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ROSIE’S REBELLION

 

By Jenny Wheeler

 

 

When the rain washes you clean, you’ll know
You’ll know.

 

Dreams–Fleetwood Mac’s only No1 hit -written by Stevie Nicks.


One

Alex de Vile waved his twin sister Isabella off in a hired hack back to her place and lingered on the front doorstep of his Montgomery Street villa. He savored the lively night scene spread out before him, breathing in the cosmopolitan vibe of one of San Francisco’s main north-south through fares.

How he’d love to capture a daguerreotype of the vibrant street life that pulsed right outside his sunflower-yellow front door.

He was seeing a typical Friday night in his downtown neighborhood, a few blocks up from the wharves where travelers came and went from China and Oakland. The air was ripe with yeasty beer and the saline nip of the ocean.

His eyes roved to the bar across the way, to the church on the corner, to the throngs of partying pedestrians, all intent on celebrating being alive for one more day.

Sadly, though, recording this scene for history wasn’t yet possible.

One day.

The daguerreotype process his father and other early photographers used relied on posed studies. How could he capture what he saw before him on the silver-dipped copper plates filed away in his studio?

That Spanish señorita, leaning out of the bar window opposite, with her ruffled bright pink neckline and the flower behind her ear?

Would she consent to come into my studio and sit for me? And if she did, would that image capture the vibrant atmosphere out here?

Stored heat from the earlier August scorcher of a day seeped up through the pavement. The humidity turned hair limp and armpits sweaty, but the evening crowds didn’t notice. They thronged the sidewalks. Laughing girls paraded arm-in-arm in ankle-length walking dresses in a rainbow of colors. They traded jibes with hefty sailors who called and cat-whistled from bar windows that opened on the street.

As he waited for Isabella’s cab to slip from view, taking her to the house in a neighboring suburb she shared with her husband Sebastian, he bit into his lower lip. He didn’t like Isabella leaving alone. Seb was away for a few days on business, and Alex would have preferred her to stay the night with him. He ran up the front steps of his fresh-painted villa and closed the front door quickly behind him.

She’d insisted that Sam and Betty Butler, the couple’s live-in cook and house manager, were expecting her and would look after her.

“Besides, my friend Rose is arriving tomorrow,” she’d said, laughing and waving her hands in excitement.

“Remember her? The gorgeous Irish girl I met when I ran away with Lotta Crabtree’s troupe?”

She’d giggled at the memory.

Alex shrugged, recalling only the vaguest memories of Isabella’s theater friends.

He hadn’t even known Isabella back then. They’d been eighteen when his twin had defied her adoptive mother Huldah and “run away” with a traveling musical show. It had been a short-lived rebellion that resulted in a bosom pals friendship with a fellow performer.

“Can’t say I do,” he said, already thinking about how he’d pose Isabella for the portrait she’d promised he could shoot of her in the next few days.

Photography was his passion, and Isabella’s news tonight had jabbed deep into his heart. He had to capture this moment. Their lives were flashing by, and any minute now, everything was going to change.

He slipped behind the desk in the back room he’d converted into a studio and relaxed into his studded, leather-backed captain’s chair.

He’d spent many happy hours here, breathing in the sharp, familiar smell of iodine and mercury, chemicals used in the photographic process.

Behind him, the dark room took up the back half of the space. In front of him hung some of the historic daguerreotypes he’d rescued from a tragic fire, including one particularly special to him.

He reached over and pored himself a small brandy nightcap from a decanter on a tray at his elbow, then stretched his long legs out under his desk and gazed at the historic frame. He’d stared at the family portrait many times before.

For several long minutes, hands clasped behind his head, he meditated on the image of a beautiful woman surrounded by three young children.

And then he turned to his brandy and lit a cigar.

He was savoring the throat burn of the liquor, the cigar’s answering soothing balm, basking in the room’s relative coolness after the swelter and noise of the street, when he heard a faint squeak of the front door.

The air in the hallway stirred faintly, and he caught a whiff of horse dung on it. He went on high alert.

Silently, he drew his legs back, reached into his smooth-running desk drawer. He drew out the revolver he’d kept close ever since the day of the fire.

He rested it in his lap and waited. If he’d not been on edge, listening intently, he’d have missed the muted creak of a floorboard in the hall.

But as it was, he was ready, gun raised, when two men slid into the room, one stationed at each door pillar.

One was dark-headed, one ginger, and both carried revolvers. Alex shot to his feet and ranged the snout of his Colt between them, waiting for them to speak. A deathly silence hung like a cloud.

Then a glittering flicker in Ginger Head’s eye told Alex he was about to pull the trigger. He dove for the floor and rolled on one shoulder while firing upwards through the open front of his broad desk.

