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Curses & Confetti is the third novella in The Bustlepunk Chronicles, that began with Wanted: One Scoundrel and continued in Courting Trouble, both released by Carina Press. Curses & Confetti is self-published. It completes the story of Jed and Esme’s romance—but you can definitely read and enjoy it as a standalone story. This is an adventure in Australia’s wild, wild West when gold was king and anything was possible!

Esme Smith and Jed Reeve are getting married. The unlikely pairing of an Australian suffragette and an American inventor is set to be the wedding of the year—until the Gypsy Oracle arrives in town, a man is killed, Jed is hopelessly compromised and Esme has to save her man and survive…Grandma!
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Chapter One

Swan River Colony, Australia

November 1895

Crack! The cricket ball hit the coconut sharply and tumbled it off its stand.

“Good on yer, mister.” A cheer went up from the crowd of little boys clustered around the coconut shy. “You hit it.”

The skinny stallholder was less enthusiastic, but he stooped, picked up the coconut and handed it to Jed Reeve.

“Good shot, mate. You won it fair and square.” The narrow face broke into a false smile. “There you are, folks. See how easy it is! One ball, one coconut. Try your luck!”

Jed grinned.

The stallholder had casually, determinedly, taken away the two additional balls Jed’s penny had bought him. The other man wasn’t risking more coconuts to the American with a sharp eye and practiced throwing arm.

“Esme, may I present you with this token of my esteem?”

His fiancée glanced from the rough, awkward-to-carry coconut to his face. Laughter glimmered in her blue eyes. “Dear sir, your kindness overwhelms me.”

“As it should. It’s not every man who has the discrimination to select such a perfect gift for his beloved.”

“He’s right, miss.” One of the little boys piped up. “It’s a whopper of a coconut.”

She laughed. “Believe me, I’m properly appreciative, but I think…” She glanced at Jed. “There might be a more appropriate recipient?”

The boy didn’t understand the large words, but he understood Jed’s gift of the coconut.

“Here you are, son. Courtesy of the lady.” The boy’s eyes widened and he hugged the rough coconut to him. “To share with your friends.”

“Thanks, mister,” the group chorused, then raced off with their prize. Unlike the adults, they had no misgivings about carrying a coconut through the fairground crowd.

“My hero.” Esme leaned fleetingly against Jed’s arm.

“Shucks, ma’am.” He exaggerated his drawl and tipped his coachman hat. Its crown, half the height of a top hat, made a useful storage space for many things—but not coconuts. “’Twas nothing.”

It was late Saturday afternoon at the beachside fairground—only just re-opened after a winter off-season. To the west, the Indian Ocean stretched out all the way to Africa’s far distant coast. To the east, a cluster of boarding houses edged the park. Near to, the crowd of fairgoers were happily occupied with the varied entertainments. An elephant munched peanuts in between short lumbering rides for excited children. A clockwork monkey turned a music barrel, competing with a carousel that spun with brightly colored gaiety and blared its music in a galloping rhythm. The scent of popcorn and cotton candy floated on the air.

“Roll up, roll up, prepare to be amazed…”

They strolled on past barkers and stalls offering everything from palm reading to cures for baldness.

“Toffee apples,” Esme said in the tones of someone who’d seen heaven.

He saw the stall. “Would you like one?”

“Weellllll. On the way home. They’re so difficult to eat with any dignity in public.” She had already shed her gloves to deal with sticky cotton candy an hour ago.

He liked to see her hands like that, ungloved but wearing his ring. The sapphire and diamonds caught the sunlight and flashed blue fire.

“Dignity?” he challenged in mock indignation. “And were you thinking of my dignity when you made me whirl around in that monstrosity of a whirligig?”

“The Octopus?” Laughter threaded her voice. “You enjoyed it.”

“With my knees tucked under my chin in that tiny compartment?”

“And your arm around my shoulders.”

“Purely to save space,” he assured her.

They smiled at one another, in total harmony, enjoying the banter and the afternoon together.

A larger than average crowd spilled out of a stall and partly blocked the aisle. Esme stopped and read the sign, “The Gypsy Oracle. Why is it funfairs attract so much occult nonsense?”

“People enjoy it. The mystery of the unknown.”

“I don’t believe any of it,” she said. “Not even horoscopes, which many Indians swear by.”

“I’d noticed a number of astrologers’ signs hung out in Bombaytown.” Bombaytown was the Swan River Colony’s Indian version of San Francisco’s Chinatown. It was colorful and exotic and a world unto itself—although Esme had a number of friends there and was welcome even in the narrowest hidden alley.

“I’ve had my horoscope done twice. Sometimes you just can’t refuse.”

“And what did it say? that you’d marry someone tall, dark and handsome from over the sea?”

“Tall, dark and egotistical. No, you can laugh. It said I’d have four children.”

His teasing humor fell away as he thought of Esme ripe with his children, of blonde, spirited daughters and daring sons. “I’d like four children, with you.”

Their eyes met in question, answer and promise.

Then the crowd shifted. A bulky man in a too-tight, yellow and green checked jacket jostled her, and Jed angled to put himself between her and the clumsy oaf who smelled like a brewery. The movement opened a space and they found themselves close enough to see what had attracted the onlookers.

“Well, now,” Jed said.

An attractive woman with dark hair and hazel eyes occupied the tent. She wore a gypsy costume with swirling skirts in purple and crimson and huge gold hoop earrings. A crimson scarf tied back her hair. But it was the machine beside her that caught and held his attention.

He edged forward, sweeping Esme protectively in front of him as the crowd closed around them.

The machine had the patina of old bronze. It bulged in odd places, like a squatting toad made of tubes, with its quite complex construction on display. It even had a mouth, wide enough to admit a man’s hand. It sat on a table covered in shiny, purple fabric that matched the gypsy woman’s dress. A brass plaque, brashly new, had been screwed to the base, giving the whimsical monstrosity a name.

The Gypsy Oracle, it seemed, was a machine and not a woman.

The woman, though, ran the show. She stood behind the table and touched a button. A bell chimed within the belly of the machine. The clear chime struck the crowd to silence.

“We begin.” Her voice was low and throbbing, pitched to carry. “You all know the story of the gypsies. We are cursed to wander the world. The restlessness carries us ever onwards. But it was not always so…Once, ah once, we had our own country and it was rich in gold and frankincense and magic.”

The bell within the machine resounded.

The crowd murmured with interest and approval. The bulky man in the green and yellow jacket pushed forward till he stood by the table.

The gypsy woman stared at him for a long moment, then raised flashing eyes to her audience. “But we were cursed! By our greed and our pride, the land itself cast us out. The earth vomited us from our homes.”

“Earthquake,” Esme muttered. “Maybe a volcano. Good story.”

“We had no time to take anything with us and so, everything was lost—until now! Now, as we approach the twentieth century, brave men have ventured where no one dared and they have returned with tales of six-legged beasts that walk like horses and ruined buildings, greater than those of Ancient Greece, that house the remains of faded glories. But in among the ruins there are still treasures to be found, treasures such as this, the Gypsy Oracle.”

She reached out, in an almost voluptuous gesture, and stroked the dull bronze of the machine. “The Gypsy Oracle has long been a legend of my people. You—who know so little—say ‘cross a gypsy woman’s palm with silver and she will tell you your fortune’. Bah! Small courage and little gain. I tell you, the man who wishes to know his fortune must place his hand in the mouth of the Gypsy Oracle and dare to receive its mark.”

After such a challenge, there were any number of young men willing to swagger forward and give the gypsy woman tuppence to place their hand in the machine slot and receive her admiring smile. When they withdrew their hands, the woman held each up to the crowd, showing the new marks on their backs.

“Hieroglyphs,” Jed whispered to Esme.

She turned her head to whisper back. “From Egypt? How clever. The whole performance is a cut above the average charlatan.”

“The machine is certainly impressive.”

She wrinkled her nose at him, an expression of affectionate understanding for his inventor’s passion.

He couldn’t help it. Design of any kind intrigued him. He was darn lucky to have found a woman who could understand and support his interest.

“A lion!” The gypsy woman reclaimed their attention. A blushing young lad of about fifteen allowed her to show his hand to the crowd. The surprisingly clear mark in the sepia ink the Gypsy Oracle used showed a leonine symbol. “Good fortune, but also a warning. You shall face many challenges, but with the heart of a lion you shall triumph.”

“At least she always gives good fortunes,” Esme said. “I detest the so-called psychics who prophesy bad things. People have enough to worry them without made up problems.”

The pushy man in the green and yellow jacket stomped forward and thrust his hand into the machine. He leered at the gypsy woman as he did so, tossing tuppence onto the table.

This time, she didn’t touch his hand or show it to the crowd.

The man’s leer became even more unpleasant. He raised his hand himself, showing a vulture. “So, lady, what’s my fortune?”

“Probably about what you deserve,” Esme muttered.

He wasn’t a prepossessing fellow, sporting a crooked nose and a cauliflower ear. An ex-fighter, undoubtedly. A bully, too. It was in his swagger.

“Beware the vulture,” the gypsy woman said. “A sign of death’s victory.”

The crowd stirred uneasily.

“Don’t bother me none,” the man boasted. “I deliver death.”

“That is nothing to be proud of,” Esme snapped.

The man leered at her.

Jed remembered the last would-be murderer Esme had taken down with a swift strike from the stiletto blade hidden in her boot. He groaned.

She patted his arm reassuringly.

The bully blinked, baffled by their reaction, and turned back to his first target, the gypsy woman. “That ain’t much of a fortune, a li’l birdie stamp. Yer owe me sumfin’ more.”

Despite the drunken slur of his speech, a thread of gloating anticipation sounded clear.

“You paid your tuppence—”

“Nah, nah. I want more’n that. Show us your legs.”

It wasn’t only Esme who gasped at this flagrant transgression of daylight morality. There were women and children present. What the drunk was asking for happened at night, in the shadows, while the police looked away.

“I’m a respectable woman.” The gypsy retreated. “Depart.”

The bully simply grinned, displaying rotten teeth.

“On your way.” Jed took a step forward. “You’re offending the ladies.”

“Yeah?” Another leer. “Some ladies ought to be grateful any bloke takes an interest.”

“Enough.” Jed reached out to seize the man’s arm.

The bully staggered out of reach, fists clenching, but when he shook his head to clear it, he almost fell over. It was obvious he was in no condition to resist his eviction. He seemed to realize it, too, and turned his defiance on the gypsy woman. “Don’t forget me, missus. I’ll be back.” He stumbled out, assisted by nudges and thumps from the disapproving crowd.

The air seemed clearer with him gone.

Jed tipped his hat to the gypsy. “Ma’am, I’d wager the machine can do more than stamp hands. It’s quite extraordinary. The metalwork alone…” He fished in his pocket for a coin. “I’d like to examine it closer.”

He gave the woman five pence and placed his hand in the machine. While he did so, he concentrated on the elaborate mechanism hidden within the bronze tubes. Some of them seemed mere decoration. Behind others, he glimpsed suggestions of a clockwork mechanism.

A stamp pressed into the back of his hand. He withdrew it, studied the jackal symbol, then showed the crowd.

They cheered—more for his removal of the drunk than the act of fortune telling.

“A dog,” announced the gypsy woman. “Your loyalty shall be questioned, but will be found to be true.” Her dark eyes looked beyond him to Esme. “You are a man a woman can trust.”

Jed returned to Esme.

She gripped his arm, looking displeased. “I know I can trust you. I don’t need some rouge-cheeked charlatan to say so.”

“I’m sorry, but that is all for now. The Gypsy Oracle will open again at five o’clock. Please, tell your friends.”

Esme led him from the tent, whipped out a handkerchief and began scrubbing the back of his hand. The ink smeared into a dark cloud.

“A fascinating machine,” he said. “I wonder what else it can do? I don’t believe she’s using a quarter of its capabilities.”

“It’s an over-grown stamping machine.” Esme scrubbed harder.

He caught her hand. “Leave me some skin.”

She stared at the crumpled, stained handkerchief and the reddened back of his hand. A wry smile twitched her lips. “At least I didn’t ask you to spit first.”

Her reference to the maternal command that started hasty clean-up operations amused him. “I appreciate it.”

She dropped her handkerchief into an overflowing trashcan and tucked her hand in his elbow. “‘Fortune’s mark’, what a load of rubbish.” She smiled up at him. “I think I will have that toffee apple.”



Chapter Two

Happy, tired fairgoers overflowed the tram. Exhausted toddlers slept in their mothers arms, oblivious of the rattle and sway of the carriage. Esme stood beside Jed, balancing easily, aware that he was nonetheless poised to catch her if she stumbled when the tram swung around the approaching corner. She smiled. Jed supported her suffragette ideals, but nothing could eradicate his innate courtesy and protectiveness.

When they married, they’d have to learn to balance her independence and his sense of honor. By Jed’s code, men looked after their women.

She frowned. It wouldn’t be easy. A man’s honor was important—but so was a woman’s. She’d worked too hard for equality to surrender her gains, even for love. Women needed her to fight for them. They might be trapped in abusive marriages, in drudgery that amounted to slavery, in prostitution or frustrated despair, but she had the intelligence, time, will and money to fight for them. She would not abandon their cause.

With Jed and her wedding inexorably approaching, she was racing against time to establish her legacy for women’s rights here in the Swan River Colony before her new life drew her elsewhere. This afternoon at the fair had been rare stolen hours of irresponsible happiness.

Evening shadows were creeping into the port town of Fremantle. The tram left behind the crowded pubs where men gathered at the end of a long, working week. The lumpers or dockworkers were loud and rough. Miners in from the goldfields were even rougher, unshaven and garrulous after the loneliness of their work. Terrace houses with their narrow strips of garden gave way to detached houses with shady yards filled with flowers. Children scrawled hopscotch squares on the footpaths or climbed the trees, building cubby houses in the branches of jacarandas, those heavenly blue flowering trees from Africa, or in local gum trees. A boy whizzed past in a billycart made from milk crates and perambulator wheels.

“Hooligan,” an elderly man said. “He’ll kill himself riding near the tramline and then who’ll tell him mum?”

His mum already knew. She stood in her front gate, arms akimbo, and shouted. “Connor Murphy, I told you—”

The tram rattled on. The next stop was Esme and Jed’s. He rang the bell and helped her off.

Home was the Smith mansion, built by her father after he struck gold inland, inadvertently starting the gold rush that had so transformed the Swan River Colony and making him the richest man in it, and possibly, in all of Australia. Esme knew that he’d have traded it all for her mother’s life, but it was nearly two years now since the accident and time was moving on for them all.

But she wished her mother were alive to meet Jed and to bring her sanity and humor to their wedding arrangements. Her father had returned from his gold prospecting and thrown himself whole-heartedly into the task of getting his only child married in fine style. He’d already booked the cathedral and the bishop. Esme would have preferred her local church and Reverend Sherbrooke to officiate, but she suspected the hoopla was her father’s way of coping with the knowledge he was losing her.

Suffragette though she was, her future would mean following Jed—and he wouldn’t be staying in the Swan River Colony. She’d have to adjust to life in America, away from her family and friends. Before she went, there were so many things she had to do—quite apart from the wedding—projects she’d committed to accomplishing. Establishing the Institute for Modern Women loomed large.

“Too many toffee apples?” Jed queried her pensive mood.

She bumped shoulders with him. “I only had one. It was a lovely afternoon. Thank you.”

“I enjoyed it, too. What could be nicer than taking my best girl to the fair?”

“Courting on the porch swing?” she said mischievously. The porch swing was an American idea Jed had introduced her to. He’d arranged for a local carpenter to build it, gotten her father’s permission to install it on their front veranda and filled it with a jumble of colored cushions. Then in the late evening shadows he’d introduced Esme to the delights of stolen kisses and cuddles while the town lit up before them and the ships at anchor in the harbor showed their lights.

“Chance would be a fine thing. Last evening Aaron had me studying the plans for his automated confetti-showerer. The sideways shaking arm looked like nothing so much as a spindly spider’s leg. I like your father, but…”

“Don’t worry. I’ve put Father off the confetti-showerer for the moment. I told him first he needed to design a machine to make sufficient, multi-colored confetti for the showerer to scatter. He was drafting the plans this afternoon. We’re to be festooned in clouds of paper rainbows.”

Jed groaned.

She laughed and squeezed his arm. An architect by training, her father had been bitten by the gold bug years ago. Even after his awesomely lucky strike, he still enjoyed prospecting. In the long, dull hours of work, his clever brain occupied itself dreaming up unlikely gadgets. She’d grown up with the quirkiness of an inventor’s unique take on life and she was glad that Jed—another inventor—could appreciate her father’s enthusiasm.

Her own enthusiasm re-surfaced. Jed’s ingenuity would make their life together an adventure. She would support his work, just as he’d support her political ideals of universal suffrage, education and welfare. It didn’t matter that home would be America, not Australia. She would make new friends, become part of his family. It would all work out.

They reached the side gate to her father’s house and he stretched an arm over it to unlatch it.

Kelly, her dog raced forward to meet them. Medium sized and dusty brown, he was a sharp, intelligent kelpie, a sheep herder. Her father’s two kangaroo dogs, akin to lurchers, ambled up more slowly, tails wagging politely.

She stepped through the gate and patted the dogs. “Come early to dinner,” she invited Jed. “And maybe we’ll be able to steal some time on the porch swing.”

“Temptress.” He kissed her cheek.

She flushed, unable to keep from glancing around. No one was watching and the high limestone wall hid them from the street. She put a hand on his shoulder, stood on tiptoe and returned his kiss.

“Sweetheart.” His eyes darkened with emotion, with desire.

A secret shiver slid along her spine.

He thrust his hands in his pockets. “Maybe your father has the right idea, after all.”

“Pardon?”

“I think, tonight, I can’t be trusted with you on the porch swing.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, oh.” He smiled ruefully. “Who was the idiot who agreed to a New Year’s Day wedding?”

“That would be the man who thought it would help him remember our anniversary.”

“Not one of my better ideas.” He tipped his hat. “Ah well. See you soon.”

“Bye, Jed.” She latched the gate behind him and leaned against it a moment, watching him walk away, so tall, lean and handsome. So beloved.

“We should have eloped.” Her whisper was low enough that only the dogs heard. She sighed. Eloping would have hurt her father—bad enough that Jed’s family, constrained by his father’s political responsibilities wouldn’t be at the wedding. Although they had sent warmly welcoming telegrams and letters, and apparently a wedding gift was in the mail. On New Year’s Day, she’d become the daughter-in-law of a powerful US senator.

She straightened and walked towards the house, her home.

Two stories high and built of the local cream-colored limestone with red brick corners and green guttering, it was framed by shady verandas and occupied the top of a ridge, commanding a magnificent view of the port town and the Swan River.

Tonight, she’d wear her new blue gown with its scooped neckline and gauzy sleeves. She’d had Jane sew it especially to complement Jed’s sapphire engagement ring. It seemed she’d finally found a reason to care about her clothes—the expression of pride and desire in his eyes when he looked at her.

“Love,” she told the dogs. “Changes people.”

“I should have built a ballroom in the house,” Aaron Smith said, impatient self-chastisement in his voice.

“Why?” Esme asked. Her mother had often said he had two left feet and dancing remained a despised activity in her father’s mind.

“For your wedding reception.”

She put down her spoon, no longer hungry for the delicious spiced crab soup just served. “I thought we’d agreed to hold a luncheon?”

Across the table, Jed kept his cowardly gaze focused on the soup.

Not that I blame him. Her father’s increasingly elaborate preparations for their wedding tested even her patience.

“A luncheon isn’t much,” Aaron said, spooning up soup. “A dinner dance is the thing. It’s a shame we don’t have a ballroom, but it can’t be helped. I’ve hired the town hall for the evening.”

“A sensible solution,” Jed said.

Esme frowned at him.

He shrugged infinitesimally.

“Now, flower girls.” Aaron pushed aside his empty soup bowl. “I’m designing clockwork posies for them. The gemstones will move slowly into new arrangements, like a kaleidoscope. I’ll need to make seven. I’m wondering whether to simply give the design to Shoehorn, the jeweler, and have him make them up. There’s so much to do.”

“Seven?” Esme queried. “Do you need a couple spare in case they break?”

Aaron waved aside the suggestion of failure. “I told Orwell his twin daughters could be your flower girls, as well. They’re practicing their curtseys.”

Seven flower girls. Esme closed her eyes. She wouldn’t be getting married. She’d be leading a parade.

Her father leaned back to allow Francis to remove his bowl and added, a tad defensively. “Well, you said you didn’t want Amberley’s automated flower girls.”

“I don’t.”

“However, I told him he could make an automated pageboy to carry the rings. Esme, he’s known you forever. He wanted to contribute something.”

“And I’m grateful, for everything. Thank you,” she added as Francis removed her soup bowl and put a plate of chicken and spring vegetables in front of her. Determinedly she took the opportunity to change the subject. “Uncle Henry is due back, tomorrow.”

Henry Fellowes captained his own skimmer-boat. Usually he travelled between Australia and Europe, but this time his journey was shorter, heading east to Sydney and returning. Even with the speed of the elegantly efficient skimmer design, an international journey would have taken too long and left him out of the wedding preparation hoopla. Lucky man.

She sighed when neither her father nor Jed followed her change of conversational topic.

In fact, Jed looked at her father and thanked him for the over the top wedding activity. “I know how important you and Esme are to one another and I appreciate everything you’re doing to make her wedding a happy one. Her happiness is all that’s important to me, too.”

The men exchanged a long look.

“If I didn’t think that,” Aaron said. “If I didn’t know you were an honorable man, you wouldn’t be marrying her.”



Chapter Three

Eating breakfast alone had one advantage, no one complained if you made notes.

Her father was out on his early morning walk with the dogs and Esme had the dining room to herself.

Toast in one hand, pencil in the other, she planned her day. First up, she had an appointment with Mr. Loonar. Another appointment. Honestly, as the town planner, he was being as difficult as he knew how about granting permission to repurpose the old Port View newspaper building as a school for training women as telegraph operators, stenographers and in using the revolutionary new office machine, the typewriter. She would get permission in the end. It was only—only!—a matter of holding onto her temper, emphasizing her respectability and that of all the teachers, and complying with all his fiddling building code requirements. Ha. None of the pubs that littered the town had to have four fire exits for the same size building.

