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​The Mustachioed Man

​November 24, 1899

Six Weeks Before the Murder

The carriage was a country vehicle in the least flattering sense of the word. Wind and wet sputtered through great gaps between the windows and doors, and the cabin contained several well-used fur blankets that reeked of mildew and wet dog. The exterior had once been painted beetle-black, but rust from the undercarriage was gradually overtaking it, mapping the darkness with winding orange rivers and flaking continents. Inside, the walls and seats were upholstered in a bristling raspberry velvet that, over its many years of service, had gone a grayish brown where the springs pressed through.

James Lett, Jamie to his friends, wiped at the foggy window pane with his handkerchief and peered outside. “At this speed,” he said, turning to the carriage’s only other occupant, “we may as well have walked from the station. Does the fellow think he’s being paid by the hour?” 

Manassas Edmunds, Chief Financial Officer of the Keystone Lumber Company, shrugged. “Better to go slow than to get stuck in the mud and have to wait for rescue.”

Jamie frowned. The old fellow wasn’t wrong; the rain, which was coming down in torrents, had saturated the iron-rich embankment, and with each step, the horses sank to their fetlocks in mud as thick as potter’s clay. Jamie sighed and slumped back into his seat. “Remind me, what’s our itinerary?” 

“We ride to Conifer tomorrow morning,” Manassas answered. “You do the inspection tour while I review the ledgers.” 

“Mph,” Jamie grunted. Inspection tours were typically less inspection and more tour, as it took a special kind of idiot to show the owner’s son their blunders. It would be awkward, but at least it would end with a feast—they usually did. Famished and half-frozen as Jamie was, the thought of a hot meal could tempt him almost anywhere.

“You’ll be fine,” Manassas reassured him. “Your father just wants you to show your face. Let the men see the heir apparent.” 

Jamie turned back toward the window to hide his annoyance. He knew perfectly well what his father wanted, and, if you asked him, the Captain, as the men called him, was being damn foolish. Union agitators, and the rash of strikes that followed them, had been splashed across the front pages of the newspapers for months—first with the miners in Idaho and now with the newsboys in the City. It had the old man spooked, but if trouble was brewing, giving the millworkers a glimpse of his face would hardly hold it at bay.

If anyone else had been in the carriage, Jamie would have said as much outright, but Manassas was a company man to the marrow. He had been his father’s friend and bookkeeper for as long as Jamie could remember and was incapable of entertaining the notion that the Captain could be wrong. 

For the hundredth time that morning, Jamie wondered how he had allowed himself to be talked into this trip. A man whose appetite for nature was sated by a half-hour’s walk in Central Park had no business boarding the eight o’clock Mohawk and Malone for an expedition into the wilds of Upstate New York. And yet, here he was, inching through a muddy wasteland in a carriage that should have been sold as scrap a generation ago. Jamie sighed and settled deeper into his seat. There was nothing to be done for it now, and he would have to get through the next few weeks as best he may.

Some twenty minutes after they’d left the station, their carriage pulled up in front of the inn: a modest building located in the center of what passed for Tupper Lake’s downtown. Climbing gingerly from the cabin, Jamie was pleased to discover that no lasting damage had been done to his person. Resisting the urge to dash inside to get out of the wet, Jamie watched with begrudging admiration as Manassas stepped down lightly, righted his hat, and started for the door. After two decades of these inspection tours, the old man must have grown accustomed to being tumbled about like an apple in a barrel.

The inn’s darkly papered lobby was empty, and the innkeeper, who Jamie suspected was used to receiving guests in the early stages of hypothermia, confirmed their reservations and proffered their room keys in record time. Bone-tired, Jamie was grateful when a uniformed bellhop, a dark-complexioned boy with keen brown eyes, appeared and hoisted his luggage onto a brass trolley with a squeaky wheel. 

Jamie turned toward Manassas. “Meet you back down here in an hour for dinner?” 

