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Part 1 of the Red Dog Conspiracy

Can you truly ever escape your past?

The once-beautiful domed neo-Victorian city of Bridges is split between four crime families in an uneasy cease-fire. Social disparity increasing and its steam-driven infrastructure failing, a new faction is on the rise: the Red Dogs.

Jacqueline Spadros has a dream life: a wealthy husband, a powerful family. But her life is not what it seems. Kidnapped from her mother's brothel and forced to marry, the murder of her best friend Air ten years before haunts her nightmares. She finds moments of freedom in a small-time private eye business, which she hides in fear of her sadistic father-in-law.

Air's little brother disappears off his back porch and the Red Dogs are framed for it. With the help of a mysterious gentleman investigator hired by the Red Dogs to learn the truth, Jacqui pushes her abilities to their limits in hope of rescuing the child before the kidnapper disposes of him.
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To my children, who have taught me so much.
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The Letter

A domed city, split by four rivers, an island at its center. In the southeast quadrant, a taxi-carriage pulled up to a shop on 2nd Street. In the gutter lay a card:

BRIDGES: 500 YEARS OF CULTURE

THE JEWEL OF THE GREAT PLAINS

The postcard depicting an elegant couple crossing a golden bridge lay in horse manure. A carriage-track ran through it.

I stepped over the scene as I climbed from the taxi-carriage, my borrowed boots grating on the rough concrete sidewalk. Trash flew past in the wind. The air smelled of rain, clouds hanging dark in the afternoon sky. “How much to wait?”

The clocks chimed half past two. The driver, in his sixties, pushed his goggles up on his forehead. His horse tossed its head and shifted. “Here? Penny now, penny when you done,” he paused, leering, “cause I like you.” He made no attempt to hide his survey of my person.

Unimpressed, I handed him the penny, entering the white wooden storefront as large drops fell.

The floorboards squeaked. The front room, lit by a bulb hanging from the ceiling, smelled of mildew. Grayish-green paint flaked off the walls.

The woman behind the counter, pale with graying brown hair, wore widow’s brown. “Welcome to Bryce Fabrics. How can I help you?”

Eleanora. When I last saw her ten years ago, she screamed curses and wept. How could she be here? What would she do? I felt an urge to run.

I took a deep breath. A child changed more in ten years than a woman. Her face held no recognition. “You sent for assistance?”

“Oh! Yes!” She grabbed my hand, her relief plain. “I’m Eleanora Bryce. I’m so glad you came.”

She led me behind the counter and into their back room. Three beds and a rickety desk lined the walls. A small table with two stools sat in the center. A rusty hat-rack stood in the corner close by: three thin, battered coats hung there.

A tall, thin adolescent with dark hair sat on a stool in the far left corner. He pointed when I entered the room. “That’s her!”

He was six when last I saw him. How did he recognize me?

He held up the newspaper with my portrait (among others) on the front page. Emblazoned across the top, it read:

GRAND BALL EXTRAVAGANZA!

Bridges Family Meeting Countdown!

Mrs. Bryce grabbed the paper from his hand, then peered at me. “Herbert, you’re right, it is her!”

Mrs. Bryce appeared astonished to see me in my disguise: a shop maid’s uniform, black with a white apron. “Mrs. Spadros herself!” She curtsied. “I would never have called if I would have known such a fine lady would answer!”

I felt sad. Would she be glad to see me if she learned my true identity? Would she curtsy then, or would she strike me?

Rain beat against the windows and lightning flashed, the rumbling of thunder close behind.

Herbert didn’t bow.

Those same eyes.

The same pale serious face.

“Jacqui, don’t go.”

The moon hung high overhead. The frigid air smelled of dirt and sweat. Thirty children trained at knife-fighting by lamp-light a few yards up the narrow alley. “Please don’t go. This feels bad. Men don’t want little kids for nothing good.”

Mrs. Bryce said, “My boy’s gone missing.”

Startled at her words, I jolted out of the memory. “What?”

“My son. He’s missing. It’s why I called you.” Several portraits sat upon a tiny dresser in the corner across the room to the right. Mrs. Bryce went to it and handed me a tintype photo: a boy. Light skin, dark hair, dark eyes, round face. She claimed he was twelve; he looked closer to ten.

Sitting with Ma at her trestle table in the cathedral, eating warm bread with butter. The sounds of moaning and panting down the hall behind the tan linen curtains. Telling Ma our story and laughing at escaping the police. The smells of sex and baking in the air. His big dark eyes happy, his pale face flushed with the liquor he tasted and the candle-lit warmth. His little legs kicked under the stool ...

I shook my head, trying to clear the memories of that terrible night. “This is a recent picture?”

Mrs. Bryce nodded. “Yes, mum, taken before Yuletide. Maybe three weeks ago? Right after we moved here.”

“And you’re sure he didn’t run off?”

Mrs. Bryce’s brown eyes filled with tears. “No, mum, I swear. David was a good boy, in the midst of his chore-work. ‘Off to sweep the stair,’ he said, ‘I’ll be right back.’ He never came in.”

Thunder pealed. Harsh light illuminated the barren room.

I called myself an investigator, but I investigated minor matters: a missing dog, renters who moved without paying. So this case violated rules I laid for myself. I avoided police affairs ...

“I can’t pay you ...” Mrs. Bryce said.

... and I didn’t do a case without payment in advance. Not even this one.

“... but I’ll do whatever you like, anything, if you’ll help me.”

I never liked Eleanora. She never liked me. When she realized who I was ....

“Please, mum, I know how it looks. The police said he run off, but I know he was taken and they all ignore me.”

This woman lived most of her life a dozen blocks from this very point, well on the other side of that spiked wrought-iron fence encircling the Pot. Why would she expect the police to help an out-of-town widow with no Family connections and no bribe money? Had she really forgotten?

My borrowed corset pinched at the hips; it chafed with every move. I wanted to change into my own clothes, get away from this room full of bad memories and guilt.

I regarded the portrait, feeling melancholy: David looked just like him. “Show me where you last saw the boy.”

The Bryce’s back stair appeared much like any two blocks from the Pot: rickety wooden steps with rusty metal banisters leading down to a rat-infested alley.

Clouds loomed dark across the sky. The only real light came from an oil lamp far down the alley to our right. We took refuge from the downpour under the eaves, out of the wind.

A dark figure moved in the shadows twenty yards to our left. Something about him frightened me. I hoped the rain would hide our words and send him away.

“When your boy disappeared, did you find anything amiss?”

“Nothing at all. Everything was as it should be, except I found his little broom on the ground,” her voice broke, “and him gone.”

I surveyed the alley. It appeared normal ... except ...

I crossed towards a red spot on the far wall, near waist level. “Was this here before he went missing?”

“No, mum, at least, I don’t think so.”

I leaned over to examine the spot, Tenni’s corset stabbing at my midsection. A solid red silhouette of a dog, ink-stamped onto the wall.

The tower clock chimed three. The man began walking towards us.

“I must go.” I might be Jacqueline Spadros, but that would hardly stop a scoundrel from committing robbery or worse before he learned of it. We hurried back inside, and I breathed a sigh of relief when the door locked behind me.

Then I remembered I carried weapons, and felt silly.

