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PROLOGUE

1884

THE SHIP’S DECK rolled under his feet, and he widened his stance to protect his balance and the toddler in his arms. Where was she? He’d been from one end of the steamer to the other. Laura was nowhere to be found. He shifted the sleeping child and eyed the black clouds hovering low on the horizon. A lighthouse winked in the darkening seascape. The wind whipped the waves into a frenzy and tore at the masts. The boat fell into a trough, and the stern rose as the bow tipped. He grabbed at the railing for support. A rumble came to his ears. Thunder? Deckhands rushed by him, and he caught the faint stench of smoke.

“Fire!” a man shouted. “There’s been an explosion!”

He turned to see smoke pouring from the hold. People milled on the deck, and crewmen rushed to lower the lifeboat. He grabbed the arm of a passing crewman and shouted over the howling wind. “The pretty woman with the red hair in a pompadour. Have you seen her?”

“She’s gone. Left first thing this morning before we left the dock. This ship is going down, mate. Get on the lifeboat now!” The man jerked his arm away.

He watched the crewman rush to help panicking passengers into the lifeboat. Gone. How could she leave without a word? Laura would never leave her child. Other people streamed by him on their way to safety, but he stood rooted to the deck until the little girl in his arms whimpered.

“Mama,” she said. “Papa.”

He studied her eyes, so like her mother’s. “We must get you to shore,” he said. His purpose found, he strode to the lifeboat. Wide-eyed passengers crammed every seat. Some had other people on their laps. There was no room. Not for him.

He held up the little girl. “Please, someone save her!”

“Hurry, mister!” a crewman yelled. “Throw her into the boat.”

A woman held out her arms. “I’ll take her.”

Julia clutched him and wailed. “It’s okay, darling,” he soothed. He kissed her smooth cheek, then lowered her into the woman’s arms. The woman had barely settled the child when the steamer lurched and shuddered. It began to break apart as the lifeboat hit the roiling waves. He watched the men in the boat strain at the oars, but the waves swamped it, and it was making little headway.

He couldn’t stay here or he’d go down with the steamer. Shucking his morning coat and shoes, he climbed to the rail and dived overboard. Cold salt water filled his mouth and nose. He struggled to the surface and gulped in air before another wave caught him. The fury of the current took him under again, and he lost track of how many times he managed to snatch a breath before being thrust toward the ocean floor once more. A dozen? A hundred?

Finally his knees scraped rock, and a wave vomited him from the sea to the shore. Nearly unconscious, he lay gasping on blessed ground. He swam in and out of darkness until his brain regained enough function to remember Julia. His stomach heaved seawater onto the sand, and the retching brought him around. He managed to get on his hands and knees and stayed there a few moments until his head cleared and he could stumble to his feet. He gawked at the devastation scattered across the beach.

The sea had torn the lifeboat to splinters. Bodies and debris lay strewn up and down the coast. Shudders racked his body, and he lurched along the rocks. “Julia!” he called. The wind tossed his words back at him. She had to be alive. He ran up and down the littered shore but found no trace of the little girl he loved nearly as much as he loved her mother.



ONE

1907

ADDIE SULLIVAN’S STIFF fingers refused to obey her as she struggled to unbutton her voluminous nightgown. The lighthouse bucked with the wind, and she swallowed hard. Her room was freezing, because they’d run out of coal last week and had no money to buy more. Her German shepherd, Gideon, whined and licked her hand. She had to get dressed, but she stood paralyzed.

A storm like this never failed to bring the familiar nightmares to mind. She could taste the salt water on her tongue and feel the helplessness of being at the mercy of the waves. Her parents insisted she’d never been in a shipwreck, but throughout her life she’d awakened screaming in the night, imagining she was drowning. In her nightmare, she struggled against a faceless man who tossed her into the water from a burning ship.

Thunder rumbled outside like a beast rising from the raging waves, and the sound drew her unwilling attention again. “The Lord on high is mightier than the noise of many waters, yea, than the mighty waves of the sea,” she whispered. Her agitation eased, and she reached for her dress.

The front door slammed, and her mother’s voice called out. “Addie, I need your help! Get your kit.”

The urgency in her words broke Addie’s paralysis. She grabbed her dressing gown. The medical kit was in the bottom of her chifforobe cabinet. “Come, Gideon,” she said.

Carrying the metal box of bandages, acetylsalicylic acid powder, and carbolic acid, she rushed down the steps with her dog on her heels. She found her mother in the parlor. The patient lay on the rug by the fireplace. Her mother, lighthouse keeper Josephine Sullivan, stepped back when Addie entered the room. The woman’s overalls and jacket were drenched from the rain and surf.

“You took long enough, girlie,” she said. “I suppose you were hiding in your room.”

Addie eyed her mother’s set mouth, then knelt by the man. “What’s happened? Where is he injured?”

“His arm is swollen. I think it’s sprained. He has several cuts. I found him at the foot of the stairs to the lighthouse. I think he fell. He passed out as soon as I got him in here.” Her mother stepped over to turn on the gaslights. Their hiss could barely be heard above the storm.

“I’ll get you some tea after I tend to our patient,” she said to her mother.

The wind had whipped her mother’s hair free of its pins. Her gray locks lay plastered against her head. The wind rattled the shutters and lashed rain against the windows. “And food. You should have brought me something.”

Addie clamped her mouth shut. The last time she’d tried to take food to her mother as a storm rolled in, her efforts were met with a tantrum. She turned her attention back to her patient. He was in his fifties and had little color in his face. Judging by his clean-shaven jaw, she guessed him to be wealthy and following the fashion of the day. His expensive suit, though shredded, bore out her speculation.

“Help me get his coat off,” Addie said.

Her mother reached for the scissors from her sewing basket. “Cut it off. The clothing is useless anyway.”

“But what will he wear?”

“Something of your father’s.”

Addie choked back her objections and took the scissors. The man’s tie was missing, and blood showed through the white shirt under the jacket. She cut the shirt to gain access to his swollen arm. “I think it’s only sprained.”