A grin sneaked past her annoyance. Just wait till these recalcitrant men discovered the extent of the Board of the Institute for Modern Women’s plans. Suffragettes like herself, the Board intended to expand the institute from training women in the use of modern communication and office technology to repairing and even designing it. That was why they’d purchased the old newspaper office. Its printing room would make a perfect workshop.

She tapped her pencil on the open notebook, marshaling her arguments for the town planning appointment. She was the guiding light, the financial backer and the public face of the Institute, which meant it had to be up and running by the time of her New Year’s Day wedding and departure to America. The clock was ticking.

Time to bring in the big guns. Her father bankrolled a lot of the port town’s recreational activities. She would remind Mr. Loonar that such generosity could be disrupted by his balky behavior. She hated to do it—and neither her father nor her would ever withdraw money for libraries, sporting activities and the new art gallery—but Mr. Loonar needed a reminder that women weren’t without power.

Unpleasant decision made, Esme closed the notebook and reached for the newspaper.

Fatal Accident at the Fair.

“Oblivious fairgoers reveled in the light-hearted atmosphere of the newly opened funfair, while unbeknownst to them, in the shadows of the canvas stalls, a man lay dead, his tragic demise a somber warning. Alfred Brixton, 42, newly arrived from England, died from a fall while under the influence of the demon drink.”

The moralizing tone was typical of the paper, but the facts were reassuring.

Esme winced, feeling guilty for her sense of relief, but when she’d read the headline about an accident at the fair, she’d feared an over-excited child had done something dangerous and died from their folly. An adult and a stranger was more distant. Nonetheless, she murmured a quick prayer, “May he rest in peace” as her mother had always done on hearing such news, before continuing the article. She paused, her attention arrested by the description of the deceased.

“Mr. Brixton was a large man and memorable for the green and yellow checked jacket he wore. Witnesses report he spent the evening at a licensed stall, drinking beer. This paper has railed before about the evils of irresponsible…”

There could only have been one large man in a green and yellow checked jacket at the fair, yesterday. The same man who’d heckled the gypsy fortuneteller.

Esme folded the paper thoughtfully and returned it to beside her father’s plate. Then she ventured out to the kitchen.

The staff were eating their breakfasts, but greeted her easily. Some, like Maud, their housekeeper, and Francis, their general factotum, were old friends. The others had adopted their respectful but relaxed attitude. Around the table, faces turned in friendly greeting. Chairs scraped, but she put out a hand indicating they should stay seated.

“Good morning. Francis, do you have today’s copy of The Gossip?” He handed it across to her. “Thank you.”

She scanned the disreputable newssheet. As she’d suspected, it had gone to town on the story. The editor couldn’t contain his glee at such a melodramatic story. “Gypsy’s Curse,” the headline screamed. The vulture mark and fortune were described in loving detail before the editor ended on a note of ghoulish glee. “Who’ll be next?”

“Poor man,” Maud said with easy sympathy. “Did you and Mr. Reeve see him at the fair?”

“Actually, we did.”

“Ooh.” A stir of interest went around the table. Even Mr. McGregor, the head gardener who took his porridge very seriously, looked up.

“Not to speak ill of the dead, but he didn’t seem a nice man,” Esme said with understatement.

“Aye weel, little loss then.” Mr. McGregor finished his porridge and held out his mug for more tea.

Esme handed the paper back to Francis and left them to their meal.

Poor woman, she thought as she returned to her own breakfast. She hadn’t appreciated the gypsy’s attitude to Jed, but the drunken bully’s unfortunate demise could ruin her. At best, no one would be willing to risk her “Gypsy’s Oracle”. At worst…Esme’s mouth tightened. If enough fools believed in the curse, a mob could turn nasty.

She finished her breakfast in a pensive mood. Her father entered as she poured herself a second cup of tea.

“The harbor master’s boy caught me walking home,” he said, helping himself to bacon keeping warm on a chafing dish. “They’ve sighted the Athena.”

“Wonderful.” She relaxed into a smile. “Trust Uncle Henry to be on time.”

She could also trust Uncle Henry to redirect some of her father’s enthusiastic assistance with her wedding preparations. Maybe, she thought with rising hope, he’d even convince her father to visit friends upcountry for a week? A week without wedding preparations might enable her to shake off a strange mood of tension. “I think I’ll walk down and meet him off the boat. My appointment with  Mr. Loonar isn’t till eleven o’clock.”

“I’ll join you when I’ve breakfasted.”

The jacket of her sage green walking costume was sufficient protection against the freshness of the spring air. Esme simply added the matching hat, securing it with the sharp hairpin that doubled as a mechanical pencil—truly ingenious—pulled on her gloves and set out. She elected to walk into town and her path took her past Mrs. Hall’s boarding house, where Jed resided. Approaching it, she glimpsed the charred timbers of the shed an Indian anarchist had blown up a month ago. The muscles of her stomach tightened. At the time, she’d believed Jed had been in the shed—his workshop—when it exploded. That was when she’d realized how much she loved him.

Life without Jed was too awful to contemplate.

Fortunately, he hadn’t been in his workshop and after they’d dealt with the anarchist, Jed had compensated Mrs. Hall for the destruction of her shed and rented a new workshop, the former Suds Soap works factory around the corner. The brick building was larger, stronger and more secure, even if it did smell of lye and tallow.

Esme paused at Mrs. Hall’s front gate. Even as an engaged person, it would be impossibly rude to interrupt the household at breakfast.

However, the solution was at hand. Young George and Trevor, the terrible Holden twins, were dawdling their way to school where they’d make their teacher’s life interesting. Esme called them over to her as she rummaged in her purse for a penny each to knock at Mrs. Hall’s kitchen door and pass a message to Jed. “Just tell him Captain Fellowes’s Athena has been sighted and that I’m on my way to the harbor.”

“Can’t, miss.” Their little hands closed tight around their pennies. “He’s gone.”

“Gone?” She blinked. “To his workshop?”

“No, miss. The gypsy lady took him.”

Across the road, Esme saw the Widow Hanson’s lace curtain twitch. “Never mind,” she said hurriedly to the boys. “You run along to school. Yes, yes, keep the pennies.” She set a good example to them by walking away fast. Mrs. Hanson was a terrible gossip; perhaps from loneliness, perhaps from natural inclination. The important point was not to be caught and dragged into her parlor where one was fed stale fruit buns and weak tea while being interrogated.

The gypsy lady took him. Esme puzzled over the boys’ news. She’d thought the woman might have trouble after Alfred Brixton’s death, but why call on Jed? And what could she possibly have said to have drawn him out before his landlady’s customary breakfast hour?

“Good morning, Miss Esme.”

“Good morning, Mr. Curtis.” She smiled at the local bookseller, then nodded to Miss Rose who was opening her millinery shop. She put the puzzle of the gypsy woman and Jed to one side for the moment. There were a lot of greetings to be exchanged as she reached the center of town and the streets grew busier.

After all, Fremantle was home. She’d watch it explode like a fire cracker after her father’s discovery of gold inland. Previously small and remote, now the port town fizzed with activity and color. All sorts of businesses had sprung up to serve the miners and mining industry and the general prosperity had imbued the colony with confidence.

Maybe too much confidence.

She winced as she saw the cobbler, Mr. Braun’s, latest addition to his roofline. Few shopkeepers had a wind vane on their roof. Mr. Braun had twelve. Hopefully he’d settle for a happy dozen because the latest addition—a cow jumping over the moon, black and white spotted nose pointing into the wind—was beyond fanciful and all the way into ridiculous.

Although not as ridiculous as the clockwork monkey that climbed the circuit of the tailor’s shop window next door. It was the apprentice’s task to wind it up every hour on the hour. Mr. Gibbons, the tailor, thought the pun on his name the last word in humor.

She smiled, remembering the lady visitor to the colony who had mistaken the clockwork monkey for a black spider. She’d fainted to the footpath, only waking to scream “tarantula” before fainting again.

The shopping district gave way to the warehouses that edged the harbor. Fremantle was a working port. Apart from gold, the colony exported wheat and horses, sandalwood and sheep. Everything was busy and organized to the nth degree. A small train puffed importantly along its harbor rail carrying a load of coal. Porters waited impatiently for it to pass, then hurried on with their business. Grey suited clerks strode just as briskly about their business, satchels tucked under their arms. Seagulls soared in lazy circles above the scene or perched on rails, waiting for the next fishing trawler to arrive.

Esme shaded her eyes with her gloved hand.

Her timing couldn’t have been better. The Athena was sailing into harbor as Esme rounded the Harbor Master’s building and walked out onto the wharf. The skimmer-boat’s white painted wood, steel and gleaming brass shone in the clear sunlight as she sailed over the waves with the elegant efficiency of a water beetle, light-weight and fast. Uncle Henry, piloting on the bridge, grew increasingly distinct as the distance between them lessened. Esme squinted and saw the faded grey of his dungarees and his battered navy hat. As always, he’d wait till he was on land to “scrub up”. He had little patience for passengers who thought their captain ought to be a “gentleman”.

Esme had been raised to recognize a gentleman by what he did, not what he wore.

The Athena docked with neat efficiency, her crew moving with practiced speed, happy to be home. Since this last trip had only been to Australia’s eastern colonies and not overseas to England, India or Africa, the customs regulations were minimal. They’d be free to go about their own business in an hour or two.

Uncle Henry saw her and raised a casual hand in salute, but instead of waiting on the bridge as he usually did, he ducked below deck. It was two sedately suited middle-aged men, bankers by the look of them, who first descended the gangway. They nodded to the customs clerk who nodded back before boarding the Athena. He exchanged friendly greetings with the crew and the latest news.

“Pete, your sister’s had her baby.”

The cabin boy dropped the rope he was holding. “So early?”

“Three months too early.” The customs clerk laughed. “But a big, healthy baby. Seems her marriage wasn’t any too early.”

Rough but not unkind laughter greeted the sally before Galloway, Uncle Henry’s second in command, took the clerk below deck to deal with the paperwork.

Uncle Henry emerged from the passengers’ quarters escorting an elderly lady. The short, slight, but fiercely upright old woman ventured on deck with small but determined steps.

Esme took advantage of the familiar sway and spring of the gangway to put a little extra bounce in her step as she boarded. She noticed the old woman studying her critically.

“Mrs. Reeve,” Uncle Henry boomed. “May I present my niece, Esme. Esme, this is Jed’s grandmother.”

Oh, flying fishes. Esme froze a moment. Jed’s beloved Grandma was here? and where was he? Chasing off after some gypsy woman and—But there was no time for recriminations. “Good morning, Mrs. Reeve. How wonderful to meet you and such a surprise.” She flashed her uncle a look of burning reproach. He could have sent a telegram before the Athena sailed from Sydney.

Mrs. Reeve grasped her hand and held it in a strong grip. Her dark eyes were bright with intelligence and full of a lifetime’s wisdom. “So you’re the girl my grandson’s decided to marry?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, we’ll see about that.”



Chapter Four

The bustle of getting Mrs. Reeve off the boat allowed Esme a few moments to step back and try and steady her response. Anger and apprehension had spiked at the old lady’s “well, we’ll see about that.” Just what did she intend to see?

Without false modesty, Esme knew she couldn’t be faulted on her looks. Regular features, blonde hair, blue eyes and an hourglass figure took care of that. And her family were respectable enough—or at any rate, wealthy enough to buy respectability if they took a fancy to it. The real question was whether the eldest Mrs. Reeve could stomach Esme’s political activism and independence. Her daughter in law, Jed’s mother, was a traditional wife, mother and socially adept, upper class lady.

“Of course, you’ll stay with us,” Uncle Henry said to Mrs. Reeve, extending hospitality on behalf of his brother-in-law.

“You must.” Esme roused herself to press the invitation. “Jed’s boarding house is just down the road. You’ll see him frequently.”

“Hmph. Thank you. But where is the boy, now?”

Esme maintained a prudent silence. Somehow confessing Jed had traipsed off with a gypsy lady seemed likely to provide Mrs. Reeve with unnecessary ammunition.

“Drat it. Never a hackney when you need one.” Uncle Henry frowned around the busy wharf scene. “Just a moment while I phone Aaron to send a carriage. Aaron’s my brother in law,” he added for Mrs. Reeve’s benefit. “I’ll phone Jed’s boarding house while I’m at it.” He ducked into the Harbor Master’s office.

Mrs. Reeve leaned on her walking stick and looked around the busy port.

Esme realized she was standing there twisting her sapphire engagement ring around and around. Idiot. No need to announce to the world, and one eagle-eyed lady in particular, the state of her nerves. She pushed her hands into the pockets of her jacket.

“There. I got Aaron. He’s sending the carriage down to fetch you.”

With fate’s mischievous timing, one of the hackneys that had been so conspicuous by their absence, then rolled up.

“Neptune’s trident,” Uncle Henry swore and slapped his hat against his knee.

The hackney horse, accustomed to the vagaries of humanity, didn’t blink. Its driver greeted the party cheerfully. “Need a ride, folks?”

“Never mind, Uncle Henry,” Esme said. “Three of us in the hackney would have been a squeeze and the carriage can take the luggage.”

“True enough.” He replaced his hat. “I’ll wait for it. You two go on and get acquainted.”

Esme glared at him.

He smiled back with improbable innocence and scarcely hidden amusement.

She supposed she should be grateful he hadn’t informed Mrs. Reeve that her grandson was off adventuring with a gypsy—or had Jed’s landlady been uncharacteristically discreet on the party line?

The hackney set off, rocking slightly as it crossed the rail tracks that the small harbor train ran on. A steam powered crane puffed in the distance, loading a sandalwood shipment.

“Well, now.” Mrs. Reeve tucked her purse and walking stick on the seat beside her. “Isn’t that just like a man to duck the issue?”

“Pardon?”

“You and me, honey. Captain Fellowes ought to be with us, making sure our first conversation starts off on the right foot. But men, give them a tense emotional situation, and you won’t see them for dust.”

Esme hesitated, unsure how to respond.

“Never mind.” Mrs. Reeve wasn’t at a loss. “You play the tour guide and we’ll save the getting-to-know-you discussion for when our menfolk are there to suffer through it, too.”

A small, natural smile escaped Esme. Maybe Mrs. Reeve wasn’t as hostile as she’d feared—or merely saving the drama for when they had an audience? Her smile died.

“Now, what’s that church? Episcopalian or Catholic?”

“It’s St Patrick’s, Catholic.”

“Nice looking building. And this, on the left. What do they call that fancy style?”

“Neo-gothic. It’s meant to be a fine example.” Esme grimaced. “Actually, it’s the Ladies Lunatic Asylum.”

Mrs. Reeve looked at her in obvious disbelief, then back at the elaborately designed limestone building. “Well, I’ll say something for your Swan River Colony. If you can afford to house your lunatics in such style, you must be doing well. Tidy houses.” A pause. “Is that a kangaroo?”

“A wallaby, it’s a small cousin of the kangaroo. Mr. Powell keeps it for his kids as a pet. Jed tried to study it to refine the design of his bounding vehicle, but Skippy refused to jump. He just ambled along even with a bribe of carrots.”

“Jed’s still inventing, then? And what do you think of—No, ignore me. Save it for later.”

But Esme had recovered her poise. “You were going to ask me what I thought of Jed’s work as an inventor. I support him. He has a clever brain and a gift for seeing possibilities. It would be criminal if he didn’t use his talents.”

“Hmm.”

“If you look to your left, Mrs. Reeve, you should be able to glimpse the Swan River and a small paddle steamer on its way to the city of Perth.”

The hackney continued uphill, taking the ascent easily.

“Nice houses. Jed wrote that the climate was somewhat similar to California. It seems he was right. I recognize many of the plants in the gardens.”

“Citrus do well, here. Lemons and oranges. Italian and Greek fishermen are bringing their families over and they’re planting olives and grape vines, bringing something of home with them. And speaking of home, we’re almost there.” None too soon, either. Despite their attempt at polite conversation, the atmosphere was tense.

The hackney drove alongside the limestone wall that encircled the Smith mansion, garden and outbuildings, and turned into the main driveway, rattling up the gravel to pull up with a flourish at the front steps.

Her father opened the door. He’d replaced the shabby blue jacket he wore for walking the dogs with a new grey one, with clean pressed trousers to match. “Good morning, Mrs. Reeve. Welcome to Swan River. Henry telephoned to say you’d found your own way here.” He helped her carefully out of the hackney. “We’re delighted to have you.”

Esme jumped out unaided and walked around the hackney. Faces at the drawing room window, not quite hidden by the red velvet drapes, showed that the staff were just as eager to see Jed’s grandmother.

She was a formidable old lady, sharp, shrewd and definitely possessing an agenda. This was no friendly visit.

Esme twitched her skirts straight and polished her engagement ring briefly against the waist of her jacket.

Her father escorted Mrs. Reeve into the house and upstairs to the library. Someone had lit a fire there and he seated her by it. “Would you care for tea or coffee? Some refreshment?”

“I’ll wait for Jed and Henry, thank you.” Mrs. Reeve leaned back in her chair. “A lovely room. So many interesting things.”

Her father coughed and sidled around so his broad shoulders blocked their visitor’s view of a skeleton. He’d been studying “Bones” in an attempt to construct a clockwork butler. The idea was the butler could be stationed at the door to collect people’s coats when they arrived at Esme and Jed’s wedding reception.

Mrs. Reeve’s gaze moved on, travelling over the shelves crammed with books and curiosities: shells, geological specimens, a coffee geyser. A clockwork dragonfly dangled from the ceiling. In hot weather, its wings fanned the air.

Esme skirted a suit of armor to sit down in a chair politely near the old lady, but even nearer the door.

“Your wood smoke smells funny,” Mrs. Reeve said.

“We’re burning jarrah, a local hardwood. I can replace it.” Aaron started for the door. “We have some apple wood from when Old Bart cut down his sorry excuse for an orchard.”

“No, no. It’s a warm enough day. I don’t need a fire at all. Although it is welcoming. Smells something like liniment.”

“Jarrah is a eucalypt.” Aaron grimaced at the skeleton as he realized his hasty dive for the door had left Bones exposed to Mrs. Reeve’s gaze. “So it probably does smell like some liniments you’ve used. Eucalyptus is quite warming.” He fidgeted, glanced once or twice at Bones, then sat down. He sprang back up. “Ah, here’s Henry. No missing my brother-in-law’s sea captain roar.”

“Captain Fellowes is a good man.” Mrs. Reeve approved of him. It was evident Esme and Aaron were still in doubt.

Uncle Henry entered with Maud, the housekeeper, hard on his heels. Two maids followed, wheeling laden tea trolleys.

“I thought you might like a snack to settle your stomach now you’re on land again,” Maud said.

“Damn fine idea.” Uncle Henry dropped into a solid leather armchair. “I left the crew to get the luggage unloaded and sent up.

Tea served, the servants retreated. The two maids giggled in the hallway.

“So, Mrs. Reeve,” Aaron began cautiously. “This is a surprise. You must have set off before the news of Esme and Jed’s engagement reached San Francisco.”

“I’m not so old I can’t see which way the wind’s blowing.” Mrs. Reeve selected a sponge finger and tasted it. She gave a tiny nod of approval.

Well she should. Maud’s housekeeping couldn’t be faulted. Esme helped herself to a piece of pumpkin fruitcake plump with sultanas and redolent of nutmeg.

“You have a fine house here,” Mrs. Reeve said to Aaron.

“Thank you, ma’am. I designed it myself.”

“No expense spared,” she continued.

“I can afford it.”

“So I’ve heard.” She looked at Captain Fellowes, who radiated innocence in his dirty dungarees.

Esme leaned forward. “What else have you heard?”

The two women measured looks.

“I’ve heard you have a mind of your own, missy.”

Missy?

“That’s true.” Esme smiled. Well, she bared her teeth.

Aaron hurried into speech. “How was your journey?”

He needn’t have worried. An even louder interruption distracted the combatants.

“Grandma’s here?”

Jed had arrived.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t come alone.



Chapter Five

“Grandma, you look wonderful.” The old lady bore up well under the fervor of Jed’s hug. He released her a fraction to stare down into her smiling face. It was so good to see someone from home. “But what are you doing here?”

She swatted his arm. “Is that any sort of question to ask? I’m here to see the girl you say you’re going to marry, Esme Smith.”

The addition of Esme’s name was pointed.

Jed winced. “Ah. Esme.” He looked to his beloved.

She was looking beyond him at the woman he’d brought into her home.

“Grandma, this is Miss Anabel Lee.”

The gypsy woman stood just inside the door of the library, watching. In contrast to Esme’s fashionable but discreet walking suit and Grandma’s navy and severe dress, Miss Lee wore a flamboyant gown in royal blue and strident yellow. There were even flounces around its scandalously short hem.

Grandma’s pinched expression said everything.

Jed didn’t need reminding about the gypsy woman’s unsuitability for a respectable house. The problem was he hadn’t been able to shake her. In hindsight, he should never have accompanied her to the fairground. Then again, hindsight was always twenty-twenty.

Miss Lee walked forward, the skirts of her gown rustling. She stopped a fraction too close to Jed.

He hurriedly shuffled aside. “Esme, Miss Lee is somewhat concerned about her situation, given Alfred Brixton’s death. You did read of his sudden death in the papers this morning?”

“I did. How do you do, Miss Lee?” There was little real welcome in Esme’s cool voice.

“Good morning, Miss Smith.”

Jed introduced the other people in the room and figuratively mopped his brow. Grandma was disapproving, Aaron Smith shocked and even Captain Fellowes appeared startled. They were right. Adding Miss Lee to this first meeting between Esme and Grandma was hardly helpful—even if he hadn’t known of Grandma’s arrival. He plunged into explanations to excuse his inadvertent clumsiness.

“Miss Lee approached me this morning requesting my assistance in examining her Gypsy Oracle machine.”

“Just because that awful man had his hand stamped with a vulture mark at my fairground performance is no reason to link me to his death. But people are foolish. So I requested the esteemed inventor, Mr. Reeve, to examine my little machine. He can assure people that it is safe.”