Mrs. Bryce said, “You’re going to find him ... right?”

I shook my head and kept walking through the room. The situation frightened me. “This is a police matter, and I can’t be involved. No quadrant-lady can, but especially not me.”

“But—”

I turned to her. “Do you realize who my father-in-law is? What he would do to all three of us (I gestured at Herbert) if he learned I came here?”

She turned even paler than she was, and nodded.

“Don’t ever contact me at my home again. It’s much too dangerous. If you wish to hire me in the future, send a note to Madame Biltcliffe. Address it to my maid Amelia Dewey.”

Mrs. Bryce stared at me, mouth open. “I — I never sent anything to your home, mum! I swear!”

I put my hand in my pocket, touched the letter hidden there. “I’m curious. Why did you contact Madame Biltcliffe?” My dressmaker Marie Biltcliffe owned a shop in downtown Spadros quadrant; she sent me cases from time to time.

“When I went to the police station, mum,” she said, “a couple sat nearby. They must have heard me talk to the constable. The lady told me I might find help there.”

A couple so certain of Madame Biltcliffe’s association with an investigator that they told others of it? “Did they give any names?”

“I didn’t ask,” Mrs. Bryce said. “I was so upset ...”

“I understand. What did the couple look like?”

Mrs. Bryce smiled like a young girl. “Nice looking, especially the man!” She fanned herself with her left hand. “They were about your age, and the lady had red hair.”

This didn’t help much. “If you meet them again, please let me know.” I felt like a traitor. “I’m sorry, I really am. But I can’t help you. Leave this to the police.”

Walking through the front room of this shop, I knew the right thing to do, even then. But I felt too afraid.

I handed the taxi-driver his penny. “Madame Biltcliffe’s dress shop on 42nd street, please.”

His mother Eleanora, in Bridges, her youngest gone missing.

David looked just like him.

“Jacqui, you shouldn’t go.”

Heedless of the pedestrians and carriages beside me in the street, I wept.

* * *
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I entered Madame Biltcliffe’s dress shop through her back door. A warm glow and the smell of fresh linen greeted me. Madame’s shop maid Tenni handed me a hat box. “For tonight.”

I smiled. Quite clever, Madame.

Tenni was just seventeen, yet appeared much like me from behind — curled reddish-brown hair, light brown skin. We wore close to the same size, and I often used Tenni as a decoy when on a case: I would wear her clothes, and she mine.

We went to a fitting room. Tenni helped me change into my original dress, a peacock blue walking gown. My husband Tony said he liked it because it matched my eyes.

I sighed with relief on removing Tenni’s new maid’s corset, which left a red mark on my hip. “Did anyone inquire for me?”

“No, mum. And I stayed out of sight, as you asked.”

“Good girl.” I gave her a penny.

Tenni curtsied. “Thank you, mum.”

“Ask Madame to return.”

Madame Marie Biltcliffe entered: a tall, handsome, middle-aged woman with perfect black hair.

“Have either of you spoken to anyone about my business? Someone who decided not to contact me?”

They both shook their heads.

“I have never had anyone refuse your help who I referred,” Madame said. “And I never speak your name before the meeting.”

“Mrs. Bryce said a young woman with red hair told her to contact you.”

Madame Biltcliffe frowned. “I know of no such woman.”

“I feel confused, Madame. When Mrs. Bryce wrote you, why did you not contact me?”

She seemed surprised. “I never contact you until I speak with the woman myself. I didn’t know her, and she merely sent a note. If she would have waited —”

I shook my head. “She says she didn’t write to me.”

“How strange.” Madame Biltcliffe appeared as perplexed as I felt. “I suppose I am glad she is no forger.”

I laughed at that thought. “No, that she is not.”

I remembered my sore midsection. “Would you make a maid’s corset for me to keep here for future use?”

“I would be happy to.” Madame Biltcliffe smiled and went to the curtain, holding it open for me. I emerged from the dressing room, and she curtsied as I passed by.

I breezed out of the shop and onto the street. My black and silver carriage stood ready, drawn by black horses with silver tackle. As I took my day footman Skip Honor’s hand to enter the coach, I glanced to my left.

A man wearing brown stood several doors down, turning away at my glance. I didn’t see his face, but he seemed familiar. I felt certain he had been watching me.

I turned to Honor. “That man. How long has he stood there?”

But when Honor and I looked again, the man was gone.

While in the coach on the way home, I pulled the letter from my pocket.


Dear Mrs. Spadros —

I hate to impose upon you during the holiday, but it would be of much help if you could find time to call on me today. My maid Tenni will, of course, be ready to assist you. It is a matter of some urgency.

Your servant, Marie Biltcliffe


The letter, on Madame’s stationery, scented with her perfume, and in her handwriting. Madame claimed she never sent it. Mrs. Bryce claimed she never sent it either. Then who did? And why?

A puzzle. I moved the pieces around in my mind and could make nothing of it.

––––––––
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The Ball

The Grand Ball. The one night this town of thieves and liars pretended they weren’t ready to stab each other at the slightest provocation. I anticipated an interesting time.

Stars studded the night sky as we alighted from the coach. My husband Tony took my hand, and we moved through the crowds lining the wide marble stairs to the Grand Ball House.

Tony’s men scanned the people and rooftops for danger, and the crowd parted before them. We stopped on occasion to allow the newsmen to take our photos with a flash and a puff of smoke.

Fireworks boomed above us. In the distance, cheers went up after each fiery blossom.

Boom. Cheer.

Boom. Cheer.

Fireworks reminded me of him. Every New Year’s Eve, we played with his wind-up automatons, made from bits of junk he found. When we were eleven, he set them all walking around his flat roof while we watched the show and laughed. He never saw fireworks again.

I felt Tony’s solemn blue eyes upon me; I had stopped on the stair. I took a deep breath to clear my head, to smooth my face for the cameras, and continued on. The lamps threw strange shadows behind and between our paid admirers.

I imagined the other Families climbing their own staircases. Why have our own photographers, our own toadies throwing hothouse flowers? Why this fragile ceasefire, which required separate entry to the building to ensure peace?

A magnificent building once, the years had not been kind to the old Ball House. The occasional coat of whitewash did little to hide the cracks in the foundation as the island the Ball House sat upon sank under the weight of so much falsehood.

We reached the top of the stairs without incident. Armed men in black and silver Spadros livery opened the brown paneled doors for us.

Inside lay a rosewood-paneled antechamber, smelling of lemon polish. To our left, brown leather attached with brass tacks covered the top of the coat-counter.

“Take your coats and hat?”

Tony handed over his top hat and overcoat, then brushed a strand of black hair back into place.

“And your weapon, sir.”

Tony hesitated, then retrieved his holstered revolver from his left pocket.

Tony helped me out of my floor-length forest green over-coat. It was my favorite: trimmed, beaded, and embroidered in black. I took Tony’s arm as he led me to the Ladies’ Room.

A woman dressed in black and silver opened the door, and the scent of cut flowers billowed towards me. The Ladies’ Room glowed yellow in the lamplight. Mirrored in front of me and to my left, the room overflowed with flowers and glittering ladies. These ladies were the most trusted wives and sisters of Tony’s main men.