Her mother dropped into a chair and pushed her wet hair out of her face. “As I said.”

“It’s God’s blessing that he’s unconscious. He might need the doctor.”

“The isthmus is covered. I’d have to wait until low tide to reach the mainland.”

“I’ll secure his arm in a sling. He’ll be fine in a few days,” Addie said. He flinched and moaned, and she knew he’d awaken soon. She pulled out a bandage and secured his arm, then sprayed the cuts with carbolic acid and bandaged the worst of them. “Was there a shipwreck?” she asked.

Her mother shook her head. “Not that I know of. Just this man lying by the steps.”

Addie silently prayed for him while she immobilized the arm in a sling of muslin. He moaned again. His eyelids fluttered, then opened. He blinked a few times, then struggled to sit up.

“No, don’t move,” she said.

He squinted into her face. “Where am I?”

“At Battery Point Lighthouse. Outside Crescent City,” Addie said. “California,” she added in case he was a bit addled. She touched his clammy forehead.

“The steep hillside,” he muttered. “I fell.”

“The steps are treacherous in this kind of weather. But you’re going to be fine in a few days. I think your arm is sprained, but that’s the worst of it.”

His eyes lingered on her face, then moved to the locket nestled against her chest. He frowned, then struggled to sit up as he reached for it. “Where did you get that?”

Addie flinched and clutched the locket. “It was my grandmother’s.” She looked away from the intensity in his face.

“Laura.” He clutched his arm. “My arm hurts.”

Laura? She touched his head to check for fever. “Let’s get you to the chair.”

She helped him stand and stagger to the armchair protected with crocheted doilies. He nearly collapsed onto the cushion, but his attention remained fixed on her locket.

She was ready to escape his piercing stare. “I’ll make us some tea.”

In the kitchen she stirred the embers of the fire in the wood range, then poured out hot water from the reservoir into the cracked teapot. The storm was beginning to blow itself out, and she no longer saw the flashes of lightning that had so terrified her. She ladled vegetable soup into chipped bowls from the pot she’d kept warm for her mother. The sound of her mother’s raised voice came to her ears and nearly caused her to spill the hot tea.

“You have no proof!” her mother shouted.

“What on earth?” Addie placed cups and the teapot on a tray, then rushed to the parlor. The man and her mother were tight-lipped and tense when she entered.

“Is everything all right?”

When neither the man nor her mother answered her, Addie set the tray on the fireplace hearth and poured tea into the mismatched cups. What could they possibly be arguing about?

She stirred honey into her mother’s tea, then handed it over. “Honey?” Addie asked their guest.

He shook his head. “Black, please.” He took the cup in his left hand, which shook. The tea sloshed. He didn’t take his eyes off Addie. “I didn’t believe it until I saw you.”

“What?”

He set his tea down and glared at her mother before turning his attention back to Addie. His lips tightened. “The way you stand, the shape of your eyes. Just like your mother’s.”

Addie’s eyes flitted to her mother. “Is your vision blurry?” she asked. Addie had often coveted the lovely brunette hair she’d seen in photos of her mother as a young woman. It was so straight and silky, and quite unlike her own mop of auburn locks that reached her waist. She actually looked more like her grandmother, the woman in the picture held by her locket. “What is your name?”

“Walter Driscoll. From Mercy Falls.”

“Near Ferndale,” she said. “There’s a lighthouse there.”

“That’s right.”

“What are you doing in Crescent City?”

“Looking for you,” he said. His voice was still weak, and he was pale.

He must be delirious. She noticed the swelling in his elbow had increased. “Is your arm paining you?”

He nodded. “It’s getting quite bad.”

She reached for her medical supplies and pulled out the acetylsalicylic acid. She stirred some into his tea and added honey to cover the bitterness. “Drink that. It will help.” She waited until he gulped it down. “Let me help you to the guest room,” she said. “Sleep is the best thing.” He wobbled when she helped him up the steps to the spare room across the hall from hers.

Her mother followed close behind with Gideon. “I’ll help him prepare for bed,” she said. “It’s not appropriate for a young woman.”

Addie studied her mother’s face. The woman’s mouth was set, and Addie could have sworn she saw panic in her eyes. “Of course, Mama. Call if you need anything.”

Closing the door behind her, she went to her bedroom and shut herself in with Gideon. The dog leaped onto her bed and curled up at the foot. She petted his ears. The foghorn tolled out across the water. The fury of the waves had subsided, leaving behind only the lulling sound of the surf against the shore. She left the dog and stepped to the window. She opened it and drew in a fresh breath of salt-laden air. The light from the lighthouse tower pierced the fog hovering near the shore. She saw no other ships in the dark night, but the fog might be hiding them.

The voices across the hall rose. Her mother quite disliked nosiness, but Addie went to the door anyway. Gideon jumped down from the bed and followed her. Addie wanted to know the reason for the animosity between Mr. Driscoll and her mother. She caught only a few floating words. “Paid handsomely,” she heard her mother say. And “truth must be told” came from Mr. Driscoll.

What did her mother mean? They had no wealth to speak of. Many times since Papa died of consumption, they’d had little more for food than fish they could catch or soup made from leeks from their garden. The small amount of money Addie brought in from the dressmaking helped her mother, but there was never enough. Someday she wanted to walk into a shop and buy a ready-made dress. New shoes were a luxury she hadn’t had in five years.

“She’s not your child,” she heard Mr. Driscoll say.

Addie put her hand to her throat. Did her mother have another child? Gideon whined at her side. “It’s okay, boy.” She had to know the truth even if it made her mother furious. She opened the door and stepped into the hall.

“If you don’t tell her, I will,” Mr. Driscoll said. “She has the right to know about her heritage.”

Heritage? Who were they talking about? The door opened, and she was face-to-face with her mother.

Her mother’s shoulders were back, and her mouth was stiff. “Spying on me?”

“No, Mama, of course not. I heard arguing. Is something wrong?”

“It’s none of your business, girlie.”

