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			1

			SARAH HURRIED DOWN MULBERRY STREET, DODGING running children, housewives bartering vigorously with the street vendors, and the occasional stray dog. Mrs. Keller wasn’t expecting her at any particular time, but her note had hinted at something ominous, something to do with Sarah’s daughter, Catherine. And her note had arrived two days ago. Sarah had left the child with her nursemaid, Maeve, and her own sense of urgency spurred her on. She volunteered at the Daughters of Hope Mission as often as her midwife duties allowed, but the trip from her home on Bank Street to the Mission had never seemed longer.

			At last she saw the ramshackle Dutch colonial house and managed not to actually run up the front steps. She knocked on the door and stared at the familiar sign that offered girls in need a chance to seek refuge at the Mission. Maeve had been one of those girls. After what seemed an eternity but was really only a couple of minutes, a girl answered. She wore the plain gingham dress and apron that passed as a uniform for the residents. She smiled in welcome.

			“Mrs. Brandt, how nice to see you.” She stepped back to allow Sarah to enter. “I didn’t know this was your day to come.”

			“It’s not. Mrs. Keller sent for me. Is she here?”

			“Oh, yes, and she’ll be that glad to see you, I’m sure. Do you want to wait in the parlor?”

			“No, I’ll . . . Is she in her office?”

			“I think so.”

			“Then I’ll just go on back. Thank you, Claire.”

			Sarah found Mrs. Keller’s office door open. The woman who served as housemother to the girls had claimed the former butler’s pantry as her own. The tiny room was spotlessly clean and neat as a pin. Mrs. Keller, a widow in her forties, sat at the battered desk. She looked up from a list she was making. “Mrs. Brandt, I’m so glad to finally see you.”

			“I just got your note this morning. I was out on a difficult delivery and was gone for two days.”

			“Oh, yes, I should have guessed that.” She rose and closed the door.

			Sarah’s concern deepened. “Your note frightened me.”

			“I’m sure it did. Please, have a seat.” Sarah perched on one of two mismatched kitchen chairs taking up most of the extra space in the room. Mrs. Keller took the other. “You haven’t been able to adopt Catherine, have you?”

			“No. A single woman can’t adopt.” Sarah’s husband, Tom, had died almost five years earlier.

			“That’s what I thought, which is why I knew I had to contact you immediately. Someone came to the Mission the other day, looking for Catherine.”

			Terror twisted her heart. “Who? Her mother? Her family?”

			“No, a woman named Anne Murphy. She said she was Catherine’s nursemaid.”

			Sarah could only stare back in surprise. “A family who could afford a nursemaid would not have abandoned a child. That doesn’t make any sense.”

			“I know, and I . . . Forgive me, I’ve been trying to remember exactly how Catherine came to be at the Mission. It was before my time here, and I’ve forgotten the details.”

			“She’d already arrived when I first discovered this place, but I understand they’d found her sleeping on the doorstep one morning. She had nothing but the clothes on her back.”

			Mrs. Keller nodded. “And of course she couldn’t tell anyone where she came from because she couldn’t speak.”

			“That’s right. She didn’t say more than a word or two until months after she’d come to live with me.”

			“Did you ever find out why she wouldn’t speak for so long?”

			“We took her to a doctor, and he believes she’d been badly frightened by something.”

			“And now that she’s started talking again, has she ever told you anything about her past?”

			“She . . . she occasionally has a frightening memory, but nothing that makes any sense. Whatever it was, I don’t think she remembers completely, and I’m not sure I want her to.”

			“I can understand that.”

			“So tell me more about this woman who came to see you.”

			“I have to say, I didn’t want to believe her, but she has a very interesting story.”

			Sarah braced herself. “What did she tell you?”

			“She said she lived with Catherine and her mother in a cottage in the country somewhere north of the city. Harlem, I think she said. Catherine’s father would come to visit them from time to time. Miss Murphy knew him only as Mr. Smith, but she understood this was not his real name. He was quite wealthy, and he kept Catherine’s mother as his mistress.”

			Stories like this were much too common, and Sarah knew they rarely ended well for the women involved. “Did she tell you how Catherine ended up here?”

			“She said Catherine’s mother believed her life to be in danger, so she asked Miss Murphy to take Catherine away and keep her safe.”

			Sarah gasped. “So this Anne Murphy abandoned her to strangers?”

			“I was as appalled as you, but Miss Murphy pointed out that she did not know Mr. Smith’s true identity or how extensive his power might be. She didn’t even know if Mr. Smith himself wanted Catherine’s mother dead or if it was someone else. With no idea who her enemies were, she decided to hide Catherine someplace she’d be safe and then disappear herself. She’d hoped to come back for the child later.”

			“It’s been almost a year!”