The women beckoned me to the center of the room past a small table and ottoman. They took my new green velvet hat, fussing over my hair. Then they brushed off mud and blotted out wet spots on my gown. I sat on the ottoman, where they exchanged my muddy boots for soft green dinner shoes. When I presented myself to the Ballroom, I must appear flawless, or they would face questions as to why.

Every so often, a loudspeaker blared to my right announcing each group. The words were incoherent, muffled by distance and closed doors.

My lady’s maid Amelia brought my cigarettes. Short, plump, her black hair turning gray, Amelia Dewey wore a uniform like my disguise a few hours earlier. I let her light me up and took a long drag.

The golden lamplight reminded me of home. Not my gilded cage in Spadros Manor, but my real home in the Pot, Ma’s cathedral.

Ma was beautiful, the owner of the finest brothel in the Pot. Her hair was curly and dark; her skin, soft and brown. She taught me how to make deals, how to run the business, how to smile at a mark. I missed her so much it hurt.

Was she safe? Was she happy? Had she learned to live without me?

Amelia rose. “It’s time, mum.” Entering the Ballroom at the scheduled time kept us from meeting another Family in the hallway without our men to protect us.

I went across the room, through the door, and to the right, down a long red-carpeted hallway to the Ballroom entry. Jazz music played far in the distance, growing louder as I approached: a dance tune.

Tony waited at the closed doors and smiled when he saw me approach. “Into battle.”

I laughed in spite of myself as the doors opened.

A golden railing lay before us. A long sweeping stair led down along the wall to our right. Beyond and far below, at least two hundred people danced. The polished oak floor gleamed.

A great red pillar stood in the center of the room, rising to a white and gold vaulted ceiling. A large raised area surrounded it, bordered by four long steps and large enough for a whole party of its own. Rectangular tables stood on this dais. Here the four Family heads sat with their Inventors, one group to each table, on all four sides.

Bridges had a Mayor, a Chief of Police, but the Families ruled the city.

The platform rotated with clockwork precision. When a group appeared at the appointed time, their Family heads faced the stair to greet them. A jazz orchestra sat at the far left of the dais, the members sorting their sheet music.

An announcer stood by a podium to our right, a loudspeaker in hand. He glanced at us as we came through the doors, checked his pocket-watch and a list, then nodded. “MR. AND MRS. ANTHONY SPADROS.”

We descended into the Ballroom, accompanied by applause. The room smelled of cooked meats, candles, perfumes, flowers, and floor polish. It smelled of a party trying to be fine, and it looked the part.

The Ballroom walls were white paneling, edged with gold, with red velvet inlays. But our Family colors decked the room as well. Black velvet with silver embroidery covered the tables; silver candlesticks sat upon them. Tacky, but it got the point across: the Spadros Family hosted the Grand Ball this year.

Tables lined the walls, laden with trays of cubed meats, candied fruits, cheeses, and small sandwiches. Waiters wearing black and silver brought drinks and cleared tables.

Tony’s parents already sat at their table on the raised area. Crossing the hall, we went to the steps to greet them.

Glittering strands of snow now crept in among his black-ice hair, but the name Roy Spadros still turned brave men into statues of frozen terror.

I remembered the frigid night I first saw him. He stood on the cobblestones in that moonlit intersection composed, as if in complete control as people died around him.

Roy smelled of cold hard cash; his tuxedo, black as a clear winter’s night. Blue-ice eyes stared out from a pale uncaring face, yet he could pretend courtesy when he wanted.

“Hello, Anthony, Jacqui.” He spoke with no emotion as he shook Tony’s hand and kissed mine. “Good to see you.”

“And you too, sir,” Tony said.

Molly Hogan Spadros was beautiful, buxom, and raven-haired. She wore heavy makeup and a long-sleeved red gown which showed her figure to good advantage.

She hugged each of us in turn and didn’t flinch when I hugged her back. “I am so glad to see you.”

“And you.” Her nose had healed, and she no longer wore her cast. Matters in Roy’s empire must please him these days.

The orchestra began to play, dancers swirling around us. Our Inventor, Maxim Call, closed-lipped and eccentric as most on the Board were, didn’t rise. He scribbled in a notebook, glancing up to nod at us.

After our visit with Tony’s parents, we circled the dais as it rotated, visiting the heads of each Family in turn. I didn’t know them well, but we were only expected to offer brief greetings. Politeness dictated we should be off the dais before the announcement of the next guests.

Charles and Judith Hart were both red-haired, although silver battled red. It was clear Charles enjoyed his meals — and if rumors told true, his vodka — much more than he should. The couple wore forest green trimmed in silver, which suited them.

Roy Spadros despised Charles Hart; any mention of the man’s name threw him into a rage. Roy placed the orchestra in front of the Harts as an insult, so their people would have to walk around it to greet them.

I believe Roy intended me to kill Charles Hart one day. But Roy did not excel in persuasion. At the time, I saw more reason to kill Roy Spadros than Charles Hart, should the choice ever appear.

For I remembered the glint on Mr. Hart’s cheek at my wedding. It would not surprise me if Roy knew of Mr. Hart’s soft-hearted nature, and let him attend just to watch him cry. Roy’s motivation for any action was to cause pain; it seemed to be the only thing which gave him real enjoyment.

Mr. Hart held our hands in his and smiled at us as proudly as if we were his own children. “How are you?”

“Quite well, sir,” Tony said, and I nodded.

Mrs. Hart fixed her eyes on Tony. “A pleasure to see you.” In all the times we met, she never once looked me in the eye.

I smiled. “A pleasure to see you too.”

She flinched and set her jaw. So disdain, not shyness, kept her from greeting me.

Get in line with the rest, sugar.

The Harts’ Inventor (and heir) Etienne Hart never acknowledged us, so engrossed was he in his book. His thick spectacles had a multiplicity of lenses for closer magnification.

Julius and Rachel Diamond, so dark of skin and hair, were the most attractive and the youngest of the Family heads. They gained their title when the elder Mr. Diamond turned his cards in six years ago.

Rumor had it the father’s death was not natural, but who expected a Family Patriarch to die in peace?

Julius wore a black tuxedo with a white cravat. Ironic, since Tony wore the same. Rachel wore a beaded, embroidered silver-gray gown. One of the Diamond sons (they had seven in all) stood across the table. We waited at a discreet distance until the man finished conversing with his father.

The man, just past thirty, glared at Tony when he saw us, then left. We came forward.

“Hello,” Mr. Diamond said, but he didn’t offer his hand to either of us. A powerfully built man, but a fiercely suspicious one.

“Hello, sir.” Tony didn’t offer his hand either.

Julius Diamond had never spoken to Tony in my presence otherwise. Something deep lay in his eyes, close to outrage, as if Tony once gave him a terrible insult which felt fresh, which he could never forgive. Tony had never revealed what sparked his wrath; he accepted the anger as if he deserved it.

“One of these days we must get together.” Mrs. Diamond spoke in a childlike tone. Could she be unaware of her younger son’s vendetta against our Family, the glares of her older son, the open hostility of her husband?

They say Rachel Diamond was once a brilliant woman, who never recovered from the death of her father-in-law. I felt it a pity not to have met her before then. “Yes, we must.”

Their Inventor, a thin man with a face to match, tinkered with his pocket-watch there at the table, unaware of our presence.