Mr. Driscoll’s shoulders loomed behind her mother. “It most certainly is her business. You must tell her.”

Her mother scowled over her shoulder at the man, then turned back to Addie. “Oh, very well,” she said. “Come downstairs.”

“Of course.” Addie still wore her dressing gown, so she followed her mother down the stairs. Gideon stayed close to Addie, and Mr. Driscoll brought up the rear.

“Sit down.” Her mother indicated the armless Lady’s chair.

Addie’s eyes were gritty and burning with fatigue. She obeyed her mother’s directive. She glanced at Mr. Driscoll. He wore her father’s shirt and pants, the blue ones with the patches on the knees.

Addie turned her attention back to her grim-faced mother. “What is it, Mama? What’s wrong?”

“Wait here.” Her mother went down the hall and into the office. She returned with a metal lockbox in her hands. “Your father never wanted you to know. I told him this day would come, but he wouldn’t hear of it.”

Addie’s muscles bunched, and her hands began to shake. “Know?”

Her mother thrust a key into the lock and opened the box. “Perhaps it is best if you simply read through these items.” She laid the box on Addie’s lap.

The papers inside were old and yellowed. Mr. Driscoll stood watching them with a hooded gaze. “Mama, you’re frightening me,” Addie said. “What are these papers?” She didn’t dare touch them.

Mr. Driscoll’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “They deal with your heritage, Addie. This woman is not your real mother.”



TWO

ADDIE CURLED HER hands in her lap. Where was her fan? She was suffocating. “You’re my stepmother? Why did you never tell me?”

“You are the most irritating child,” her mother said. “Just read the things in the box.”

Addie glanced at the yellowed papers. “Can’t you just tell me what this is all about?”

Her mother chewed on her lip. “The nightmares of drowning you’ve suffered all your life? You experienced a shipwreck when you were about two. Roy found you on the shore and brought you home. He insisted we tell no one how we’d found you.”

Addie examined her mother’s words. Surely she didn’t mean Papa hadn’t been her real father. “You’re jesting.” She pressed her trembling lips together and studied her mother’s face. The defiance in her eyes convinced Addie she spoke the truth.

Roy Sullivan had not been her father? He’d saved his pennies to buy her every Elizabeth Barrett Browning book that lined the shelf in her room. He’d bought her the treadle sewing machine. Even the stacks of fabric in her sewing room were purchased by him to give her the start she needed. She’d seen him make many sacrifices for her over the years on his modest lightkeeper’s salary.

Pain pulsed behind her eyes. And in her heart. She needed air. She started to rise to go outside, then sank back to her chair when her muscles refused to obey. “What do you have to do with this?” she asked Driscoll.

“I believe I’m your uncle,” he said. Cradling his sling with his good hand, he settled on the sofa.

Her hand crept to the locket at her neck. “My uncle?” She rubbed the engraved gold. “I don’t understand.”

Gideon thrust his head against her leg. She entwined her fingers in his fur and found a measure of comfort. “Is Addie even my name?” she managed to ask past a throat too tight to swallow a sip of water.

Her mother looked away as if she couldn’t hold Addie’s gaze. “Not if my suspicions are right,” Mr. Driscoll said.

“Then who am I?” Addie pressed her quivering lips together.

He smoothed the sling. “I believe you’re Julia Eaton, daughter of Henry and Laura Eaton. There are newspaper clippings in the file that lead me to that conclusion.” He nodded at the metal box. “Laura was my sister.”

Addie focused on the woman standing by the fireplace. Josephine Sullivan. Not her mother. No wonder Addie had always sensed a wall between the two of them. It explained so much. She’d often wondered why her auburn hair and green eyes didn’t match either of her parents’ features. Her mother had cruelly teased her about being left by fairies until her father put a stop to it.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Addie asked.

“Roy refused to allow the truth to come out. You were his little darling.”

“You never loved me,” Addie whispered. “Even before Papa died.”

“Your disobedience killed him,” Josephine said. “If I’d told you once, I told you a thousand times not to go swimming out past the breakers.”

Addie dropped her gaze. “And it’s something I’ll have to live with the rest of my life.”

“What’s this?” Mr. Driscoll asked. “She killed her father?”

Josephine hunched her shoulders. “He took this post hoping the sea air would cure his consumption, but it never happened. The stress of saving Addie from her own foolish behavior sent Roy into a decline he never recovered from.”

Addie bolted to her feet. “I need air.”

Josephine caught Addie’s arm and forced her back into the chair. “It’s time the truth came out.”

Addie rubbed her throbbing arm. “If you hate me, why did you keep me?”

“I don’t hate you,” Josephine said. “But you were a constant reminder of my failure to have our own child.”

“Then why keep me?” Addie asked again.

Her mother shrugged. “Money. Someone pays for your upkeep. We receive a monthly check from San Francisco. The attorney who sends the funds would never tell us who his client was, so don’t even ask.”

“You were paid to keep me from my real family?” She struggled to take it in. “So the sewing machine was paid for by someone else? The books, the fabric, my clothes?”

“Roy was much too generous with you. I wanted him to save it for our old age. We earned every penny. He saved some, but not enough. Instead he bought you fripperies you didn’t need.”

“But we’ve been paupers since Papa died. Did the money stop?”

“With Roy gone, I was able to save it, as we should have been doing all along.”

“That money belongs to Addie,” Mr. Driscoll put in. “You’ll hand over the bankbook or I’ll file charges for kidnapping.”

Josephine tipped her chin up. “I raised that girl. It belongs to me.”

“I don’t want it,” Addie said, tightening her grip on Gideon. How foolish she’d been to stay here and try to earn her mother’s love. “You should have told me.”

“There was no need for you to know,” Josephine said.

Addie turned her attention to Mr. Driscoll. “Why are you so sure I’m this Julia Eaton?”

He pointed with his good hand to the locket. “I gave my sister the locket you’re wearing. She died right offshore here. The woman in the picture is her mother, your grandmother Vera. You look much like both of them.”

“How did you find me?”