“The thrill of danger will probably increase people’s interest in your machine, whatever it is,” Captain Fellowes said. His prosaic voiced lowered the emotional tension generated by the situation and by Miss Lee’s throbbingly dramatic tone. “Sit down. Have a cup of tea.”

“Thank you.” Miss Lee hesitated and glanced across at her hostess, who didn’t second the invitation. “Perhaps another time. I must go.”

Jed scowled. “You wanted to talk to Esme.” The woman had clung like a leech, going on and on about being alone in the colony and needing a woman’s understanding and advice—though why she’d decided to pick on Esme, he didn’t know. Now, just as abruptly, she intended to leave.

“This is not a good time,” Miss Lee informed him.

I had noticed. Good manners kept the words unsaid. Barely.

Esme rose and walked with him to escort Miss Lee out of the house. “We can speak this afternoon,” she offered her uninvited guest.

Jed took a deep breath, free of the disapproving observation of his elders. He tugged at his necktie.

“I have performances this afternoon and evening,” Miss Lee said.

“In between,” Esme responded firmly. “I’ll see you at the fair.”

Miss Lee bowed her head. “It is very good of you.”

“Not really. I have a feeling that by this afternoon I’ll want to leave the house.”

The front door closed behind the gypsy woman.

Jed sighed deeply. “That was not my fault. I didn’t know Grandma would be here.”

“No. Uncle Henry decided we’d enjoy the surprise.” Esme smiled wryly.

Jed relaxed and grinned back. “And did you?”

“Your grandmother is a remarkable woman. It’s a long journey from San Francisco for someone her age.”

“Nothing daunts Grandma.”

“I suspected as much.”

They were back at the library door, Jed close behind her.

“You should have much in common—two dauntless ladies.”

“Hmm.”

The noncommittal noise clearly caught his attention. He glanced at her blank face and ventured a cautious comment. “Grandma can be a bit…difficult.”

“HmmMmm.”

He hurriedly opened the door—only for his grandmother to prove his point scant seconds after they were reseated in the library.

“I don’t hold with this suffragette nonsense.”

“A lot of old people struggle with new concepts,” Esme said calmly.

Her father choked on the cookie he was eating. Uncle Henry’s cough failed to disguise his laughter.

Mrs. Reeve’s eyes gleamed. “Us old folks have the wisdom of our years. It wouldn’t hurt you youngsters to listen to us.”

“Oh, I listen,” Esme said, bright and polite, but she held the old lady’s sharp gaze; indicating that whilst she listened, she also reserved the right to disagree. If this was a fight, Esme intended to win.

Mrs. Reeve had her own agenda. “Take marriage, for example.”

Jed stood. “Grandma, you must be tired after your long journey.”

“No. Captain Fellowes and his crew looked after me excellently.”

“Nonetheless.”

“Oh stop looming.” She swatted at her grandson’s hand. “If your girl can’t stand a few questions, what good is she?”

“Children get fractious when they’re over-tired,” Esme announced to the world.

Jed glared at her, a silent message of you’re not helping.

She sighed and put aside her cup of tea. “Mrs. Reeve, may I show you your room?”

The three men beamed approval.

Cowards! Mrs. Reeve had that part right, Esme though indignantly.

The old lady’s hand tightened on her walking stick and she heaved herself up, disdaining Jed’s assistance. She stomped upstairs.

Esme glanced down at her and realized that whatever she said to the contrary, she was tired. The realization smothered her annoyance. It was unfair to judge the woman and her intentions when she was probably feeling crotchety from the long journey.

Besides…Esme winced as she caught sight of the clock. This was not the time to start something she couldn’t finish. She had thirty minutes till her eleven o’clock appointment with Mr. Loonar, the town planner. If she hurried, she could make it to the council offices in seven minutes. Bless Francis, who would have ordered a carriage to be waiting.

“I hope you’ll be comfortable, here.” She showed Mrs. Reeve into the guest suite that overlooked the gardens, relieved to see Maud had added flowers to the bedside table and desk, and turned down the bed covers invitingly. If Mrs. Reeve was looking to find fault, she’d have to imagine it.

“Hmph. Nice room.”

The room was fitted with a local carpenter’s interpretation of the Arts and Craft movement and the furniture had the beauty of simple lines and the warm, polished glow of local wood. The color scheme was a soft green with white and pink accents. A small painting of an orchard in spring by the French artist, Claude Monet, hung above the desk.

“I’ll be fine, now.” Mrs. Reeve stood near the bed.

Esme nodded, part of her respecting the elderly lady’s determination not to show weakness to strangers. It really hadn’t been the easiest of meetings, but blaming Mrs. Reeve wasn’t completely fair. She was understandably concerned for her grandson. “There is a button near the right hand side of the bed if you need to call a maid.” Esme pulled the door shut quietly behind her and turned her attention to her second problem.

It had rattled her more than she liked to admit to see Jed escorting the gypsy, Anabel Lee. Of course she trusted her betrothed. He had never indulged in anything more than courtesy with other women here in Swan River, but Miss Lee was clever. She had adroitly engaged his interest by using her machine. Jed’s inventor’s soul couldn’t resist its lure.

There was no knowing what a scheming woman might achieve—which brought Esme back to the problem of Mrs. Reeve. If Jed’s grandmother had undertaken the long journey to prevent their marriage, rather than simply inspect Esme’s suitability, then sparks would fly.

“He’s mine.”

Except nothing was that simple. She didn’t want to alienate Jed from his family or, for herself, live with their disapproval.

She ran down the stairs, trying to out distance her thoughts.

Darn it all. If only Jed had been with her to meet Mrs. Reeve and not traipsing around with that gypsy woman, he might have been able to stop them getting off on the wrong foot. As it was…Esme looked down and saw him waiting for her. She slowed her pace.

Most elderly women disapproved of her suffragette activities. Why would Mrs. Reeve be any different?



Chapter Six

“Grandma means well, Esme.” Jed tugged at his collar, his mental unease manifesting itself physically. He felt strangled.

Aaron Smith and Captain Fellowes had quietly faded away when the women departed upstairs, leaving Jed alone in the hallway to await Esme’s return. Prudent men.

There was no denying Esme and Grandma had struck sparks. They were both strong women. Grandma had always had definite opinions. His own mother got along with her by amused detachment. No matter what dogmatic statement Grandma made, Mother agreed, then quietly set about getting her own way.

Take Charlotte’s debutante year, for example. Grandma had snorted at the idea of her granddaughter wasting time in the ballrooms and salons of the rich and powerful. She’d suggested a year in Alaska—where men, by golly and the news reports, were still men. Mother had agreed that Charlotte would indeed look charming with a red nose and chilblained fingers—but three days later, Charlotte had been on the train to Washington DC along with Mother and Father, and her enthusiastic letters floated back filled with talk of dances, tea parties and theatre visits. Father’s secretary included snippets from the social pages of the newspapers—and Grandma kept them all and showed them to her cronies.

Now, he wondered just how long it had taken Mother to learn how to handle Grandma.

Esme straightened his necktie. “Your grandmother obviously loves you. It’s a long journey for an elderly woman. She wanted to be sure you’ll be happy with me.”

He caught her hands. “And now she can see I will be—I am.”

“Hmm.”

He really didn’t like her “hmm’s”. They indicated significant doubt. She drew back and unwillingly he released her, watching as she picked up gloves from the hall table and eased them on, tugging them along her slim fingers.

Then she put his ring on again.

He breathed again, his concern irrational and yet…the Grandma-factor couldn’t be underestimated. “You’ll like Mother and Father,” he said somewhat desperately. “And you know from their letters how much they’re looking forward to meeting you. I know Charlotte sounds a bit of a scatterbrain, but she’ll make you a good sister. Even Ben and David aren’t so bad as brothers go. Remind me, though, to hit them when we do see them.”

“Why?” She glanced up at him.

“Because Grandma is clearly the surprise the family were sending us to celebrate our engagement. They could have warned me!”

“Oh.” A small smile curved her generous mouth. “From what I’ve observed, that’s typical sibling behavior. I’m sure you’ll have your revenge.”

“We can plot it together.” He slid an arm around her waist and sighed deeply when she relaxed against him. Some cuddles were permitted an engaged couple and he needed this one. “You don’t have to meet Miss Lee this afternoon.”

“I do. I thought of offering her assistance this morning when I read the newspaper coverage of that awful man’s death. Talk of a gypsy curse, indeed.” She snorted. “Miss Lee is a stranger in the colony and she might be pushy and annoying, but who knows what crazy ideas people will get about gypsy curses. I want her to know there is someone she can call on if needs be—and that someone is not you.”

He grimaced. “I didn’t intend to bring her to your home. She attached herself like a burr.”

“A burr?” Esme laughed.

He squeezed her waist. “I’ll escort you to the fair.”

“I thought you might.” Her blue eyes reflected her laughter. “You’d like the chance to study her Oracle machine some more. Was it very interesting?”

He kissed her nose. “You’re cute when you’re being smart.”

His suffragette had her own unique way of dealing with that sort of condescension. She gave his hair a warning tug and kissed him on the mouth before whirling away. She was teasing, but the surge of desire that tightened his muscles was all too real.

“Sweetheart. Nothing Grandma says, nothing anyone does, will stop me marrying you. You’re my life.”

“Jed, darling.” She brushed his mouth with hers. “No.” When he would have deepened the kiss, the proprieties be damned. “I have an appointment with Mr. Loonar, and I can’t be late.”

“I’ll come with you.”

She laughed and warded him off with one hand. “This is women’s business. And you know what happened the last time you accompanied me to the council offices.”

“Loonar shouldn’t have made that crack about disreputable suffragettes.” Any man worth his salt would have offered to punch the fellow in the nose.

“Well, I intend to get my Institute for Modern Women approved without resorting to brute force. I shall be the acme of respectability and Mr. Loonar won’t have a leg to stand on.”

“You should have let me punch Loonar,” Jed said four hours later as they strolled along.

“It’s only one last hurdle, I hope.” Esme had hoped to have the town planner sign off permission for the Institute that morning, but he’d insisted on one final inspection.

“With your good self, Miss Smith, and at least one of the women you intend to have teach at the school.”

Esme grimaced. What a small-minded paper-pusher. He just had to try to take the joy out of life. But since he had the authority to do so, she’d dispatched a note requesting Miss Wilson to accompany them to the site of the Institute tomorrow at eleven o’clock.

And I’d like to see Mr. Loonar get the better of her! Miss Wilson was a retired school mistress who’d maintained iron discipline in the classroom. No one, not even the highest stickler, could accuse her of lacking respectability.

“Let’s forget Mr. Loonar.” Esme squeezed Jed’s arm. “We mightn’t have privacy.” A young boy went whooping past, imitating a steam whistle. “But we are together.”

He smiled down at her.

The funfair was as exuberantly joyful as yesterday, but their mood was different. As kids ran around them shrieking with excitement, he and Esme walked purposely to the Gypsy Oracle stall. It was more crowded than ever with people pressing in, making the canvas tent hot and humid with fevered anticipation.

“The titillation of death,” Esme said.

Men, women and cheeky young boys paid their tuppences and put their hands in the Oracle’s “mouth”. Not one received a vulture mark. Well, that was only sense. After the unfortunate coincidence of yesterday’s fatal accident involving the ill-omened bully in the green and yellow checked jacket, it would be tempting disaster to have the vulture turn up again.

“Honestly,” Esme grumbled as the crowd pushed her into Jed. “You would think people would have more sense.”

It wasn’t simply the young and uneducated filling the tent. Prosperous middle aged ladies and men were well to the forefront. A skinny, untidy man occupied a corner. He scribbled down every word the Anabel Lee said, clearly a journalist. Occasionally he scratched his head with a pencil, pushing back a tatty grey cap.

Miss Lee looked tired and strained. She had to raise her voice to be heard over the large and conversational crowd. Finally, her voice gave out and, in between coughs, she called an end to the performance.

“Honey and lemon, that’s what you need,” an elderly woman said. “When my voice gives out—”

“Like that ever happens.” The stooped, balding man who hooked his hand under her elbow and pulled her out of the tent had to be her husband. “You’d talk the hind leg off a donkey, you would.”

“I have lozenges.” Esme searched through her handbag and pulled out a tin of cough drops. She opened the tin and a powerful scent of menthol filled the air.

“No, thank you,” the gypsy woman said hastily.

“No.” Esme put the lid back on the tin and slipped it into her handbag. “I don’t know why I keep them. I prefer aniseed flavor.”

“Miss Lee, do you have time to answer my questions, now?” The journalist pushed forward.

“Can I avoid them?” Sharp impatience vanished the low-pitched huskiness of her stage voice. She had the tone of a middle class housewife interrupted by a door-to-door salesman.

“Of course you can,” Esme said. “Miss Lee has no comment to make, Mr. Reynolds.”

Trust Esme, with her political ambitions, to know every journalist by name—and trust her to come to the aid of a beleaguered woman.

Reynolds, a lanky string bean, grinned at her. “Now, Miss Esme, ya knows I’ve a job to do.”

“I appreciate the fact. But you must realize that Miss Lee has had a trying experience. No doubt the police have already questioned her?” The gypsy woman nodded. “And the police at least have a lawful right to do so. You must wait till she is recovered.”

“Tomorrow,” Miss Lee said. “Tomorrow at nine o’clock you may interview me here before my ten o’clock performance.”

“I reckon that’ll be okay, but you’ve got to promise there’ll be no interviews with anyone else.”

“That I can promise.”

“Okay.” Reynolds tucked his pencil behind his ear, stowed his notebook in his pocket and sauntered out.

“Thank you.” Miss Lee’s gratitude was grudging and she half turned away. For a woman who’d insisted on pushing her way into the Smith mansion this morning to talk with Esme, she seemed strangely reluctant to do so, now that she had a chance. She picked up a cloth and ran it over the smudged fingerprints on the Gypsy Oracle’s brass nameplate.

“I suspected the press and the public would be showing a particular interest in you after one of your…uh…clients met with a fatal accident last night,” Esme said. “The situation can’t be easy for a woman alone and newly arrived in the colony.”

“I am hardly alone.” Head down, Miss Lee polished harder at the nameplate. “The fair is filled with fellow travelling entertainers.”

“I am sure they are kind and supportive,” Esme said quietly. “But in the event of trouble, they are, like yourself, outsiders.”

“And therefore, immediately suspect?” the gypsy woman challenged.

“Sadly, yes. You must have realized this when you asked for my assistance this morning.” It was an invitation to share her troubles; more, to request specific help.

Jed smiled. It was typical of his beloved. She would never be so busy or annoyed as to walk past someone in trouble.

Miss Lee folded her arms. “Thank you for your concern, but I shall manage.”

Esme frowned and persisted a moment longer. “I don’t like to believe people could be so silly, but there’s no denying the world is full of fools. The newspapers may yet work themselves into a frenzy on this ‘Gypsy Oracle curse’ nonsense.”

“It was an accident! The police have said so.”

“We know that,” Jed said calmly. The woman’s accent and language intrigued him. When she forgot herself, she had the voice and mannerisms of an educated woman. It made the machine she gripped so tightly all the more interesting. Chances were high it could do a lot more than merely stamp hands. From his limited inspection he suspected the secondary clockwork system could support any number of functions. “By the way, would you object to me taking another look at the machine? I wouldn’t give away any secrets of your performance but I am intrigued by—”

“No. It is not convenient. I must prepare for my next show.”

He inclined his head, took Esme’s elbow when she displayed a willingness to the debate the issue, and departed the tent.

She was seething. “Did you hear her? She was rude to you. For all the world as if we were encroaching visitors in her parlor. ‘I would like you to leave.’ Bah. She’s hiding something.”

Her indignation for his rebuff—not her own—amused him. Esme had forgotten her sympathy for the lonely Miss Lee in her loyalty to him. Nonetheless, “I believe you’re right. That machine is far more complicated and its workmanship too fine to be merely a stamping device.”

“Do you think she stole it?” Esme stopped abruptly.

“Here, watch it, missus,” a middle aged man carrying an unsteady pile of cheap rag dolls in his arms veered around her.

“Sorry.” She stepped to the side of the walkway and pulled Jed with her.

He thought about how Miss Lee had touched the Oracle machine, both seeking reassurance and hovering protectively. “I don’t think she stole it, but there is some sort of emotional connection.”

Esme considered that as they resumed strolling toward the exit. “Oh well, I guess her secrets are hers to keep. Speaking of the wonders of mechanical marvels and keeping secrets.”

“Yes?”

“Isn’t it about time you showed me your bounding-vehicle?”



Chapter Seven

Esme smiled as Jed pushed open the large doors of the former soap factory that now served as his workshop. The doorway was wide and high enough to admit a horse and cart. Sunlight poured in the west-facing entrance. The scent of lye and tallow, grease, kerosene and coal, rushed out. She suspected he seldom opened these doors—using the ordinary side door for convenience—but for propriety’s sake, her visit had to be visible and respectable. She waved a good afternoon to old Mr. Newton who sat and rocked in the sunshine while his son ran the blacksmith’s next door. He beamed gummily and waved back. She walked into the workshop.

Jed had an unexpected talent for making himself comfortable. A massive workbench loomed beside an old desk with a battered office chair drawn up to it. An armchair stood at right angles, leaking stuffing from rips in its worn leather. An upturned wastepaper basket served as a footstool. Papers were neatly stacked on the desk, held in place by gear pieces. A calendar was tacked to the wall above the desk along with a number of blueprints.

So much she had seen before—although she noted that the neat collection of tools that hung on the rear wall and on the shelves that lined it had grown.

What really caught her eye was the large, tarpaulin-covered object in the middle of the workshop.

“You’ve built it?” She turned and stared at Jed, shocked and regretful. It had taken his comment about the gypsy woman’s “emotional connection” to her Oracle machine to remember the emotional connection inventors had to their devices. Yes, wedding preparations and her own political commitments kept her busy, so busy that she’d been satisfied simply to steal courting time with Jed. Oh, she’d asked him about progress on the bounding-vehicle, but she should have come down and seen for herself. It had been two weeks since her last visit.

So much for supporting Jed in his work! She was disgusted with herself.

“Newton finished the framework for me a few days ago and I’ve been adding the propulsion system. I wanted it to be a surprise for you.” He stripped off his jacket and dropped it over the back of the armchair.

She halted with her hand on the tarpaulin. “A surprise? Would you like me to leave?”

“Don’t move a step.” He gripped the edge of the tarpaulin and folded it back, lifting it carefully from his invention. He folded the tarpaulin and dropped it in a corner.

“Oh my giddy aunt. Jed.” She looked from the bounding-vehicle to its inventor. She could see his pride and he deserved every bit of it. “It’s marvelous.” She hugged him enthusiastically, then turned back to the vehicle. “Show me everything.”

Of course she’d heard all about his ideas for the vehicle, the underlying principles and even studied its blueprints, but she hadn’t truly understood how elegant it would look.

“I’ve called it ‘the Jumping Jack’.” He ran an affectionate hand along the frame.

“Have you tested it yet?”

“I have a couple of things to fix with the position of the flywheel and fitting a hand crank as well as the pedals to prime the propulsion system.”

“It’s just beautiful.”

The spare steel frame had a gentle angularity. Its shape reflected Jed’s study of kangaroo anatomy and movement. At the front were two small wheels, like the front paws that steadied a roo. They provided stability, cornering and braking ability, and were attached by steel shafts to the main body of the vehicle. This body was composed of a swing seat with the clockwork mechanism hidden beneath it and was strung between the powerful “hind legs” of the vehicle: two well-sprung legs that not only released power in the uncoil, but re-captured some of that energy each time the springs compressed on hitting the ground. A length of heavy, jointed steel hung from the rear of the body and served the same energy-capture purpose.

“The tail will make all the difference,” Jed said. “I hadn’t even considered one until I watched kangaroos bounding. Something as heavy as their tails can’t simply be about balance or an evolutionary quirk. It must have a role in kinetic energy re-capture and in forward propulsion.”

“May I sit in it?”

“Just a tick.” He strode across to a cupboard, opened it and took out an armful of plump cushions.”

Her heart warmed at this sign of thoughtfulness and preparation. For himself, she doubted he’d had bothered with cushioning for a test ride. The bright comfort was for her.

“You are a darling.” She kissed him as he straightened from placing the cushions.

“That pays the fare nicely.” He put his hands on her waist and lifted her into the swing chair.

She scooted to the side and he stepped up beside her. The seat swung freely.

He frowned. “Some people will get seasick.”

“Not me. I have a sea captain for an uncle. I wouldn’t dare.”

“I’m wondering if I might be able to weight the box holding the clockwork mechanism and flywheel and let it swing and gather kinetic energy while fixing the seat in place.”

“An idea for the future,” she agreed absently, more intent on the sensation of sitting high and comfy and squashed close to him. She cuddled even closer.

He laughed softly and put an arm around her shoulders. “If those doors weren’t open…”

“Promises, promises.”

“Temptress.” He leapt down, avoiding the pedals and lifted her down too. His hands lingered on her waist.

She smiled up at him. “Jed, I do like your Jumping Jack.”

He put an arm around her waist and they stood together contemplating the vehicle. “Even if it doesn’t work, it’s the best idea I ever had.”

“Of course it’ll work.” She caught him up immediately.

“Thank you, sweetheart, but I was trying to offer a compliment. Even if it never works, the Jumping Jack brought me here to study kangaroos, and so, by happy fate, to meet you. Ergo, it is my best idea ever.”

“So it is.” She laughed suddenly. “And the world’s most surprising Cupid. If you hadn’t named it Jumping Jack, we could have called it Cupid’s Comet.”

His appalled expression made her laugh harder than ever, till he stopped her with a kiss.

“Hey, now, none of that.” Old Mr. Newton hobbled in. “You ain’t wedded the lass, yet.”

“No, but Satan himself couldn’t stop me from doing so.”



Chapter Eight

“Miss Lee!” Jed woke with a shock, astonished to find the gypsy woman in his room. “What on earth are you—” He started to swing his legs out of bed before remembering his nudity. He hated nightshirts and the new-fangled notion of pajamas were even more restricting. However, at a time like this—he clutched the bed clothes to his waist. “Your room is across the hallway.”