Alexander and Regina Clubb had bright blue eyes and golden hair. Lean and athletic, they appeared much younger than the truth, by all accounts. Some whispered Regina must be at least seventy, her oldest daughter being over fifty. Whatever her age, Regina had smooth skin and a fine figure. Her royal blue gown matched Alexander’s cravat.

Alexander Clubb had a mechanical left arm, a memento from the Bloody Year long before my birth. Rumor said his arm was a marvel, made by a master craftsman, and all the fingers worked. Just a glint of bronze and leather showed between his white glove and shirtsleeve when he greeted us.

“We’re launching our new yacht next month, assuming the weather holds warm,” Mrs. Clubb said. “Would you like to visit for a week in the Spring?”

We glanced at each other. The invitation seemed genuine. “Certainly!” Tony said. “Please send word when you’re ready.”

Their Inventor, a young brown-haired woman, smiled and shook hands without rising. To speak with another Family’s Inventor raised suspicion. So our duties completed and the music waning, we descended to join the real party.

I glanced back at the dais. “What do you suppose the Clubbs were about?”

Tony smiled for the first time since entering the ballroom. “We’ll learn soon enough. Neither of them breathe without it being part of some intrigue.”

The loudspeaker blared, the applause died down, and the music began. Tony and I danced a slow waltz, deliberately circling the dais. This gave us the opportunity to survey the room. Couples from all four Families danced around us. Since the Bad Times, much of the city’s population had Family ties, even if “under the table.”

”Fled, dead, or in a Family bed,“ so it was said.

Lance Clubb, a shy blond man of three and twenty, chatting with Julius Diamond? A more unlikely pair I couldn’t imagine.

“What do you find funny?”

I gestured with my chin, and Tony peeked at the two.

Julius Diamond beamed, shaking Lance Clubb’s hand with enthusiasm.

“I have a guess as to that.”

“Do tell.”

“You like puzzles, solve it yourself.”

Lance was Alex and Regina Clubb’s youngest child, only son, and the Clubb Family heir. But what could he have said to please Julius Diamond so much? I needed more information, so I put the matter aside.

The music ended, the loudspeaker died away, and we turned to promenade the room. “A drink?” Tony said.

“Will they serve anything stronger than port?”

“It’s unseemly for you to drink liquor in public.”

I laughed. “You mean to drink a ‘man’s drink.’“

He continued on with the same pace, his face and body not showing his emotions. He was a master at it. “No, Jacqui, you drink too much. The amount you drink at these events is commented upon.”

I patted his arm. “I am always in perfect control of my faculties. I would never cause you embarrassment.”

“We shall see.” But he brought me to the bar anyway. Tony could never deny me anything back then.

The bar did have some proper drinks after all. I chose a rum and soda. Tony chose a table across the room where we could see the staircase, the dais, and the dancers.

“The perfect place to sit,” I said, and Tony smiled.

Our rather long table filled with sycophants, Tony’s main men, and their dance partners.

Major Blackwood, white-whiskered and round, classified in the first group. As always, in uniform, which I suspected was custom-made well after leaving the service.

Major Blackwood made his living by being amusing at parties. He then secured invitations to luncheon, dinner, and tea the rest of the year. I imagine this saved him quite a bit of money.

The Major began regaling the ladies at the far end of the table with a bawdy story from his days in the military.

“... I had a time when I was shot in the leg when I was in the Army, and I learned to use a cane,” he brandished it, “to get around, and began to rely on it for fetching other things near to my bed ... pretty nurses, for example!”

The ladies giggled.

“The use of a cane is like a habit to me, and I was walking along once ...”

Since they were at the other end of the long table, the music was a bit too loud for me to hear him properly. I spent the time watching the orchestra.

“They play well,” Tony said. “I’ll have Michaels send a note of congratulations to the leader.” Jacob Michaels was Tony’s manservant, like my Amelia. The idea of servitude is abominable, but few people care what I think.

“That would be lovely.” I drank more of my rum.

“... why, it wouldn’t have been gentlemanly for me to just let her lie there ...” Major Blackwood said.

A fair quality rum, but they served better the year before. Had Roy Spadros taken up economizing as his new hobby?

“I remember when I was in the military,” Major Blackwood said, “the scrapes I got into ...”

I wanted a cigarette, but it annoyed Roy when women smoked. I didn’t need to attract his attention tonight.

“... and we hoisted the horse onto the ROOF!”

Gales of laughter came from the other end of the table. Tony and I grinned at each other.

When the set finished and the applause died down, the announcer said, “MASTER JOSEPH KERR, AND HIS SISTER, MISS JOSEPHINE KERR.”

I sat, mouth open in shock, my heart beating painfully. I could hardly breathe.

Joseph Kerr.

When I saw him on the stair after all those years, I knew he was going to be trouble.

Dark brown hair, green eyes, golden skin, stylishly and immaculately dressed, his body toned and taut. Sensual as a cat, a large, dangerous cat, exciting and sleek, languid yet fierce.

Still the most handsome man I have ever seen. He knew he was handsome, and from the rumors, used it to good advantage.

Arm in arm with his twin, Joseph Kerr acknowledged the applause all the way down the stair. Josephine was as blond as Joe was dark, beautiful, and single. I heard many stories of their exploits over the years. Every young man wanted her; every young woman wanted him.

Josie refused every man who asked for her hand, a source of constant discussion and speculation. As far as I knew, Joe never asked anyone for her hand since the night we last met. This sparked less controversy and more speculation as to who would tame him. No one ever asked my opinion, for which I felt grateful.

I watched Joseph and Josephine Kerr descend the stairs. The unmarried set gathered around them, laughing and talking.

Joseph Kerr was only a year older than I, yet had a reputation as a gambler, a womanizer, a dandy. Some accused him of worse. But most people defamed the Kerrs since they lost control of Bridges four generations ago.

A waiter approached, so I finished my drink and exchanged the empty glass for a glass of champagne on his tray. Tony took a glass too, and asked the waiter to bring some for the whole table.

Tony stood, addressing his men. “This has been a good year for the Spadros Family, and it’s because of you. To greater success in the New Year.”

I paused, remembering a magical night long ago, then smiled up at Tony. This time, it was genuine, the smile of a woman who adored her man, a woman in love. Tony, confident in his triumph, gave me the same smile in return. If I thought about it too long, it might break my heart.

In my whole life up to then, I had only loved one man. I had given my whole heart to this man, my very soul, if you (unlike most) should think I owned one.

“To greater success in the New Year,” the rest of the table said, and sipped at their glasses.

That man ...

... was Joseph Kerr.

The champagne tasted bitter, but I drank my glass dry.

I went to the Spadros Ladies’ Room just off the ballroom and found Amelia to get another smoke.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” Amelia said.

“Certainly.” I sat and let Amelia light my cigarette, while the attendants fussed with my gown and hair.

Why was Joseph Kerr here, now, tonight, of all nights? Where had he been all these years? Why had he never sent one word? I took a drag, and tried to blow away the melancholy in smoke.

The wind blew chill beside Benjamin Kerr’s statue, broken upon the ground. Burns and ax-marks and hateful words decorated it.