			“I know. I pointed that out and asked her where she’d been all this time. She said she’d found work and waited for Catherine’s mother to get in touch with her, but she never did. She decided that since no one had come asking about the child in all this time that it must be safe, so she’d returned to claim her.”

			This was the most ridiculous story Sarah had ever heard. “Did you believe her?”

			Mrs. Keller sighed. “Not entirely, no. There may be some truth to her story, but I had no way of judging which part or how much.”

			“What did you tell her?”

			“I told her Catherine had left the Mission. That upset her, as you can imagine. She obviously cares for the child.”

			“How much could she really care if she just left her here all this time?”

			“Oddly, that is the one part of the story I did believe. She is still genuinely frightened of something or someone, even now. When I told her Catherine had gone, she feared the people who wanted to kill her mother had somehow gotten the child as well. I assured her that Catherine was safe and sound and very happy, but she refused to believe me. She demanded to see her.”

			“Oh, dear, Catherine is home alone with Maeve. What if she shows up while I’m gone?”

			“I didn’t tell her about you, Mrs. Brandt. You must believe I would never betray your confidence.”

			Relief surged through her. “Thank you, Mrs. Keller. I shouldn’t have doubted you.”

			Mrs. Keller waved away her apology. “As I said, I didn’t believe her story, or rather, I didn’t know what part of her story to believe, so I decided I should tell you what happened and let you decide what to do.”

			Sarah had no idea what to do. She had a thousand questions, and she wasn’t sure she wanted any of them answered. Was Catherine’s mother still alive? Still in danger? Who had wanted her dead and why? Was Catherine in danger from the same people? Did her mother want Catherine back? And what about her father, the elusive Mr. Smith? Did he want his child or did he want her dead? Why had this Anne Murphy suddenly come looking for Catherine after all these months? Did she really care for the child or was she working for someone who wished Catherine ill? And if any of these people had a claim on the child, how on God’s green earth could she bear to lose her? Sarah raised a hand to her throbbing temple, surprised to see it tremble. She closed her fingers into a fist.

			“How did you leave matters with this Miss Murphy?” she asked.

			“I told her I would pass her request along to the family who had Catherine. I said ‘family’ so she wouldn’t know you’re a woman alone. She gave me the address of a rooming house in Chelsea. I promised someone would contact her there. If you don’t wish to see her, I’ll send her a note and tell her you refused.”

			“I couldn’t possibly refuse. I can’t imagine she’d give up so easily, and she might cause you trouble here.”

			“I’m sure we could handle anything she might try.”

			Sarah smiled grimly. “I’m sure you could, but you know as well as I that we can’t afford any more scandals here. Our donors have just begun to give again after the last trouble. They might decide to stop supporting us once and for all if there’s more, and heaven knows, you barely make ends meet here as it is.”

			“Do you really think your mother and her friends would stop donating?”

			“Not my mother, but I can’t speak for her friends. Society women are . . . Well, their values are so different than ours.”

			Mrs. Keller smiled. “Ours? Didn’t you used to be one of them?”

			Sarah smiled back. “No. I fought them every step of the way, and then I eloped with a poor doctor and never looked back.”

			Mrs. Keller’s smile faded. “This isn’t getting us any closer to a decision, is it?”

			“Yes, it is. I can’t allow this Miss Murphy to cause trouble for the Mission, so I will go to see her and find out what she really wants.”

			“Do you think that’s wise? Or even safe? Perhaps you should ask Mr. Malloy to go with you.”

			Sarah shook her head. “I can just imagine what he would say if I asked him.”

			“And he would be right. But if he knows you’re going to meet with this woman no matter what he says, he’d accompany you, I’m sure.”

			He would, too. Detective Sergeant Frank Malloy of the New York City Police would insist on accompanying her. So she wasn’t going to tell him anything at all.

			* * *

			WHAT’S WRONG, MAMA?” CATHERINE ASKED. Sarah had just tucked her into bed, glad beyond reason that no one had summoned her to a birth today so she could spend the whole evening with the little girl who had become so precious to her. “Nothing’s wrong, my darling.” She tried to smile.

			Catherine’s big, brown eyes missed nothing. “You look sad.”

			“How could I be sad when I’m with you?” She stroked the fine wisps of hair from the child’s forehead and kissed her. She smelled sweet. Sarah fought the urge to wrap her arms around her and never let go. “I love you very much.”

			Catherine smiled. “I love you, too. I’m glad you’re my mama.”

			Sarah blinked hard to keep her tears at bay. “I’m glad I am, too. Catherine, do you remember anything about where you lived before you came to the Mission?”

			Catherine’s smile vanished, and her chocolate eyes clouded. She shook her head.

			“It’s all right if you don’t,” Sarah said quickly. “I was just wondering.”

			“I want to stay with you.”