He lay panting, gun still at the ready, his shoulder stinging from the impact of the hard floor, as the room echoed with a short, chilling scream. A moment of silence. And then there was a scuffling noise, like rats in the ceiling, and the thump of running footsteps.

Alex edged around the corner of his desk, still at floor level, with his gun out in front.

Ginger Head lay sprawled before him, his guts spilling out like a raccoon hit by a Wells Fargo coach, and no weapon of any description in sight.

Alex stared, numbed at the sight.

Then two thoughts came to him.

Thank the heavens Isabella wasn’t here.

And Hector’s mordant bass sounded in his head.

“Nice work, son. It was you or him. He’ll be the one put to bed with a shovel.”

And then all hell broke loose.


Two

Alex threw his twin sister a look of mute appeal and buried his head in his hands.

“They just burst in on me, Izzy. They never said one word.”

He sucked in great gulps of air through his fingers, his breath erratic and rasping.

Isabella moved to stand behind his chair and gently massaged the back of his neck.

“I know. I know. You couldn’t do anything else…”

She cooed like a dove, her voice soft and sweet.

Across the room, her friend Rosie sat in embarrassed silence.

He raised his head from his hands and cast an anguished glance back at his sister.

“But he’s dead, Izzy. He’s dead. And I don’t know why he was there or what he wanted.”

The police had removed the body and told him not to leave town. And now Alexander de Vile was dissolving into a messy puddle of shock and remorse before Isabella’s eyes.

He’d hammered at her front door until a sleepy-eyed Sam Butler had let him in and woken Isabella.

They stood together, with Izzy stroking the back of his neck. For several minutes, the only sound in the room was the steady tick of the gilt-rimmed, enamel-faced clock on Isabella’s mantel.

Her consoling lavender fragrance wrapped around him.

Then she slipped from the back of the couch and nestled in beside him on the couch, draping her arm around the back of his neck as she snuggled close.

“You’ve had an awful shock, Alex. You’ve got to give yourself time. Everything will work itself out.”

He raised frantic gray eyes and glanced in Rosie’s direction, but he wasn’t seeing her.

“It doesn’t make sense,” he said, suddenly jerking to his feet and shrugging off Isabella’s consoling arm.

“He was a rich boy. Bram Gordon’s son. Not some common thief.”

He whirled on Isabella, whose body had stiffened like she’d received a body blow at mention of the name.

Her azure eyes widened and her eyebrows raised to meet her blonde fringe as she gazed up at him.

“You know who it was? How?”

“The cop said.”

“And it was Alistair Gordon?”

Bram Gordon was one of the richest men in California, a famed rancher and real estate king. And Alistair was his only heir.

Her voice was hoarse, but the words seemed to pass Alex by. His face wore a dazed, blank look.

“Why did he do it, Isabella? Why?” he whispered.

“You’re sure it was him?”

He stared at her, his eyes still dulled in confusion. Then he shook his head, as if clearing his mind of the horror.

“I don’t know him. But that’s who the sergeant said it was. The one who took him away. He recognized him.”

Alex lifted trembling hands to his face and ran them down both cheeks.

“I can’t believe it, Izzy. I just can’t believe it. I killed Alistair Gordon.”

The last statement was deliberate, emphatic, as if he was convincing himself of something unbelievable.

She jumped in, her voice in shrill denial.

“But he fired first. You said he did. And he wasn’t alone. There were two of them. You were lucky to get out of there alive…”

She stepped close again and placed her hand on his shoulder.

When she spoke next, her voice had dropped in pitch and was back to its careful, comforting tone.

“They broke into your house with guns drawn, Alex. You had no choice.”

Another long, empty silence rested between them, and then Alex muttered in a thin, faint voice, “Maybe I overreacted. What if his father comes after me?”


Three

“Have you heard from Alex this morning?”

Rosie picked up her hot coffee and gazed at Isabella over the top of her cup.

Isabella detected straight away that Rosie deeply cared about the answer, though she tossed it off like a throwaway line with about the same level of gravity as “Did you hear the rain overnight?” or “What are you planning to do with yourself today?”

Despite her somber mood, she gulped back a spontaneous laugh, letting the question hang in the air.

Fine actress she might be on the stage, but Rosie failed miserably in concealing the anxious edge in her voice. The parallel worry lines that dipped between her eyebrows gave her away.

“What?” Her friend was all wide-eyed innocence, though Isabella detected an insolent smirk at the corner of her mouth. So typical of Rosie’s Irish rebel personality.