Joe stared at the ruin. “My ancestor.” He surveyed the shattered plaza. “One day this place could be good, like he made it. No more cold, no more rags.” He took my hands in his. “I love you, Jacqui. I want you by me when all this is set right. Will you have me?”

“I will.” I kissed his hands. “But how can I? I’m to marry his boy.”

Joe turned away. “My daddy’s old man has money, I seen it. We can go on the zeppelin, far from here. Just think, Jacqui ... we’ll be free.”

That was six years before. I believed Joe, and gave him all a girl had to give a man.

That night, my mother woke me. She put me into a carriage with people I had never met, to live with people who had only disdain for me.

Roy Spadros said if I set foot in the Spadros portion of the Pot again, he would burn Ma’s cathedral with everyone in it.

I never saw Joe again, until tonight.

I still loved him.

I put out the cigarette and went to the door.

“... smoking again ... shocking behavior ... not sure why the Family puts up with it ... what do you expect from a Pot rag ...?”

I opened the door; a few old biddies stood along the wall. One hushed the other, but I strolled to the closest table as if I heard nothing.

A handsome, brooding man sang, while the orchestra played a slow song of young love thwarted.

I listened to the man sing, desperately trying to hold the pain back. A waiter passed with a drink tray, and I took a glass, not caring what it held.

The music died away, and there was applause.

“I’m sorry, Jacqui.” That beloved voice behind me held true sorrow, but I dared not turn, not even for my dearest friend.

Jonathan Diamond walked around to face me, and bent to gaze at my down-turned face. “What’s this?”

I brushed at my eyes. “Nothing.”

He took my left hand and kissed it. “You knew this would happen sooner or later. I’m sorry it was tonight.” He took a step back, the ever-present small brown velvet bag of vials at his left hip clinking. “You look absolutely beautiful.”

Jonathan Courtenay Diamond was a tall, handsome man of twenty and six. The youngest of the Diamond sons, Jon had an easy air and fine manners, so unlike his father. He wore a forest green tuxedo and a black cravat pinned with his Family’s symbol. His normally tight-coiled hair he wore neatly pressed, parted just right of center. “You look quite dashing, Jon.”

He beamed at me, and I do believe he blushed. “Thank you!”

For some reason, his blush made me feel better. I raised my glass to him and drained it. “I wish I could get drunk and forget everything, like everyone else seems to.”

Jonathan chuckled. “It’s not as fun as it sounds, sweet girl, especially the next morning.”

His tone of voice made me smile, just like always.

“I wish I could chat, dearest. But I must make the rounds.” He winked. “Duty calls.”

I set the empty glass on the table and returned to my seat. Perhaps I could survive this night after all.

After some time, Joseph and Josephine Kerr arrived at our table. We rose to greet them. Joe wore a dark burgundy tuxedo, while Josie wore a burgundy gown trimmed in white. They took dressing alike as a challenge; when we were young, they would do (or steal) anything to match.

Josephine’s blond curls cascaded down one side of her perfect face beneath a rose-colored half-veil. I took her hand. “The goddess approaches! Radiant, as always.”

She blushed. “You look lovely, too, Mrs. Spadros,” emphasizing my title, “And I would love to get the name of your dressmaker!”

“I will have my maid Amelia send you a card.”

“I would be delighted!” Josephine clapped her white gloved hands. I thought this played the ingenue a bit too far, considering she was a year older than I.

Joe took my hand and kissed it, his eyes meeting mine. “Charmed to see you again.”

Oh, my ... he was stunning.

“I didn’t know you were acquainted,” Tony said.

I smiled at him. “Childhood friends.”

Tony paused, puzzlement on his face. “Ah, yes.”

Evidently he had forgotten my past. No one else seemed to.

Tony shook Joe’s hand. “Then you’re most welcome here.”

The twins beamed at him. Josephine had a gorgeous smile, but Joe’s lit the room. His smile held happiness and freedom, life and contentment, a smile usually only seen in small children.

No one who smiled like that could ever be false.

“It’s so grand to be welcomed,” Josephine said. “We adore these parties, don’t we, Joe?”

Joe gazed fondly at his sister. “We do.” He turned to Tony. “We meet such fascinating people.”

Tony seemed at a loss for words. I took Tony’s arm, heart pounding, and spoke to Joe, trying to keep my tone light. “Is your grandfather well?”

Joe focused on Tony, yet spoke loud enough so anyone could hear. “He’s 87 now. Putters around in his garden, his library. Josie takes care of him these days.”

Tony put his arm around me. “The old have earned relaxing afternoons. I suppose we’ll see those if we live long enough.”

The rest of the table laughed. The twins excused themselves, promising to return once their “duties” were through.

“They seem a pleasant pair,” Tony said.

One of his newer Associates came to the table. Reeking of alcohol, he laughed in derision, his words slurring. “A couple of god-damned Pot rags, daring to show their faces around decent folk. Shameful.”

Tony frowned. “That will be quite enough.”

All eyes were on me, except for Major Blackwood. “Well, if they’re Pot rags, they’re certainly delightful ones.”

I laughed at the Major’s oblivious cheek. Everyone followed.

Tony turned to me. “I will have that man gone.”

I shrugged. “I find his honesty refreshing.”

Tony frowned and shook his head. “I won’t have such a man in my service. He insults you, or your friends, he insults me. He insults the Family that raised him up.”

Tony turned to his right-hand man, an imposing fellow they called Sawbuck, and spoke in his ear. Sawbuck stood, whispered to a couple others, then gestured to the new man. They all left.

This new man would be found floating in the river. He probably wouldn’t even learn why. Such was life in the Business: fast to rise, just as fast to fall.

Every time Tony did something like this, though, I found it disturbing. “Why should a man die for having an opinion?”

“My men must be devoted to this Family.” Tony’s voice was pitched to carry. “All of this Family. If he can’t be loyal there are many others who will.”

It seemed no one wanted to speak first after that.

After the next song completed and the loudspeaker died away, I said, “I could use some air.”

We moved down a red-carpeted hall to the Spadros train platform. Two of his men, watching everyone and everything but us, followed at a distance. This train entry allowed us private entry to the opera, government areas, and so on.

Mighty columns held the level above us, with large copper pipes running overhead. We sat at a table in the black and white tiled area. Tony had my cigarettes with him, and he gave me a light. “I apologize for my man’s conduct.”

I waved it away. “I told you, it was nothing.”

“I want nothing more than for you to be happy.”

This surprised me. “That is very kind of you.”

The buzz of the other tables echoed in the platform, the music and loudspeaker faint in the distance.

“I hope we can someday live without violence.” Tony’s voice was tense, as if he were in pain. “My greatest aspiration is to leave our children a peaceful future and a business worthy of respect.”

I had never heard such words from him before.

“If I show mercy it’s seen as weakness, by both my father and my men. But with each act of cruelty and retribution, I fear I’m signing my death warrant.”

I put my hand on his. Talk of death always brought my situation — or rather, my probable situation — to mind. I hoped a paying case presented itself soon.

The danger to Tony seemed ever-present. Most men in the Business met a violent end. Should Tony die, his estate would revert to his father, Roy Spadros, who would have no further use for me. I would be without protection. It was part of what drove me to go out on a rainy New Year’s Eve to secretly meet a client.