“I know.” In the glow of the candle she held, her face held a sly triumph.

A cold shiver went up his spine. “I’m an engaged man.”

“So you are.” She continued to advance toward him, setting the candle down on the bedside table.

“Miss Lee, you must leave.”

“Not yet.” Her hair was loose around her shoulders, mute testimony of abandon. She untied the belt of her robe and licked her lips, biting the lower one into plump, abused sultriness.

“Get out.”

She drew a deep breath. “Make me.”

It went against every notion of chivalry and honor, but he threw back the bed clothes intent on doing just that—once he had his robe on.

Her eyes widened at the sight of him. “You have no clothes on!”

“What’s this? What’s this?” a beery, cheery voice demanded from the doorway. “Whoops! ’scuse me. Didn’t know there was a lady present.” Mr. Fenn, another boarder at the house, stood in the doorway.

Jed shrugged into his robe. “Miss Lee was just leaving.”

“So I see,” Mr. Fenn said with lascivious appreciation. “Didn’t know you had it in you, old boy.”

“I did not invite Miss Lee to my room.” Jed glared at her.

“Heh, heh. Still, you’re the one who prevailed on Mrs. Hall to let the girl a room, here. Convenient-like.”

Jed picked Mr. Fenn up by the collar and slammed him against the doorframe. “Not convenient and not my doing. Miss Lee invited herself.” He hadn’t been amused to arrive at the boarding house this evening and find the gypsy woman ensconced, having used his name to secure a room. She’d told his landlady, Mrs. Hall, that Jed wanted her somewhere safe after the newspaper coverage of the Gypsy Curse. He’d decided it wasn’t worth the fuss of challenging the lie or dislodging her.

My mistake, he thought grimly. Mr. Fenn’s insinuations were natural enough in the circumstances Miss Lee had contrived. She must have heard him enter the house and immediately set the scene. But why? The question he could answer later. For now, the issue was to contain this mess.

“I don’t want to hear any mention of what you’ve seen here, Fenn.”

The older man’s eyes bulged. He shook his head.

Jed scowled and released him. The show of force probably wouldn’t help. Give Fenn a beer and he’d be blabbing this story everywhere. He turned to Miss Lee. “If anyone asks, you were never in my room—and tomorrow you leave this house.”

“She leaves this night!”

Jed closed his eyes in frustration. “Mrs. Hall, this isn’t how it looks.”

His landlady wasn’t listening. “I heard voices, but I never expected this, this orgy! I run a respectable house. I rent rooms to gentlemen. I made an exception for this…woman…as a special favor to you, Mr. Reeve, and now I discover…my goodness, does Esme know?”

“There is nothing for Esme to know,” he gritted and mentally damned Mrs. Hall’s acute hearing. If she knew, there was no sweeping this manufactured debacle under the carpet.

Miss Lee slipped past him and out onto the landing. “I’ll pack my bags.”

“I’ll ask you to leave in the morning, too, Mr. Reeve. I feel sorely betrayed.”

“So do I, Mrs. Hall.” He glared after the retreating gypsy. “So do I.”

Jed thumped his bags down beside his workshop desk.

Hell, what a mess. He stared out the window, lit by the thin light of early morning, and rubbed the back of his neck. He knew Esme would believe his version of events, but there was no denying Miss Lee had instigated a prime scandal. He groaned. And Grandma was here and wouldn’t be able to resist putting her oar in.

When he got his hands on that gypsy, he would shake the truth out of her. Or he would if she were a man. Damn it all. The equal rights Esme fought for only went so far. He’d never lay a hand on a woman.

He struck the desk with his fist. That scene in his bedroom had been premeditated, carefully calculated. Why on earth would a stranger want to make trouble between himself and Esme, or for them?

The gossips were going to chatter themselves hoarse. Esme was a suffragette, an heiress and news.

Dammittal. They’d probably make the papers.

“Gypsy’s Curse Strikes Again. Betrothed Man Discovered Cavorting with Gypsy Woman. Society Appalled. More like titillated,” he muttered. There were plenty of spiteful, envious people who’d enjoy the thought of Esme suffering the scandal with him.

He didn’t care about the scandal for himself, but he didn’t want her hurt. Unfortunately, when he’d appealed to Mrs. Hall’s better nature an hour ago, she’d said he should have thought of that before he “disgraced himself with that painted creature” under her roof and she’d thank him to pay his bill and leave.

He’d left in a cloud of disapproval.

The cuckoo clock on the desk marked the half hour with a trill. He’d been repairing it for Mrs. Hall. He’d have to remember to return it to her—by messenger boy.

A quick check of his own Swiss timepiece showed the cuckoo was now accurate and the time late enough to be respectable. By the time he walked up to the Smith mansion, the family would be at breakfast.

He grimaced. His news wouldn’t improve anyone’s appetite, but they’d better hear of the dawning scandal from him.

Esme hesitated between a bifurcated cycling costume in heavy blue cotton or a demure spring gown in salmon pink with a white lace color and cuffs. She sighed and buttoned herself into the gown. Appearing downstairs this morning in bloomers would be wanton provocation. Breakfast would be the first meal she’d share with Mrs. Reeve since the old lady had slept through the dinner hour last night—proof that she’d been tired.

Fingers crossed, yesterday’s unpleasantness had been inspired by exhaustion.

Esme pinned her mother’s cameo at her throat for good luck, put her shoulders back and prepared to face her prospective in-law. She arrived in the hall at the same time Francis opened the door to Jed. “Good morning.” She smiled widely, relieved and pleased that he was here to help her deal with his grandmother.

But he didn’t smile back.

“What is it?”

“I need to tell everyone.” He took her hand and tucked it in the crook of his arm, walking her to the dining room.

The tension in his body transferred itself to her. He was holding her hand too tightly against him. She turned to him anxiously. “Jed?”

“Jed!” Mrs. Reeve’s call rang down the stairs.

He hesitated, dark eyes burning into Esme’s. “Remember, I love you, sweetheart.”

He’d gone to answer his grandmother’s summons before Esme could think to hold him. Something was obviously badly wrong. She watched him escort Mrs. Reeve down the stairs. He held her arm and walking stick, and his head was bent towards her in a courtly fashion.

“Good morning, Mrs. Reeve,” she greeted Jed’s grandmother when they reached the bottom of the stairs. “I hope you slept well.”

“Good morning. I always sleep well.” And more grudgingly. “I apologize for missing dinner, last night. The sandwiches by my bedside were a thoughtful gesture.”

“Not at all,” Esme murmured meaninglessly, her mind on the puzzle of Jed’s behavior and his stern, almost austere, expression.

Her father and uncle were already in the dining room and stood politely at the women’s entrance. Jed seated his grandmother, then walked to his own chair, touching Esme’s shoulder fleetingly as he passed.

Breakfast was laid out in chafing dishes and Maud had out done herself, on her mettle to prove something to Mrs. Reeve. There was ham, bacon, three types of sausages, four types of egg, grilled tomatoes, buttered mushrooms, toast, soda bread, rolls, porridge and even that latest invention, muesli. Unfortunately, Esme’s appetite failed her. She watched Jed from under lowered lashes and saw the rigid set of his shoulders.

“There’s something you all need to know.” He got up and closed the dining room door. “Last night the gypsy woman, Anabel Lee, gained herself a room at Mrs. Hall’s boarding house—where I’m staying,” he added for his grandmother’s benefit. “She did so by falsely claiming to Mrs. Hall that I asked the favor so as to keep her safe from any trouble arising from talk of a gypsy curse.”

“She was scared,” Esme began with sympathy.

Jed shook his head once, abruptly. “No. During the night I woke up to find her in my room. She was…in dishabille.”

Uncle Henry whistled.

“I remonstrated with her to leave and when she refused, I got out of bed to remove her myself. Unfortunately…” Color touched his cheekbones. “I don’t wear anything to sleep in.”

Old Mrs. Reeve snorted. “Just like your grandpa. If I told him once, I told him a hundred times.”

Jed’s gaze stayed steady on Esme’s. “At this inopportune time, another boarder, Mr. Fenn, arrived home from a night’s drinking. He saw me with Miss Lee and assumed…well, assumed precisely what she wanted him to think.”

“That you were seducing her.” Esme’s father’s voice was low and hard. “A cheap tart whom you brought to my house, yesterday.” Blood infused his face and he put both powerful, calloused hands on the table, preparatory to rising

“Easy, Aaron.” Uncle Henry waved him down with a fork. “Reeve isn’t an idiot. He wouldn’t have brought his doxie to meet Esme.”

“Never. I was set up, but I dealt with Fenn.” Jed glanced down at his scarred knuckles, then back to Esme. “However, Mrs. Hall heard the noise we were making.”

“And came up the stairs to investigate. She found you naked and Miss Lee in your room. Oh Jed.” Esme stretched her hand out to him.

He gripped it. “I’m sorry.”

“Doesn’t sound to be your fault.” Uncle Henry helped himself to more bacon and a grilled tomato.

“The boy should wear a nightshirt and lock his door.” Mrs. Reeve thumped her walking stick for emphasis.

“I did lock my door. It’s a cheap lock.”

“What a darn scandal.” Aaron glowered at him, but stayed in his seat.

“Father, it’s not Jed’s fault.”

He transferred the glower to her. “Do you think anyone’s going to believe that?”

“Maud!” Uncle Henry raised his voice to a ship captain’s bellow. “Maud!”

The housekeeper came running. “Land sakes, Henry.” She put a hand to her heaving bosom, but the look of burning reproach she cast Jed’s way told everyone in the room that the scandal had reached her ears.

“Jed did not seduce that horrible gypsy,” Esme said loudly. “She set him up.”

“What for?” Maud gasped.

Those seated at the table looked at one another in blank dismay.

Jed nodded grimly. “Precisely my question. I don’t know how we’re going to refute this scandal because none of it makes sense. Why would the gypsy set me up?”

“It doesn’t matter. We’ll ignore it,” Esme said stoutly.

“I don’t reckon as you’ll be able to do that,” Mrs. Reeve said. “There’s a time to stand by your man and a time to—”

“Grandma!”

“Lie low, I was going to say.”

Esme’s chin went up. “I don’t hide from anything.”

“Some of the old cats will be spiteful.” Maud twisted her apron. “I’m that sorry, Mr. Reeve, for even thinking…only I know Mrs. Hall isn’t one to exaggerate.”

“And there is the problem.” Jed looked around the table. “Maud believed the scandal, and she knows me better than most people in the colony. No one is going to doubt that Mrs. Hall saw exactly what she assumes she saw. A seduction attempt.”

“It’s going to be a rough ride,” Aaron said heavily. “You can challenge any man who says anything, but it’ll be my Esme who takes the brunt of it.”

“False sympathy and sly giggles.” Mrs. Reeve nodded. “Women are the worst.” She spread strawberry jam on her toast. “It may help that I’m here. A grandmother is a respectable thing for any man to possess. You’d best parade me about town.”



Chapter Nine

Parading Mrs. Reeve about town was easier in planning than doing. Actually, even the planning was difficult.

Esme found she disliked the hint of smugness with which the old lady regarded the table. It clearly gratified her to find Jed needing her. Esme knew she shouldn’t begrudge her. Hadn’t she heard from elderly friends how useless one could be made to feel?

“You’d best take her to the Tea Shoppe,” Maud advised.

Esme sighed. “Wonderful.” The day just got worse and worse.

The Tea Shoppe occupied the top floor of the Dragon Coffee and Tea Merchants’ warehouse. Unlike the practical activities of the lower floors, the top floor had large glass windows overlooking the Indian Ocean so ladies could take tea while observing the comings and goings of the port. Moving stairs conveyed them to this eyrie and once there a genuine Frenchman, Monsieur Pierrot, directed proceedings with balletic grace. Waitresses wove among potted palms and round tables, taking orders and retrieving trays from the dumb waiters set in the walls. Music was provided by a phonograph and complicated speaker system—not that anyone listened to the music. The buzz of the Tea Shoppe was gossip. The women who frequented it were the self-styled elite of the colony: wives, daughters and sisters of high officials, doctors, clergymen and gentlemen farmers.

“What’s wrong with this Tea Shoppe?” Mrs. Reeve demanded.

“Snobs.” Uncle Henry finished his breakfast and leaned back in his chair. “You’ll be walking into the lions’ den.”

“I’m going to find this gypsy woman and demand just what sort of game she’s playing.” Aaron pushed back from the table.

“No, you’re not,” Esme said definitely.

“She’s right, Mr. Smith.” Maud backed her up. “Grandmothers and fiancées might be biased to believe a man, but everyone knows how careful you are of Esme. If you’re seen with Mr. Reeve, that’ll squash a lot of the gossip. If you’re seen with that gypsy—” She broke off to shudder graphically.

“Damn.” He glanced at Mrs. Reeve. “Pardon the language. I hate that Tea Shoppe. Bunch of old tabbies.”

“You’ll need a starched collar and your grey tweed suit,” Maud directed. “I’ll check your dress shoes are polished. You’ll want to be there before eleven o’clock and let everyone get a good look at you.”

“Not this morning,” Esme said urgently. “I have an appointment this morning with Mr. Loonar for final approval of the Institute. I’m to meet him at the old newspaper building at eleven.”

“What’s this institute?” Mrs. Reeve regarded Esme from under lowered brows. “Is it more important than my grandson.”

“It’s more important than a scandal,” Jed said with gratifying speed. He nodded at Esme. “I understand how important this appointment is. You need the building approved for the Institute to proceed. We can dare the Tea Shoppe just as easily in the afternoon.”

“The afternoon might even be better,” Esme said thoughtfully. “More tabbies take tea then.”

“Da—darn.” Aaron scowled at Jed. Then he scowled at his brother in law. “You can come with us.”

“Me? The Athena needs…”

“Family is family,” Aaron said determinedly.

Uncle Henry sighed and accepted his fate.

Esme didn’t for a moment believe the scandal about Jed, but as she climbed the stairs to her room to collect her satchel and a coat, she knew they weren’t exaggerating the seriousness of this scandal. It could haunt Jed and her for years, falsely tarnishing his honor. More immediately, it would cast a cloud over this happy time of their engagement and make a mockery of her father’s elaborate plans for their wedding.

“Over my dead body.” She crossed to her dressing table and rummaged through her jewelry box. The ladylike pearl earrings she wore were all very well, but she wanted to make a statement. She slipped the studs out and replaced them with sapphire earrings chosen to match Jed’s engagement ring. She tilted her head to one side, studying the flash of blue fire. There was no need for cosmetics—even if she was inclined to wear them. Color flushed her cheeks and her lips were warmly pink. Her eyes outsparkled the sapphire earrings. She nodded once in satisfaction and walked out of her room.

No one would say she was ashamed of Jed or their betrothal.

Her father waited at the top of the stairs. He studied her face for a long moment, then his own grim expression lightened. “That’s my girl.”

She tipped her head in a silent question even as she took his offered arm.

“I’m pretty annoyed with your Jed for getting tangled up with a gypsy, but I’m proud of you, my dear. You’re like your mum. Prepared to fight for your man. You’ve just the militant sparkle in your eyes as Martha had when she told your grandfather that he could take the clergyman suitor he favored and marry him himself.”

“And what did Grandfather say?”

They descended the stairs slowly.

“He was a devious old beggar. He turned to me and said, ‘congratulations’.” Aaron smiled at her. “Turned out he preferred a barely qualified architect and fossicker like me to a soft-handed preacher. Being a canny Scotsman who knew his daughter, he just knew that Martha would want me all the more for a bit of parental opposition. He needn’t have worried. It was love for Martha and me from the first.”

“As it is for Jed and me.”

“I know.” He patted her hand. “And I’ll support you all the way. Those tabbies had better watch out, Smiths fight back.”

“So do Reeves.” Mrs. Reeve walked out of the dining room on Jed’s arm.

Jed smiled at Esme, his gaze dwelling a moment on the sapphire earrings. “I’ll accompany you to your appointment.”

“Thank you.” Now wasn’t the time to consider Mr. Loonar’s resentment of Jed’s intimidatingly vigorous defense of her. Now was the time that to show that she and Jed were inseparable.

“Good-bye, Grandma. I shall see you this afternoon.”

“Hmph. I still don’t understand about this institute.”

Aaron caught Esme’s eye. “Let me explain.” He ushered Mrs. Reeve into the library.

The first cold shiver of apprehension slid down Esme’s spine when she saw Mr. Loonar’s gloating expression and how it only deepened at the sight of Jed.

The old Port View newspaper building looked spruce and inviting in the spring sunshine. Honeysuckle sprawled over a side fence, scenting the air with sweetness. The lawn was clipped and inside Esme knew the expansive building showed evidence of the repairs, repainting and outfitting that she’d organized.

Mr. Loonar stood beside Miss Wilson on the front veranda.

Miss Wilson’s expression was habitually severe. A stocky woman in late middle age, her dark grey dress emphasized her no-nonsense character. As Esme approached on Jed’s arm, her gaze travelled between the couple without any alteration of her expression.

Esme breathed a silent sigh of relief. Miss Wilson, at any rate, was willing to trust Esme’s judgment of her fiancé.

“Good morning, Miss Smith. Mr. Reeve.” Mr. Loonar smirked. His bottle green waistcoat strained over his paunch and his brown jacket creased at the shoulders. His boots were unpolished.

Nepotism, Esme thought viciously. If Mr. Loonar weren’t the mayor’s cousin, he wouldn’t hold the job of town planner.

“Miss Wilson.” Jed raised his hat to the older lady. “Mr. Loonar.”

“How unexpected to see you.” Mr. Loonar literally licked his lips. “With Miss Smith.”

“I am his fiancée.” Esme fished the key out of her satchel and unlocked the door. The smell of fresh wood and new paint gusted out. “After you.”

Mr. Loonar marched into the front classroom and looked around without interest. He rocked on his worn out boot heels. “I thought, under the circumstances, there might be some question.”

“Of what?” Esme asked belligerently. This little man was not going to get away with questioning her engagement.

Beside her, Jed regarded the man with the air of one sighting a cockroach.

Mr. Loonar scuttled away from the direct challenge. “Oh, nothing, nothing.” He moved on to the second and larger classroom, already fitted out with desks sturdy enough to support heavy typewriters. “You’d best show me the fire escape in here.”

Grimly, Miss Wilson did so.

The town planner stuck his head out the window and grudgingly passed the escape.

“Bathrooms. A school for women needs plenty of bathrooms. I know how you ladies like to primp and preen.” His gaze snagged on Miss Wilson’s uncompromising scowl. “Ahem.”

“The bathrooms are this way.” As you well know. Esme lead the way to the bathrooms, prettily tiled in white and blue.

“Damn fancy for a school,” was Mr. Loonar’s comment. “Still, fancy fittings for fancy women.”

Esme grabbed Jed’s fist, easing his arm down, even as her own blood boiled. A fancy woman was another name for a prostitute. “The kitchen is this way. We’ll be providing a midday meal for the students.”

For some of the women, it would be the main meal of their day. The Institute intended to take in women from every social class and background, rich and poor, European, Nyungar or Indian. This daring mix was why she had to be so careful to emphasize the Institute’s respectability—and her own.

Mr. Loonar declined to examine the downstairs print room, soon to be a workshop.

It confirmed Esme’s suspicion that this entire venture was just his way of making life more difficult for her. She pulled the approval papers out of her satchel and extended them to Mr. Loonar for his signature.

“I don’t have a pen,” he said.

Silently, Jed held out a fountain pen.

Mr. Loonar muttered, rested the papers on the wide veranda railing and scrawled his signature.

“And here.” Esme had made sure she knew exactly where he needed to sign to ensure the authority of his permission. “Thank you.” She scooped up the papers and nipped Jed’s fountain pen back from the horrible man.

“Oh, you’ve got your building right enough,” Mr. Loonar said. “But you’ll never be able to use it. The respectable people of this colony aren’t going to let a fast woman like you run a school, not a female whose fiancé dallies with tarts—not that I blame Reeve here. Nope. I understand he wants to lift the skirts of a real woman.”

If Mr. Loonar thought the fact that they were in full view of a busy street would save him, he miscalculated.

Jed lunged, seized him by his lapels, shook him and flung him down the steps.

The sly, nasty-minded creature scrambled up with more speed than dignity and ran off down the street, his torn jacket flapping.

“Oh dear,” Miss Wilson said rather inadequately.

“Oh dear?” Esme looked from Jed—standing at the bottom of the steps, his fists on his hips, glaring after the fleeing figure of the town planner—to the retired school mistress and fellow board member.

“I think we’d better call a board meeting.”

“Damn.” Jed couldn’t have said what annoyed him most: Loonar’s snide behavior or his own uncharacteristic loss of control. “Damn.”

Cursing didn’t help. He turned away from the curious onlookers who’d slowed their steps to watch the drama. Housewives and busy tradesmen were willing to postpone their own activities if he intended to do anything else of interest.

He rubbed the back of his neck, aware that he hadn’t shaken off his anger and that his actions had made the scandal worse. The gossips would wear out their tongues with talking. He walked back up the steps to where Esme waited with Miss Wilson. “Sorry. I know you could have handled Loonar.”

“Better than you, young man,” Miss Wilson said, though she added fairly. “The provocation was extreme.”

More than you know. Loonar was only the last straw. First there was Grandma’s surprise arrival and then this gypsy scandal—and he hadn’t protected Esme from either. While she might be a suffragette, he still held to old-fashioned notions like looking after his woman. And deeper than both these issues was his own lurking knowledge that in marrying him Esme would give up her own home and family to build a new life with him in San Francisco. He had to be worthy of her sacrifice.

“Yes, it was. You should have kicked him in the pants while you were at it.” Esme tucked her hand in his. “Miss Wilson, would you call the board meeting for morning, please?”

“I shall.”

“Thank you. If you’ll excuse us?”

“Of course.”

They had walked to the Institute and now they had to walk back. Jed had never felt so self-conscious, not even as youngster at his first ball. No one snubbed them as Esme greeted one or two of her acquaintances, but there were whispers and giggles and a sense of halted motion as people paused to watch them.