“Nothing,” Isabella said airily, swallowing down a small bite of dry toast and smiling on secret knowledge.

“And no, I haven’t seen Alex yet today. It is only eight o’clock in the morning, Rosie, but I suppose it’s a fair enough question.

“I got no sleep last night and I’m betting he didn’t either. Even though he was planning to get extra security for his house.”

“A sensible idea,” Rosie said. “You never know what that Bram Gordon might do. From the way people talk, he’s a law unto himself.”

The dry toast Isabella had just swallowed lodged in her throat, and she erupted into a paroxysm of coughing.

When she regained her composure and could sip the cold water Rosie had rushed to her, she lifted an inquiring brow.

“You know Bram Gordon? Have you met him?”

Rosie shook her head. “I’ve seen him at a distance, that’s all. He wouldn’t waste time on the likes of me. I’m far too down the ladder for the likes of him.

“But a few months back, he hung about offering his arm to Lotta, but she wasn’t seriously interested.”

“Really? Doesn’t he have a wife of his own?”

Rosie shook her head. “She died recently, as I recall.”

“And the son? The one that died?”

“An unholy terror. Very good-looking, like his father. But all the showgirls gave him a wide berth, even though he carried oodles of money and handed it out to all and sundry.”

“Why did they do that? Avoid him, I mean.”

“Because he was hot-headed and unpredictable. And he seemed to enjoy humiliating people. A barman refused him a drink once—said he was drunk enough—and he put a gun to his head and forced him to guzzle whiskey until he passed out. That’s the sort of guy he was.”

Rosie shuddered at the memory, and Isabella felt a sympathetic ripple of nausea low down in her gut.

“Sounds like it’s as well someone stopped him in his tracks,” she said with a sniff. “I’m just sorry it was my brother.”

“Alex will need to be careful.” Rosie nodded. “Starting with the extra security.”

“Seriously?” Isabella pushed away her plate. She’d barely eaten, but the conversation was killing her appetite.

Rosie dipped her head in confirmation and her copper curls bobbed.

“Seriously.”


***




Alex arrived at Isabella’s late in the afternoon carrying a package under one arm wrapped in a soft suede cloth. He greeted her with a kiss on each cheek and stepped back to hand her the parcel.

“This is for you. I want you to take care of it for me, and if anything happens to me, I want you to have it.”

Tears sprang into Isabella’s eyes.

“Oh Alex, no. Nothing is going to happen to you. What are you talking about?”

She led him into the lounge on the sunny side of the house and gestured to a chair in the middle of the room.

He glanced across to where Rosie sat in one corner with a jigsaw puzzle spread out in front of her on a coffee table. She rose as they came in and dipped her head in his direction.

A cool cloud crossed his face when he saw her.

“I’m happy to leave you to your conversation,” she blurted. “I could do with a rest.”

She waved a wrist that was bandaged and hung in a sling from her shoulder. It was the first time he’d noticed the injury, and a hollow sense of shame grabbed at him.

“No. no. Please,” he said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you’d hurt yourself. I know you and Isabella keep no secrets. You’re welcome to stay.”

Rosie flicked a quick inquiry to Isabella, who nodded. “Stay, Rosie.”

She turned to Alex.

“Rosie’s seen both Bram and Alistair Gordon in action,” she said. “And it isn’t pretty.”

Alex’s finely chiseled face sparked with interest.

“Now that I would like to hear. But first, I want to tell Isabella about this gift I brought over.”

“Which I don’t want,” Isabella said quickly. “All this talk about ‘if anything happens to me’ is unnerving. I don’t want you thinking that way.”

Alex glanced at Rosie, this time with piercing intelligence in his eyes.

“You know what the Gordon code is, don’t you, Rosie? Tell her.”

“It’s rumored it’s the Latin phrase ‘Aut neca, aut necare,’” she said.

“They have it carved over the entryway of their mansion at the ranch. And I bet you don’t know what it means,” she taunted Isabella with a playful grin.

“I bet I don’t too.” She laughed. “Tell me.”

Rosie’s face turned serious. “Kill or be killed. That’s what it means. Kill or be killed. A nice motto to live by, isn’t it?”

Isabella’s face drained of color, and she reached out and took the parcel from Alex.

“They sound like awful people. I’m glad you got him first.”

She smiled and then sat with the parcel on her knee.

“When I think about it now, I’m glad too.”

He paused and glanced at Rosie again.

“Thing is, I had a flash in my mind’s eye. I can’t explain it, really. Like a moment of certainty when I knew in my soul that he was about to pull the trigger.

“It was as if I could read his mind. And I got in a fraction of a second ahead of him. I suppose technically I opened fire first. But I knew somewhere deep inside me he was going to do it.”