			This time Sarah did wrap her arms around her and held her close, burying her face in Catherine’s gossamer hair and inhaling her little-girl scent. “That’s what I want, too.”

			This was all she could promise at the moment.

			A few minutes and many kisses later, the clouds had passed from Catherine’s eyes and Sarah could finally leave her to fall peacefully asleep.

			She went downstairs to Maeve, who had waited for her in the kitchen through the bedtime routine. Sarah watched the lamplight play on her coppery hair as she told her everything Mrs. Keller had said.

			“I’m going with you,” Maeve said, her dark eyes as clouded as Catherine’s had been.

			“You can’t go with me. Who will stay with Catherine?”

			“Mrs. Ellsworth would be thrilled to take her for a few hours, and you know it.”

			“We can’t take advantage of her,” Sarah tried, but Maeve rolled her eyes at such a ridiculous excuse. They both knew Sarah’s neighbor would love having Catherine all to herself for a few hours.

			“Tomorrow is Sunday, and she’ll be over here right after Sunday dinner anyway. We’ll ask her to take Catherine home with her. If you won’t tell Mr. Malloy about this and something happens, I’m not going to be left behind to explain why I let you go off by yourself.”

			Sarah couldn’t help smiling at that. Besides, deep down, she knew Maeve was right. She shouldn’t see Miss Murphy alone. Most people wouldn’t consider a seventeen-year-old girl a suitable companion for a potentially dangerous task, but Maeve was no ordinary girl. Only a few months ago, she’d helped find the man who had murdered Sarah’s husband, Tom. “All right, but you have to promise to let me do all the talking.”

			She half expected Maeve to roll her eyes again, but she just grinned, pleased with her victory. “You know she’s lying, don’t you?”

			“Of course she is, but at least some of her story may be true. Mrs. Keller thought so, at least.”

			“Mrs. Keller is a nice lady, but she doesn’t know about people like this Anne Murphy. Everything she said could be a lie.”

			Sarah knew Maeve’s grifter grandfather had trained her to recognize the weaknesses of others. “I know it’s hard for you to trust people, Maeve, but not everyone is a liar.”

			“I know that!” she said. “I may come from a long line of liars and thieves, but I’ve learned there are some good people in the world, like you and Mr. Malloy and Mrs. Ellsworth.”

			“Thank you for that.”

			“But I also know there aren’t many of you. This Anne Murphy, she might never have even set eyes on Catherine. Maybe somebody hired her to make up a story to get her away from the Mission.”

			“Mrs. Keller said she seemed genuinely frightened of something.”

			“Maybe she’s afraid whoever hired her will hurt her if she fails. You can’t be too trusting, Mrs. Brandt.”

			“I hope nobody can ever say I was too trusting.”

			“My grandfather would’ve eaten you for breakfast,” Maeve said in dismay. “And I can’t promise not to say a word. What if I need to warn you about something?”

			“Then pinch me.”

			Maeve rolled her eyes again. “That’s a good idea. She’ll never notice that.”

			“All right, you can speak, but try not to offend her, at least until we find out everything we can about Catherine’s parents.”

			“If she even knows anything about Catherine’s parents.”

			“Maeve . . .”

			“All right, I’ll be polite, but you have to promise me you won’t give her any money.”

			“I don’t have any money to give her.”

			“Your parents do, and she probably knows that.”

			“I told you, Mrs. Keller didn’t tell her anything about me.”

			“Maybe she found out about you some other way. It’s not a secret that you took Catherine from the Mission. Any of the girls who live there could have told her. She might’ve talked to any of them before she came to see Mrs. Keller.”

			Sarah hadn’t thought of that. Maeve was probably right about her being too trusting. She just hoped Anne Murphy didn’t eat her for breakfast.

			* * *

			ANNE MURPHY’S ROOMING HOUSE WAS LIKE HUNDREDS of others in the city, a large old house the owners could no longer maintain, so they rented rooms. The Chelsea neighborhood varied between tenements and rooming houses where immigrants and their offspring found cheap lodging near their jobs on the waterfront. On this Sunday afternoon, the neighborhood seemed to doze in the wintry sunshine.

			The slatternly woman who answered their knock looked the two women up and down with silent approval. “We’re full, but if you’re looking for a room, I might have an opening soon.”

			“We’re looking for Miss Anne Murphy,” Sarah said.

			The woman’s eyes widened. “Now what would you be wanting with her?”

			“Is that your business?” Maeve asked, already breaking her promise to keep quiet.

			Sarah shot her a warning look, then smiled at the affronted landlady. “Please excuse my sister. We were in the neighborhood and thought we would stop by to say hello to Miss Murphy. Is she in?”

			“I ain’t sure.” She glared at Maeve.

			“Maybe we could come in and wait while you check,” Sarah said with her best finishing school charm.