Manassas shivered, his attention fixed somewhere in the distance. 

Jamie followed his gaze but saw nothing of interest. “Uncle Manny?”

Manassas jolted. “I’m sorry. Did you say something?”

“Meet here for dinner at six?”

“Of course,” Manassas mumbled, then shuffled toward the stairs, his gouty limp more pronounced than usual. 

Jamie watched him go with a vague stirring of unease. The ride must have been more fatiguing than the old fellow had let on. Still, it was nothing a change of clothes and a shot of whiskey wouldn’t set to rights.

The bellhop deposited Jamie in his room, and after a hot bath and a few minutes in front of a mirror with a comb and razor, he felt almost human again. When six o’clock rolled around, he descended the stairs feeling a good deal sharper than when he’d trudged up them. 

The bellhop who’d helped him with his bags spotted him coming through the lobby door and made a beeline for him. 

“Sir, there’s a message for you.”

“For me?” Jamie asked, surprised. It was too soon for a letter from home, and information concerning the mills would be addressed to Manassas.

The bellhop nodded and handed him a small envelope. “Your friend asked me to give it to you when you came down.”

Jamie handed the kid a nickel, then opened the envelope.

My dear boy, 

There has been a change of plans. I am needed at the Vermont yard immediately. I will explain all when you arrive. 

Manassas

This had to be a joke. Jamie glanced around the lobby, half-expecting to see an old school chum crouching behind a potted plant, but, except for him, the place was deserted. 

“Has Mr. Edmunds checked out?” He asked, incredulous.

“He did, sir. Shortly after you went upstairs.”

“And there are no other messages for me?”

“None.”

“Thank you.” Jamie wandered distractedly to the Oriental rug in the center of the lobby and studied Manassas’s note. It was the old fellow’s handwriting, alright. What the devil was he playing at? Why set off in such a hurry? And in this weather? It was damnably odd. 

No sooner had these questions flitted through Jamie’s mind than the answer came to him. This was his father’s doing—an ill-conceived ploy to force Jamie into taking a more active role in the family business.

Well, if that was the case, the Captain was in for a serious disappointment. When he’d asked Jamie to make this trip, he had assured him his role would be strictly ceremonial: a little glad-handing and a few friendly nudges to help increase production. That Jamie was equipped to do, but if someone asked a question of substance, he would be hard-pressed to answer it. The old man knew that, or damn well should have.

He lit a cigarette and was puffing angrily at it when the walls of the lobby shifted unaccountably, reminding him that he hadn’t yet eaten. That, at least, was a problem he could solve. He located the inn’s dining room and ordered a steak dinner with all the trimmings and a bottle of their best whiskey. 

The small room smelled not unpleasantly of burnt sugar, onions, and roasted beef. He was the only patron, and it wasn’t long before the hostess, a plump, genial-faced woman in her early thirties, reappeared and placed a steaming plate and a jug of George Dickel in front of him. She remained standing by his table until he looked up, then flashed him a toothy smile and flounced back to the kitchen. His eyes followed the sway of her hips until she rounded the corner. No, he thought with a sigh, there wasn’t time for any of that. 

He was chewing the last bite of sirloin when a man with foreign-looking mustachios appeared at his table. 

Jamie assumed the man was a member of the dining room’s waitstaff until he cleared his throat and asked, “Do I have the honor of addressing Mr. James Lett?” 

The fellow was short and wiry with sharp features unrelieved by a slick of ebony hair. A heavily waxed mustache dominated his face, which, rather than being curled at the ends, was trained into menacing little points. All in all, he put Jamie in mind of a rodent.

Thinking that the man was perhaps someone from the mill, Jamie forced a half-smile and lit another cigarette. “You do.”

The fellow slipped into the chair across from him. “I’m an associate of Mr. Edmunds. After he missed our appointment, I made inquiries, and the clerk informed me he’d gone but that his traveling companion—” he nodded at Jamie “—was still a guest of the establishment.” 