“It may work to our advantage that you punched Loonar,” she said after a long silence.

“Pardon?”

“He isn’t well-liked. People know what he’s like. They’ll approve of you defending my honor.” She nodded decisively. “Yes, I think that’s the tack we should take.”

“Esme—”

She squeezed his hand tighter. “You are a hero. My hero.” She gave a half laugh. “Do you think I would venture into the Tea Shoppe for anything less than love?”



Chapter Ten

Esme craned her neck to view the perky white bow on the bustle of her new mulberry red gown. It looked ridiculous, but she trusted Jane’s fashion sense and this was her newest dress. It was meant to be for her trousseau, but this afternoon’s bunfight was more important than new clothes for the trip to San Francisco.

She tugged at the crisp white cuffs that gathered the fullness of the puffy sleeves into tight constraint. They were as pristine as her new white gloves. She carefully adjusted the angle of Jed’s engagement ring on her finger.

A white ostrich feather on her mulberry velvet hat brushed her face. She pursed her lips and blew it away before it touched her mouth or tickled her nose. She would have to remember to hold her head straight or the darned feather would get in her tea.

Nothing could be allowed to get in the way of restoring Jed’s reputation—and her own. She had her responsibilities to the Institute of Modern Women to think of. Most important, though, was for Jed to know that his honor was respected. He was an honorable and proud man. She would defend his honor.

In this militant mood, she marched down the stairs, slightly disappointed that her fashionably slippered feet were silent rather than defiant.

But she couldn’t be disappointed in the expressions on the faces of the men waiting for her in the hallway. Her father regarded her with pride, Uncle Henry with approval and Jed…he walked forward to take her arm and his expression was desire, awe and fierce possession.

“My darling Amazon, you look beautiful.”

“Ahem.” Mrs. Reeve tapped her walking stick on the floor. “Now that you’re here, let’s get this show on the road.”

Uncle Henry offered her his arm and they all exited to the carriage.

Esme ducked her head, careful not to damage her hat as she entered the largest of their carriages. The grooms had polished its brass till the carriage shone and the matching pair of grey horses gleamed.

“I need to think about getting an automobile,” her father said. “Or my future son-in-law could give me a bounding-vehicle.”

“Just as soon as I can be sure the design won’t tip you out and break bones.”

Mrs. Reeve shuddered. “The risks you take in the name of science.”

In their own ways, they were each trying to appear normal, but there was no denying the sense of strain in the carriage during the brief ride to the Tea Shoppe. Esme sat beside Jed and took comfort in the familiar clean linen and bay rum scent of him.

The carriage halted on a side street and they descended.

With Jed supporting her on one side and Aaron on the other, Mrs. Reeve safely navigated the moving stairs of the Tea Shoppe. She stopped at the top to shake out her skirts. Waves of silence spread through the room as gossiping tables noticed the newcomers. Heads turned—etiquette being no match for curiosity—then turned back, bowing close together as the level of conversation resumed and built to a crescendo.

Monsieur Pierrot glided forward. “Messieurs, mesdames. A table, but of course.” He glanced around the busy room and a vacant table seemed to spring forward in response to his compelling gaze. “Follow me, s’il vous plait.”

The table was one of the favored ones, positioned against the large sea-ward windows. It was also one of the focal points of the room.

Esme shot a glance at Monsieur Pierrot’s impassively smiling face. Had this maestro of tea guessed that her party would show up here to stage their fight for social survival?

The table could comfortably seat eight. Given that they were a party of five, that left three chairs for visitors. Etiquette at the Tea Shoppe allowed visitors. Anyone could slip into an empty seat, but it was for the hostess at a table to indicate the visitor’s degree of welcome. A smile granted her the seat, a sign to a waitress for an extra cup and saucer permitted a longer visit (no longer than twenty minutes, though) and a request to a waitress for a complete setting and more cakes was a full welcome with no time limit.

Such fiddly points of etiquette frustrated Esme and she was seldom a visitor to the Tea Shoppe. Nonetheless, she respected Monsieur Pierrot management of his sanctum.

He seated Mrs. Reeve with a flourish. A discreet wave of one gloved hand summoned two waitresses.

Jed held Esme’s chair for her.

“Thank you.” She smiled brilliantly, conscious of their audience.

Beverage choices were discussed, Jed and Uncle Henry opting for coffee, Esme and her father for tea. Mrs. Reeve questioned the tea options closely. On learning that the Tea Shoppe did indeed offer lapsang souchong, she requested that.

“The smoky flavor adds something,” she informed the table.

“And a selection of sandwiches and cakes, please, Monsieur Pierrot. You’ll know best.” Esme inhaled the sweet spiciness of carnations from the central floral arrangement. It was an elusive pleasure, almost overwhelmed by the fashionable scents of the gathered ladies and the tea and coffee aromas from the warehouse below.

“Good morning, Miss Smith.” Mrs. Trenlow arrived on the heels of the departing wait staff.

Chairs scraped as the men in the party stood.

“Gentlemen.” She stared avidly at Jed, clearly looking for some sign of his sinning nature.

Miss Arbon jostled her as she approached the table with Miss Houghton pressed close behind her.

“Good morning.” Esme smiled tightly. These three weren’t the worst gossips, but they were the most brazen snoopers. She would give them five minutes.

They noted her smile and quickly claimed the coveted empty seats.

The three men sat down, Uncle Henry grumbling slightly as he tried to find a comfortable position on the spindly gilt chair.

“Mrs. Reeve, may I introduce Mrs. Trenlow, Miss Arbon and Miss Houghton? Ladies, Mrs. Reeve is newly arrived from San Francisco. She is Mr. Reeve’s grandmother.”

Mrs. Reeve nodded without any sign of pleasure or ingratiation. If anything, she appeared bored.

There was a moment’s awkward silence as the three visitors realized that they could hardly raise the scandal occupying everyone’s minds. Social manners saved them.

“How do you do, Mrs. Reeve?”

Their darting glances were storing up the details of Esme’s appearance, the quality of Mrs. Reeve’s pearls and Jed’s easy manner.

“How was your journey?”

“How do you like Swan River?”

Delivery of the tea, coffee and cakes covered Mrs. Reeve’s failure to respond to these inanities. Moreover, by the time the waitresses had laid out the goodies, the first brash ladies’ time was up. Miss Arbon might have risked the etiquette of the situation, but a quick glance around the slyly watching room showed that a second wave of more serious gossips were ready to pounce. Only if she were willing to risk Mrs. Ketteridge’s sugary wrath could she stay. Miss Arbon’s lips thinned in vexation, but she stood, visibly deciding discretion to be the better part of valor.

Barely had they regained their own seats then the next three ladies descended as a bloc, Mrs. Ketteridge to the left of tall and slender Miss Marmian and pudgy Mrs. Johnson on her right. They smiled in challenge at Esme who smiled back, baring her teeth.

Toil, toil, boil and bubble. The line from Macbeth floated through her mind. Cauldron burn and cauldron bubble. These were definitely the three witches and she’d crossed swords with them before.

Monsieur Pierrot stepped into Esme’s vision.

Amusement relaxed her smile into one of genuine appreciation. She could take direction as well as any waitress. “Tea for the ladies, please, Monsieur.”

He nodded, more in approval than acknowledgement and faded backwards. Everyone sat, with Uncle Henry grumbling more than ever at not finding room for his lanky legs. He glared at Mrs. Johnson’s puffball skirts and edged his chair away.

Once again, Esme made introductions. But these ladies weren’t to be daunted by the social tact required to raise the issue of the scandal Jed found himself mired in.

“Delighted to meet you, Mrs. Reeve,” Mrs. Ketteridge purred. “You arrived in good time to assist with your grandson’s wedding preparations. Esme must welcome your advice. An older lady’s guidance through these treacherous waters of the betrothal period is invaluable. So many young people go astray.”

Esme schooled her expression to display mere polite boredom though the dratted woman had managed to work three dagger thrusts into one short speech: that she herself lacked womanly competence, her father’s wedding preparations were inadequate and Jed couldn’t be trusted to stay on the straight and narrow.

Mrs. Ketteridge’s feline smirk, just the corners of her mouth curving while her sunken eyes narrowed, showed how much she was enjoying this chance to score points. She wouldn’t be the only one, either. There were any number of society ladies who would flex their claws. Many of the younger ones resented Esme’s annexation of such an eligible gentleman as Jed. Older women had wanted Esme’s fortune for their sons and resented her refusal of such boring suitors. Finally there were the high sticklers who honestly disapproved of her independence and political action.

Miss Marmian, daughter of Professor Marmian, was one of the younger women who’d fluttered their lashes in Jed’s direction. Now, she made a point of drawing her buttercup yellow skirts away from him. “How are your wedding preparations progressing, Miss Smith? Any difficulties?”

“Not at all.” Esme made sure she smiled brightly, even as she noted how Mrs. Reeve’s arthritic hand tightened around her cake fork. The old lady had seen and resented this slighting of her grandson. Would she finally say something? “Although of course I don’t have your personal knowledge of weddings, Miss Marmian. You are quite the experienced bridesmaid. What is it, three times you’ve stood beside your friends?”

Always a bridesmaid, never the bride.

Miss Marmian glared as the old aphorism floated unspoken above the table.

Esme held her smile. You want a fight? I’ll give it.

Mrs. Reeve’s hand relaxed on the cake fork. She stabbed a Victoria sponge rather than the annoying Miss Marmian.

“I remember my wedding.” Mrs. Johnson sighed. “So many years ago now. Dear Michael has been gone three years. I do miss a man in my life.” She looked directly at Uncle Henry, who startled.

“Blast.” Coffee splashed into his saucer. “Pardon me, ladies.”

“I’m sure you understand my loneliness, Mr. Smith,” Mrs. Johnson continued, switching attention to Aaron. “It’s two years since your Martha passed away.”

Esme met Jed’s amused eyes across the table. Evidently one of the three witches was more interested in acquiring a second husband than scoring points.

Aaron took the opportunity to push their agenda. “I wish Martha was alive to meet Jed. She’d have approved of him for Esme.”

“Enough backbone to stand up to her.” Uncle Henry’s seconding of this praise lacked tact.

Esme didn’t mind. This was the sort of family support that could squash the burgeoning scandal and she knew Jed had the strength of character to match her own.

“Yes, I imagine Miss Smith requires firm handling.” Mrs. Ketteridge adopted a sweet, thoughtful tone. She turned to address Mrs. Reeve directly. “Why, I remember…” She launched into poisonously amusing retellings of Esme’s political adventures. “…and then she emptied that bucket of sludge over the harbor master’s desk.”

Miss Marmian chimed in. “Dear Miss Smith, you are always championing those less fortunate.” She widened her pale hazel eyes at Mrs. Reeve. “Why, she even cries friends with Indians and the local people, the Nyungars.”

Indignation flushed her father’s and uncle’s faces but they couldn’t find words to fight this sly, so-called civilized attack. Like her, a number of their good friends were Indian, Nyungar and even ex-convict which was the worst shame in this colony that only thirty years ago had accepted British convicts.

Esme listed to the twisting of her good activities and wondered what mental notes Mrs. Reeve was making as she listened and sipped her tea. Certainly she was following intently this retelling of Esme’s misdeeds—or as Esme herself saw them, her political activities.

Jed’s coffee cup clinked as he set it down. “Esme is a good friend. I know. She is my best friend as well as my beloved.”

She blinked back the sudden warmth of tears. Darling.

Mrs. Ketteridge raised her eyebrows in silent disbelief. Her message was clear. If Esme was so important, why had he been discovered cavorting with a gypsy?

Esme ground her teeth.

“I think husbands and wives should be friends.” Mrs. Johnson smiled coyly at the two older men. “Close friends.”

“Really, Mavis!” Mrs. Ketteridge was scandalized. Her glance at the hand painted Louvre clock on the wall showed she was also aware of the passing time and the demands of etiquette. She put her tea cup aside, preparatory to standing. Still, she found time for one final jab. “Be sure to introduce Mrs. Reeve to Miss Ivers, Miss Smith. I’m sure they will find much to discuss. Mrs. Reeve, a pleasure to meet you. Gentlemen.” She sailed off, Mrs. Johnson and Miss Marmian following in her wake.

“Women,” Uncle Henry grumbled into his cup.

“It gets worse.” Esme braced herself. “Mrs. Reeve, much as I dislike Mrs. Ketteridge, she’s right about introducing you to Miss Ivers. She is the social arbiter for the colony.”

“Has been for the past fifty years.” Aaron regarded Esme with concern. “She holds to old-fashioned standards. Young women should be demure and stay at home. She’s clashed with Esme before.”

“But she is fair.” Esme smiled her thanks at the waitress who whisked away the tea cups of the three women who were now back at their own tables, heads bent and gossiping.

Miss Ivers sat straight-backed like a queen at a center table graced with an arrangement of the apricot sweetheart roses she preferred. She appeared to be listening intently to one of her table mates, the poet Mrs. Roland, but Esme knew the high stickler would be monitoring every action at their table.

“Miss Ivers is a dragon, but we need her on our side. She can kill any scandal with one dictate. Mrs. Reeve, may I introduce you?”

“No. Jed, take me home.”



Chapter Eleven

“‘No, and that’s it.” Esme stormed around her room. She hadn’t trusted herself to say anything in the carriage. The last thing the gossips needed was evidence of conflict between her and Mrs. Reeve.

Jed had attempted a careful remonstrance at the tea table. “Grandma, if Esme says this Miss Ivers is important—”

“Either take me home now, Jed, or I’ll walk out by myself.”

The men had risen hastily to their feet.

“Bloody hell.” The terrible curse escaped Esme as her hip collided with the corner of her dressing table. It wasn’t the pain of the blow, though it would bruise. She rubbed the spot absently. No, what terrified her was the realization that Mrs. Reeve had decided the scandal engulfing her grandson was worth the price of freeing him from Esme, an Australian suffragette.

“I am perfectly respectable.” Except that she wasn’t. Respectable women didn’t challenge the governor to a shooting match to decide future policy on domestic violence or visit the prison to arrange training for the women there so that they had skills to support themselves honestly on their release. Respectable women—and it was a worse curse than bloody hell—busied themselves with gossip and looking pretty and making men feel better about themselves.

“Jed doesn’t want a silly ninny. His grandmother should know that.”

But she’d been too upset to risk talking with him after Mrs. Reeve established herself in the library. No matter what the old lady said or did, Esme had to remember that she was his grandmother. Esme couldn’t insult her or even question her actions.

Her hands fisted. But nor could she trust her own self-control. So she’d dashed upstairs with a muttered excuse of changing clothes.

A soft knock at the closed door interrupted her thoughts.

“Come in.”

The door opened quietly.

At the sight of the well-dressed woman standing there with her arms full of fabric, Esme rushed forward. “Oh Jane, I completely forgot our appointment.” She stopped dead. “Mrs. Reeve.”

The old lady stamped forward, not waiting for an invitation.

Over her head, Esme exchanged a questioning look with her friend and dress-maker, Jane Bryant. Only a few years older than herself, Jane was years older in heartbreak. She’d lost her carpenter husband soon after arriving in the colony. Dress-making, and in particular the clothes Esme herself ordered, enabled Jane to support herself in comfort and with some degree of security when she thought of the future.

In return, Jane brought commonsense, compassion and an enviable sense of style to their friendship. Now she smiled lopsidedly and a shrug of one shoulder said she’d had no choice about Mrs. Reeve accompanying her to Esme’s room.

“Mrs. Bryant said she was here for a fitting of your wedding gown. I’d like to see it.” Mrs. Reeve chose a straight backed chair and sat.

Esme drew a deep breath. Given that she suspected Mrs. Reeve didn’t want her to marry Jed at all, viewing the gown seemed a hypocritical request—unless Mrs. Reeve intended to conduct their private battle here, away from the men. In which case, bring it on. “Of course you may see it. Jane is a marvelous seamstress. I’ll just change into it.”

She disappeared into the dressing room. She had no particular attachment to her wedding gown. It was just one more part of the public festival that seemed to be her wedding. What mattered to her was the private aspect, the knowledge that on New Year’s Day she and Jed would be married and would belong to one another. The wedding was public, the marriage private. She could put up with the former for the joy of the latter. “Jane has promised this is the final fitting.”

“Cross my heart.” There was a smile in Jane’s voice as she uncovered the gown from its calico wrapper. “I’ve added the embroidery and lace, but I’d like to be a hundred per cent sure of the fit before stitching on the pearls.”

“What about the crystals?” Esme looked resignedly for the corset that approximated the more elaborate corset she’d wear on her wedding day.

“I decided you were right. It’ll be the middle of summer and we don’t want to blind anyone with dazzling daylight reflections.”

Or compete with the diamond tiara, earrings and necklace Father had commissioned from the jeweler, Esme reflected. Although Jane would never be crass enough to mention that she’d be a bride dripping in jewels. Esme ducked behind a screen to wriggle out of her day clothes, then had to ask for Jane’s assistance in lacing the corset—yet another concession to the day’s spectacular. Usually she insisted on sensible garments in accordance with the suffragette dress reform code.

Jane tugged the despised laces firmly and knotted them, then shook out the gown.

Esme slipped on a thin petticoat before shrugging into the gown, careful for Jane’s neat stitches and the fragile fabric. It settled around her with the cool whisper of silk. She turned to study her reflection.

The neckline was daring. The wide scoop would have been modest in a ball gown, but the wedding gown would be worn in the afternoon. Still, January was a frighteningly hot month, so the coolness would be welcome. Jed would boil in his formal suit. The elbow length sleeves looked modest, but were transparent, and the light swirling skirt skimmed the top of her shoes. The silk fabric was delicately embroidered panels of roses in ivory on snow white.

Jane fastened a final button at the waist and sighed with relief. “It fits perfectly. Show Mrs. Reeve.”

Esme grimaced faintly, unable to share the note of happy expectation in her friend’s voice. Grandma would probably condemn the dress and her as “fast”. Definitely not respectable.

Jane propelled her out into the bedroom with a firm hand. “Doesn’t she look like an angel?”

Mrs. Reeve looked her up and down. “I doubt she’ll inspire angelic thoughts in my grandson. Or any man.”

“Esme looks lovely,” Jane said loyally.

“It’s your beautiful dress,” Esme said. “You must have been up nights to finish it so fast.”

“I was glad to do it.” A faint sheen of tears appeared in her eyes. “My gift to you.” Jane blinked rapidly then smiled. “Besides, I have your whole trousseau to sew yet.”

Esme stifled a groan. More fuss. More fittings.

“I have to agree, your dress sets her figure off to advantage, Jane.” Mrs. Reeve nodded determinedly. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.”

Esme’s jaw dropped open.

Jane giggled.

“I’ve always been one to make my mind up fast. I can’t bear shilly-shallying,” Mrs. Reeve continued. “Esme, it’s time we talked.”

I knew it. “Let me just get out of this dress.”

Mrs. Reeve settled herself in an armchair drawn up to the library windows and looking out over the port. Steamboats and skimmer-boats travelled swiftly. Coal hulks floated with slow deliberation. Fishing boats darted among the commercial traffic.

“You think I came here to discover what sort of woman Jed had gotten involved with,” she began unpromisingly. “I did. He’s a charmer, but he’s also got a deep streak of loyalty. Come hell or high water, he’ll keep his promises.”

“And you wanted to be sure I’m worth his loyalty.”

“He praised you in his letters. Beautiful. Intelligent. Strong-minded.”

“But you weren’t reassured?”

“He also said you were a suffragette, a woman with political ambitions.”

“I am,” Esme said proudly.

Mrs. Reeve went off on a tangent. “My son’s a senator.”

Esme waited, drumming her fingers on the arm of her chair. She knew this.

“Personally, I don’t have a lot of time for politics,” Mrs. Reeve continued. “But I’ve seen how that world works. Money and influence.” She looked around the library, crowded with evidence of the Smith family’s interests, interests they could afford to indulge. “Clearly you’ve got the money but a woman wanting to influence politics needs a certain sort of man.”

“A woman doesn’t need a man. I’m marrying Jed because I love him.”

Mrs. Reeve ignored her protest. “A woman who wants to change the world needs a man who is charming, well-connected and whose profession won’t clash with her ambitions. Jed meets all those criteria.”

Esme a exhaled a long, slow breath of understanding. “So that’s why you undertook such a long journey. You think I’m using Jed in some diabolical scheme to advance my political plans.”

“I feared it—and I feared his Galahad heart had betrayed him. Jed is like my Seb. God rest his soul, my husband could never walk past a woman in need. He was a rescuer of damsels in distress. Dance hall girls and sob stories got him every time. If you marry him, you’ll have to save Jed from himself—and from those hussies. That’s how this gypsy girl conned him. Show Jed a woman in trouble and he rides to the rescue.”

“I don’t need rescuing.”

Unexpectedly, Mrs. Reeve smiled. “I noticed.” She rapped her walking stick on the floor.

“Do you still think he needs rescuing from me?”

Mrs. Reeve looked out the window at the busy port. “You know, when you marry a man, you marry his family. Jed has met your father and uncle, but you had no personal sense of his background, of the family you’re joining. That’s the other reason I journeyed out here.”

“Jed’s parents wrote me lovely, welcoming letters and he’s told me about you all, shown me photographs.”

“But it’s different meeting me, speaking with me,” Mrs. Reeve said.

“Yes,” Esme said in heartfelt agreement. She strove to lighten her tone to something more polite. “You haven’t put me off the idea of marrying Jed.”

“Tcha. I know that, girl. Your heart’s in your eyes when you look at him.”

“Oh.”

“And I can see he loves you. So no, I don’t think he needs rescuing from you.” Mrs. Reeve inhaled deeply. “Those women at the Tea Shoppe were nasty-minded fools, but there was one truth in their nattering. You are missing a mother to advise you.”

Esme stiffened. She didn’t want criticism masquerading as advice.

“I know I said that when you marry a man you marry his family, but the Good Book also says that marriage is about forsaking all others. A lot of fools think that just means no adultery. It’s more than that. The Good Lord knows marriage is about forging new loyalties. Both of you leave your families to form a new one. Your first loyalty should be to one another.”

“It will be.”