I took a deep breath and let it out. I had to prepare for when the inevitable occurred. If I became an independent woman of means, I could hire bodyguards until I left the city. I had saved a small amount from my household allowance plus my business over the past few years. But not enough to hire guards or even buy a zeppelin ticket, should the worst come to pass.

I hoped it never would. While I didn’t love Tony, except perhaps in a platonic manner, I wished no harm upon him.

Tony stood. “Enough of this. You’re too beautiful for me to spoil the evening with melancholy. Want to return to the party?”

I put out my cigarette. “I would love to.”

Our table had been abandoned. Major Blackwood sat at another table, laughing with a different set of ladies. Tony’s men sat at various other tables with their dance partners.

We sat at the end of our original table, which held a few Clubb retainers at the other end. The waiter came round, and we ordered more drinks.

“I fear this will be the last drink for me,” Tony said.

“We have a carriage to take us home.”

“Yes, but I would like to be taken home alive.”

I chuckled, patting his hand. He smiled, face flushed, and pulled my chair closer as we watched the dancers. He put his arm around me and began kissing my ear.

I found this quite intriguing.

We had been back about ten minutes when the announcer said: “MASTER JACK ROLAND DIAMOND THE THIRD”

The room went silent. I turned to face the staircase, and my heart was pounding with fear, my mouth dry.

Black Jack.

The man in my nightmares since that terrible evening ten years ago descended the stairs, head shaven, dressed in white. His glare cut across the room to settle on me, and my blood froze at the malevolence in his eyes.

My stomach knotted; my hands began to shake.

Jack Diamond was Jonathan Diamond’s identical twin, but all similarity stopped at skin level. Where Jonathan was kind, Jack spoke harshly. Jonathan was warm-hearted; Jack, bitter and grasping. Jonathan wore whatever fashion dictated. Jack only wore white, even to the soles of his shoes, no matter what the event or the weather.

Black Jack was not named so for his black hair and eyes. Nor for his skin, which, like all in the Diamond family, was such a dark brown as to be close to black. He earned this name from childhood for his rages, his cruelty, his mysterious disappearances and the terrible rumors which followed them: girls murdered, men tortured, a head found on a pier.

All sort of evil was attributed to Black Jack Diamond: whether truth or fiction, few knew. All I know is he promised if he ever laid hands on me, it would be my last painful day.

And I believed him.

“I feared he would be here tonight,” Jonathan Diamond said.

Tony stood, shaking hands with a smile. “Jon! How are you?”

“Well enough, but the weather has inflamed my joints. I carry this these days.” Jonathan brandished a black walking stick topped with silver.

How had I not seen his cane before this?

“My poor benighted brother fears he is forgotten,” Jonathan said, compassion in his voice, “so he makes his appearance. I sincerely hope he doesn’t cause you alarm.”

Tony pulled a chair away from the table. “Please join us.” So Jonathan sat.

A waiter came up. “Some wine, sir?”

Jonathan said, “Tea and milk, if you please.” Jon never drank alcohol, and I often wondered why.

By this time, Jack Diamond had descended the stairs and disappeared into the crowd.

I danced several turns with Tony (the first few, rather unsteady on his part) and a few with Lance Clubb while Tony and Jonathan sat talking.

Though Lance was a year older than I, he seemed younger somehow. Like most this season, he wore a dark brown tuxedo with brass buttons.

Lance Clubb appeared intrigued at my conversations with Jonathan. During the second set, he asked if he might one day be introduced to Jonathan’s younger sister, Gardena ...

... who was both beautiful and unmarried.

After Lance Clubb escorted me to my chair and moved on, I whispered to Tony, “Mystery solved.”

Tony seemed pleased his guess had been correct.

After sipping wine with Tony (who seemed to have forgotten his earlier words), I took a lively turn with Charles Hart. Although portly and seventy, he was a excellent dancer. Roy had left the room, which was probably why Mr. Hart chose this time to dance with me.

“You were a good pick for Anthony,” Mr. Hart said. “I’m glad you two are happy.”

“Why, Mr. Hart, we’ve been married three years now. Of course, we’re happy.”

“So why no children?”

Turning my head, I glimpsed Jack Diamond across the room watching me. His eyes met mine: I shuddered at the hate in them.

The music was ending. I felt unsure of how to reply to Mr. Hart. “Is that proper to ask a married woman?”

Mr. Hart roared with laughter; everyone standing nearby turned and stared. Then he put his hand on my bare shoulder. “My dear, you are magnificent. You honestly don’t know. It’s a sincere pleasure to finally get to know you. I hope Anthony realizes what a prize he has.”

“Why thank you, sir.” I wondered what he found so funny. At the time, I thought the man was drunk.

As Charles Hart escorted me to my seat, a shout, then a loud commotion came from behind, drawing ever closer.

I didn’t turn or give any other sign I heard, but I marked the sound’s passage as we strolled along. When we neared Tony, he stood, gazing past me with concern. I turned to see Jack Diamond storming towards us from halfway across the room. My stomach churned, although I steeled myself not to show it.

The music, which had begun again, stopped.

Ten paces away, Jack Diamond struggled to free himself from the men from various Families who restrained him. “Let me go!” His voice, deeper than his brother Jonathan’s, carried well.

Tony said loudly, “Let the man have his say.”

Jack Diamond approached to three paces away. “You may have forgotten, Spadros, but I have not. I will never forget. I will not be ignored, and I will not be mocked. I call vengeance on your house and on the scum you shelter and protect, who murdered my own.”

A brown-haired man I didn’t recognize dashed towards us, shouting urgently. The gunshot echoed down the street; the man collapsed, ten yards away.

Jack Diamond galloped up bareback on one of his father’s white horses. Rushing to the brown-haired man, he held him in his arms, shocked and disbelieving. Jack’s face crumpled in grief, kneeling in the frozen mud and filth. He laid his head on the man’s chest, sobbing.

They say though he was cruel and reckless before, that night drove Jack Diamond mad.

Tony shook his head. “Diamond, this,” he waved his hand to encompass the hall, “is neutral territory. Ten years has passed since your man’s death. Has there not been enough suffering?” He paused. “Do you really want war between our Families? Is that what you truly desire?”

Jack Diamond hesitated, then took a step forward, pointing at me. It took every ounce of courage I had not to shrink from his approach. I would not give him the satisfaction.

“I want her father, dead! I want her family to pay for my brother’s murder —”

“He was not our brother,” Jonathan said mildly, standing next to and a bit in front of me.

“And you — you drink with his murderers! Look at you! Traitor! Scoundrel!” Jack lunged at Jonathan, who took a step back, eyes widening in alarm.

“No!” I felt horrified at the thought of Jack hurting him.

Tony pulled me out of Jack’s path and advanced upon him. “You dare threaten my wife?”

Joseph Kerr drew Jack away, whispering to him. Jack Diamond’s demeanor changed at once; he smiled and let himself be led off.

Jack Diamond had quite a different look when his father and five older brothers dragged him from the room.

I found that most entertaining.

Tony turned to me, shaken. “Are you all right?”

I nodded, but I felt my voice trembled more than it should. “Perhaps the man has had too much Party Time.”

Party Time: colorless, odorless, tastes like cinnamon sugar. The one thing still illegal in this rat-hole, yet the one thing everyone wants. The fact it’s illegal let us live like kings.