Isabella pulled at the rough, string-tied bundle and drew the object he’d wrapped out of brown paper and held it up to the light.

“Oh Alex, it’s your most precious possession. The image you found in Charles’ s studio of our mother and us together. I can’t take this…”

She gazed at the daguerreotype glass with rapt affection.

“You can, and you will,” Alex said.

“I wouldn’t put it past them to fire my house, like those other hooligans did Charles Durant’s studio. And I want to make sure it isn’t in there if they do. Most of what I’ve got is replaceable, but not that.”

He gave her a sly, warm smile. “Besides, in your present state, I’d imagine you might be asking more questions about our roots? About where we came from? This is one small place to start.”

Rosie’s head snapped up from her jigsaw puzzle.

“Your ‘present state’?” she interrupted. “Does that mean what I suspect it means?”

Alex shot Isabella an apologetic stare.

“Oh dear. Have I let the cat out of the bag?”

“Not really,” laughed Isabella. “Yes, Rosie, there will be another little person joining us soon. And I’m glad you heard about it with Alex here, because I’d like both of you to be godparents.”

Alex’s mouth turned down and his jaw clenched. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” he said. “What if I…?”

He stared into Isabella’s pale face, stopped, and shrugged. “Fine,” he said. He switched his attention to Rosie.

“Rosie, if anything happens to me, you’ll have to step up to double duties. I hope you understand that. And she’s a perfectionist as an overseer. Just so you know.”

Isabella punched him playfully on the arm.

“Oh, shut up.” She gazed down into the picture. “To think our father took this picture of us and our mother, and neither of us remembers anything about him. We know even less of his family.”

She pitched a grin across the room to Rosie, who was pretending to do the puzzle jigsaw while she listened avidly to every word.

“You’re always complaining about being swamped by your big Irish family, Rosie. Try to imagine what it’s like to know absolutely nothing about one side of the family. In our case, the Spanish side.

“All we have is this picture and a few memories from Graysie, who lived with our father until she was about twelve. When he died, she ran away. That’s what she says.”

Rosie pushed up from the jigsaw table with her undamaged hand and crossed the room to sit next to Isabella. She drew her right hand from the embrace of her sling and clasped Isabella’s.

“Congratulations, dearest friend. I couldn’t be happier for you. You’ll make a wonderful mother.”

She drew Isabella into her shoulder gently.

When she emerged from the neck ruffles of Rosie’s dress, Isabella said with mock solemnity, “Don’t count your chickens. We haven’t got there yet.”

Momentarily, she looked like a lost child.

“I agree with Alex on one thing. Having your first child makes you think about your own parents and wonder about all sorts of things.”

“Like what?” asked Alex.

“Ohhh… Like, what was our father’s childhood like? Did he get on with his parents? Did he have any brothers and sisters?

“You never know, we might have cousins and uncles and aunties out there somewhere. I’ve never really thought about that before. I was so glad to find you and Graysie.”

Alex’s eye moved to Rosie, speculation glinting in his clear gaze.

“So, what sort of childhood did you have, Rosie? Where did you grow up? And did you have lots of brothers and sisters?”

Her shoulders tightened under the twins’ questioning eyes. It occurred to Alex this was one spotlight the would-be stage performer didn’t welcome.

“Rather too many of them.” She trilled with laughter, as if to turn her statement into a humorous quip, and for the second time that day, her statement rang hollow.

The downturn of her voice at the end of the sentence, the slight edge of bitterness, spoke volumes.

There was an awkward silence.

She took a deep breath. “Nothing like yours or Izzy’s childhood. We were Irish poor in New York. With eight mouths to feed, my folks rarely knew where the next meal was coming from.

“Like little sparrows in the nest, we were. All with our beaks open, chirping. Pa died from booze and any day now overwork is going to have Ma Ma pushing up daisies.”

It was as if someone had sucked all the air out of the room. Neither Izzy nor Alex knew where to rest their gaze, so they all stared at the Turkish rug at their feet. The colorful fruit and flower abundance of the design somehow mocked every word that had come from Rosie’s mouth.

“What will happen if your mam dies?” Isabella finally asked, raising her head to confront Rosie’s challenging eyes.

“I suppose it will all fall on me,” said Rosie. “Not much different from now, if the truth be known.”

Isabella started, “Rosie, I’m sorry… You never said…”

Rosie gave a sad smile.

“I never said because I want sometimes to forget it. Pretend it isn’t what it is. But folks like you and Alex…” She glanced at the man who sat opposite them, his elbows scrunched on his knees, his face twisted with concern.

Rosie began again with a big gulp.