“But old loyalties remain.” Mrs. Reeve pinned her with a severe gaze. “Your father is taking your marriage hard.”

Esme sighed. “He’s being so enthusiastic about it. Extravagant. I think he wants to distract me from dwelling on the fact I’ll be leaving him alone in this house.”

“With only Captain Fellowes and a dozen servants for company,” Mrs. Reeve said drily. “Yes, child, I know what you mean. It’s a strain for Jed, too.”

“Pardon?”

“Consider it from the boy’s look out. Your father would give you the world. Jed has to match that.” Mrs. Reeve was serious. “The distance doesn’t help. Your family, here. Jed’s in California.”

“I’ll make my life with Jed, wherever that is.”

“Maybe you will, child. But it won’t be easy.”



Chapter Twelve

Jed leaned back in an oxblood leather chair after a solid lunch at his men’s club. He smiled wryly. Esme would be disappointed in him. Like generations of men before him, he’d sought sanctuary from women’s mysterious battles in stodgy masculine food and company. On the other hand, he suspected she and Grandma would reach a détente faster if left to themselves.

Besides, his pride didn’t want anyone thinking he was hiding behind their skirts. He’d come to the club to see how many people believed the scandal and how it altered their treatment of him.

“Care to share the joke?” Dr. Palmer asked.

Jed stood. The older middle aged man had been one of his earliest friends in the Swan River Colony and remained one of Esme’s sharpest political allies. It was a relief to see the man wasn’t sending him to Coventry. He shook hands, heartily. “How are you, sir?”

“Can’t complain.” Dr. Palmer hitched up the knees of his trousers and sat down. “Met your grandmother just now in the High Street. Fine woman.”

Apprehension spiked. “Was Esme with her?”

“Yes.” The doctor’s grey eyebrows met in a questioning frown. “Shouldn’t she be?”

Even to a friend, he wasn’t about to admit the tension between his fiancée and grandmother. “Esme and Grandma are a formidable combination. The shopkeepers are probably reeling.”

Dr. Palmer chuckled. “More like rubbing their hands with glee. Aaron is spending freely on Esme’s wedding. She’s his only child, so I can’t blame him. He wants the best for her. We all do.” The warning in his tone was oblique reference to the scandal.

Jed met his gaze levelly. “As do I, sir. I intend to make Esme the best of husbands.”

The doctor nodded once, sharply, before his attention was distracted by the stir of a newcomer’s entrance. A heavy scowl descended on his face even as he stood. “I can’t stand the fellow. Damn financier. I’ll see you around.” He left the reading room by a second door to avoid the group in the main doorway.

Jed recognized the financier, Mr. William Pond. He looked like something that had crawled out of a pond. Although expensively dressed, his fat face was jowly, the white skin mottled with liver spots.

Confirmation of the doctor’s opinion of Mr. Pond came from the quality of the men greeting him. Three weak-chinned fops, their perpetually sneering mouths framed by narrow moustaches, hailed Mr. Pond for information on his man, Alfred Brixton’s, death—and more sensationally, for news on what the newspapers trumpeted as “The Curse of the Gypsy Oracle”. Sly glances slid in Jed’s direction.

He picked up the scientific journal he’d abandoned at the doctor’s appearance. Nonetheless, the group around Mr. Pond deliberately spoke loud enough that everyone in the room could hear them.

It was immediately obvious that Mr. Pond, like his questioners, felt little sympathy for his man’s death, but he seemed truly disturbed by the notion of “a machine that can foretell death”.

“They do say the machine is the sole relic of an ancient science, lost to mankind,” one of the fops said and stroked his skinny moustache. “I’d like to see it.”

“I’d like to see the gypsy woman,” his red-waist-coated friend said. “Perhaps Reeve could arrange a private show.”

Jed’s fists itched.

“An expedition.” Mr. Pond clapped his hands. “The very thing.” He looked beyond the three idiots to the wider collection of men seated in the reading room. “Who is with us? A trip to view the Gypsy Queen and her wondrous machine.” He smirked. “Mr. Reeve, will you join us?”

“Thanks. I’ve seen the performance.”

The three fops elbowed each other and sniggered.

Over the top of the journal he observed the edge of anticipation and unhealthy excitement in the small group. Four others had joined the “expedition”. Fools, all of them.

Jed closed the journal and smacked it lightly against his knee. Some men who had both money and social status could turn nasty if their expectations weren’t met. They had a sense of privilege and entitlement that made them unpredictable.

Much as he wished Miss Lee ill, it would be the act of a cur to leave her at the mercy of these coyotes.

Mentally, he waved good-bye to an afternoon working on the Jumping Jack. “Darn idiots.” He slapped his hat on his head and tipped the hovering steward—some habits were hard to break. In Swan River it wasn’t the custom to tip for good service, but Jed found it paid. He could afford it, and it tended to improve the service even further on a return visit.

He ambled down the front steps of the club in the wake of the superstitious idiots. They set a much slower, less fit pace than he was accustomed to. They also claimed the full width of the pavement, forcing others onto the road or into shop doorways.

“Afternoon, Mr. Reeve.”

He returned Mr. Amberley’s greeting, then raised his hat to Miss Olsen as she emerged from the bakery. She stared back in a hunted fashion, then nodded hastily.

Jed sighed. Clearly the scandal would make even the simplest courtesy fraught with social strain. He shifted his attention to the bakery window to release Miss Olsen from the need to acknowledge him further. The window held cake trays showing the depredations of hungry luncheoners. Only two lamingtons remained. Jed contemplated them a moment. He liked this cake unique to Australia—sponge cake, light and fluffy, cut into individual serving-sized squares and dipped in chocolate syrup icing and then in dried coconut.

After Miss Olsen had passed, he walked on, skirting a painter’s ladder.

The town was spring cleaning, busy with painting, repairs and renovations. Scaffolding covered the beauty salon next door as it stretched up to add a second floor. The telegraph office at the corner displayed a flush of new “rooms to let” cards in its window. Beside it, early tomatoes added vibrant red to the green grocer’s display.

Down a short side street and they reached the Esplanade. Raucous seagulls squawked and flapped their wings at one another on the green grass between benches, demanding their share of late lunchers’ hot chips. A toddler ran up and scattered them with shouts of glee. They rose up and landed behind him, unfussed.

Jed swung up on the waiting tram just before it set up. The group from the men’s club had pushed the good-natured crowd of fairgoers to squeeze up. As it was, he only just fitted on the steps and had to pass his fare over shoulders to the ticket collector.

It was different walking into the fair on the fringes of this group of supercilious men rather than with Esme. The ticket seller offered a small polite smile rather than yesterday’s friendly beam. There was no relaxed banter from the barkers. Indeed, one of those gentleman drew a laugh from the crowd by commenting on the upper class nature of his product, “why just look at the interest of the toffs”. His product was a laxative.

Jed grinned.

The tent flaps of the Gypsy Oracle’s stall were folded back in welcome, but it was a bored youngster rather than Miss Lee who guarded the machine.

“No touching, if you please, sir.”

Jed checked his watch. There was still five minutes to go before the performance time listed on the paper pinned to the side of the tent. He watched the group of men push themselves forward. As the crowd parted, he caught a glimpse of a familiar profile.

“Zeus’s thunderbolt.” He pushed forward himself, coming up against Esme where she stood beside a chair on which—he should have known—Grandma sat, bright eye with anticipation. “Esme, what are you doing here?”



Chapter Thirteen

“Mrs. Reeve insisted on visiting the Gypsy Oracle,” Esme defended herself. “We’ve been worried about the scandal, but most people are talking about the so-called curse. Jed, it’s growing unpleasant.”

“People will talk,” Grandma said.

People were already talking, whispering behind their hands as they saw him with Esme and his grandmother.

She was in fine form, jabbing the ground with her walking stick. “I want to know if there’s any truth in this gypsy curse.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve started believing in psychic goings-on in your old age,” he said disrespectfully.

“Jed,” Esme scolded.

Grandma snorted. “I still have my wits about me, and let me tell you, boy, I’ve more experience of life than you. Where there’s smoke there generally is fire, though maybe not the fire you think you’re going to find.”

“That sounds almost as cryptic as a gypsy fortune.” Jed eyed the crowd in the tent, then planted himself more firmly to prevent anyone jostling the two women.

He was just in time. The crowd surged forward a step as Miss Lee entered through a back flap in and stepped up to the table on which the Oracle machine rested. The youngster watching it pocketed a coin and slipped away, intent on other business. For him, as for all carnival workers, time meant money and he wasn’t about to waste any of it watching a performance.

Miss Lee wore a new costume, a gaudily defiant clash of orange, purple and sky blue. Brass bangles rattled on her wrists. Her khol rimmed eyes were remote and watchful. She scanned the crowd, her gaze hitching a moment.

Jed frowned. It was the group of men from his club that had caught her attention.

So she thought they meant trouble, too.

The younger men stared, leered really, at the woman, but Mr. Pond’s avid focus was the Oracle machine. He looked as if he truly believed and feared it might tell his future.

Miss Lee tore her gaze from the group of men. Her eyes widened as she saw Esme and Jed. She fumbled with the Oracle machine, hit a button, and a bell chimed.

The crowd silenced by degrees from a roar of speculation and gossip to a murmur of anticipation.

“Hey, gypsy tart, show us your wares,” a drunken voice shouted from the rear of the crowd.

“Shut up, you moron.” The drunk was sent stumbling and cursing on his way.

The bell chimed again.

“Ladies and gentlemen…” Miss Lee launched into her spiel.

“Tell us about the vulture curse,” a young man called. His interruption opened the floodgates.

“Can your machine tell when someone’s going to die?”

“I want to know if I’m going to marry.”

“Will I have a long life?”

“Do you curse people? Can you make a man’s leg drop off?”

“Please.” Miss Lee held up her hands. The bangles rattled down toward her elbows. “The Gypsy Oracle is an ancient and good teller of fortunes. It does not curse. Nor do I. What we bring you is a chance to peep into the future. We do not shape the future. We can only celebrate and warn.”

She smiled at a boy who nervously presented her with a penny. “Please, miss, I’d like to know my future.”

The crowd inhaled in delightful apprehension as he thrust his hand into the Gypsy Oracle’s mouth. He withdrew it and Miss Lee held the back of his hand for everyone to see.

“A bowl. A promise of plenty in your future. A very good omen for you, my lad.”

“I’ll never go hungry.” The boy contributed his mite to the reading before returning to the crowd to have his hand studied by the curious.

“Who will match the lad’s courage?” Miss Lee asked.

There was a rush forward. Beetles, bulrushes and a dog were stamped onto hands and interpreted.

All the time though, the gypsy woman’s gaze returned to the group of gentlemen scoffing and unpleasant in a corner. She seemed both eager and hesitant, definitely disturbed by their presence.

The red waist-coated fop stepped forward. “A shilling to tell my fate.” He plunked the coin on the table.

The deep breath she took was obvious and her chin jerked up as if meeting a challenge. Then her gaze slid sideways, guilty and apprehensive, to see Esme and Jed watching closely.

“Something to hide.” Grandma thumped her walking stick on the ground for emphasis.

Miss Lee flinched, but she carried on with the performance. Indeed, she added a brilliant, come-hither smile. The fop blushed under the force of it and hastily shoved his hand into the Oracle’s mouth. A moment later he held it out to Miss Lee for inspection.

“An eagle.” She looked beyond the man to his wealthy cronies. “You are very, very lucky. This is a sign that you shall soar high. All you dream of, you will achieve.”

The man studied the stamp on the back of his hand in awe. His friends stampeded forward, elbowing aside two teenage boys and a young woman in their eagerness to pay their money and learn their fates. Only Mr. Pond held back. His eyes, sunken in his puffy face, darted between the gypsy and her willing believers.

“A turtle…steady achievement,” her voice dropped to a croon as she read each man’s fortune. “A crocodile…fierce success.” Her gaze went beyond them as if to compel Mr. Pond. “Do you not wish your fortune read, fine sir? Have you not your friends’ courage to dare the Gypsy Oracle?”

He shook his head.

Her mouth thinned.

He took a step forward and she seemed to catch her breath. But he said only, “Later.” And slipped out of the tent.

For an instant an ugly, thwarted expression crossed her face. Then she turned her attention to Jed. “Mr. Reeve, how delightful to see you, here.” The gold hoops in her ears gleamed with subdued light.

The fops forgot their fortunes and sniggered in happy expectation. The crowd leaned forward like a single creature.

“So brave and strong as you are,” her voice insinuated personal, sensual knowledge. “Will you not dare the Gypsy Oracle…again?”

The deliberate pause enraged Esme and she started forward.

Grandma clamped her arm. “Stay.”

“That tramp is deliberately inferring intimacy between her and Jed. I’ll teach her to start a scandal.”

“Not here you won’t,” Grandma said obdurately. She raised her voice. “Young woman, don’t infer lies. My grandson would no more touch you than he’d kiss a toad—and he knows a toad would only give him warts.”

The crowd broke into chuckles, the tension of the gypsy’s challenge broken.

She stared defiantly at Grandma even as she reached behind her a pressed a button on the Oracle machine. It chimed its closing bell.

“Aw, give us another fortune,” a boy called.

Miss Lee frowned at the corner of the tent where the fops stood. “Not now. There will be a performance at seven o’clock this evening and after that,” she took a deep breath and her bosom inflated in a manner that had the men paying close attention. “After that, I will give private readings. Be sure to tell your friends.”

“Shameless hussy,” an elderly woman muttered. Her glare shifted to encompass Jed.

He raised his hat politely.

She sniffed and turned away.

As the crowd swirled and eddied, trying to depart, Jed slipped through it and stood a moment in front of the Gypsy Oracle. Esme followed close behind.

Miss Lee regarded them with suspicion, but the fops had closed around her along with a number of other men, all trying to book private sessions.

“That machine bothers me.” Jed frowned at it. “I’ve seen something designed in that style before. Every inventor has his idiosyncrasies.”

“Or hers.” But Esme’s suffragette correction was automatic.

“Stand here.” Jed positioned her to block passers-bys’ view of him, took a Swiss army knife from his pocket and selected the screwdriver. Swiftly, he unscrewed three of the screws holding the nameplate, “Gypsy Oracle”, to the machine and swiveled it aside to reveal the original maker’s stamp, “Vernon”.

He replaced the screws and returned the army knife to his pocket.

“What does that tell you?” Esme asked.

“Not much yet. But now that I have its designer’s name, I can telegraph a friend in the patent office in London. He’ll be able to tell me more.”

“And then you will tell us,” Grandma said sternly.

“Of course, Grandma.” He kissed her cheek before tucking her hand in his elbow. “Thank you for your defense of me.”

“Ha! Better I undertook it than your fiancée. She was all ready to spring at that good-time girl like a tiger on its prey. The situation called for subtlety.”

Esme bit her lip, clearly holding back the question she wanted to ask: What was subtle about inferring Miss Lee had a contagious disease less respectable than warts?

“Still, I can’t fault a woman for wanting to defend her man.” Grandma said. “You’d best call me Grandma. No more of this Mrs. Reeve nonsense.”

Jed smiled at Esme.

She smiled back, understanding the nature of the accolade. “Thank you, Grandma. Albert is waiting with the carriage at the side gate,” she added for Jed’s benefit.

He nodded, pleased by her concern not to tire Grandma. When they reached the carriage, though, he hesitated. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to telegraph Edistone, my friend at the Patents Office.”

“Albert can take us home that route.” Esme pressed a button and an umbrella fringed in yellow silk unfolded an articulated arm before popping it’s flat mushroom-like cap to shade the ladies.

The two horses in the shafts stood solidly, accustomed to such oddities.

“Very well, miss.” Albert was equally stolid. If Esme wanted to go home via the busy town center, he’d accomplish it.

“Esme, you were right,” Grandma said as the carriage wove its way through heedless fairgoers.

“She often is. But about what this time?” Jed raised an eyebrow, grinning.

She kicked his ankle gently as he sat opposite her. “When Grandma and I discussed the situation I said I thought Miss Annabel Lee was no gypsy, but a lady.”

“A lady?”

“Tcha, did you waste your time in the schoolroom?” Metaphorically, Grandma rapped his knuckles. “I understand Esme not recognizing an American writer, but you should have picked up the reference to Edgar Allan Poe in ‘Annabel Lee’.”

“What I noticed,” Esme said. “Was the ‘gypsy’s’ slipping accent. When she didn’t concentrate, she spoke with the round, polished accents of the British middle class.”

“Women of the middle classes do find themselves destitute,” Jed said reasonably. “Perhaps that is the explanation. Miss Lee has found a rather unorthodox means of supporting herself.”

“If that’s the case.” Esme leaned forward and the silk fringe of the umbrella tickled her face. “Why are you bothering to telegraph your friend about the origins of her Oracle machine?”

Grandma beamed. “She’s got you there, son. You’re as curious as us.” She turned to Esme. “He was always a boy for asking ‘Why?’. Endless questions. You’d better be prepared for your children to be much the same.”

Esme blushed.

Jed tugged at his collar, feeling the heat of the sun redden his face.

Albert drew the carriage to a halt in a side street near the telegraph office.

“I’ll just be a moment.” Jed leapt out gratefully. If he’d thought Esme and Grandma skirmishing was difficult, having them allied might prove even more daunting. Swan River wouldn’t know what had hit it.



Chapter Fourteen

The answer to Jed’s telegram arrived while they were at tea.

“A message for Mr. Reeve.” Francis, the general factotum, interrupted with scant ceremony.

“Already?” Esme set her cup back on its porcelain saucer painted with forget-me-nots and butterflies.

“Edistone pretty much lives at his office and he has a telegraph line running into it. I didn’t expect he’d get back to me so swiftly, though. He must have recognized the name, Vernon.” He glanced around at the company, which included Aaron Smith and Captain Fellowes. “Do you mind if I read it now?”

“Of course not,” Esme said impatiently.

He ripped open the envelope and read the contents aloud. “Robert Vernon. 18 April 1894. The Times.”

“Some answer.” Captain Fellowes snorted.

“Edistone thinks like a telegraph machine.” Jed replaced the telegram in its envelope. “The inventor of the Oracle machine must be this Robert Vernon. Whatever I want to know about him, Edistone thinks I’ll find the answers in The Times of 18 April last year.”

“You’ll need Patrick Murphy, an old friend of the family,” Aaron Smith said. “He’s kept every newspaper he’s ever read, and I know he reads The Times. What’s more, he keeps them in order. He’ll have your answers.”

Esme glanced at the clock. “We could go now. I’ll ask Maud for a fruitcake to give him.”

The fruitcake bribe was successful. After thanking them, Mr. Murphy, who looked like a gravedigger, cadaverous and stooped, pale-skinned and large handed, found them the relevant editions of The Times.

“Thank you.” When they’d finished reading, Jed gathered the papers up and handed them back to their hovering host.

“You’re welcome.” Mr. Murphy obsessively aligned the sheets of paper and returned them to their slots in his filing system. He glanced up with a sudden, shy smile. “And may I congratulate you on your engagement? Both of you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Murphy.” Esme kissed his cheek.

As they walked down the steps of his house, she grimaced at the newsprint on her gloves. “Wasted effort. A tragic story, but hardly relevant to Miss Lee. She must have bought the Oracle machine at a general sale of Vernon’s estate.”

“I wonder if she’d let me buy it from her,” Jed said. “I believe it’s capable of far more than stamping the hands of the credulous.”

“At least she found a use for it and a means of supporting herself. Look at my friend Jane Bryant. When she was widowed, she had few options. Fortunately, her dressmaking skills are excellent, but establishing a small business was difficult for her. Even now, she has to guard her reputation or the old biddies in the colony wouldn’t buy dresses from her. Until the professions are truly open to women, our situation remains precarious.”

“Hmm. Perhaps I could pay Miss Lee an amount to simply let me study the machine.”

Esme laughed and squeezed his arm, her passionate pursuit of women’s rights momentarily forgotten. “I love that gleam of inventor’s curiosity in your eyes.”

“Do you?” He smiled down at her, curiosity displaced by love. “We haven’t had a cuddle on the porch swing in days.”

“Jed.” She glanced scandalized at a passing matron.

The stout, middle-aged woman’s mouth curved.

She’d heard.

Jed was unabashed. “Do you think we could convince your father and uncle to take Grandma to the theatre tonight?”

“And leave us alone at home?” Esme smiled. “Dreamer.”

“I do dream. Every night, of you. I’ll make you happy, sweetheart. I swear.”

The serious note in his voice took her by surprise. He was making a vow. She recalled Grandma’s wisdom, that Jed had his own apprehensions of their coming marriage. He worried if being with him would compensate for being far from her family, friends and home?

She rested her head briefly against his shoulder, crushing her hat brim. “Being with you makes me happy.”

“Sweetheart,” he said achingly.

“I know we haven’t spoken much of the future, of where we’ll make our home.” It had been tacitly understood that they’d stay in the Swan River Colony while he finished and tested his bounding-vehicle. After that…Jed’s home was in California and although she believed whole-heartedly in her suffragette principles, the expectation was still there that as a woman, she’d follow her man. Besides, America was the place for an inventor—both to sell his inventions and to discuss possibilities with other inventors. “I’m looking forward to meeting the rest of your family.”

“Grandma hasn’t scared you off?” But the humor only lightly overlaid his emotion. In the late afternoon light, his eyes were intent.

“When I said yes to marrying you, I said yes to everything. Swan River is the only world I’ve known, but the past doesn’t define our future. I’ll miss my Father and Uncle Henry, friends, familiar sights, but you must know from your own experience, homesickness doesn’t kill. And it’s not like either of us are poor. We can visit.”

“Would that be enough for you?”

“Yes. Jed, you are the most important person in my life. More important than anything. Jed!”

Her earnest endeavor to convince and reassure him were cut short by his arm wrapping like iron around her waist and sweeping her forward at a near run.

“What on earth?” She clapped one hand to her battered hat, holding it in place as she trotted beside him.

“I have to kiss you, now, and the side gate to your house is probably our best chance for privacy.”

The side gate was shaded by a jacaranda tree. It’s purply blue flowers formed a canopy overhead and a carpet beneath their feet.