			The landlady reluctantly admitted them, offering them the meager comforts of the sparsely furnished parlor while she went in search of her boarder.

			“Maeve . . .”

			“You don’t need to remind me,” she whispered. “And by the way, nobody will believe I’m your sister.”

			She was probably right about that. With her red hair, Maeve could never pass for anything but Irish, while Sarah’s honey gold hair and practiced bearing marked her as one of the upper classes, no matter how unfashionable her clothing might be.

			Sarah swallowed her reply as Anne Murphy stepped into the room. A woman of middle age with a trim figure and a handsome face, she clutched her hands in front of her. She glanced over her shoulder, then back at them. “Who are you?”

			“Mrs. Keller sent us,” Sarah said, not ready to reveal her name just yet.

			Miss Murphy stiffened. “I see.” She glanced over her shoulder again. “Let’s go up to my room so we won’t be . . . overheard.”

			Sarah turned to Maeve for guidance, and the girl shrugged and nodded. They followed Miss Murphy up the stairs and down the hall, close enough for Sarah to notice the worn heels on her once stylish shoes. Her clean shirtwaist showed wear, and she wore her auburn hair in a simple bun. Whatever work she’d found during the past year had not been lucrative.

			Like the parlor, her room was sparsely furnished, with an iron bedstead, a dresser, a washstand, and two straight-backed chairs.

			“Sit down,” Miss Murphy said, indicating the chairs. She closed the door behind them after checking the hallway one last time. Then she perched on the edge of the bed. “The landlady is nosy. I didn’t think you’d want her listening in. Now, who are you?”

			“You don’t need to know my name just yet.” This had been Maeve’s suggestion, and Sarah thought it a good one. If Miss Murphy didn’t know who she was, she couldn’t find her later. “Mrs. Keller told me you’re the one who left Catherine at the Mission.”

			“Her mother told me to take her someplace where she’d be safe.”

			Sarah almost winced. She’d come to think of herself as Catherine’s mother. “How could you know she’d be safe there?”

			“It’s a place where they take care of girls, isn’t it? And I couldn’t keep her with me, could I? They’d’ve found us for sure.”

			“Who is this ‘they’ you’re so frightened of?”

			She pressed her lips together, and for a moment Sarah thought she wouldn’t answer. “I don’t know.”

			“You expect us to believe that?” Maeve asked.

			Sarah shot her another look, but she didn’t see it. She was too busy trying to stare down Miss Murphy, who proved to be no match for her.

			“I don’t know for sure. It could’ve been a couple of different people, couldn’t it? All I know is Miss Emma told me to pack up and get away as fast as I could and take Catherine someplace safe and she’d find us.”

			“Miss Emma? Is that Catherine’s mother?” Sarah asked.

			Miss Murphy clapped a hand over her mouth.

			Sarah let it pass. “How would she find you?”

			“She said she’d write to me at . . . at this place we both knew.”

			“And did she?”

			“A few weeks ago, finally. I thought . . . I’d started to think she was dead, didn’t I?”

			“What did she tell you?”

			“She said it was safe to bring the girl back. I’m to meet her in a few days.”

			“Then you haven’t actually seen her?” Maeve asked. Sarah didn’t give her a look this time.

			“I told you, we’re going to meet soon.”

			“How do you know she was the one who wrote the letter then?” Maeve asked. “Maybe she is dead and whoever killed her wants to get his hands on Catherine now.”

			“I . . . I know her handwriting.”

			Maeve glared at her the way they’d both seen Malloy glare at people he didn’t believe. “Do you?”

			Miss Murphy suddenly squared her shoulders. “No need to be rude now. I don’t have to talk to you at all, do I?”

			“You do if you want to find Catherine,” Maeve said.

			Sarah silenced her with a gesture. This was getting them nowhere. “If Catherine’s mother is alive, of course we want to see them reunited,” Sarah said, even though the words almost stuck in her throat. “But we aren’t going to put the child in danger. Now I want you to tell me everything you know about Catherine’s mother and father and why you think someone is trying to kill this woman, Emma.”

			“And why should I?” Miss Murphy asked.

			“Because if you don’t, I’ll walk out of here and you’ll never see me or Catherine again.”

			Miss Murphy’s shoulders slumped in silent defeat. “All right, I’ll tell you, but how do I know you aren’t trying to find the child yourself?”

			“Because I’m the one Mrs. Keller told about your visit to her, and I’m the one who has Catherine. Now stop acting like a goose and tell me everything.”

			Miss Murphy glanced at Maeve as if expecting her to weigh in, too, but this time Maeve wisely said nothing. “I don’t know what Mrs. Keller told you . . .”

			“Start at the beginning.”

			She sighed. “Miss Emma and I were friends for a long time. Well, not friends exactly, but I knew her. From the theater.”