“I know you had a pretty rum start, with your mother being killed and all. But look what the good Lord rained down on you, Alex.

“A rich senator adopted you. And Huldah was a loving stand-in mother for you, Isabella. You both had homes where people cared for you and protected you.

“Honestly? Worrying about people you’ve never met?

“Seems to me you’re damned fortunate if that’s all you’ve got to be concerned about. Try growing up in Five Points. The stink hole of New York.”

They sat like mute statues, stunned by her outburst, and then Alex stood.

“Whew,” he said. “Good to know what you really think of us, Rosie.”

He braced his shoulders and flicked his eyes to Isabella, who remained beside Rosie, her hand resting on Rosie’s knee as if to comfort her.

“I’d better get back home to my comfortable house and the killers who are probably lying in wait for me.

“But, hey. At least I had a rich daddy. Even though he’s a dead daddy now. But never mind that. What’s to worry?”

He turned his eyes on Rosie, the gray irises darkening to slate as he gazed down at her.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Rosie, I really am. I hope your friendship with Izzy survives this dumping, because I know my sister really loves you.”

And with that, he turned and fled.


***




As soon as the thump of Alex’s footsteps had faded from the front path, Isabella rounded on her friend.

“What’s gotten into you, Rosie? That was plain mean.”

Her normally calm blue eyes were sapphires, darting with indignation.

“As if he hasn’t got enough to cope with, without you letting loose on him.”

Rosie shrugged. “Someone had to say it.”

“Say what exactly? I’ve never known you to take your bad mood out on other people.”

She gazed at Rosie reflectively. “I’ve never known you to have a bad mood, come to think of it.”

“Well now, you know I do.” Rosie’s voice was sullen. “Nobody’s perfect.”

“So, what’s the poor guy done that’s annoyed you so much?”

Rosie shrugged. “Just being him, I guess.”

“But I thought you liked him.” Isabella stared at her friend in confusion. “You know. Like really liked him.”

A pink flush rose on her friend’s neck and into her cheeks.

“Oh Izzy. Wherever did you get that idea? The girl from the poorhouse and the prince? That kind of thing only happens in fairy stories. Not in real life.”

Isabella made to interject, but Rosie talked over the top of her.

“Besides…”

Isabella swallowed her tongue and let her friend continue.

“Besides, my family comes first. I can’t put anything before them. We live in different worlds and it’s good for me to remember that.”

When she replied, Isabella’s voice was soft and tinged with embarrassment.

“And do you really think of me like that, too? Like some precious little princess protected from real life?”

Rosie shook her head. “You’ve faced up to a lot of trouble, I know. What with Alycia’s murder and all.”

Alycia had been a treasured intimate, a replacement grandmother, related to Isabella by marriage through her mother. She’d died in a gun attack nearly three years ago.

Rosie darted Isabella an apologetic smile.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me just now. I’m an ungrateful cow. And you’re a wonderful friend.”

She fell silent, and then a wicked grin spread across her face. “Except when you eat all the ice cream, of course.”

Isabella pounced and tickled her ribs until they were both rolling around on the sofa, giggling.


Four

My dearest Eilish,

I broke my wrist when I fell from a pony while we were travelling between shows in the middle of the night. I’m off work for a few weeks with my arm in a sling.

I’m not able to work for that time, so I’m glad I put a little extra away to keep you all going.

I’m staying with my good friend Isabella in San Francisco. Remember I told you about the girl who ran away from home to join Lotta’s troupe? She only stayed a short time because this crooked cop was accusing her of stealing some valuable jewels? Sorry, it’s a complicated story. I’ll tell you the full version sometime. That’s Isabella.

She’s married now and living in a nice place here in San Francisco.

How are you and the boys?

I hope everything is okay and that Mum’s health is better than it was the last time I was home.

Are you still helping as a teacher’s assistant when you can, and are you enjoying it?

You can write to me at the address on the top of this page because I am going to be here for a while. If I’ve gone back to Lotta by the time it gets here, Izzy will forward it on.

I enclose the usual to help with food and other essentials. Take care, my darling.

Sis, you know I love you all very much. Kisses to the sky.

 

Rosie signed off with a flourish and pushed the notepaper and two five-dollar bills into an envelope and addressed it.

And then she lay back on the plumped-up pillows that cosseted her on every side in the deep, soft bed and gave a painful sigh.

He’ll hate me now, but that’s all to the good.

A whiny little voice answered from deep inside her.

Really? Is this what you truly wanted? For him to hate you?

You keep believing that, girl, the whiny voice said.

It would never have worked out, so it’s best to save myself the trouble.