Jed crowded her into the corner of the limestone wall and kissed her. No finesse, no delicate respect for feminine sensibilities, just raw hunger and untamed male possessiveness.

She moaned and wrapped her arms around his neck, barely aware that her hat had fallen off.

They drew apart slowly, reluctantly, both breathing heavily. Esme leaned against the wall, feeling its cool, rough surface through the cotton of her gown and linen underclothes.

Jed tipped his face to heaven, seeking control. “I should go home, change for dinner.”

“Dinner?” She struggled with the bizarre concept. Food. Social chatter. The proprieties.

He smiled ruefully. “I would prefer to feast on you, but…” A graceful gesture of his hands. He noticed her fallen hat, bent and rescued it from the dirt.

“Thank you.” She accepted it with returning awareness and glanced around. Thank heaven there were no gardeners or other staff in view. From the other side of the enclosing wall she heard the rattle of a gig, the swish of bicycle tires and the sharp ring of a bicycle bell.

“I’m leaving now,” he said.

A slow smile dawned, curving her mouth. “Who are you trying to convince?”

“Me.” His gaze caressed her as covetously as his hands had done just minutes before. He stepped close for one swift, hard kiss before striding out the gate.

She sighed, touched the tip of her tongue to the flavor of him on her lips, blushed at her own desire and hurried inside.

At dinner, Esme wore an evening gown in a deep blue satin with a lace inset in crisp white. The color complimented her engagement ring. The large sapphire caught the gas lighting and glimmered with blue fire.

Jed smiled at her across the polished table with its low arrangement of white roses and ferns.

Her father cleared his throat. “So, what did you learn at Murphy’s?”

Jed set down the wine glass he’d tipped to Esme in a subtle toast to her beauty. The generosity of what she’d given him this afternoon was still a fire in his blood. She’d given him not only her love but the surety of her complete confidence and loyalty. Was it any wonder he was drunk on his own desire for her? It took him a moment to gather his thoughts.

“Mr. Murphy was as organized in his storage of The Times as you’d said. He found us the 18 April edition in minutes, and those for the days that followed. The man who invented the Gypsy Oracle machine—although, I’d suspect, for a different original purpose—was Robert Vernon, an English inventor.”

“Quite a successful and respected one,” Esme contributed. “He formed a consortium to build a new style of dirigible.”

“The Vernon Victory,” Jed said. “It seems the man had a butterfly mind. He churned out brilliant ideas but seldom interested himself in their actual build. In this case, he should have. The dirigible was launched with great fanfare on the seventeenth of April. For the inaugural flight, it carried five people. The pilot, chief engineer, a boy who’d won a lottery to go up in the first flight, a journalist and a local minister of parliament. The dirigible exploded. Fiery debris rained down on the spectators. Two were killed, making the list of fatalities seven.”

“Of which, Vernon wasn’t one. He hadn’t gone up in the dirigible because of a stated fear of heights.” Esme cut into her fillet of snapper in dill sauce. “The newspapers claimed he’d had doubts about the dirigible’s safety.”

“He was ruined.” Jed took up the story as she ate a morsel of fish. “He arranged compensation for the families of those killed and shot himself two weeks later.”

“According to the newspaper report, Vernon was survived by his wife and two young sons. He left them to cope with the shame and his financial debts.” She waved her fish fork in disapproval.

“Financial debts? Was the compensation so extreme?” Captain Fellowes asked.

Jed responded. “The compensation was irrelevant. The consortium fell apart, exploded like the dirigible, as the other investors scrambled to divorce themselves from Vernon’s guilt.” He paused. “Esme, we overlooked the obvious.”

“Pardon?”

“The Times named the key investors. Do you remember the first one mentioned? A Mr. Pond.”

“Pond…as in the Pond here in Swan River?”

He nodded. “As in Alfred Brixton’s employer.”

“Who?” Grandma interrupted sharply.

“The man who died in the fair grounds. The man the newspapers are calling the victim of the Gypsy Curse.”

“Do you know it’s the same man?” Aaron Smith asked.

“No, but what are the chances?” Esme countered excitedly. “Pond isn’t that common a name in financial circles, and you know that people have a tendency to come out to the colonies when they want to lie low during a scandal.”

“I’ll grant you the man’s identity.” Captain Fellowes finished his fish and pushed aside his plate. “But what does it matter?”

“It matters because perhaps the newspapers were right. The gypsy did curse Alfred Brixton and she wanted to curse Pond, too,” Jed said.

“But we were there.” Esme nodded. “Watching. Grandma said she looked like she lost her nerve.”

“What the heck would a gypsy care about…” Captain Fellowes stopped as realization dawned. “You think the gypsy is Vernon’s widow.”

“Her accent was middle class, when she wasn’t performing. She appeared fascinated by Mr. Pond.” Esme ticked off points on her fingers. “If she can’t accept her husband’s ruin, she might have transferred his guilt in her mind to Mr. Pond. He’s certainly unpleasant enough.”

“It’s not proof. Far from it,” her father said.

“I don’t think we can afford to wait for further evidence,” Jed said slowly. “Miss Lee was baiting a trap this afternoon.”

“Private sessions!” Esme caught his thought. “That’s what she was luring Mr. Pond to agree to…a private meeting. He’d gone, but she told his friends to be sure to mention the private sessions.”

“One in which she’ll get her revenge.” Grandma’s eyes snapped with excitement.

“We have to stop her.” Esme shot out of her seat.

“Hold a second.” Jed caught her wrist as she started past. “Mrs. Vernon won’t lure Mr. Pond to any private meeting, tonight.”

She tugged against his light hold. “Why not?”

“Because he’s booked to attend the Wealth Club Dinner.”

“That bunch of prosy bores.” Aaron wasn’t impressed.

“Rich bores,” Jed said. “I was reminded of the dinner at the club, today. If Mr. Pond is the financial con man we think him, the Wealth Club Dinner is unmissable.”

“And it’ll run late.” Esme squeezed his shoulder. “Mr. Pond will be rolled home drunk by one of the Club’s servants. So he’s safe, tonight.”

Jed covered her hand with his. “And tomorrow we’ll speak with Mrs. Vernon.”



Chapter Fifteen

The boardinghouse where Mrs. Vernon aka the gypsy, Anabel Lee, had found lodgings was one of the many that fringed the fun fair. It was one of the more ramshackle, filled with performers rather than holiday-makers. Esme and Jed had arrived early enough to catch Mrs. Vernon before her first performance.

Esme hadn’t expected quite such an interested audience for their own encounter.

Mrs. Vernon sat on the sagging front veranda of the boarding house drinking a cup of tea. Unlike the three other female performers sitting with her, she was fully dressed, clothed with semi-respectability in a crimson gypsy dress with a black shawl thrown over her shoulders. The other women lounged in cheap cotton wrappers. One was even barefoot. Without the cosmetics they wore for their performances, they looked tired.

“Annie, you have visitors.” The oldest of the trio made a performance of re-tying her blue wrapper as she eyed Jed.

“Miss Lee, we need to talk,” Esme said determinedly.

“Feel free.” Mrs. Vernon smiled over her tea cup.

“In private.”

The woman in blue laughed throatily. “Girl, if you’re going to tell Annie to stay away from your man—”

“I don’t need to.” Esme looked challengingly up at them as they sat on the veranda, above her and Jed who waited on the footpath.

“On the other hand,” Jed’s American drawl was very evident. “Miss Lee mightn’t want us shouting about Robert Vernon here on the street.”

Mrs. Vernon dropped her tea cup.

Her fellow boarders stared at her. One crouched to pick up the pieces of broken china. Blue wrapper turned back to Esme and Jed. “I don’t know what your—”

“Leave it, Caroline. Please.” Mrs. Vernon stood, clutching her shawl. “Miss Smith is correct. This is a private matter.” She drew a deep breath. “I can’t discuss it, here. I share a room and the walls are thin.”

“We can talk at my house,” Esme began. These women, this ramshackle excuse for a home, they were the reasons she fought for her Institute and for women’s rights generally. Women had pitifully few options. Unexpected pity stabbed her. When Mrs. Vernon lost her husband she lost more than the love of her life. She lost respectability and comfort, her place in the world.

A shiver coursed through Esme. When a woman married, for better or worse, her husband’s fate became hers.

“No. She’s not coming to your home.” Jed stared at Mrs. Vernon. “She’s not welcome there. We’ll talk in my workshop.”

The footpath was only wide enough for two people to walk comfortably side by side. Jed kept Esme’s hand tucked into the crook of his elbow and set off without another word. The rudeness of his behavior showed how deeply he resented the scandal Mrs. Vernon had ignited.

A man’s honor was a wife’s protection—until women were granted equal rights in the law.

Esme flushed and angled her chin higher as they entered busier streets and Fremantle residents looked with growing curiosity from she and Jed to the woman who trailed them. Mr. Newtown, the blacksmith, stared in outright dismay.

Jed unlocked his workshop and opened wide the main doors, letting in sunshine and fresh air. He seated Esme in the armchair, indicated the desk chair for Mrs. Vernon, and for himself, remained standing.

“We know you are Mrs. Vernon.” Esme opened the discussion. “We know of your husband’s involvement with Mr. Pond, of the dirigible disaster and your personal loss.”

Mrs. Vernon wrenched at her ringless fingers. “The villain killed my husband. Not directly, but morally. Robert was a genius. Give him an engineering problem and he’d solve it. But he had no head for business. William Pond approached him about dirigibles. He got Robert hooked on the design challenges, while he looked after the finances. It was Pond who oversaw the construction of the dirigible. Robert had moved on to studying periscopes. All Pond cared about was the money he could skim off the consortium. So he cut corners. He didn’t build the dirigible to Robert’s design. I know he didn’t. It wouldn’t have exploded as it did if he had.” Her fists clenched and drummed on the arms of her chair, life returning to her voice. “But Robert took the blame.”

Her face twisted in grief. “Robert couldn’t bear the shame. Financially, he was ruined. Pond’s schemes had seen to that. But what hurt him was the knowledge of people’s deaths and his friends’ reactions. Everyone turned their backs.”

“I’m very sorry,” Esme said quietly.

Mrs. Vernon didn’t seem to hear her. “I got the boys—I have two sons, eight and eleven, settled in a school where the headmaster was willing to overlook Robert’s suicide. The stigma…” She pressed her locked hands to her lips. “We suffered so much, but Pond, the true villain, escaped everything. The more I thought on what he’d done, the less I could stand it.”

“So you plotted revenge,” Jed said.

She stared at him with tragic eyes. “I’d only met him once. You know how men do their business away from home. However, Robert had told me one idiosyncrasy of Pond’s. He was superstitious. Robert laughed at how the man consulted psychics and charlatans. Pond took advantage of Robert’s weakness, it was only justice that I do the same.”

She neither sought nor received understanding for her self-chosen role as Nemesis.

“Everything else had to be sold to pay Robert’s debts, but I kept our house in the London suburbs and the toys he’d built for James and Ian. Robert made the ‘gypsy oracle’ for Ian’s seventh birthday. He made it to stamp the children’s hands. Pink ink for girls, blue ink for boys. It did other things, too, but the stamps were what mattered. I knew how to choose which ink was used.

“So I mixed my own inks. The black ink is sepia. Perfectly safe. Painters use it all the time. But I had another ink and for that…” She looked up with sudden defiance. “I used nicotine mixed in with sepia. It would kill quickly, silently, without suspicion.”

“Except Alfred Brixton died from a blow to the head,” Jed said.

She shuddered. “He recognized me. I don’t know how. Perhaps because he was the sort of man who watched women. He came back to the tent after the final performance that night. He greeted me by name, said a woman such as me couldn’t afford to be finicky. He wanted what he called ‘rumpy pumpy’. Vulgar, disgusting creature. I said no and left the tent, but he followed me. In the shadows he put a hand over my face. I could hear the crowd, but he was all I could see. His coarse face and his foul breath. I struggled and kicked. He was strong, but he was drunk, too. He lost his balance and fell. His head hit the tent peg. I watched him die, the light fading from his eyes, and his disbelief that a mere woman could have done this to him.”

“Is this true?” Jed demanded. “You were defending yourself and the man’s death was an accident?”

“It is true enough. Alf Brixton was no more than Pond’s hired muscle. I’d no intention of killing him.”

Esme studied her sharply, then nodded. “But even watching a man die didn’t put you off your plans to murder another man.”

“Pond is no man,” Mrs. Vernon declared. “He is a glistening fat leech, swollen on the misery of people he has destroyed.”

Jed intervened. “You planned to use your husband’s machine to kill Pond. What would Vernon have thought of that?”

“He…” Mrs. Vernon grimaced. “He was weak, but I shall avenge him. I will punish Pond. There will be justice.”

“But Robert Vernon didn’t believe in vengeance, did he?” Esme was quietly relentless. “He believed in reparation and honor. To use his invention to commit murder dishonors his memory.”

“What honor? He left me.”

“As you left your sons.”

“No!” She glared at Esme, half rising from her chair.

Esme shook her head slowly, sympathetically. “You say your sons are safe in their boarding school, but they need their mother. Families should be there for one another. What would they do if you were caught and convicted for killing Pond? They’d have lost one parent to suicide and the other to the hangman’s noose.” Despite her steady tone, her hands curled tightly into the arms of her chair as she uttered the harsh challenge.

“I wouldn’t have been caught,” Mrs. Vernon panted. “If you hadn’t visited, hadn’t looked beneath the surface. No one else did. They were content to be entertained and walk away.”

“My fiancée doesn’t walk away from anything.” Jed crossed the space and stood behind Esme’s chair, putting a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

She covered it with her own.

Mrs. Vernon looked at them with great bitterness. “Your fiancée doesn’t have to walk away from anything because you’re there, supporting her. She has money and family. Friends. Robert only had me to avenge Pond’s betrayal.”

“It seems to me you’ve gotten your priorities mixed,” Jed said. “It is your sons you should be looking after. The dead are gone. It is the living who need our love.”

“You’re so smug.” Mrs. Vernon huddled in her chair, her face sharper, lips thinner as the passion of her revenge and her self-pity consumed her. “You have one another and your wealth. What do I have? Shame and debts.”

“And your sons.” Esme refused to buy into the woman’s revenge fantasy. “I understand your grief.” Her heart ached at the thought of losing Jed. “But this melodrama is more fit for the stage than real life. You are not the first woman to lose a husband, a fortune, a respected place in society. You ran away from your problems. Enough. We’re not going to hand you over to the authorities, but you have to leave. Return to your sons. Build a new life. Do you have money for your fare to England?”

“No.”

Jed took out his wallet and unpeeled bank notes. “Then book your passage. The Letitia sails, tomorrow. I will disarm your husband’s machine.”

“You may keep it,” she spat. “You seemed so interested in it.”

“No. It is part of your sons’ inheritance, part of their good memories of their father. I’ll make it safe and ensure it returns with you to England.”

“So I am to be packed back home in disgrace. What of Pond? What happens to him?”

“Karma,” Esme said. She had absorbed enough philosophy from her Indian friends to believe in a cosmic balance.

Mrs. Vernon stared at her blankly.

“A person can’t do evil without the consequences catching up with him at some point. There will be justice.”

“And that’s it? You’re going to lecture me like a parson and let that b-bastard go free?” Mrs. Vernon exploded from her chair. She stalked to the door. “I’m glad I started a scandal for you.”

“Mrs. Vernon.”

She halted at the command in Jed’s voice, but kept her back to them.

“Someone will check that you’re on the Letitia. If you’re not, we will denounce you to the authorities. They mightn’t be as sympathetic, particularly with regard to Alfred Brixton’s death.”

Her shoulders twitched, but she stamped out without another word.

“Darn woman.”

“Jed?” It wasn’t like him to swear.

“Everyone will think we paid her to leave the colony.”

“We did. Oh.” She walked across to him, understanding but not liking the grim, frustrated expression on his face. “They’ll think we paid her to make the scandal go away.”

He put an arm around her waist. “I want to give you the world, sweetheart, and instead…this mess is taking the joy out of your wedding preparations.”

“The wedding hoo-ha isn’t important. It’s the many I’m marrying that I care about.” She traced the tense line of his jaw.

He pressed a kiss into her palm.

“Now, now, none of that.” Old Mr. Newton hobbled in from the blacksmith’s next door. “Though it’s better’n what I thought I might see. I saw that hussy running past.”

“She’s leaving the colony,” Esme told him.

“Is she, now?” His thick grey eyebrows rose. “Good on yer, missy.”

“Yes, well.” Esme adjusted her cuffs. “I couldn’t have her telling lies about Jed.”

“You didn’t seduce the gypsy, then?” Mr. Newton asked Jed, directly.

“No.”

Esme nudged him to say something more. Mr. Newton was on their side and they needed allies.

Jed unhinged his jaw and added a few more words. “She tried to set me up.”

“Money to hush it up, heh?” Mr. Newton rubbed his nose. “Designing hussy. Knew I couldn’t believe none of that gossip. I told Big Pete. I said, don’t you believe it. I’ve seen that American with Miss Esme and there ain’t no way he’d cheat on her. She has him fair bedazzled.”

“She does.” Finally Jed relaxed into a smile.

Esme stepped forward and kissed the old man’s cheek. “Thank you.”

“Never mind kissing me.” Mr. Newton smiled broadly. “Save ’em for your young man.”



Chapter Sixteen

Two hours later, Esme wasn’t so certain the scandal could be de-fanged. She walked into the house and wearily stripped off her hat. She dropped it on the hall table, not caring when one of the fashionable ostrich feather came free and floated down to the tiled floor. She massaged her forehead with her fingertips, unpleasantly aware of an incipient headache.

The board meeting of the Institute of Modern Women had not gone well. Her fellow board members had dutifully expressed their confidence in her and in her trust in Jed, but they had deplored Jed’s vigorous actions in dealing with Mr. Loonar, and they’d heard the latest gossip of her and Jed’s dealings with “that gypsy creature”.

“Esme, dear.” Mrs. Keppler had been as gentle as always. “We all know how brave you are, but it possibly wasn’t the wisest action to confront Miss Lee and withdraw with her to Mr. Reeve’s workshop. In the circumstances…”

“In the circumstances, there wasn’t much else to do. The scandal is a complete fabrication and I—Jed and I—had to speak with Miss Lee on another matter. However, I understand your concern and I’m afraid the situation is likely to get worse, tomorrow. Miss Lee is due to depart on the Letitia and I imagine the gossips will say that we paid her to leave.”

Esme winced as she recalled the shambles that had become of the meeting.

“Miss Esme, the family are waiting luncheon for you in the dining room.” Maud regarded her anxiously. “Are you unwell?”

“Tired perhaps.” Esme summoned a smile. “Give me five minutes to tidy up, please, then serve.”

She climbed the stairs slowly. Quite apart from her own troubles, there was the nagging issue of Mr. Pond. She’d advised Mrs. Vernon to leave him to karma, but in truth, it irked her to have them man running free in the colony. She said as much to her father when she sat down at the dining table and he questioned her subdued manner.

“Don’t worry about Pond.” Her father scowled. “I’ll have a word with Fenning, the banker. Pond will find his financial prospects dry up here in Swan River. Now, tell us what’s really wrong. How did your board meeting go?”

“The board decided that in the interests of getting the Institute operational, we should scale back some of our plans for it. They want to confine it to educating orphan girls and girls from the poorest classes to work in service.”

She saw the anger and pain in Jed’s eyes, and knew his fury was for the dream she’d lost. She hadn’t wanted the Institute to be yet another way to define these girls as “lesser”. She wanted it to be a way for them to build respected lives.

“I would have argued…” Except that after the New Year, she wouldn’t be here to fight for the Institute. She would be sailing with Jed for San Francisco. “Miss Wilson agreed with me that we ought to defend our original vision, but the board voted otherwise.”

“Excuse me.” The interruption of a maid was welcome. She carried an envelope. “This is for you, Miss Esme. It’s from Miss Ivers.” The awe in her last sentence said everything about Miss Ivers’ reputation.”

Esme squared her shoulders and accepted the note. She asked permission of the table, and opened it.

Dear Miss Smith

My apologies for the brevity of this note. Would you do me the honor of calling on me this afternoon at two o’clock. I shall hold the hour open for you. It is a matter of some import.

Yours sincerely

Miss Claudine Ivers

Esme blinked and read the note a second time, aloud.

“I’ll accompany you,” Jed said instantly.

“To call on a single lady?” Grandma snapped.

“Grandma, she’s eighty if a day.”

“Nonetheless, you weren’t invited.”

“Well, I’m not letting Esme beard the dragon in her den alone.”

“We’ll all go,” Aaron said.

Grandma snorted. “You will not. Men! I will go with Esme.”

Esme blinked.

“That’s settled.” Grandma returned to her stewed chicken.

“If Miss Ivers wishes to discuss the scandal, I intend to be there,” Jed said dangerously. “Esme shouldn’t be the one suffering for my idiocy in not turning Mrs. Vernon out of Mrs. Hall’s boarding house as soon as I heard she was there.”

“You could hardly have guessed what she intended,” Esme said.

“Esme and I will go alone. Jed, you may wait in the carriage if you’re that concerned.”

He frowned ferociously at his grandmother.

“Please, Jed. Miss Ivers is of the old school. She’ll be disinclined to discuss certain matters if a man is present…and this is the first communication I’ve ever had from her. If it is ‘a matter of some import’, I must hear of it.”

There was a long moment of dangerous silence, before he capitulated. “Fine. I’ll wait in the carriage. But if she insults you, I want you to leave.”

Miss Ivers showed no inclination to insult either Esme or her uninvited companion.

“Mr. Reeve’s grandmother? Yes. No, I’m pleased you are here. I only wish we could have met on a more social occasion.” Miss Ivers rang a small brass bell and a short, plump maid brought in a tea tray. “Please close the door behind you, Minston.”

The door closed with a snap.

Miss Ivers poured tea with a steady hand from a heavy silver teapot. “I hesitate to open our discussion with unpleasant matters, but much as I deplore gossip, I believe we face a situation that must be revealed fully before we can proceed to unravel it.”

Esme accepted her cup of tea and waited in silence.