The man’s voice held the hint of an accent. South American, if Jamie were to guess. 

“You’ve been informed correctly.”

The fellow glanced around the room then leaned across the table, and in a voice so low it was almost a whisper, asked, “Do you have the bonds with you? In your room?” 

Jamie could smell the fellow’s hair tonic and small clumps of wax speckled his black mustache. Pushing back into his seat, Jamie raised an eyebrow. “Bonds?”

The man nodded. “As I told Mr. Edmunds, it is impossible for me to hold out any longer. These people are not to be trifled with.”

Jamie examined the man with more interest than he’d hitherto felt in him. He didn’t appear drunk, or mad, but his eyes were luminous with excitement—or was it fear? Jamie stiffened. “I’m afraid I don’t have the foggiest idea what you’re referring to.” 

“But Edmunds must have told you.” The man’s accent was more pronounced now. “Why else would you be here?”

Something in that voice penetrated Jamie’s liquor-dulled mind. Whatever trouble this man was in, Jamie wanted no part in it. “I’m afraid you are mistaken.” Jamie drained his glass and rose. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s late, and I have business to see to in the morning.”

The stranger leaped to his feet and seized Jamie’s elbow. “Stay, sir. I beg you. My very life may depend upon this.”

Jamie pulled his arm free. “Get ahold of yourself, man.” 

“I apologize,” the stranger said, straightening. “I’m... I’ve been under a great deal of strain. I don’t wish to be a nuisance, but, as you are Mr. Edmunds’s partner, you are the only person who can assist me.”

Uncle Manny’s partner? A suspicion that this man did not know Manassas at all, but was one of those lunatics the papers were always warning the public against, flickered through Jamie’s mind. “Perhaps some other time,” he said curtly. “I’ve been traveling all day and have an early start in the morning. Good night.” 

The man moved as though to block him, and Jamie found himself drawing reflexively into a boxing stance.

The stranger stepped back, raising his hands, palms outward. “I apologize, sir. It is late and you must be tired from your trip. Please, may I call on you in the morning?”

Jamie’s first instinct was to tell the little fellow to go to the devil, but it occurred to him that arranging a future interview might be the easiest way of dispensing with his company. “I will be in the lobby at nine-thirty. If you’re there, we can talk then.”

“Thank you, sir. Thank you.” The mustachioed man bowed low and long. 

Jamie shook his head and strode past him. He could feel the man’s desperate eyes burning into his back as he walked out of the dining room. 

Back in his room, Jamie bolted the door. The fellow made him uneasy. This whole trip made him uneasy. Perhaps he really should forgo the tour and catch the next train home? The idea appealed strongly—at least until he imagined breaking the news to his father. The Captain hadn’t been himself lately. He never complained, but he’d seemed tired and listless the past few months. Ill or not, if Jamie left now, his father would be on the next train to Tupper Lake to complete the tour himself.

Jamie sighed. There was no escape.

Making an effort to push the day’s strange events from his mind, Jamie scribbled down talking points for the impending tour. When, after forty-five minutes, he’d come up with nothing more than a few pleasantries about a successful nation’s dependence on finished lumber, he gave up and went to sleep. 

When he awoke the following morning, the immediate effects of last night’s irritation and alcohol had subsided. He even began to wonder about the odd little fellow and what, exactly, his connection to Manassas could be. 

Dressing with less fastidiousness than usual, Jamie went downstairs, but the mustachioed man was nowhere to be seen. The town had awakened after the rain and was busier and noisier than he’d expected. He had his shoes shined by the bootblack and flirted with the little blonde selling tobacco in the lobby. When the clock read a quarter to ten, Jamie could wait no longer. Feeling foolish, and not a little annoyed, he signaled that he was ready for his carriage and stepped outside. 