“A friend passed through here a couple of months ago. She came out to the lighthouse to take pictures with her new Brownie camera and happened to snap a photo of you fishing. When she showed it to me, something in your posture and the way you smiled reminded me of Laura. I knew she’d died nearby, so I decided to come. I never expected . . .” He swallowed hard.

“The Holy Scriptures say we may entertain angels unawares,” Addie said. “I think that is the case this night.”

His laugh was uneasy. “I’m hardly an angel, Miss Adeline.”

Her father had always told her that truth never stayed hidden forever. God laughed at mankind’s plans. What would her father say if he were alive today to face the revelation of the lies he’d told her? Everything she thought she knew about her life was in ashes.

She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t understand anything. Why would someone pay you to care for me?” she asked her mother.

“Roy suspected the person wanted you out of the way. He became obsessed with finding out more and collected these clippings and other evidence.” Her tone made it clear she’d never understood her husband’s obsession.

Addie buried her face in her hands. “Who am I?” Gideon pushed his cold nose against her cheek. When she lifted her head to stare at Mr. Driscoll, the pity on his face stirred her. “What do you want from me?”

“I want to reunite you with your family.” He hesitated. “Henry searched for weeks, desperate to find you and Laura. He’ll be overjoyed to find you alive.”

The thought that her real father had loved her stirred Addie out of her pain. A gust of wind and rain rattled the panes in the window, and she raised her voice over the din. “Reunite us? You mean you want me to go with you?”

He flexed his swollen fingers. “I hadn’t thought of that. Perhaps you should stay here until I find out who paid to keep you away, and why.”

“I need to help my mother.” My mother. The familiar words mocked her, but surely the devil she knew was better than the one she didn’t.

“That’s right,” Josephine said. “I depend on your assistance.”

Mr. Driscoll looked at Josephine. “I suspect you have milked every drop of sweat possible from the poor child over the years. You deserve nothing more from her.”

Though his words made sense, Addie shied away from the idea of leaving the life she knew. “I’d rather not face them until I know they want me.”

He studied her face. “I can’t introduce you as Julia until I get more proof. I don’t want to subject you to possible scrutiny until we’re sure.”

She picked up the metal box. “The things in here don’t prove it?” She skimmed through the articles about the shipwreck. One article mentioned the Eaton family’s desperate search for Laura Eaton and her child, Julia.

He shook his head. “Your father collected articles about the shipwreck, but that’s hardly proof of your identity. It’s enough for me when I see the locket and look at your face, but Henry will demand more than that.”

She slumped back against the chair. “Why wouldn’t he see the resemblance as you do?”

“Henry Eaton is wealthy beyond your imagination. Better men than I have tried to hoodwink him without success. He is skeptical of any unproven claim.”

She lifted her necklace. “But the locket?”

He chewed his lip. “Yes, he might believe the locket.” He glanced at Josephine. “Where was it found?”

“It was around Addie’s neck when Roy rescued her.”

He nodded. “There are many questions about how you came to be here and why. Henry will want a logical explanation of how this happened. I’d like to have something more to prove your claim. When he realizes you’re his darling Julia, you’ll be showered with love and material possessions.”

“I don’t really care about money.” Loneliness had dogged her all her life. The lighthouse stood on a rocky cliff that was an island most of the time. The only access to the mainland was an isthmus at low tide. Even then, her parents had rarely allowed her to go to town, and she’d longed to fit in, to find friends to laugh with and share with.

Addie stared at him with fresh eyes. Pain etched his mouth and left pallor on his face, but his blue eyes held keen determination. How had he gathered her true need so completely no longer than he’d been here? “Is the Eaton family large?” she asked. “Have I any siblings?”

“Not living,” he said. “Your sister, Katherine, died in a streetcar accident three years ago. She was your half sister. Closer, really. After Laura died, Henry married our sister, Clara.”

“Can you tell me more about the family?”

“There were three of us. Clara and I have the same mother. Our mother died in childbirth when Clara was born. Laura is the daughter of our father’s second wife, so she was our half sister.”

“So you’re the oldest, then Clara, and my mother was the youngest?”

He nodded. “There are three years between Clara and me, and two years between her and your mother.”

Addie’s eyes filled. An entire lifetime of belonging had slipped from her fingers. “Katherine was my only sibling?”

He nodded. “But you have a nephew. Edward. He’s five.”

“A nephew! Do we look alike in any regard?”

“More than a bit,” he said. “I have a thought. I can’t just take you into Eaton Manor and announce you are Julia. However, Edward’s father, John, has mentioned his need of a governess for Edward. Henry is raging about it. He dotes on the boy—being his only grandchild—and has had the care of him since Katherine was killed.”

For the first time she was tempted to actually do this thing—to go to this family where Mr. Driscoll claimed she belonged. “Why hasn’t Edward been with John?”

“Henry persuaded him that the boy needed his grandmother as he worked through the grieving process. Besides, John is a naval officer and was out to sea when Katherine died.”

“The poor child. I would become his governess?”

He nodded. “If your education passes muster.”

“I love studies. I obtained a degree through correspondence.”

“So you wish to accompany me?”

Did she? She chewed her lip, then slowly nodded. “I’ll come.”

“You will not!” her mother said.

Mr. Driscoll fixed her with a cold stare. “You have no say in this.” He turned his attention back to Addie. “You’ll enter the household as my ward, the daughter of a friend. That way you’ll be part of the family.”

“Then what?”

“I plan to hire a Pinkerton investigator in San Francisco. I’ll have him talk to this attorney and ferret out who hired him and why.”

Addie hadn’t been thinking about the faceless person who had contrived to keep her out of the family. “Why would someone do that?”

“It’s something we must discover. Henry hasn’t risen to prominence without making many enemies along the way. I have several people in mind.”

“Who?”

He rose. “A couple of years before Laura’s death, there was some scandal about one of Henry’s rivals. When he went broke, his son committed suicide. Perhaps he sought to exact revenge. A child for a child.”