			“What theater?”

			“Not just one. I mean she was in the theater. An actress. She sang, too. Real pretty. All the men was wild for her. She got flowers every night from somebody. Then Mr. Smith come along.”

			“Catherine’s father,” Sarah said.

			“That came later, of course. At first, he just sent her flowers. I never thought anything about it, but then he stopped by to see her after the show one night. I didn’t want to let him in, but when she saw how fine he looked in his expensive clothes and how he was older than most of the other men who sent her flowers, she told me it was all right.”

			“Were you an actress, too?” Maeve asked.

			“No, I . . . I worked backstage, helping the girls dress and such.”

			“Go on.”

			“He invited her out to supper that night, and then he started coming for her every night after the show. He gave her things, jewelry and such. She told me his name wasn’t really Smith, that the waiter where he took her to eat called him something else, but she never told what. She knew he was rich, though, rich as a king. The girls in the chorus don’t get paid much, you know, so she liked that he gave her things. She even started thinking maybe he would invest in a show for her or something, so she could be the star. But then she found out she was going to have a baby.”

			“How did Mr. Smith react to that?” Sarah asked.

			“She didn’t want to tell him, but she had to do something about it, and she didn’t have money for anything like that, so she had to. He was happy about the baby, though. He wouldn’t let her get rid of it. Said he’d get her a house and keep her in style. He did, too, and she hired me to look after her and take care of the place. Cute little house, too.”

			“Where was it?” Sarah asked.

			“Way up in Harlem. Miss Emma, she didn’t like being out in the country like that, but I did. So pretty and quiet, and we had flowers. They grew in the yard. Somebody’d planted them before we came, and they’d come up every year. All kinds and colors.”

			Sarah remembered Maeve and Catherine cutting the last of the summer flowers in her yard last fall. Catherine had suddenly started screaming about some bad people taking the pretty lady away. She’d thought then that it must be a memory of her previous life. Could the flowers have triggered the memory of the garden in Harlem? And what had frightened her so badly? “Then what happened?”

			“Catherine came, and Mr. Smith, he doted on her. He would’ve been happy to keep things just like they was, with us living in that little house and him coming to see us a day or two a week.”

			“But I’ll bet Miss Emma got bored, didn’t she?” Maeve said.

			“How’d you know that?” Miss Murphy asked.

			Maeve shrugged.

			“She would have gotten very bored after all those years,” Sarah said. “How many was it? We aren’t quite sure how old Catherine is.”

			“She’d be almost five now, I guess. She was born in July, on the fifth. I remember because we could see fireworks out the window while Miss Emma was in labor.”

			“So Emma was stuck out there in Harlem for over four years, first waiting for Catherine to be born and then watching her grow up,” Sarah said.

			“Oh, it wasn’t that long because she went back to the theater.”

			“How did she do that?”

			“Mr. Smith, he knew people and got her some jobs. She told him she wasn’t going to sit around a parlor mending socks for the rest of her life, and he didn’t want her to take Catherine and disappear, so he let her go back to acting. Well, singing it was, mostly. She never was real good at acting, but she could hold her own in the chorus.”

			“Did she make the trip into the city every day?” Maeve asked.

			“Heavens, no. Even on the train, it’s too far. She’d get a room and live there during the run of the show, and when it closed, she’d come back home until the next one.”

			“And you stayed with Catherine?”

			“Yes, it was just her and me most of the time. We got along fine, we did. She was a sweet little mite.”

			“So she’ll remember you,” Sarah said.

			Miss Murphy frowned. “I expect she will, but you know how it is with wee ones. They forget you if you stay away too long. Sometimes, Catherine cried when her mother came home because she didn’t know who she was.”

			Sarah exchanged a glance with Maeve. Was Miss Murphy trying to explain in advance why Catherine wouldn’t recognize her? How easy it would be to send Miss Murphy packing if Catherine didn’t know her. “Your life sounds idyllic. What happened to change it?”

			“I don’t know exactly. I know when Mr. Smith came one day, he and Emma had a terrible row. I took Catherine out for a walk, so I don’t know what it was about, but after that, things was never the same between them.”

			“How soon was it after this before she told you to take Catherine away?”

			“Just a few days, but not before some other people came to the house.”

			Sarah leaned forward. “Who?”

			“Mr. Smith’s son was one of them. I knew he was because when I opened the door, he looks me up and down and says, ‘So this is Father’s little whore. Kind of long in the tooth, aren’t you?’ I almost slammed the door in his face, but Miss Emma come running and told me to leave her alone with him.”

			“Do you know what they talked about?”

			“I know Miss Emma didn’t think much of him. He tried to scare her, I think, but she wasn’t worried, at least not at first. Mr. Smith was that mad when he found out, and I’ll tell you, I never expected the young man would ever come back, but he did, and the next time he really scared Miss Emma.”

