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Eleanora Bryce walked into her bedroom to find her husband dead.

He had excused himself an hour earlier, claiming he wished to read and pray in solitude before dinner. But he lay on the bed dressed in his best gray suit, the formerly full bottle of laudanum lying uncapped in his lax hand.

He must have taken it just after he left me, Eleanora thought. Why?

Later, she would berate herself for her lack of grief at his passing. But now, it was a detached mystery, points of interest which needed to be learned, studied.

A pile of papers, dry and unmarred, lay on the floor beside him. They told the story of debt, debt, and the impending ruin of his household.

The coward! For him to leave this for her to handle sent Eleanora into a fury. “May you find only Fire,” she whispered. What were they to do?

“Mother?”

Herbert stood at the door, his thin face — so close to manhood — curious, concerned. “Is Father well?”

Eleanora let out a breath. “Your father’s dead.”

For a moment, the way her son turned to the doorpost and wept moved her. His brother David rushed in, throwing himself upon his father’s body to howl in grief.

The empty bottle fell to the floor, rolled under the bed.

But no tears came.

Was she an unnatural woman, not to mourn this man?

She gazed at his lined face, his graying hair. He shared her bed these many years, gave her three children, brought her from impoverished whoredom to this comfortable home. If anyone would have asked before this moment, she would have said she loved him.

Yet no tears came.

Perhaps I’ll mourn him later, she thought. He was a good man. “Herbert, call for the constable.”

Herbert raised reddened eyes to hers, nodded, and left.

The sounds of David’s weeping filled the room.

Eleanora’s gaze fell upon the papers beside the bed. One had fallen away from the others. She picked it up, sat on the chair to read.

Insurance papers. Void if death by their own hand.

A sudden chill came over her. Did her husband mean to leave them with nothing? Or in his anguish, did he forget what his actions would do?

Footsteps: she let the paper drop to the floor, rising as several policemen came in. Their leader, a man her age with black hair, said, “I’m Constable Trey Highcard. What’s happened here?”

Eleanora felt as lost as Herbert looked. “I found him like this not five minutes ago.”

His men trod on her husband’s papers as they handed David to her. She sat, holding her son, his sobs subsiding as they rocked.

The constable said, “Dead, about an hour.”

After they left, she held her sons as they wept. They’d lived through so much already. “We’ll get through this,” she told them. “Never fear. We’ll find a way to survive.”

* * *
[image: ]


Men in and out of the house for hours. The police took her husband’s body away for a day, then brought it back. His good suit — the one he wished to die in — was ruined.

Neighbors weeping, bringing food, standing around her, his body laid out in the living room.

Candles and flowers and questions she couldn’t answer.

Reading her husband’s documents until the lamp burned low.

Mr. Wheel Bryce had been a fabric importer. He opened the shop to bring in additional revenue, but that barely broke even. A few years past, he took a loan from the Royal Straight Company to keep his business afloat, a loan with a large balloon payment. A few days before his death, the company had inexplicably demanded he pay the balance — a full year before the note came due.

His bank account lay empty. Numerous attempts to secure another loan had been turned down.

He had no way out, she thought. Why would the company do this to him?

Why did he not come to me?

* * *
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A Mr. Chip Draw from the insurance agency came to call, clipboard in hand. “I’m here to investigate the death. Can you tell me how it happened?”

She told the same story she’d told everyone.

“And you’re sure he had no inclination to take his life.”

Eleanora shook her head. “He seemed content. He loved his children and spoke of our future. Everyone was shocked at his death.” Eleanora pictured the bottle of laudanum and the insurance paper. They’d been left with barely enough money for food. “Do you think it was his heart?”

“That’s for the coroner to determine.” He brought out a check. “But this sounds like a straight-forward enough case. We can give you something to help you through this time. The rest will come once the authorities have confirmed his cause of death.”

The money helped, but people kept asking for it: for mourning clothes, for the coffin. The plot was bought years ago, and one of the Dealers stood praying the rites as her husband was laid beside their oldest son, who’d died long before.

This felt like a bad dream. When would she wake up?

Then she did wake up, alone in an empty bed. That was when the tears came.

* * *
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Soon the money Mr. Draw brought neared its end. When people came in the store, they saw her dressed in black and left. “I’m sorry for your loss,” they’d sometimes say. But they left nevertheless.

Eleanora spent a sleepless night at her tea-table weeping, the mourning garb she’d paid so much for spread out on her bed. She knew people would think she didn’t love her husband, and it tore at her.

But if she didn’t act, they’d end up in the poorhouse. So she spent the last of her money on widow’s brown. She reasoned perhaps now people would stay in her shop and buy something.

