new roof up front—and never saw the salesman again.

The ad Reuben took out in newspapers from time to time was a masterpiece of small-time simplicity. It promised nothing, so it wasn’t even illegal. It merely asked readers to send a dollar to a post office address, for “a little surprise in store for you. Who knows?” Grace knew: the surprise was that they lost a dollar.

But her favorite was the “International Society of Literature, Science, and Art,” a combination correspondence course and talent school. Hopeful amateurs sent in their stories, pictures, and inventions, and for thirty dollars Reuben sent back advice on how to “revise” their work, to ready it for submission to a publisher or a patent office. And for a small additional fee, he offered diplomas, plaques, scrolls, certificates, and—she loved this—the privilege of using the initials A.S.L. or M.S.L. after their names.

Leafing through the Society’s correspondence, she was cynically amused until she came upon Reuben’s unfinished reply to the writer of one particularly bad piece of autobiographical prose, a lonely-sounding spinster from Sacramento. He was sending her money back, along with the kind and very gently worded advice that she perhaps try gardening or needlework for an artistic outlet.

In a thoughtful mood, Grace returned the contents of Reuben’s desk to the proper drawers, and relocked them with her hairpins.

A few minutes later, innocently seated on the sprung couch and perusing the newspaper, she heard the door open. Pretending absorption, she didn’t look up until he’d crossed the room, passed in front of her, and turned for the stairs. She only caught a glimpse of his profile, but it was enough to make her jump up, tossing the paper aside, and cry, “Holy saints, what happened to you?”

His answer was garbled; he kept moving, shuffling up the steps at an uneven gait, holding one arm across his middle. At the top of the stairs, he turned toward the bathroom, and she followed him in without hesitation.

“What happened?” she asked again. “You look like a cable car ran over you!”

He went directly to the sink and peered at himself in the mirror. “Unhhh,” he groaned, and she could only echo his dismay: blood trickled from any number of places, most alarmingly from a jagged gash at the side of his mouth; one eyebrow was divided in half, possibly by a flying ring finger; if his nose wasn’t broken, it had at least been grossly insulted.

“Sit down,” Grace ordered, taking his arm in what she thought was a gentle clasp, but he winced and yelped, “Ow!” She jerked back, startled. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Mph,” he said, closed the lid to the w.c, and carefully lowered himself until he was sitting on it. “They hung a shanty on me.”

“Who did?”

“The Croakers.”

“No!” She thought of all five of them seated on the couch, like puppies in a humorous photograph. “I don’t believe it.”

“Believe it.”

“What happened?” She found a clean towel and began to run hot water into the sink basin.

“Rough story, Grace. Not fit for delicate ears.”

She muttered an indelicate word. “Why did they do it? What have they got against you?”

“Ow!” he yelled again when she held the hot cloth to his eyebrow. “Ow! Damn it!”

“Don’t be such a baby. Sit still, I have to clean it.” She followed his retreating head until it struck the pipe to the overhead water tank, preventing further escape. “Don’t give me any trouble, Jones, or I’ll use alcohol,” she warned darkly.

“Alcohol!” His battered face brightened. “Gus, go into my sock drawer—top right, bureau—and bring me that pint of bourbon at the bottom.”

Without a word, she dropped the towel in the sink and obeyed. In his bedroom, she unscrewed the top to the pint bottle and took a delicate swig. Well, she rationalized, smothering a cough, cleaning blood and gore from a man’s face was no picnic for her either.

“Thanks,” he said when she handed him the bourbon. “Care for a nip?”

“No, thank you,” she said virtuously, “I never touch hard liquor.”

He toasted her and drank deeply. After that, things went a little more smoothly. Reuben grew more talkative in proportion to his acquaintance with the bottle; by the time she’d cleaned his wounds and applied sticking plaster to the worst of his cuts, she knew the whole story.

It had all started about a month ago, when he’d gone to Stockton on “business,” and also to locate a good poker game. Business over, he got into a high-stakes showdown with five men, four of them brothers. He’d figured out after a couple of hands of stud that somebody was cheating, but he couldn’t pin down who; it wasn’t until they were hours into the game that he realized it was all five of them, taking turns. By then he was practically broke.