A noisy crowd was gathering down the street. Something about their placement and the pitch of their voices communicated tragedy. A coldness spread through Jamie’s chest as he strode toward the group. When he drew near, a large fellow with the look of a blacksmith shook his head and backed away, leaving a gap through which Jamie saw the body. 

Even before Jamie drew close enough to see the unfortunate fellow’s face, he knew it was the mustachioed man. He lay on his back, his head turned too far to the right, as though trying to stare into the earth; one tip of his waxed mustache projected obscenely into space. Jamie’s stomach lurched, and he forced his eyes away.

“What happened?” he asked a portly man in a leather apron.

“Poor devil was struck down while crossing the street.”

“Was his own fault,” volunteered a newsboy. “He dashed right out—ran straight under the horses’ hooves.”

Swallowing back the bile in his throat, Jamie retreated to the waiting cab.

“To the mill,” he croaked at the driver. 

Jamie turned his head resolutely away as the carriage rolled slowly past the body in the street. It was an accident. A tragic accident. What else could it be? 

He shivered as he recounted the stranger’s desperate plea, my very life may depend upon this. Depend upon what? If only he had been a little less tired last night, or just more courteous. This pang of conscience was immediately extinguished by a fresh wave of irritation with Manassas. If the old fellow hadn’t run off as he had, none of this would have happened.

This thought unsettled him even more than the others. What had Manassas to do with that strange, tragic little man? The mill was at least forty minutes from town, and, try as he might to focus on the task at hand, it was this thought that most occupied him as the miles rolled by. 

When the hack at last rolled through Conifer Lumber Mill’s arched gateway, Jamie’s nerves were still prickly and bilious, though he had regained a semblance of composure. The manager, foreman, and several assistants met his carriage in the yard. They puffed out their chests and spoke in loud voices while Jamie feigned interest. 

After an hour or so, he was shut into a little room with Mr. Collins, the bookkeeper, to sign off on the accounts. This was typically Manassas’s job, and it was all Jamie could do to pay attention as Collins talked in a steady drone and leafed through books filled with interminable rows of numbers.

Jamie was idly skimming the columns in one of the books Collins had set before him, trying to look like he knew what he was about, when one of the entries caught his eye. It was a large deposit made under a name he didn’t recognize. He flipped through several pages and found another. The entries were both sizable and marked as payments from one Rodrigo Vincente Alvarez. While ignorant of the minutia of his family’s business, Jamie had been dragged to so many board meetings, conventions, and business dinners that the names of the large accounts were at least familiar to him. This one, however, he had never heard before. It was probably a coincidence. And yet, it made Jamie think of the dead South American whose name he hadn’t bothered to ask. Jamie gestured to Collins, who was standing alongside him, bemoaning the deleterious effects of the Sherman Act, and pointed at the entry. “What’s this?” 

The bookkeeper straightened his wire spectacles and stepped in closer. “Let me see, entry three-hundred-and-seventy-two. That’s the Alvarez Account.”

“What is the Alvarez account?”

Collins blinked and his jaw slackened. “I couldn’t rightly say, sir. It’s not one of my accounts. You’d have to ask Mr. Edmunds, he’s the one who handles those payments.”

“Personally?”

“Yes, sir.”

Jamie picked up a small, spiral bound notepad and copied the transfer into it, then he tore the sheet out, folded it carefully, and placed it in his shirt pocket. He didn’t know what he would do with this information—probably nothing—but some quirk in his nature insisted that the least he could do for the poor, dead gentleman was write it down. 
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​Visiting Mémé

​December 24, 1899

Seven Days Before the Murder

“Do hurry, Eliza! We’re going to be late.” Marie Chevalier stood poised to exit the apartment, her hand firmly gripping the handle of the front door. Her attention, however, was directed toward the bedroom behind her. After waiting impatiently for what seemed an eternity, Marie had been seized with the notion that the act of turning the knob would, through a supernatural process obscure to mortal minds, impress the need for haste upon her sister. It hadn’t worked, but having started down this path, she was reluctant to give ground.