When he saw her wear widow’s brown for the first time, Herbert screamed at her. “I don’t believe this! How can you give off mourning so soon?”

Gods, it hurt to hear her child say that.

But she had to be strong for her son, help him understand the cruel life they’d been forced into. So she explained what was happening. “I loved your father so much. But he’s gone, and we can’t go on like this any longer. We have to live now. Your father would want us to live.” She held her boy, and he lay his head on her shoulder there in the store. “Don’t fret, my love. We always have each other. Whatever happens, we’ll survive.”

A couple came in, glanced at her holding her son, and left. She cradled Herbert’s face in her hands. “You’re taller than I am now.”

He smiled at her, proud of it. “But you’re not so tall,” he said, and they shared a bit of laughter to ease their pain.

Then the police arrived. “We found evidence of poison,” Constable Highcard said. “You gave off mourning so soon. And we have witnesses who saw you embracing a man.”

Eleanora was so shocked that for a moment, she couldn’t speak. “A man? No! There’s been no man here since my husband died.”

Then she realized: that couple saw me with Herbert.

The boy wasn’t yet sixteen. Was he a man now?

“And I’ve never seen you shed a tear for your husband. Did you kill him?”

“No! Of course not! What kind of woman do you take me for? I found him like that.”

The constable frowned. “Either he killed himself or someone poisoned him. Which is it?”

Eleanora remembered the bottle under the bed. If I say he took his life, the insurance man will make me return the money. My children will starve. If I don’t, the police’ll think I killed him. “I don’t know.”

“We’ll be back,” the constable said, “with a search warrant.”

* * *
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Eleanora walked to the grocery to buy food for dinner with the pittance she’d earned that day.

Twilight had fallen, and the lamplighters were at work. White clouds scudded high above the faint sheen of the dome. Yet here, the evening air was cool and calm.

Why didn’t Wheel come to me with his troubles? Why did he take his own life?

Why will no one help us?

Eleanora blinked away tears and kept going.

Crowds strolled the streets: shop maids and mill workers wearily returning home, night watchmen and factory workers briskly off to their labors. Young couples arm in arm, gazing in lamp-lit shop windows.

How I wish I would have valued that time more, Eleanora thought, when Wheel and I walked arm in arm, dreaming of the future.

A ten-year-old boy with red hair stood on the corner across the street, paper in hand, yelling, “Extra! Extra! Read all about it! Slavery ring broken up in Hoyle!”

Slavery, Eleanora thought. How horrid.

Hoyle was the most disreputable part of Dickens to be sure, but such things hadn’t happened here before — at least, she’d never heard of it. People here valued the law above all things, it seemed, even above compassion.

I’ve been sheltered from this city’s cruelty by this comfortable life, she thought.

She and her sons had lived nine good years in Dickens. But their life was bought by her husband’s standing, a thin pretension of wealth now ripped away. What would their future hold with her husband gone?

She passed a blond little boy, perhaps eight, who handed her a flyer:

Tired of living in Dickens?

Own your own business!

Shops for rent

Contact Pike and Associates

Eleanora stopped on the sidewalk, staring at the flyer in her hand. A man cursed under his breath as he sidestepped and went past. But she paid him no mind.

This might be the answer, she thought. We can start over.

The next day, she went to the address on the flyer. The shop for rent was in the city of Bridges.

Bridges. 

The place she grew up. The place her children were born.

The place her son was murdered.

The wrenching image of her child’s body crumpled on the tile floor flashed through her eyes.

If only she’d believed her Mr. Bryce when he said he’d return for them. If only she’d stayed home, this might never have happened.

But then maybe we’d not be here, she thought. We’d still be in that wretched Pot, forced to sell our bodies just to survive.

Her husband had spent his entire savings to get them out of Bridges. His finances had never recovered. Could she make his sacrifice mean nothing by going back?

It’ll be different, Eleanora thought. I’ll be an owner. I can make something of myself at last.

“I’ll take it,” she said. “Will you help us move there?”

“We’ll ship your belongings, but you’ll have to pay for your ticket.” The man handed her papers to fill out and sign. “Let me give you the shipping address and an inventory form.” He checked a list, wrote her name and address on it. “You’re on the schedule.”

She sat with her boys that night and told them of her plan.

David became enthusiastic. “Will we ride on the zeppelin?”

When she nodded, he threw his arms in the air and cheered. “We’re going on the zeppelin!” 

Scrambling to his feet, David rushed around the house. “I’ll get all the boxes from the storage room, and I can get some more from the grocery, and ...” His voice trailed away as he went into his room, closing the door.

Herbert shook his head. “How can we possibly go back, after everything that’s happened
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