On the last hand, he decided to bet Old Blue, a pet name for the faithful, but fake, silver mine for which he’d been carrying around phony stock certificates for years, betting or selling them as the need arose. They were allegedly worth about two thousand dollars. The Croakers beat him again—three aces and a pair of queens to four miserable treys. He handed over his stock certificates and got the hell out of town.

So who did he run into at McDougal’s Card Palace on Kearny Street not two weeks later? All five of them. They’d lied about being Stockton boys for the same reason he had, so their deeds couldn’t follow them home. Not surprisingly, they were annoyed with him. Using his natural charm, however, he’d placated them and bought a two-week extension on his debt. It had come due this morning.

Grace shuddered, remembering the leader’s gravel-voiced solicitousness. “And I thought he was nice. Now I just think he’s spooky.”

“Yes, there is that about Lincoln,” Reuben agreed, rubbing light fingers over his ribs. “But I’m feeling rather fond of him at the moment.”

“What on earth for?”

“He’s the only one who didn’t hit me.”

She shivered again.

“Then too, he was kind enough to grant another extension on the two grand—one more week.”

“That’s not kindness,” she scoffed, “that’s good business. If they kill you, you’ll never pay them back.”‘

“That was mentioned.” He stood up slowly. “I have to lie down now.”

She followed him into the bedroom, and didn’t protest when he lay down on his own bed, even though she’d begun to think of it as hers. “Aren’t you going to take off your shoes?” she asked, reaching for the folded blanket at the foot of the bed.

“Can’t. Too stiff. Would you do it for me? Ah, Sister Augustine, you’re an angel of mercy.”

She remembered the last time he’d called her an angel of mercy, and yanked off his shoes with unnecessary force. “What am I supposed to do while you’re lying here recovering?” she asked crossly. “From wounds you brought on yourself, I might add. Why don’t you have any food in your house? Were you hoping to starve me out?”

He grinned, then groaned when the movement tore at the sticking plaster on his lip. “Around the corner on Sansome,” he said carefully, “there’s a restaurant called Belle’s. Great corned beef, lousy stew, pretty good pie. They know me there. Say my name and they’ll fix you up.”

Her mouth had begun to water. “Thanks. What do I use for money?”

He made a magnanimous gesture with one hand. “Tell ’em to put it on my tab.”

“Okay.” She stood still, reluctant to leave. “Well.” She quit fidgeting with the blanket edge, jerked it up and tucked it around his chest. “You’ll be all right, I assume,” she said brusquely. “By yourself, I mean.”

The brown eye that wasn’t bloodshot winked at her. “Fine. I’m going to sleep. Thanks for the first aid, Gus. You’ve got great hands.”

“Head hurt?”

“Mm.”

“It’s probably the bourbon.”

He stroked the bruised bridge of his nose, wincing. “It’s not the bourbon. Oh, Grace,” he remembered as she turned away. “Be sure to wake me up by three o’clock, will you?”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve still got business to take care of,” he answered importantly.

She leaned against the doorpost and folded her arms. “You want to visit as many post offices as you can before they close,” she guessed silkily. “To see who might’ve enrolled in the International Society of Literature, Science, and Art while you were out of town.”

It was a deep, warming pleasure to watch his mouth drop open. He regarded her for a long time in silent speculation. “You rummied my desk,” he said at last, and there was a gratifying note of wonder in his voice, maybe even admiration.

She smiled modestly.

“What’d you use?”

“A pick and a little homemade tension wrench.”

“Which you just happened to have on you?”

“A girl’s got to be prepared. No,” she chuckled, “I made them.”

“You made them?”

“Out of hairpins.”

“I don’t believe it,” he said flatly.

She shrugged. “I don’t care.”

“Three o’clock, Gus, wake me up. And then I want to see you crack that lock. I want to see it.”

She shrugged again, then expanded it into a lazy stretch. “If I feel like it,” she said airily. “Sleep tight.” She closed the door with exaggerated gentleness and tiptoed away.
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