She gulped in air. “This person might be dangerous. Are you sure of my identity?”

“Read the papers in the box, Addie. You’ll see there is no doubt.” He went toward the steps. “I’ll leave you alone to absorb this news, my dear. I’m utterly exhausted, and my arm is a misery.” His shoulders were stooped as he climbed the stairs.

There was no sound in the living room except the hiss of the gaslight. Addie stared at her mother. No, not her mother. Josephine Sullivan. Addie wasn’t a Sullivan. Her entire identity had been stripped away.

Josephine sipped her tea. “You’re about to be dropped into the lap of luxury. I expect you could send money to help me out from time to time.”

“Did you ever love me at all?” Addie said, her voice barely audible.

“Let’s not talk anymore tonight.” Josephine moved from the fireplace and went up the stairs.

Addie sat frozen on the chair with the metal box in her lap. She dropped it to the floor, and the papers scattered. With a cry, she fell to her knees and buried her face in her dog’s warm coat.



THREE

THE OFFICES OF Mercy Steamboats squatted on the corner of Main and Redwood. A three-story brick building, it presented an austere front to the world. Naval Lieutenant John North paused at the door long enough to remove his hat, then stepped into the entry.

“Good afternoon, Lieutenant North.” Mrs. O’Donnell smiled from behind her typewriter. “Mr. Eaton is in his office. He asked me to send you in when you got here.”

John walked down the tiled hall to the first door on the left. The imposing walnut door was closed. He gave a brisk rap on the polished surface. He’d slept little on the steamer from San Francisco, and his eyes burned.

“Come,” Henry’s voice called.

He’d rather go. John entered and closed the door behind him. “Good afternoon, Henry.” When John had married Katherine, she’d insisted he call her parents Mother and Father, but it had never been natural for him. After she was gone, he’d been glad to revert. He suspected Henry felt the same way.

Henry regarded John over the top of his spectacles. “The ferry was late?”

“A few lingering storm swells slowed us down.”

John settled in a chair and studied his father-in-law for clues to his mood. Henry’s expression was as dark as the clouds rolling in from the west. A tall man, he had a thick head of brown hair that held only a few streaks of gray in spite of being in his midfifties. His brown suit—impeccably cut, of course—fit his muscular frame perfectly. His waxed mustache suited his angular face.

“Have you been to see Edward yet?”

John shook his head. “That’s my next stop. I’ll set the nurse to packing his things.”

Henry leaned forward. “What the devil are you thinking to yank him from the place he’s been secure?”

“Henry, you knew all along this arrangement was temporary. I appreciate all you’ve done, but Edward is my son. Not yours. Not Clara’s. He belongs with me.”

Henry banged his fist on the desk. “You were happy enough to leave him with us when Katherine died.”

“That’s rubbish and you know it. I had no choice. I do have a choice now. My new assignment is at a desk, and Edward can be with me.”

“You have no one to care for him.”

“Actually, I do. Walter rang me, and the daughter of a good friend of his is seeking a position. He is bringing her in today to see if she will suit.”

Henry’s mouth grew pinched. “Can’t the child at least stay until after my birthday ball? You too. You’re on leave for a month. There’s time to ease him into new arrangements.”

Perhaps it would be best to let Edward get used to the idea, used to his father and the new governess. The last thing John wanted was to inflict more trauma on his boy. “Very well. But let’s not argue about it anymore, Henry. It’s bad for Edward.”

“You don’t care about what’s best for the boy or you wouldn’t be yanking him away from us. In the city, people might make fun of him. He’s known and loved here. Have you ever thought of resigning, son?”

Henry’s genial tone warned John to be on his guard. “The navy is my life.”

“Mercy Falls is a charming town. Edward is happy here. I saw a house that would be perfect for you and Edward.”

“The navy is all I know.”

“You’ve managed naval supplies for years. You’re detailed and organized. I’d put you over my companies without a qualm. Perhaps you could pull the steamboat business out of its slump.”

“Henry, the steamboat travel is faltering all over the country. The train is more convenient. You need to be prepared for the coming decline. Perhaps invest in a train.”

Henry held up his hand. “You know how I feel about the trains. Noisy and smelly.”

“But profitable. You can’t hide your head in the sand, Henry. The world is changing.”

“Not in my lifetime.” He wagged a finger at John. “I see what you are doing. Changing the subject. Think about Edward. Considering his challenges, he’ll do so much better here than in the city.”

Heat rose along John’s neck. “Edward is very bright. He’ll have no trouble with school or with adjusting to a new place.”

“He has fits, John. We must do whatever we can to help him.”

“His epilepsy won’t hold him back. He has spunk.”

The last comment brought the faintest twitch of a smile to Henry’s face. “Let’s put aside our differences and think of the boy. I want to show you my new automobile, so I’ll run you home.”

If only Henry would take his own advice and think of Edward. Henry believed his solution was the only possible choice, and it wasn’t one John was willing to consider.
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The stage passed a picturesque lighthouse on the coast. “Who mans it?” Addie asked Mr. Driscoll. He hadn’t spoken since they’d boarded the stage. She and Driscoll were the only passengers since the last stop north in Trinidad.

“I believe it’s unmanned at the moment. They’re looking for a new lightkeeper, according to the paper.”

The coach left the seaside and traveled up the hill. The vehicle rounded a curve and began to slow as it neared a town. Addie craned her head out the window at the charming valley. Milk cows grazed on the hillsides until the redwood forest encroached again. The stage rolled through Mercy Falls slowly, and she took in the small shops and brick buildings of the bustling town.

She gathered her valise from the floor by her feet. “Are they expecting me?” she asked.

“I called John. As I thought, he was only too happy to have help finding someone suitable. He’s expected from the city on the afternoon ferry. May already be here by now.”

“And my father?” She was unable to keep the eagerness from her voice.

“He knows as well. But remember, say nothing. I sent a telegram to a Pinkerton agent in San Francisco, and he is investigating. Once I have proof, we’ll talk to your father.”