Keep telling yourself that, too. It’s certainly safest that way.

She closed her eyes and allowed her imagination to roam. She pictured Alex bending over her and drawing her to her feet.

“I claim the next dance, madam,” he said, gazing into her eyes with a cheeky grin. He took her in his arms and twirled her around, her skirt billowing around her.

A delightful warmth started at her navel and spread right up through her chest.

I’m in heaven.

She reared up from the pillows, her cheeks blazing hot.

What sort of nonsense am I wallowing in? Get a grip, Rosalie.

That’s what her mother would say.

She bounced off the bed and crossed to the door.

Find yourself something to do that fits your station, she told herself, reaching for the bedroom door handle with a determined grip.

Like help Betty peel potatoes.


Five

Unlike his son, Bram Gordon was a man who never took rash actions. He calculated his every move, because more than anything else, he planned to win.

Aut neca, aut necare. Kill or be killed.

His father had drummed those words into him, and his father before that.

What a tragedy that Alistair took that family motto literally.

There’s never been any subtlety about that boy.

Gordon sighed and raised a ham-sized fist to his forehead, pushing back his abundant salt-and-pepper hair.

At fifty-six, he was a man still in his prime; a six-foot-four towering column of muscle which he worked hard to preserve with strenuous ranching activities and equestrian events.

Roping in a young heifer? He could give the youngest and fittest of his vaqueros a run for their money.

As one of the most powerful pastoralists in the state of California, he controlled thousands of acres of choice grazing land. In addition, he owned dozens of urban and commercial properties. He’d no need to engage in physical work.

He paid squads of vaqueros to do it for him, but he liked to show the world that he was still one of the best handlers around.

That was another subtlety Alistair never grasped.

You must show competence for others to want to follow you.

Bram sprawled back in his big leather chair, tree-trunk thighs spread in front of him, and brooded, one hand clutching his tombstone heart.

The minutes ticked by, marked by the steady clack of the grandfather clock in the hall, its mechanism loud enough to reach him in his study.

Outside his adobe farmhouse, the lowing of cattle drifted on the night breeze. The home was a legacy from his wife and her Californio family, one of the original Spanish land grants, a sloping, scrub-dotted grassland that ran down to the marshy coast.

His men would be out there on night patrol, although there were no more bears, no deer, elk, or beavers anymore.

Only the occasional cry of a coyote and the keening of sea birds, feasting on the teeming fish life on the shoreline.

Bram Gordon flexed his paws, with their scarred, supersize cigar fingers, squeezing them in and out, in and out, as if he was a prize boxer warming up for his next round.

Far-sightedness, he mused.

He’d failed to teach Alistair about that, as well. From childhood, the boy’s attitude had always been “I want it and I want it now.”

He should have done more to teach him restraint. To rein in that overweening pride.

Because now he lay in a coffin at the undertakers, ready for delivery to St John’s Presbyterian church in the morning.

Two funerals in little more than a year. First his wife Maria’s, at Easter, and now his firstborn and only son’s.

Alistair could never grasp the thrill of the long game, which is why he’d barged in on the de Vile boy with a brash, scattergun approach.

He’d probably been drinking, and wild companions, their bellies full of liquor, easily led him astray.

Now he, Bram, was an entirely different animal, a logroller who would devise any devious machination, join any unsavory alliance, to get what he wanted.

How else had he originally gained the 2000-acre Gordon Ranch?

He reached for the consoling brandy balloon glass filled to the brim at his elbow, and savored both the burn of the booze, and thinking of himself in the third person.

Bram Gordon, the church-mouse-poor Scottish bairn, risen to real estate magnate, California run holder, and hidden powerbroker.

The Gordon Ranch was his home, but he could buy and sell men, any number of them.

His mouth tightened at the memory of a couple of upstarts who’d defied him, but he wouldn’t waste precious brain power on them. They’d got their just desserts.

He snuggled further into his big rocking chair.

If she was here, Maria would point out that balloon glasses weren’t meant to be filled to the brim. But he’d good reason for drinking to excess.

And he was glad she wasn’t here to bury their boy tomorrow. She’d have been distraught, and he didn’t need the distraction.

If he was going to win this long game, he’d need to be deliberate in his revenge.

There’d be no rushing in, no “give it to with both barrels” for him.

His revenge would be calculated and sweet, and that de Vile pup would have no inkling he’d been robbed of a fortune.


***




Bram Gordon had drunk enough brandy to raise red veins in his granite-dark eyes. The burning liquid had broken the tombstone in his chest into pebbles, still painful and hard, but the burden he carried was no longer monumental.

The booze might have contributed to his fuzzy hearing and his blurred sight, but his mind was still razor sharp.