			“What did he do?” Sarah asked.

			“He brought another man with him, a friend of his, I guess. I never did get the straight of it, but the two of them come barging in, wanting to see Miss Emma, and when they found her, they laid hands on her. Didn’t hurt her really, but the son, he grabbed her and shook her like she was a doll.”

			Gooseflesh rose on Sarah’s arms. “Where did this happen?”

			“At the house I told you about—”

			“No, I mean where in the house?”

			“Well, it wasn’t in the house at all. It was in the garden. Miss Emma was cutting flowers, and—”

			“And Catherine was watching her,” Sarah finished.

			Miss Murphy gaped at her. “How did you know?”

			She knew because watching Maeve cut flowers had reminded Catherine of that day and frightened her so badly she’d started screaming a year later. “Then what happened?”

			“The son threatened her. She wouldn’t tell me what all he said, but I heard enough to know he wasn’t teasing. Seems like Mr. Smith had put Catherine in his will or something, and the son didn’t like that one bit. He wanted everything for himself.”

			“In his will?”

			“Yes. I didn’t know what that meant, but Miss Emma said it meant when Mr. Smith died, Catherine would get some of his money. I thought that was a nice thing for him to do for the child, but it just scared Miss Emma. That’s when she told me to take Catherine someplace safe. She didn’t want to know where we went so they couldn’t make her say.”

			“And what happened to Emma?”

			“I . . . I’m not sure.”

			“But you have an idea,” Maeve said.

			Miss Murphy frowned at her, but she said, “I do at that.”

			“Are you going to tell us what it is?” Maeve asked.

			“Maeve,” Sarah tried, but Maeve ignored her.

			“Are you?”

			“I think she went on tour.”

			“On tour?” Sarah frowned, thinking of the European tours people like her parents took. “She went on a holiday?”

			“Not a holiday. She went on tour with a show. They’re always putting together touring companies of shows that start out here, and they travel all over, doing the show in different places. They don’t get the first-class actors to go because nobody wants to be away from the city that long. People forget you, you know. And it’s a hard life, traveling all day and doing a show in some dirty little theater and then moving on to the next place in the morning. She never would’ve done it otherwise, but if she was desperate enough, it was a way to go someplace Mr. Smith’s son couldn’t find her.”

			“Wouldn’t Mr. Smith have protected her?” Maeve asked.

			“I don’t know why she didn’t try that. Maybe she did. Maybe he wouldn’t believe no evil of his son. Some men are like that. And I don’t know for sure that’s what happened, you see. It’s just what I hope happened. What I pray happened, because if it didn’t . . .” Her voice broke and she dropped her eyes.

			“Because if it didn’t . . .”

			“Well, maybe Mr. Smith’s son found her and killed her like she was afraid he would.”

		

	
		
			2

			“SHE’S PROBABLY RIGHT, YOU KNOW,” DETECTIVE SERGEANT Frank Malloy said, glaring at Sarah across her kitchen table. “This Emma woman is probably dead, and you’re lucky you and Maeve didn’t join her. What were you thinking?”

			A telegram sent to Malloy’s flat had probably terrified his mother—telegrams never bring good news—but it had brought him to her doorstep that evening without alerting anyone at Police Headquarters that she was looking for him. Malloy took enough teasing about her as it was.

			“I was thinking I wanted to hear her story before I decided what to do next.”

			She hadn’t often seen him quite this furious. “I thought Mrs. Keller already told you somebody wanted to kill Catherine. How much more of the story did you need to hear before you thought about calling in the police?”

			“If they wanted Catherine, they aren’t likely to harm me until they find her, now are they?” Sarah was getting a little angry herself.

			“You couldn’t be sure of that.”

			“Will you stop being unreasonable and help me figure out what to do next?”

			“I’m not being unreasonable!”

			“You most certainly are!”

			“Stop it, the both of you!” Maeve said, stomping into the kitchen in her wrapper. Her auburn hair hung over her shoulder in a braid.

			“I told you to go to bed,” Malloy said.

			“How can I sleep with the two of you shouting like that? You’re lucky Catherine didn’t wake up.”

			That silenced both of them. Malloy contented himself with a murderous glare, which Sarah ignored. “Maeve and I didn’t get ourselves murdered, and I’m asking for your help now, Malloy. Will you give it?”

			“Of course I’ll give it. And I won’t let this Anne Murphy off as easy as you did either.”

			“What will you do to her?” Maeve asked with way too much interest.

			“Never you mind, but she’ll tell me this Mr. Smith’s real name and who this Emma woman is and where she’s been hiding all this time.” He turned back to Sarah. “Are you sure nobody followed you when you left her place?”