Gideon laid his muzzle on her shoe. She rubbed her temple. The stage jerked to a stop. Moments later, the driver opened the door. Mr. Driscoll disembarked first, then extended his hand and helped her alight. She’d just completed the pale-green dress she wore, and the boots were new, a gift from Mr. Driscoll. Her hat, decorated with tulle, was a concoction she’d created to give herself courage, though she found it failing now.

Placing her hand on her dog’s head, she stared up and down the sidewalk and smiled at several passersby. Such an interesting town.

“Shall we walk, or is there a carriage to greet us?” she asked Mr. Driscoll.

“The carriage is there.” He indicated a grand brougham across the street. “But I need to run in to see Henry a moment. Will you be all right by yourself?”

“Of course.” She watched him walk away, then glanced up and down the busy street. Through the open windows of the building to her right, she heard the familiar clatter of sewing machines. Gideon growled and strained at his leash.

“Is something wrong, boy?” She allowed the dog to lead her toward the sounds of sewing. The austere brick building sat on the corner. She peeked inside the open door and saw rows of sewing machines. Women bent over their machines, and their feet pumped the pedals furiously. Addie had never seen machines sew so fast. How did they manage to keep their fingers unharmed?

Gideon led her to a small, sobbing girl. She stood to one side of her machine and held her left hand in her right. Addie saw the child’s finger welling with blood. Gideon nudged the little girl’s leg and whined. The child leaned against the dog.

“Honey, are you hurt?” Addie asked, hurrying to reach her.

A man in suspenders over his short-sleeved shirt approached. He gripped the girl’s shoulders roughly. “You’re being ridiculous, Bridget! Get back to work or I’ll have to dock your wages.” He thrust the child toward the vacant sewing machine.

She couldn’t have been more than eight. She wore a rough dress made from a flour sack. Her dark-blonde hair hung in strings around her face, and she had a smudge on her cheek. Who knew when she’d last been bathed?

“What’s going on here?” Addie asked. “Where is this child’s mother? She needs attention.”

The man narrowed his eyes at her well-made dress and black shoes. “You’re not one of my workers.”

Most of the machines had slowed or stopped, and Addie realized she had the attention of all the workers. “No, I certainly am not. This child is much too young to be working with a sewing machine. She belongs in school.”

The man put his fists on his hips. “Look, lady, this is none of your business. Run along and let me tend to my workers.”

“Where is this child’s mother? I want to speak to her.”

“My mama is sick,” the little girl said. Her tears had stopped, and her eyes were big as her gaze traveled from the foreman to Addie. She had one arm looped around Gideon’s neck.

Addie squatted in front of her. “Where do you live, honey?”

“Across the street on the top floor,” the child said. She leaned forward and whispered, “My mom has consumption.”

Addie winced at the family’s lot in life. She well knew the pain of the illness. “What’s your name?”

“Brigitte.”

“That’s a pretty name. Where is your sister?”

Brigitte pointed. “She’s over there.”

Addie saw another child only slightly older than this one. “How old is she?”

“She’s nine. I’m eight.”

Much too young to be working here, both of them. Addie inched closer and held out her palm. “I’d like to look at your hand.”

The foreman grabbed the girl and drew her away from Addie. “Lady, this is not your business. I’m going to call the owner if you don’t get out of here.”

Addie stood. “Why don’t you do that? Let’s talk to the owner of this place and see what excuse he has to offer for forcing a child to do an adult’s job.”

“Mr. Eaton is across the street,” the foreman said. “I’ll go get him, and he’ll toss you to the street.”

Addie barely restrained her gasp. “Mr. Eaton?”

The foreman’s cocky grin straightened. “You know him?”

She held out her hand again. “I’m taking this child with me. Her sister too. What’s her name, Brigitte?”

“Doria.”

Her skirts swishing, Addie marched between the rows of sewing machines to the little girl. “Come with me, Doria,” Addie said.

The child’s brow wrinkled. “I’ll lose my job, miss. We can’t afford to lose our jobs.”

“I’ll talk to the owner.” She held out her hand. “Come along.”

Doria took her hand, and Addie led her to where the foreman stood with Brigitte. “I’m taking these children home.”

“If you go with her, girls, don’t bother coming back.” He nodded toward the front of the building. “Here comes Mr. Eaton’s brother-in-law now. We’ll let him sort it out.”

Addie turned to see her uncle coming in the door. A man in a navy uniform was with him. Mr. Driscoll wore a thunderous frown that only darkened when his gaze clashed with hers. She straightened her shoulders and set her jaw.

“What is going on here?” Mr. Driscoll asked.

Addie tipped her chin higher. “Are you aware this business employs children who should not be near these machines?”

He blinked. “I have little to do with this place. It’s one of Mr. Eaton’s pet projects.” He frowned at the girls. “These children work here? They surely don’t run a machine, do they?”

“They do. Look at Brigitte’s hand. She injured it under the needle.”

The uniformed man stared at the foreman. “Is this true?”

He shrugged. “Mr. Eaton arranged it. We have about ten kids, some from the orphanage and some from the community.”

“I’ll have a word with him,” the man said. “Did you care for the child’s injury?”

“It’s just a little prick. She’ll be fine.”

“Her fingers are bloody,” Addie said. “It’s still bleeding. With your permission,” she asked her uncle, “I’d like to clean her up.”

Mr. Driscoll nodded. “By all means.”

“Where is the ladies’ room?” she asked.

The foreman jerked a dirty thumb behind him. “In the back.”

“Where are first-aid supplies to be found?” she asked.

“I’ll get them,” he said grudgingly. He stalked off toward a small office that had a window facing the work floor.

She eyed the navy man. Her uncle had mentioned that her new employer was an officer. If this was that man, she might find herself out of a job before she started.



FOUR

JOHN STOOD IN the shop and watched the workers disappear when the quitting whistle blew. “Who is that young woman?” he asked Driscoll. While her beauty had stunned him, her fire and compassion impressed him even more.

“Edward’s new governess.”