So when the lawman in a dark blue suit with a gold star on his lapel stepped into the study without knocking, he stared down the barrel of his Springfield rifle.

“Jumping Jehoshaphat, put that thing down, old man,” the newcomer growled, his voice harsh from the smoke of a thousand cigars.

“You don’t want another corpse to bury tomorrow, do you?”

Gordon’s eyes flashed with anger. He laid the gun across his knees and his red eyes glared.

“Don’t call my boy a corpse,” he snarled. “Have some respect.”

His companion dropped into a seat at his side, his voice softening. “Sorry, Bram. You gave me a fright, that’s all. I came as fast as I could.”

He glanced around him. The Gordon estate lay outside the legal boundaries of San Francisco town, accessed by a long ride around coastal inlets with no direct road.

Night had fallen hours ago, but Bram sat in darkness, the ornate brass lamp on the side table unlit, the wall sconces doused.
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Six

Alex saw the two men lounging on his Montgomery Street veranda from half a block away and knew immediately they weren’t his security detail.

He stopped in his tracks so abruptly at the sight that the fellow striding on his heels cannonaded into him. The tray of hot pies he carried, ready to sell to hungry passers-by who’d missed supper, tumbled onto the sidewalk.

Had Bram Gordon sent men to deal with him so soon? Were they going to gun him down on his own doorstep, in view of the passing crowds?

By the time he’d apologized to the vendor, helped the fellow clean up the smashed pies, fed them to the dogs that appeared from nowhere, and compensated him for his loss, the “intruders” were alongside him, helping with the cleanup.

“Jack! Kaleo!” He hugged and pounded each of them on the back. “I thought I was going to die in a hail of bullets as soon as I put a foot on my bottom step,” he laughingly acknowledged as they retraced the path to his house.

Jack Cabot was a trusted friend, an East Coast trust fund heir who’d recently pulled himself out of despair and dissolute living to care for his young niece.

And Kaleo Manolo was the natural son of Hector de Vile, Alex’s adopted father. They shared in running the de Vile empire now Hector was dead, but so much more, as well.

Alex, the adopted son, had benefited from Hector’s parental care and affection from early childhood. Kaleo had only become aware that Hector was his father in the last months of the patriarch’s life, and hardly had any time to get to know him before his dramatic death.

Nudging six feet in height as Alex did, there were few men he looked up to, but around these two Alex always had the sensation of being pint-sized.

Jack and Kaleo converged, one on either side of Alex, each placing an arm around his back to propel him the last few feet home.

And as soon as their arms made contact, their strength surged into him and Alex realized he’d been on the verge of collapse.

“Man, am I glad to see you two?”

Alex couldn’t suppress a light-headed gasp of relief.

“It’s been one heck of a day.”

“That’s what we thought,” said Kaleo in his rumbling church-choir bass. “We’ve come to the rescue.”

Alex laughed once again, the heavy cloud of despair and self-doubt that had descended already lifting.

“I surely need one.” He turned to Jack. “Where do I begin?”

They rushed him up the stairs, where stood the sturdy security men he’d left guarding the place while he went to Isabella’s blocked entry.

“Friends, not foe,” Alex said in a singsong voice. “Let them through.”

The wall of muscled chests parted like the Red Sea and they pitched through the gap into the front hall.

“Am I glad to see you?” said Alex. “Never was I in more need of sound worldly advice. It’s times like these you realize just what a capstone and shield Hector was.”

“We’ll be doing well if we can measure up to Hector’s record,” said Jack. Alex could hear the ring of respect in Jack’s voice.

“But we’ll sure as heck give it our best shot. Now show us where this mess happened and we’ll take it from there.”

Alex led them into the study, where rusty blotches stained the green carpet.

“I’m going to have to ditch this carpet,” said Alex in an aside. “I can’t understand why the police department hasn’t returned and inspected the scene already.”

Jack made a wry smooching gesture with his mouth.

“I’m afraid you’ll find collecting evidence isn’t a top priority with our Bay police. They rely more on innuendo and who’s paying.”

He shot Alex a wry grin, and Alex wasn’t sure if he was joking or serious.

“Who’s paying? What do you mean?” asked Alex. “Aren’t they all paid by ratepayers and the City fathers?”

“Some of their pay, yes, comes from legitimate sources. A big whack of it, though, comes from ‘contributions’ from the wealthy in return for favors.”

Jack gestured to the wall. “You look like you’ve been in a real street battle here,” he said. “Look at how much firepower they used.”

Alex gazed at the wall and tried to recall the exact sequence of events.

“You know, I can barely remember when they fired those. I was too busy diving for cover.”