			“I wouldn’t have even thought to check, but Maeve did, and she was sure.”

			Malloy glanced at Maeve, who flipped her copper-colored braid over her shoulder and grinned. “I made her get on the El and ride around for a while. First south for a bit. Then off and a few blocks of wandering. Then back north. If anybody followed us, we lost them.”

			Sarah couldn’t see how anyone could have kept up with them in the crowded city streets, in any case. “If you’ve calmed down, can we talk about what to do next?”

			Malloy rubbed a hand over his face, and Sarah felt a pang of guilt. He’d had a long day, and now she was saddling him with her problems.

			“This can wait until tomorrow if you’re tired.”

			“I don’t dare let it wait until tomorrow. There’s no telling what the two of you will get up to in the meantime. And don’t start telling me you weren’t in any danger again, because you know you were. That’s why you didn’t tell me about this before you went. You knew I wouldn’t let you go see this woman by yourself.”

			Sarah saw no point in arguing since he was absolutely right. “So you’ll go with me tomorrow?”

			He looked at her as if he’d never seen her before. “No, I will not go with you tomorrow,” he said with exaggerated care, “because you are not going anywhere tomorrow. I will go and see this woman myself and find out what you couldn’t.”

			“And then you’ll come straight here and tell us?” Maeve said.

			Malloy narrowed his eyes at her. “Didn’t I tell you to go to bed?”

			“If you’re going to start yelling again, I won’t be able to sleep.”

			“Maeve,” Sarah said.

			“All right, but you know we’ll be worried. Don’t make us wait too long,” she said before flouncing away.

			Malloy shook his head. “We never should’ve let that girl get involved with those Pinkertons.”

			“We didn’t exactly let her,” Sarah reminded him. “Besides, she made a very good detective.”

			He just shook his head again and pulled a small notebook out of his pocket. “Give me the address of this woman’s rooming house.” He wrote it down and tucked the notebook back in his pocket.

			“Thank you, Malloy.”

			“For what? I’m just as fond of Catherine as you are.”

			“Thank you for being as fond of Catherine as I am.” She smiled then, and he smiled back, a lopsided half grin that made her heart flutter a bit. For a second, she thought . . .

			But he cleared his throat and stood up. “It’s late. I’d better go.”

			Knowing she had no right to be disappointed, she followed him out through the front room that served as her office, the room that had been her husband’s office when he’d been alive and practicing medicine. Malloy gathered his hat and coat from where she’d hung them earlier in the front hallway.

			“Malloy, you never told me what you and my father talked about when you went to see him.”

			He hesitated just an instant as he buttoned his coat, hardly enough to notice but enough to tell her she’d touched a nerve.

			“He just wanted to thank me.”

			She could hear the strain in his voice, the uneasiness he felt about her father. She still wondered if her father had offered him a “reward” for helping him solve the murder of one of his fellow club members. Such things were common practice in the city, of course. The police rarely solved crimes unless such rewards were paid, but she also knew Malloy’s pride chafed at having her father acknowledge it. “He should thank you. Did you talk about anything else?”

			Malloy’s dark eyes twinkled just a bit. “Why don’t you ask your father? Good night, Mrs. Brandt. I’ll stop by tomorrow when I have some news for you.”

			Sarah was gritting her teeth as she locked the front door behind him. Ask her father indeed. He’d be more tight-lipped than Malloy about whatever business they had together. She knew someone who might be able to find out, though.

			If anyone stood a chance, it was her mother.

			* * *

			MALLOY FIGURED HE’D BE SURE TO CATCH ANNE MURPHY in first thing the next morning. If he went before reporting to Headquarters, he also wouldn’t have to worry about being called out on an investigation and getting tied up all day. He wanted to get this settled as soon as possible—before Sarah and Maeve could get themselves any more involved with this Murphy woman.

			He found the address easily enough among the ramshackle houses crowded in between the looming factories and warehouses in Chelsea. He was surprised to find the front door ajar on this wintry morning. Even if the weather had been pleasant, nobody in this neighborhood left the front door hanging open. He rapped on the jam and called out, “Hello? Anybody home?”

			He pushed the door open and peered into the gloom of the entrance hall.

			He blinked, letting his eyes adjust, and then the shadow at the foot of the stairs became a woman’s body sprawled at an awkward angle. “Hello? Anybody here? Hello?” he shouted. Surely, a boardinghouse would have more than one resident.

			The woman didn’t stir at the sound of his voice or when he knelt beside her. “Miss? Are you hurt? Can you hear me?”

			She lay facedown, her head turned to one side. He touched her cheek. Still warm. He started to turn her, but stopped. Blood had soaked the front of her shirtwaist, but there was no pool of it on the floor or the stairs around her. He fumbled for her wrist, searching for a pulse even though he already knew. Only dead people did not bleed.