Jack showed no signs of being on Party Time. Rather, he seemed a coward and a bully. Jack hated my father, who he couldn’t touch, since Roy protected him. So he shouted at me and at his brother. It was shameful; he would never have dared such a display with Roy Spadros in the room.

The music resumed. I got another drink and leaned back in my chair, trying to calm myself. My hands shook as I drained the glass. I set it down and turned away to hide my stinging eyes.

“I apologize for my brother’s outburst,” Jonathan said. “Thank heavens Joseph Kerr was there to calm him. I wonder what clever words the man found to turn his anger.”

I wondered about this as well.

How did Jonathan come to meet Joe, or Joe to meet Jack?

“I owe Master Kerr a debt,” Tony said.

“Indeed,” Charles Hart said.

I forgot the man stood there and witnessed everything.

I felt embarrassed at him seeing our trials and glad for a chance at hospitality. “Mr. Hart, please join us.”

Charles Hart glanced at Tony, who said, “Yes, please do.”

Mr. Hart sat; a servant brought him some wine.

“Are you enjoying your evening?” Tony said.

“Come to mention it, yes!” Mr. Hart said. “The evening has been most entertaining.”

We laughed, and the thudding of my heart slowed. I thought I might not get another chance to ask, so I did.

“Sir,” I said to Mr. Hart, “forgive me, but this brings to mind something I saw today: a strange stamp on a wall, a silhouette of a dog, all in red. Since your Family’s color is red, I wondered if you had knowledge of it.”

Mr. Hart shook his head, his eyes not meeting mine. “Some childish prank — think nothing of it.”

Tony turned to one of his main men, a distant cousin who appeared when we seemed to be in danger. “You know anything about this?”

“Yes, sir. It looks like a new gang. We caught a boy the other day putting their marks around, sent him packing with a bit of a beat-down for his —”

“That will be enough,” Tony said. “A lady is present.”

“Yes, sir,” the man said. “Sorry, sir. My apologies, mum. But ... they call themselves Red Dogs ... or something like that. Mostly slum boys.”

Tony said, “Where did this happen?”

“We caught them around 80th.”

80th street? Those boys were miles from home.

“Well, I don’t need riffraff marking up my quadrant,” Tony said. “Makes the place look bad. Send a couple of Associates to find out who’s behind all this nonsense.”

This made me think of David, suddenly missing from his back stair. Did he get involved with these boys?

“Yes, sir,” the man said, “I’ll have them get one of their stamp cards to show you.”

Tony tucked a curl of hair behind my ear. “Let’s forget this unpleasantness and enjoy our party.”

When Roy Spadros returned to the room, Charles Hart moved to another table, as did Jonathan. I must have danced with every man of note in Bridges before the New Year’s toast and the midnight dinner.

As we crossed the lofty pale bridge from Market Center to the Spadros quadrant, Tony pulled me close. “The moment I first saw you, I thought you were the most beautiful girl I had ever seen.”

I remembered his wide innocent eyes as he sat in Roy’s carriage that cold, terrible night, and let him kiss me.

He was a good kisser.

Tony was more than a bit drunk, so it didn’t surprise me that when we reached home he asked for his husband’s prerogative.

The common advice to young women about to wed is “lie back and think of England,” a true absurdity during these enlightened days in the New World. But my task was much more pleasant. I thought of Joseph Kerr these many years, remembering those stolen moments in his arms, his too-skillful attentions upon my body. It made me as satisfied with my duty as any husband might wish for.

This might sound cruel, it might even sound scandalous, but who did it harm? My spouse had his pleasure, and I had mine. We were both content.

Seeing Joe there ... ahhh, he had grown into a fine figure of a man. Too fine. I wanted more than thoughts. I wanted him, in my arms, in my bed.

If I had listened to Air and stayed home that terrible winter’s night, I would belong to Joe.

What would our lives have been like?

––––––––
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The Editorial

The gun went off. The light left my best friend’s beautiful dark eyes. His little body slumped to the ground three feet away, blood pooling around him.

I struggled, I tried to scream, but no sound came out.

David Bryce raised his head. “Help me.”

I woke, my face in the pillow, heart pounding.

The bed lay empty in the pale dawn light. I felt a pang of loneliness, my eyes filling with tears.

A firm knock at the door.

I took a deep breath, let it out. “Yes?”

“Your tea and wash-water, mum.”

“Thank you, just leave it on the table.”

My day footman Honor came in, set the tray on my tea table, and left, without once glancing my direction.

I pulled the covers over my head. I didn’t want to think of my dream. Did it mean David was dead?

Some said the dead sent messages to the living; the idea frightened me. If anyone should send a message, why hadn’t Air sent one on his brother’s behalf?

Air and I were born the same day. We went everywhere together, as far back as I can remember. Air’s real name was Nick, but he could jump much higher and farther than anyone his size should be able to. Joseph Kerr, one of our gang leaders back then, called him the air boy, and the name stuck.

Amelia had been in to open the curtains. It looked to be another drear, overcast day. Although weary, I got up to wash my face and hands before the water grew cold. Sitting by the window, I sipped my morning tea.

My room held white furniture trimmed in pastel blue, with pastel blue rugs over gray tiles. Portraits of strangers and landscapes of places I’d never seen hung in pale frames. I hated pale colors, but no one cared what I thought.

Snow lay in dirty piles, torn up by the feet of horses and servants milling around in the courtyard. The effect was bleak.

The tea’s bitter taste reminded me of last night’s discussion with Charles Hart. If Charles Hart dared approach me about our childlessness — why him, and not Molly Spadros? — then it was already being discussed amongst the Families.

Three years. I thought I had more time.

I stared into the clear brown liquid in my teacup, one of the things my mother taught me after that horrible night. She tried her best to protect me, to prepare me for what lay ahead.

I would have children when I wanted to, not whelping on command like some Spadros broodmare.

Should I have agreed to find David Bryce?

The idea of Air’s brother gone missing twisted my heart. But what could I do? Even if I took the case, I had no idea where to look for the boy.

The morgue might seem a reasonable place to begin, but I had no connections there. A woman inquiring after a child’s body might alarm the inspectors, who might contact the police, who would want to speak with her. I couldn’t risk that sort of attention.

I felt sure the Red Dog stamp on the wall was a clue. Perhaps if I learned about this gang it would help.

Amelia entered with my provisional tray: “regular“ tea and toast, jam and butter, newspaper and mail. “Did you sleep well?”

I thought of my nightmare. At least I hadn’t screamed and wakened the household, like most nights. “Well enough. We were up later than usual.”

“Yes, I suppose we all were. My little ones were so excited by the fireworks they did not want to go to sleep!” Amelia and her husband Peter’s three children, two girls and a boy, helped Peter in the stables.

I smiled, picturing their bright eager faces. “Amelia, how did you and Peter come to Spadros Manor?”

She turned away and chuckled, but it seemed forced. “Ah, that would be a long story, mum, and I need to prepare your bath, or you won’t be dressed in time for breakfast.”

What favors must these people give to earn such high positions? I shook my head and turned to the paper.

NEW YEAR’S DAY, 1899, the Bridges Daily screamed. Flattering and appropriate photos from the night before graced the front. The articles spoke of the color of a dress, the hairstyle, the cut of a suit.