Aware his mouth had dropped open, John shut it. “Miss Adeline Sullivan?”

“Indeed. I do wish she hadn’t gotten involved in this. Henry will be livid.”

“Someone should have gotten involved long ago.”

The foreman had vanished into his office after handing Addie the first-aid box and didn’t return. John glanced at the other little girl. Doria stood off to one side with her hands clasped. Her lips quivered and she stared at the floor.

He saw a movement. “Here they come now.” John watched Miss Sullivan and Brigitte weave through the sewing machines and tables of fabric. The child chattered to Addie, who seemed to be paying grave attention to the little girl. He studied her neat attire and the fiery lights in her hair.

“Ready to go?” Driscoll said when she reached them.

“I’d like to explain to their mother what happened,” Addie said, her voice pleading for Driscoll’s understanding. “She lives just across the street.”

The husky, feminine voice had a confident quality that gave John pause. Her auburn hair glowed with vitality. Her eyes caught his, and he nearly gasped. Thick lashes framed eyes as green as a lily pad, and the flecks of gold in their depths lit them from within. Or maybe it was the compassion that shimmered there. Such purity, such empathy.

“Miss Sullivan? I’m Lieutenant John North.”

She put her hand to her mouth. “My employer? I suspected as much. I’m afraid I’m not making the best first impression on you.”

“On the contrary. I’m quite taken with your desire to help these children.” He held the door open for them, then stepped into the slanting light of the sun. “It’s good of you to care.” Katherine had never noticed the poor around her. And why was he comparing Miss Sullivan to his dead wife? “You needn’t trouble yourself,” he told Driscoll. “I’ll handle this.”

Buggies clattered down the cobblestone street, and he waited for an opening before guiding the governess and the children to the other side. The five-story tenement was down a dark alley. Mortar had chipped from between some of the bricks, and one of the chimneys lay on its side on the roof. The faded paint and gouges in the door attested to the building’s age and lack of upkeep.

He held the door open for Miss Sullivan and the children. Though he didn’t say anything, he frowned. Addie shrugged and went past him up the stairs littered with paper and dried mud. The place stank of body odor, tobacco, and stale food. The banister wobbled when he touched it, and he opted to ascend without its assistance.

Brigitte and Doria scampered up the stairs like squirrels. Brigitte kept turning to see where the adults were, then dashing ahead a few more steps.

“How far?” he called.

“One more floor. We’re on the top,” Brigitte said.

He shouldn’t be winded climbing five floors, but the stairwell had no ventilation, and the odors intensified as they rose. The last few steps left him breathless and longing for the cleansing coolness of the redwood forest.

The stench of cooked cabbage hung in the air. Doria’s face grew pinched as she approached the first door on the left. The latch plate was bent, and he wondered if someone had kicked in the door. It wasn’t locked, and the knob turned when the child laid her hand on it.

“Mama?” Doria called. “I have visitors.” She held open the door. Her sister had grabbed Addie’s hand and clung to it as they paused on the threshold.

He took Brigitte’s hand and brushed past Miss Sullivan but left the door open. This place needed all the fresh air it could get. She followed with the dog, who rushed past her to the parlor.

Doria beckoned to him. Her face brightened when he stepped into the tiny parlor. “Mama’s getting up. She was in the bedroom.”

He glanced around the room. Sparse, threadbare furnishings, no decorations, paint that was streaked with soot. He heard a sound and turned to see a gaunt woman hurrying toward him. She wore a dressing gown that might have been white once but was now a blotchy gray. Her hair hung untidily from her bun, and she shoved it out of her face as she came.

The dog padded forward to greet her and licked her hand. She patted his head. “Is Brigitte all right?” she asked in a tremulous voice.

“She had a puncture from the needle,” he said. “Please don’t trouble yourself. Brigitte said you’d been ill. I’m sorry. I didn’t introduce myself. I’m John North.”

“I’m Nann Whittaker. Thank you for bringing my girls home, Lieutenant North.” Her gaze went past him to Miss Sullivan, who had retrieved her dog’s leash.

“I’m Addie Sullivan,” the young woman said. “I tended to Brigitte’s wound. It’s quite minor. The iodine should stave off any infection.”

“You’re too kind,” Mrs. Whittaker murmured.

He put his hand on the child’s head. “They’re much too young to be working on machines.”

Mrs. Whittaker’s smile faded. “If there were any way to put food on the table without them working, I’d take it. My husband was killed in a logging accident last year. We got by okay with my job at the sewing factory, but then I took sick.”

“Consumption, Brigitte said?” Miss Sullivan put in.

The thin woman nodded. “The doctor says I need to get into the country, but that’s not possible. I’ve got three other children, all younger than Brigitte.”

Five children and no husband. The knowledge pained him. “Both girls are polite and hardworking. You should be proud of them.”

“Oh, I am!” The woman pressed her trembling lips together. “I’ll go back to the shop myself just as soon as I’m able, and they can go back to school. They are so smart.”

“I can see that,” John said, noticing Brigitte’s bright, curious eyes.

“Brigitte made top grades in school.” Mrs. Whittaker’s hand made a sweeping motion toward the room. “I want more for my children than . . . this.”

John nodded, unable to speak past the boulder in his throat. What chance did this family have? He wished there was something he could do, but he hesitated to bring her into his own house. She might pass her disease on to Edward.

He saw Miss Sullivan’s eyes swimming with tears. He had to help. He dug into his pocket and pressed all the cash he had into her hand. Fifty dollars. “I’ll see what I can find for the girls that isn’t so dangerous,” he said.

“God bless you,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “I had no food in the house.”

“Can I pick up something for you?”

She shook her head. “The girls will fetch groceries for me.”

“I must go,” he told Mrs. Whittaker. “Good-bye, girls.” He fled the stink of sickness.

Miss Sullivan and her dog followed him down the stairs. He noticed she was still fighting tears. “There’s no choice but to let the girls work in that shop,” he said, “but I’ll talk to Henry about finding a job that doesn’t involve the sewing machine. Mrs. Whittaker needs a good sanatorium for a few months. She might be able to work once she’s stronger, but she’ll never get well breathing in this air.”