			The sound of footsteps on the porch brought him to his feet. He turned to find a woman in the doorway staring at him in surprise. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” She pulled her overflowing market basket closer to her worn coat. “Who might you be and what’re you doing in my house?”

			“I’m Detective Sergeant Frank Malloy of the New York City Police Department, and who might you be?”

			“I might be the Queen of Sheba, for all it is to you. I don’t allow men in my house, and I especially don’t allow police in my house, so . . .” Her gaze drifted past him to the figure on the stairs. “Hello, what’s that? What’s going on here?” She pushed past him, glared down at the body, then back up at Frank. “What’ve you done?”

			“I haven’t done anything.”

			“The devil you say!” She slammed him with her basket. “Look at her. Annie? What has he done to you, Annie?”

			“Is that Anne Murphy?”

			“Of course it’s Anne Murphy, as if you didn’t know. What’ve you done to her? Killed her, most likely. Dear heaven, is that blood on her?”

			“It seems to be.”

			“Murder! You’ve done murder!” She dropped her basket and ran out the front door, screaming . . . Well, screaming bloody murder.

			Frank sighed. It was going to be a very long morning.

			* * *

			SARAH KNEW IT WAS GOING TO BE A LONG MORNING AND maybe a long afternoon as well, if Malloy couldn’t get back to them. She almost wished someone would summon her to a birth, just so she’d have something to help pass the time, but of course no one did. Babies never came when she wanted them to.

			Luckily her neighbor Mrs. Ellsworth came over to help the girls make a pot roast. The cooking lesson kept Catherine busy and distracted. It also kept Sarah from pulling the child into her arms and never letting her go. How would she bear it if some stranger returned to claim her?

			At least she now knew Catherine’s real age and her birth date. But would she still be here to celebrate her birthday in July? Sarah couldn’t stop the ugly thoughts from plaguing her as she watched Mrs. Ellsworth and the girls at their work.

			When the pot roast was in the oven, Maeve and Catherine went upstairs to play, and Mrs. Ellsworth turned to where Sarah sat at the kitchen table. “Mrs. Brandt, you look troubled.”

			“Is it so obvious?”

			Mrs. Ellsworth pulled off her apron and hung it up. “I hope you aren’t stewing over a difficult birth or something.”

			“No, I . . . Well, I shouldn’t worry you with my troubles, but a woman went to the Mission the other day, asking about Catherine.”

			“Oh, dear! Who was she?” Mrs. Ellsworth asked, pulling out a chair for herself.

			Sarah told her what she and Maeve had learned about Anne Murphy.

			“I knew it,” Mrs. Ellsworth said.

			“You knew about this woman?”

			“Oh, no, not about her exactly, but I knew something bad was going to happen. I saw an owl yesterday morning, in the tree out back. It’s very bad luck to see an owl in the daylight.”

			Sarah managed not to roll her eyes. At least the girls weren’t there. They were fascinated by Mrs. Ellsworth’s superstitions, and she always seemed to have one for every occasion. Sarah didn’t mention that she’d heard the owl hooting last night. Heaven only knew what that meant.

			“Mr. Malloy was right,” Mrs. Ellsworth said. “You should never have gone to see this woman without him. You don’t know who her cohorts might be.”

			“I’m afraid I didn’t think about her having cohorts or anything else, for that matter. I just wanted to find out if she really has any claim on Catherine.”

			“I remember that day last fall when we were outside and Catherine had that . . . Well, I don’t know what to call it.”

			“I know, I don’t either, but she was so frightened. I can’t help thinking that the ‘pretty lady’ she was remembering was her mother.”

			“I suppose I always half believed that myself, even without having heard this woman’s story. What kind of a woman sends her child off heaven knows where and doesn’t even inquire after her for a year?”

			Sarah sighed. “A woman who fears for her own life, perhaps, or that of her child.”

			“Mrs. Brandt, you’re picturing Catherine’s mother as some angelic creature who sent her child to safety, but I don’t think that’s necessarily accurate.”

			“I don’t think she’s angelic,” Sarah protested.

			“Maybe not, but you do think she’s like you, at least.”

			“Like me?”

			“Yes. You’re trying to picture her as a respectable person who loved Catherine above everything else, but the story this Miss Murphy told suggests otherwise.”

			“You mean because she was an actress?”

			“I mean because she thought nothing of going off and leaving the child for weeks at a time while she carried on in the city. Oh, I know she’d hired this Murphy woman to take care of the child,” she added when Sarah would have protested again, “and if she needed to work to support herself and her child, I could applaud her devotion. But she didn’t need to. This Mr. Smith supported her.”

			Sarah had to admit she had a point. “I suppose she really loved acting and didn’t want to give it up.”

			“Even
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