“Just as well you did,” said Kaleo. “You’d be dead if you hadn’t.”

Jack wandered over and ran his finger over the studded holes in the scrim-covered matchwood that lay beneath the wallpaper.

His forefinger lingered on one in particular, and he wandered over to the desk and picked up a paper knife and returned.

“One bullet has stuck—and I bet we’d find more if we searched for them,” he said. He gently pried the casing out and held in up triumphantly between his thumb and index finger.

“This looks to me like a bullet from the new Smith and Wesson revolver,” he said.

“That doesn’t come from the usual two-bit store. This is a sophisticated piece of firepower. I think it gives us a clue that these certainly were not your average hustlers.”

Alex grimaced. “We already know that, Jack, if there’s any truth to the police report that the guy I killed was Bram Gordon’s son, Alistair. What I don’t understand is why he’d come here after me.

“Our company has no connections that I know of with the Gordon outfit. We’re not in direct competition with them anywhere that I know of. Isn’t that right, Kaleo?”

His taciturn half-brother nodded but didn’t comment further.

“I don’t understand why he’d turn up here wielding a high-powered piece of artillery and fire on me. Because believe me, he had a gun in his hands.

“He was about to fire on me. His mate must have picked it up and run off with it when he saw he was dead.”

Kaleo leaned against the desk and gazed around him with that far-sighted stare he had about him. The look Alex imagined he used when he was assessing the wave break and deciding whether the surf was good for board riding.

The Hawaiian loved the sea and back home was a king of ocean sport.

Then, in his typical unhurried, droll way, Kaleo asked, “What do you know about your father’s family?”

“My father? Well. You know about as much as I do…”

“Not Hector. Your blood father. Rafael, the photographer. What do you know about them?”

“Forgive me for asking Kaleo, but how is this relevant? I know practically nothing at all about my Spanish family. But why are you asking?”

Kaleo slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his jacket and displayed a piece of gold braid in his open palm.

“I picked this up on your doorstep while we were waiting for you to return. And if I’m not mistaken, there’s another piece of it just there.”

He pointed to the carpet at Alex’s feet. Alex bent over, scooped it up and examined it, turning it over delicately in his fingers.

“Braid sewn with sequins…” he said, a questioning wonder in his voice.

Kaleo’s dark eyes never left his face.

“And who wears jackets with sequins on them?” he asked.

“The old-style Spanish administrators. And their sons,” he added quickly.

“From families who are desperately hanging on to their past importance.”

Alex fingered the remnant and then took the few steps to Kaleo and laid the piece he had found alongside the one that Kaleo held in his open palm.

“They match,” he said.

“Which leads me to conclude that Alistair Gordon came here with one of his Spanish cousins. You know his mother was Spanish? She was Maria de Rameros. That’s partly how Bram got his hands on the old Rameros ranch.”

“How on earth do you know that? I didn’t know that and I’m part Spanish.”

Kaleo shrugged. “I read it in the newspaper, partner. She died a while back and there was quite an obituary. She comes from one of the old alciade families.”

“Fancy you remembering that,” Alex said, his voice still laced with surprise.

“It’s our business to know this stuff,” said Kaleo, slightly reprovingly.

“Why do you think Hector was successful at business? He knew who was who and what they were up to.”

Alex gave him a warm grin.

“You’re a chip off the old block, no doubt about it. And am I glad you are?”

Jack had come and stood close by as they’d been handling the fragment, and he raised his hand in warning.

“Don’t get too excited about this, Alex. Firstly. I’d counsel you not to let on to the deputy when he arrives that you’ve found it. You’ll be handing them evidence they will immediately destroy, if it suits them.”

Alex’s throat choked with indignation.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I know the way Bram Gordon and men like him work. I’m sorry to have to tell you, but Hector operated the same way. Most rich men do.”

Alex’s mouth took on a mutinous line.

Jack pulled at a lock of hair that had fallen over Alex’s eyes and continued.

“There are a few good men left. But most of them, if they’ve got the loot, have cops and justices and other high officials on their payroll.

“They can buy any solution they want. And right now, Bram Gordon is setting you up to face a charge of cold-blooded murder. That’s why whoever was with his son removed his weapon. They’re not stupid.”

Alex felt the breath whoosh out of his lungs. A gaping vacuum opened up deep inside, and he had to battle to get air back into his chest.

“So… so what can I do?” he stuttered.

A long silence rang between them. Then Kaleo pocketed the two pieces of braid.

“We find out more about this Spanish connection. Why are they suddenly interested in you? There must be something to do with your father’s family to set this off. We have to find out what that is.”
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