People hungered for diversion. The Families encouraged this attention to the frivolous. It distracted from real questions, like why they struggled to survive while we feasted.

The paper mentioned minor incidents in the Clubb quadrant: horse-tackle cut, shops egged, windows broken. With each event, the police found a Red Dog stamp on a wall or card afterward. While most gangs kept their activity to the slums, these incidents in the fair parts of Clubb had been occurring for some time.

The Clubb merchants demanded “something be done,” and the Mayor promised increased patrols. The article called these incidents pranks, but a brave reporter printed an editorial:

Year End Violence A Symptom

An Editorial By Thrace Pike


Once again the year ends with malicious acts towards the betters of this city. One might point out that merchants are of a lesser class, just as most readers of the news. However, to the majority who shiver in their homes, Yuletide feasts consisting of bread and soup — and a thin soup at that — the fat merchants strolling among them must incite dismay, if not anger.

And why should the merchants not charge? They have fees to pay, just as do those they sell to. We all have fees to pay, but to those hanging at the bottom rung, these fees are a lead weight threatening to pull them to the utter desolation of the Pot.

These acts of anger are symptoms of a greater ill. Perhaps it is time to make changes to the current state of affairs before the illness becomes serious.


Those who couldn’t be bought ... fascinating.

Amelia came in with a package. “Rocket already sniffed it, never fear.”

Rocket was a black pit bull terrier, the best bomb sniffer dog in Bridges. He could smell when you had fired a gun hours before, and would bark.

“I found some things in your coat. I’ll put them in your study.”

“Thank you, Amelia.” People often passed notes, flowers, or trinkets to others at the Ball, and this year was no exception.

I knew what the package was before I opened it: today’s Golden Bridges, the local tabloid. Its byline read, “Fuck the Fairy Tales, Get the Real Story.”

One of my contacts sent me a copy when she could get one: they sold thousands of copies within hours of publication.

Their lead story:

Mad Jack Rampage At Ball


The notorious Jack Diamond was at it again: shouting at the Spadros heir in the Grand Ball. Why? Who knows why ‘Black Jack’ does something, or his next target? 

Our inside reporter caught a glimpse of the scene as he followed the Diamond men dragging the culprit from the Ball: ‘Master Diamond flailed, offering excuses as he struggled to free himself from the wrath of his father and brothers, who suffered embarrassment at his antic. Unamused, they stuffed him into a carriage forthwith.’ 

Perhaps Master Jack will refrain from intemperance next time, but we doubt it.


I laughed aloud.

“Why do you read such trash?” Amelia said.

“I must know what people are saying. The Bridges Daily tells me what the Family Patriarchs want people to say.” I passed over a detailed account of the gang wars raging through the slums and came across this:

Ball Happenings: An Inside Look


We sit with our inside reporter, who gives us the scoop on the real news.

GB: What tidbits did you glean from the night’s events?

IR: Other than Jack Diamond’s outburst? The Grand Ball was another spectacle of indulgence. The jewelry and beading worn by the ladies alone could carpet the room.

GB: It’s interesting you mention Jack Diamond. Was this his first Grand Ball?

IR: Indeed. I felt impressed with the restraint of Mr. Anthony Spadros, who had partaken quite a bit of wine prior to Master Diamond’s display. Not to mention Jack had the effrontery to threaten violence.

GB: Restraint in a Spadros? This is an unexpected development.

IR: He’s always been an unusual one; we’re noting his progress. I did see a bit of kissing the wife, but you can’t fault a man for that.

GB: Well, if I was married to Mrs. Spadros, I’d dare the scandal of a public display too.


Really! Shaking my head, I set the paper aside. “Amelia, do we have any callers scheduled?”

“On New Year’s Day? I don’t believe so, mum. Oh, wait ... when Mr. Anthony took his tray just now, out on the veranda ... the poor man, he had the bottle of salicylate with him ... he told Michaels you and he were calling on the Kerrs for luncheon.”

When did he arrange that?

Tony took Joe’s assistance more seriously than I thought.

This would be interesting ...

Bathe, dress, hair done, then downstairs for morning prayers with the staff. Tony insisted on doing this daily.

It reminded me of the one unbroken stained glass window in Ma’s cathedral. Beautiful ladies walked in flowing gowns, Card symbols surrounding them.

We never did prayers in the cathedral. We might be the Dealers’ daughters, but the knowledge they held passed long ago.

The flat area still remained where the Dealers laid their Cards before the Bad Times. Our elders held a reverence for that place, and never allowed us to play on it.

After prayers, Tony and I went up to a full sideboard in our breakfast sun-room at the back corner of the house. I looked forward to this time: Monsieur made the most excellent sausage, and I loved the view of the gardens. After breakfast, we then went to the morning meeting, back downstairs in the staff room.

Spadros Manor was shaped like a U. The parlor and entry lay on the right arm, the breakfast room and dining hall on the left. Our study rooms lay between, our quarters and guest rooms on the second floor.

To go to the staff room, you left the breakfast sun-room, went through our dining hall, into the preparation room beyond.

At the far left of this room was a door to a small stockroom, which led to the stables and a stair down to Amelia’s quarters. At the far right, sliding double doors opened on a stair wide enough for men carrying platters to pass each other.

A hallway just as wide lay at the bottom of the stair, running underneath the entire far end of the courtyard. Copper pipes ran along the ceiling. The first door to the right led to the kitchens.

To the left, portraits of the staff hung above white cabinets. Vents on the floor and ceiling allowed warm air to pass through. Wide openings above a counter to the right allowed platters to be handed to the waiters.

The staff room lay past the kitchens, also to the right. At the far end of the hall were quarters for our butler Pearson and his family, and a stair up to the parlor area.

The staff room was white, with two long black tables, one for the men and boys, the other for the women and girls. Two doors at the back of the room led to the unmarried men’s and women’s quarters. Another door to the far right led to a stair which went up to the courtyard. To the right, a large dumbwaiter transported crates or large items in need of repair. Windows high up along the wall to the right let in light and air.

To the left hung rows of bells and levers, marked for each room of the house. At present, the levers pointed down, but when we rung, they pointed up, showing what room the bell rang from.

Tony didn’t attend the morning meeting that day. Writing his end-of-the-year accounts always took him much of the morning. So I stood in front of the staff to give their orders for the day’s work, Pearson standing beside me to my right.

“As we will be calling on Mr. Polansky Kerr for luncheon,” this produced murmurs and glances which made Pearson frown, “you may spend the holiday with your families.”

Essential personnel — Amelia and Michaels — would remain on duty until we left. Pearson, as our butler, was always on duty. The rest of the staff would be free until time to prepare dinner.

“I — but not Mr. Spadros — will be ‘at home’ until noon should anyone call, and we should be back for tea. I shall message if we are delayed.”

“Very good, mum,” Pearson said.

John Pearson, an impeccably dressed man with thinning brown hair, came with the Manor when Tony and I married. A wedding gift, if you could consider a man and his family as such. I met Pearson the first day I entered Spadros Manor as a child, and his presence always made me feel more secure.

“Pearson is a most proper butler,” Molly Spadros once said, “as was his father before him.”

Meals were
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