Addie kept her hand on the dog’s head. “God is always sufficient. We must pray for them.”

“I fear God isn’t listening much of the time,” he said.

“God is always listening. Sometimes things don’t turn out the way we want. But even when they don’t, God is always sufficient.”

When they reached the first floor, she quickened her steps to exit the tenement, and he watched her draw in a lungful of air devoid of the smells permeating the building. The alley held other structures just like this one. How many other heartbreaking situations resided on the floors of these dwellings?
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Mr. Driscoll met them on the sidewalk. Addie gauged his expression and realized he wasn’t angry, just distracted.

“Everything is arranged?” he asked.

Lieutenant North shrugged. “Not really. It’s a sad situation.”

Mr. Driscoll turned toward the carriage. “Might I offer you a ride to the manor?”

His dark eyes never left Addie. “Thank you, but no. I have business at the bank to attend to before I leave town. Henry offered me a ride.” He tipped his hat to her. “I’m sure we’ll get a chance to get better acquainted tonight,” he told her.

“Of course,” she said faintly. She watched him walk away and wished she could stop him. Nothing in her life had prepared her for the onslaught of emotion that churned inside her from the first moment she’d seen him.

Mr. Driscoll offered his arm, and she took it. The streets were a muddy quagmire after the rain, and she lifted her skirt to clear the muck. A driver helped her into the carriage. She let herself imagine she was Elizabeth Barrett Browning about to embark on a journey. Or maybe Alice Roosevelt. She so admired the president’s courageous daughter. Someday she wanted to see far-off places like Alice did, and dig her bare toes into distant sands. In her daydream, the man at her side matched the man who had just left her.

Josephine had worked to squelch Addie’s romanticism, but Addie couldn’t help it anymore than she could help the color of her eyes. “How far to the estate?” she asked Mr. Driscoll.

“At the edge of town. Five minutes,” he said, settling onto the leather seat beside her. He cast a doubtful glance at Gideon. “You should have left that dog behind. I don’t know how I’ll explain it to Henry.”

She tipped up her chin. “I wouldn’t come without him.”

“Which is the only reason I finally agreed. But it was most unfortunate. Henry is sure to be put off.”

“I thought Lieutenant North was my employer.”

“He is, but Henry’s wishes are generally considered.”

She watched the scenery as the carriage rolled through town. A drugstore and ice-cream shop looked interesting. She noticed a sign that said Mercy Stagecoach Company. Before she could ask, Mr. Driscoll pointed it out as belonging to her father. There were several dress shops and haberdasheries in town.

“Henry owns half the town,” Driscoll said. “The bank, the creamery too.”

Addie shrank back against her seat. “I fear I’ll be out of place.”

“You’ll be fine. As my ward, you’ll be treated like one of the family.”

The carriage slowed at two large stone columns that anchored a wall taller than Addie’s head. A massive iron gate barred the way. The vehicle stopped until the guard opened the gate, then it turned into a long driveway.

“Why is it gated?” she asked. “Are they in danger?”

He laughed. “You have much to learn, Adeline. The Eatons don’t mingle with the lower class other than to employ them. It’s better that way.”

“Better for whom?”

His smile faltered and he turned away. “There’s your new home.”

Addie caught her breath at the sight of the mansion. Three stories high, it rambled in so many directions she had to crane her neck to take it all in. Five or six colors of paint emphasized the architecture’s features. The porch encased two sides of the manor, and the railing made her think of toy blocks. The red trim accented the medium gray-green siding. The door and shutters were black. The home had so many gables and dormers, it made her dizzy to take them all in. Numerous outbuildings peeked from the coastal redwoods that shaded the yard. The forest began barely ten feet from the back corner of the house.

“It’s quite lovely,” she said.

“Henry attends to every detail,” Mr. Driscoll said. “You’ll see many homes such as these in town. We call them butterfat palaces, since most were constructed from money made from dairying. Henry’s is the grandest by far.”

“Did Mr. Eaton make his money in dairying too?”

“In the beginning. He owns many other businesses now, as I mentioned.” He stepped from the carriage and helped her down. “Remember, mention nothing to anyone. It might be dangerous to reveal your identity.”

“Dangerous?”

“Someone took great care to keep you from Henry. Whoever did this must hate him very much. That level of hatred might be dangerous. If Henry finds out who has done this, that person’s life would be ruined. Henry would see to that.”

“My father sounds formidable.”

“He doesn’t suffer fools gladly, and he expects those around him to be loyal.”

She accepted the arm he offered, and they walked past banks of blooming goldenrod and salvia. Gideon followed at her heels. “How about you, Mr. Driscoll? How do you feel about Mr. Eaton?”

“He’s a loyal friend to those he trusts. He’s been good to me for my sisters’ sakes, and I’ve made my home in the manor for many years.” They reached the front door. He opened it and motioned for her to enter. “Stay,” he told the dog.

She repeated the command and stepped into the entry. The first thing she noticed was the scent of something baking. A berry pie, perhaps. Then she saw the opulence of the hall. Her mouth dropped as she took in polished walnut floors and woodwork, richly colored wallpaper, and an Oriental runner down the entry and up the six-foot-wide staircase. Through a doorway lay a parlor with lovely red upholstered furniture and fine pictures.

She craned her head to look at the art that lined the walls. A woman’s portrait caught her eye. “My mother? I’d like to know more about her.”

“That’s not her. It’s your grandmother Vera.”

She clutched her necklace. “The one in my locket. She’s much older in this portrait.”

“Yes.”

She glanced at her shoes and realized she was tracking mud on the carpet. “Oh, dear me,” she muttered. She quickly retraced her steps to the porch and removed her shoes. “Might I have a rag to clean up the mess?”

“Molly shall get it. Come along,” Mr. Driscoll commanded. “I’ll show you to your room, then introduce you to your charge.”

Her pulse leaped at the thought that her new life was about to begin.
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