“There is an unpleasant rumor swirling—begun this morning, I believe—that Miss Lee is enceinte with Mr. Reeve’s child.”

“That’s a lie.” Esme’s cup rattled precariously and she hastily placed it and its saucer on the table. “It doesn’t even make sense. Miss Lee is only just arrived in the colony. Even if it were true that…that Jed had…Miss Lee couldn’t possibly know that she was pregnant.”

Miss Ivers nodded. “I agree with you. Nor is this item the only discrepancy in Miss Lee’s story.”

Esme collapsed back against the sofa. “So you don’t believe the scandal?”

“Scandal broth has never been my favorite dish.” Miss Ivers pursed her lips and sipped tea. Apparently refreshed, she set her tea cup down. “And in this instance I resent that we have all been manipulated and misled.”

“You’ve discovered something,” Mrs. Reeve said shrewdly.

“Indeed, I have. I had an interesting conversation with Mrs. Hanson and then I requested Mrs. Hall to call on me. Mrs. Hall is your grandson’s former landlady and Mrs. Hanson resides in the house across the street from her. We must all be thankful that Mrs. Hanson suffers insomnia.”

Suffers insatiable curiosity, more like. Esme leaned forward intently.

“Mrs. Hall states that she woke at half past midnight and heard a commotion coming from her upstairs rooms. She says—and I believe her—that she wasted no time in climbing out of bed and venturing upstairs to investigate. Hers is a quiet and respectable household. She had a reputation to maintain.” Miss Ivers made a graceful gesture. “You know what scene she found.”

Miss Lee in Jed’s room. Esme frowned and nodded.

“Now we come to an interesting fact, one Mrs. Hanson made known to me. Miss Lee apparently occupied the front room of Mrs. Hall’s boardinghouse, taking on a temporary basis the room usually allocated to commercial travelers. Across the road, Mrs. Hanson was awake. She sat rocking and knitting in her own front room—and she saw the lit window of Miss Lee’s room and Miss Lee’s shadowed figure crossing it.”

“At what time?” Esme asked urgently.

“Twenty minutes past twelve.” Miss Ivers exploded her bombshell with an air of satisfaction.

“Miss Ivers, you are a marvel. You’ve proven that Miss Lee couldn’t have been in Jed’s bed.”

Miss Ivers coughed in reprimand of such plain speaking.

“I knew my grandson wasn’t such a fool, but I appreciate you proving it, Miss Ivers.”

“Not at all. Further, I intend to inform Mrs. Hall of her false judgment of the situation. It seems we were all fooled by a confidence artiste intent on extracting payment for her silence. I expect Mrs. Hall will offer Mr. Reeve his old room back, and he’d be well advised to accept it. That will silence the last of the gossips.”

“And save my Institute,” Esme exclaimed.

“As to that.” Miss Ivers took another sip of tea. “Since you will be busy with new married life, I will be happy to assume the role of the Institute’s patron.”

Esme’s mouth fell open.

“I don’t always approve of your modern notions, Miss Smith, but in this instance, I believe you are correct. The standards of moral behavior in the colony will be stronger for women having an honest means of supporting themselves. I have sat on the Orphanage Committee for a number of years and I can see the importance of your Institute.”

“Miss Ivers, you are a marvel.”

“Thank you.”

“Jed!” Esme raced down the steps of Miss Ivers’ house and, heedless of onlookers, flung herself into his arms.

He’d been pacing the pavement, frankly unable to wait in the carriage. Now as he studied her smiling face, his own spirits rose. “Good news?”

“Unbelievably good.” She squeezed him and laughed. “Miss Ivers has proof Miss Lee lied and she’s going to tell everyone so. She’s going to be patron—or patroness—of the Institute. Oh Jed, everything is marvelous.”

He let out a whoop of delight and lifted her off her feet.

The Smiths’ coachman grinned as he strode past them to offer Grandma a hand to descend the steps of Miss Ivers’ home.

“Sweetheart, you’re a miracle worker. Tell me everything.”

“Not on the pavement,” Grandma intervened. “Honestly. The two of you, do you want to start more gossip?”

Esme flushed and released him.

More familiar with Grandma’s sharp reprimands—she was all bark and no bite—Jed took his time. It felt so good to hold Esme and share her happiness. But once in the carriage, he got the whole story—a story that had to be repeated as soon as they reached her home.

“The woman’s a regular Sherlock Holmes.” Captain Fellowes was impressed.

“I take back every bad word I’ve said about her old-fashioned standards.” Esme was too excited to stand still.

Jed smiled at her from where he stood by the library fireplace, and she smiled back, that smile of sheer love that never failed to make his heart sing. She came and stood beside him, and he slipped an arm around her. It felt wonderful to be in love.



Chapter Seventeen

Uncle Henry brought the good news to the luncheon table. “The woman has sailed. I saw her board the Letitia with my own eyes. Couldn’t miss her. That garish gypsy dress and wearing an equally appalling hat. Great big feather flopping everywhere.” He turned to Esme. “What is it with ostrich feathers these days? Poor birds must all be bald.”

Esme had no sympathy to spare for birds. “Well, that’s done,” she said triumphantly but with a wary eye on her father who’d brought a notebook to the dining table and in flagrant disregard of manners, was flicking through it.

“Ostrich feather fans,” he muttered. He picked up a pencil and began scrawling a note. “Getting married New Year’s Day, it’ll be hot. We’ll need air movement. Feathers—”

“Will look like a line of cancan dancers,” Grandma interrupted briskly. “Think of something else.”

Aaron flipped shut the notebook, flushing at the reprimand in the older lady’s voice. Maud whipped the notebook off the table, underlining his sin of etiquette. He attempted to defend himself. “There’s a lot to do before the wedding. We need to be organized. I’ve ordered ice.”

“Everything is in train,” Esme soothed. “Jane has even finished my wedding gown.”

“And beautiful you look in it,” Grandma said.

“Still there are things that need to be done. With Miss Ivers taking over as patroness of the Institute, I’ll need to organize an assistant for her, someone to run around and deal with the daily difficulties.”

“I intend to test my bounding-vehicle, tomorrow,” Jed said.

Esme abandoned her own plans. “That’s marvelous. When? I’d like to be there.”

He smiled. “I thought the road to the animal sanctuary you fund would be a good test track. Its smooth and seldom has traffic. I’ll arrange for a carter to transport the Jumping Jack there. With luck I’ll be able to try it about ten o’clock.”

“I’ll be there at nine. Grandma, would you like to come with me?”

“I suppose I’d better, though I’ve watched him risk his neck before.”

“It’s not that dangerous.” He tried to reassure them.

Despite the worry that clenched her muscles, Esme forced a smile. “I trust your design.” Confidence in his skills and judgment was part of supporting him. If only love didn’t make one irrationally fearful for those you loved. It would be easier to drive the Jumping Jack in its test run than watch him doing so. But this was his dream. It was important to him and—a thought struck her, and her smile became real.

To celebrate the Jumping Jack’s test run, tonight, she’d sneak into Jed’s workshop and tie bunting to it. He already had brightly colored cushions, but…a musical horn. That would be an appropriate and funny gift. Mr. Lewton at the music shop would be bound to have one. She wanted Jed to know she celebrated his achievements.

Mrs. Vernon might be crazy in her attempt at revenge, but Esme wondered if part of the poor woman’s motivation was guilt and regret that while her husband was alive, she’d failed to show him love and support.

Esme didn’t intend to live with regrets. Aloud, she said. “I’ll bring a camera to record the moment.”

At night, the streets of Fremantle were light even away from the thoroughfares lit by gas lamps, and Jed strolled along. The full moon rode high in the eastern sky. After the last few dramatic days, Esme had opted for an early night. That suited him. There were a few final touches he wanted to make to the Jumping Jack before testing it, tomorrow. He’d painted it sapphire blue (or as close to that as he’d been able to find) that morning to complement Esme’s eyes and engagement ring. Now the paint should be dry enough for him to pick out the vehicle’s name, Jumping Jack, in gilt lettering.

He whistled under his breath as he passed the smithy beside his workshop and headed automatically for the side door of the workshop, what had been the manager’s entrance when the building had operated as a soap factory. However, as he cut across the yard, his attention snagged on the wide double doors. They were in shadow, but there was something wrong, something…

Their latch hung open and one door stood an inch ajar.

There was no way he’d left it that way and there was little in the workshop to encourage a casual thief. A deep chill of anger went through him. If someone had entered to vandalize his bounding-vehicle he would see that they regretted it. Forget the police.

He put a hand to the open door and eased it wider. Then froze.

The voice he heard was impossible, and yet, it was Mrs. Vernon. “Down on your knees.”

For an instant, he thought she’d seen him and he withdrew instinctively before he heard a second voice and understanding hit him.

“You won’t get away with this. You can’t shoot me in cold blood.”

Mr. Pond.

The wretched woman had tricked them. That was what happened when in the interests of avoiding scandal, he let Captain Fellowes observe her supposed departure instead of himself. She’d fooled him. Either she’d crept off the ship again or she’d never boarded it. Some other woman might have consented to do so in costume for the passage to England.

And now she’d kidnapped Pond and held him hostage at gunpoint. If she shot him here, in Jed’s workshop, there’d be no avoiding a scandal.

Jed didn’t feel a shred of guilt at being more concerned for Esme and himself than for the oily con artist Pond. Still, he couldn’t let Mrs. Vernon kill the man.

Moving soundlessly he eased into the workshop and pulled the door closed behind him. He couldn’t risk the wind pulling it wide and attracting Mrs. Vernon’s attention—not when she was armed with a gun and he had only a knife—a weapon he was not prepared to use on a woman.

Fortunately, the doorway was shadowed and he slipped through it undetected, but only a few feet away, the moon shone through the large windows. And darn it all, he’d had those same windows washed when he moved in. If he hadn’t, there wouldn’t be anywhere near this amount of light. The building’s previous use as a soap factory had made for grimy windows.

He crept behind the heap of footstools, planks, paint tins and tarpaulins discarded from this morning’s painting session. From this vantage point, he had his first clear view of Mrs. Vernon.

Moonlight glinted off the revolver she held. In front of her, lowering himself awkwardly to his knees was Pond.

“Madam, mercy, I beg of you. I have money. I can pay you.”

Her laughter ran shrilly up the scale to hysteria. The gun in her hand wavered, but not enough for him to risk a rescue. Six shots she had, and even firing wildly, she couldn’t fail to hit something.

“You killed my husband,” she shouted at Pond.

He flinched. “Madam, I assure you, I have killed no one.”

“Robert Vernon.”

Pond’s plump shoulders sagged. His whole body sagged as he dropped to his knees and he put a hand on the floor to steady himself.

“Oh yes. Now you remember. People died and they blamed my Robert. They blamed him and he blamed himself and he killed himself!” Her voice lowered, became a hoarse whisper. “But I know it was you. You are evil. I sat in my parlor, in my mourning, all in black like a crow, and I thought and I thought and I planned a way to kill you. It was clever, so clever, using Robert’s machine. Then those people had to interfere. But I’ll show them. No one hurts me anymore. They will regret it. This will be a scandal.”

“You’re mad,” Pond said with conviction.

“Get in the contraption.” She gestured at the bounding-vehicle. “Climb in, you fat slug.”

Tarnation! The woman intended to kill Pond in the Jumping Jack.

Jed’s hands fisted impotently. If he left the shelter of the painting gear, he’d be in her line of sight. What he needed was a distraction.

What he got was Esme.

She came in through the side door, the manager’s entrance. Her arms were full of fabric. It was obvious she hadn’t heard Mrs. Vernon’s low muttering. The door banged behind her.

Mrs. Vernon spun on her heel.

“Esme, get down.” Jed rushed forward, cursing the bounding-vehicle in his way.

Esme dropped her bundle and dashed back to the manager’s tiny office.

Mrs. Vernon fired and staggered, unprepared apparently for the recoil. The bullet chipped brick, and dust flew.

Pond crawled under the bounding-vehicle. Jed ducked behind it as Mrs. Vernon fired again. He circled it slowly, praying she remained panicked. If she stopped to think, she’d know her best option was to acquire Esme as a hostage—and he knew his foolishly brave sweetheart wouldn’t have saved herself, and abandoned him, by running. She’d be waiting in the manager’s office, plotting how to rescue him.

The thought of how recklessly Esme might endanger herself spurred him to action. He wrenched the brass knob off the Jumping Jack’s steering column and heard a third bullet smack into the wood above his head. He ducked down, feinting right and as Mrs. Vernon tracked him with the gun, he dove to the left, rose, and threw the brass knob.

It hit her right shoulder, hard. The revolver fired as it jolted from her hold.

Jed fell and Esme screamed.



Chapter Eighteen

It was the hardest thing she’d ever done, but Esme ran for the gun rather than for Jed. Only with it safely in her hand could she surrender to her fear.

“Jed darling.” She paid no attention to Mrs. Vernon as the woman pushed open the workshop doors and stumbled out into the night. Instead, Esme bent over Jed and patted him anxiously, fretting at the lack of light in this shadowed corner. Every second she expected to feel the wet, warm ooze of blood. “Pond, light the darn lamp.”

“Esme.” Jed caught her hand. “I’m all right. She didn’t shoot me. I tripped on something. The fall dazed me a moment.”

“You tripped on my leg. Couldn’t fit all of me under this vehicle. I have to thank you, sir,” Pond said from under the bounding vehicle.

Jed sat up.

Esme threw her arms around him. “I thought she’d shot you, killed you.” She shuddered violently. “I was so scared.”

His arms were fierce around her, his mouth against her ear. “Scared? My blood froze when I saw you here. Why are you here?”

“A surprise for you,” she said vaguely.

His mouth tracked from her ear to her face, found her mouth. The kissed, passionately.

“Ahem.” Mr. Pond coughed. “I’ll be getting along then. Someone has to inform the police about the woman. She wanted to kill me.”

“I don’t blame her.” Esme wanted to continue kissing Jed, but business first. “Has Father spoken to you about your confidence schemes, Mr. Pond?” It was difficult to be dignified sitting in a man’s lap, but Esme hoped she managed it. She certainly wasn’t putting any distance between herself and Jed.

“I’m a respectable man of business.”

“No, you’re not,” Jed said. “Hop up,” he added to Esme. They both climbed to their feet and he immediately tugged her back against him. “It’s your deviltry that created this mess, Pond. That woman is out of her mind with grief because of what you did to her husband—you betrayed his trust and that of your investors. People died because you wanted to make money.”

Pond shuffled his feet, then stooped and picked up his hat, which had fallen off in his desperate scramble to get under the bounding-vehicle.

Jed continued in a hard voice. “If you want to be safe from Mrs. Vernon and from prosecution for financial fraud, I suggest you forget about the police and see instead about getting yourself out of Swan River.”

“I…” Pond bowed his head. “At least escort me back to my room at the hotel. Mrs. Vernon could be waiting for me.”

“Fine.” Jed sighed deeply. “Esme…”

“I’ll come with you.”

He locked the workshop behind them. He knew how Esme had gotten in. He’d given her a key to the side door. But how had Mrs. Vernon opened the wide doors?

Esme shrugged answering his unspoken question. “I could pick the lock. It’s a simple one and I’m an inventor’s daughter. She was an inventor’s wife. Interested or not, you pick up certain knowledge.”

They reached Pond’s hotel unmolested and watched him walk into the lit bar. Men’s voices and low laughter rumbled out. Esme tightened her hold on his arm. “I wonder where Mrs. Vernon is.”

“I don’t care.”

He felt Esme’s jolt of surprise. He pulled her off the main road and into the shadows of a narrow side street. Jasmine clambered over the wooden fence and sweetly scented the night.

“I can’t wait till New Year’s Day to marry you,” he said. “I know you want time for your father to adjust to losing you…but I nearly lost you, tonight. I want you with me, sweetheart. Not stolen moments but sharing our whole lives.”

He kissed her, cutting off any response she might make. She tasted warmly of herself, familiar, tempting, passionate. She wound her arms around his neck and pressed closer. Her curves filled his hands and left him aching for more. He trailed kisses down her throat, enthralled by her quickened breathing.

“Marry me, tomorrow, Esme. I’ll get a special license. I’ll make your father understand. We can spend more time here. We won’t sail to San Francisco until you’re ready. But marry me.”

“Yes.”

“You darling.” He kissed her forcefully so that they stumbled into the fence and the jasmine surrounded them. “Sweetheart, I’ll make you happy.”

“We’ll make each other happy. I thought I’d lost you, tonight, too. You can’t ever leave me, Jedidiah Reeve. You’re mine.”

“Forever.” He squeezed her tight enough to cut off her breathing and she only laughed.

There was an air of suppressed excitement about Esme when she skipped down from the carriage that had conveyed not only her and Grandma, but also Aaron Smith and Captain Fellowes to the test run of the Jumping Jack.

“Are we ready?” Esme asked.

Jed smiled and patted his pocket. Only the two of them knew she referred to something other than the bounding-vehicle. In his pocket he had a special license signed by the bishop.

Last night they had woken the Smith household and informed them of Mrs. Vernon’s murderous attack on Mr. Pond. They hadn’t mentioned their changed plans for the wedding. After all, the matter wasn’t up for discussion. At two o’clock, today, they’d be married. Esme had already spoken quietly to Reverend Sherbrooke while Jed tackled the bishop.

“Ready as I’ll ever be to watch this rascal risk life and limb,” Grandma said.

The Jumping Jack still showed where Mrs. Vernon’s bullet had grazed the paintwork. There hadn’t been time for repairs. Everyone had buzzed around like demented bees.

Captain Fellowes had been infuriated to learn how Mrs. Vernon had tricked him—and determined to find her. Accompanied by Aaron, he’d marched down to the woman’s former boarding house and inquired who else resided there—in particular which women residents weren’t appearing at the breakfast table.

The answer had been that a Miss Flynn, the “mermaid woman” at the fair, had come down with a cold the previous day and was keeping to her room. A pound note, slipped to the landlady, had granted them access to the room and sure enough, inside was Mrs. Vernon.

“Saddest thing I’d seen in years,” Aaron said in telling the story. “She just sat in a chair, staring out the window.”

They’d bundled her up, hidden her face with another large, disguising hat and put her on a ship on the point of sailing to South Africa. From there she could make her own way back to England. Aaron had ensured she had money enough to do so. The two men had stood on the wharf and watched the boat leave.

“Although it was obvious all the fight had gone out of her.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” Jed had said. “I checked which ship Mr. Pond sailed on…” Everyone’s eyes widened in horror. “Yup. They’re both bound for South Africa.”

Captain Fellowes slapped his thigh. “Should make for an interesting trip.”

And there was nothing anyone could do about it.

Now they all waited near the Jumping Jack while Jed primed it with power, then leapt into the swing seat. “Stand back.”

Two horses from the animal sanctuary leaned over a fence, watching. Aaron scratched their noses.

Jed released the brake.

Boing! Boing-boing.

Esme shrieked, then laughed with delight.

Boing. Boing. Boing-boing.

He successfully travelled the length of the road, then turned the bounding-vehicle and started back.

“Jed, you’ve done it. You’ve done it!” Esme waved her hat in the air.

The two old horses still stood placidly. Everyone else cheered.

He braked carefully and stretched down a hand.

Esme didn’t need a second invitation. She stepped up and settled cozily beside him. “Ready, sweetheart?”

“Oh yes.”



Chapter Nineteen

“You’re getting married, today?” Aaron repeated blankly.

Esme held Jed’s hand tightly and nodded. She still felt the exhilaration of riding beside him in the Jumping Jack. Beside him was where she belonged. “Yes, Father. We don’t have to leave for San Francisco any time soon, but…” She cast a loving look up at Jed. “We do want to be married.”

“I agree,” Grandma said surprisingly. “A long engagement is foolish when you’re already sure of one another’s love. And what’s even more foolish is talking of San Francisco as if it’s a long way away.”

“It is,” Esme said instantly. As much as she loved Jed, she was going to miss her family, friends and home. Badly.

“Tcha. What’s the good of having a skimmer-boat in the family if you don’t use it?” Grandma was full of plans. “If you get married today and go on a honeymoon, that’ll give your father time to close up his house and Captain Fellowes time to get the Athena shipshape. Then the whole family can sail to San Francisco. Mr. Smith can see for himself where Esme will live and what her welcome is. Heck, if you’re as wealthy as I’m told, you can buy yourself a second home in San Francisco.”

Aaron’s frown slowly cleared. “I could. But Jed wouldn’t want his father-in-law sailing with him.”

“He already has his grandmother,” Captain Fellowes pointed out. “What’s one more family member?”

“I’d be delighted if you sailed with us,” Jed said. “I should have thought of it, myself. I know Esme will be happier if her own family is with her.”

“Most definitely.” She reached out a hand to him. Jed released her and she stepped forward and hugged her father.

Captain Fellowes grinned and winked at Grandma. “Come on, folks. We have a wedding to attend.”

Esme had hoped for one or two friends to attend the impromptu wedding.

Jane had helped her dress then hurried on to the church. Now, she sat in a pew beside Ayesha, Esme’s other tried and true friend. Both looked beautiful in their finery; Jane in navy blue, while Ayesha’s sari was a stunning apricot and gold silk.  On the other side of the aisle, Grandma wore a dark purple gown and her hat was a remarkable plum color with more ostrich feathers than Esme had ever seen.

But the real surprise was the full church. All her friends and acquaintances had interrupted their daily lives to come and see her wed. Even Miss Ivers was there.

Esme smiled and squeezed her father’s arm.

He beamed down at her.

The deep tones of the organ accompanied them up the aisle. Flowers filled the alter. Esme noticed them only vaguely because just then she arrived beside Jed and he looked at her. Her heart turned over at the love and devotion in his eyes.

The service began and she floated through it, anchored by the ancient words of love and commitment. They exchanged rings and the deep rightness of it flooded her body. They belonged together for eternity.

“You may kiss the bride.”

The church bells rang out as Jed lifted her veil. It was the most decorous of kisses as the photographer’s flash lit the air. Yet the chaste kiss somehow held all the promise of their mutual passion.

When they walked down the aisle, Esme knew they walked into a future that, whatever it held, would be blessed by their love.
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