When no promising sounds of movement reached her, Marie forced herself to let go of the handle, marched to the bedroom she shared with her sister, and pushed inside. “You do realize Mémé expects us at one.”

Eliza, clad in the one serviceable frock she owned, was on her knees rummaging through the clutter under her bed. She glanced up and a lock of wispy dark brown hair fell across her lightly freckled face. “You go on ahead and get our coats. I’ll be along in a moment.”

Marie narrowed her eyes skeptically.

“I promise. I’ll be right down,” Eliza mumbled, already half under the bed again. 

Leaving the bedroom door open, Marie paused in front of the mirror to adjust her bonnet before heading downstairs to the apartment house’s small foyer. She pulled their winter coats from the closet and gave each a thorough brushing before slipping hers on and buttoning it to the chin. Folding Eliza’s over her arm, she drifted to the front window to peer as far as she could down the street. 

Mr. Griggs, their landlord, was probably stumbling home this very moment. Night watchman for a privately owned stable, it was his habit to stop by a local saloon after finishing his shift to enjoy a little “jollification”. Far from a pleasing man at the best of times, drunk, he was unendurable. 

Thinking of Griggs increased Marie’s impatience. She strode to the stairs, prepared to retrieve her sister bodily if she had to, when a door banged shut overhead and Eliza’s distinctive footsteps sounded in the hall.

“Sorry,” Eliza muttered, finally emerging. The holly-green ribbons of her untied bonnet danced around her rosy face as she tromped down the stairs as fast as her leg brace would allow. She took the coat Marie held out to her. “I couldn’t find my copy of Cyrano anywhere, so I decided to take Martin Chuzzlewit instead, but then I couldn’t find that either. I was searching for my copy of Futility when I spotted Cyrano in the sewing basket. So, you see, it all worked out.”

Marie shook her head despairingly. “You’ll ruin your eyes with all this reading, and then where will you be? Men do not want bookish, bespectacled wives.”

Eliza cast her a wry look before thrusting her arm into the coat and swinging the front door open. “If all men are truly such shallow, spiritless creatures, I can’t think why any woman would want to marry one. I know I wouldn’t.” 

Marie suppressed a smile. “It’s fine and well for you to talk that way now, but give it another five years and you’ll — Oh! Confound it!” 

The moment they stepped onto the porch, Mr. Griggs’s swaggering bulk came into view. Marie seized Eliza’s wrist and pulled her in the opposite direction. With any luck, the old reprobate would be so drunk he wouldn’t notice. 

They made it to the walkway before Griggs called out, “Not so fast, the pair of ya! I’m wantin’ a word!”

Marie’s stomach lurched, but she pasted a smile on her face and turned to wait. She avoided Griggs whenever possible, but given the rarity of decent rooms at a price her family could pay, incivility was not a luxury she could afford. 

Blunt-featured and red-faced, Mr. Griggs’s bulbous nose and bloodshot eyes announced him as a man who liked his drink even before he drew close enough to catch the scent of horse manure and ale peculiar to him.

“Mr. Griggs, how pleasant to meet you like this, but I’m afraid we cannot stop. Eliza and I are on our way to dine with Grandmother on Chestnut Hill.” Marie emphasized the last two words, hoping the reference to their affluent connections would encourage him to exercise a little forbearance. 

“I don’t care if yous were on yer way to Hades to sup with the devil himself, I’m wantin’ a word!’ Griggs wagged a filthy finger in her face. His nail was a dark line, as though it had been drawn on in India ink. “Where’s that good-fer-nothin’ father of yours gotten himself off to, huh?” 

“Father?” Marie echoed, her throat tight. “I believe he’s out looking for work.”

“Work?” Griggs spat. “That no account’s never done a day’s work in his life. And now he’s a week behind in the rent.”

Marie managed a stiff smile, but the insult stung — all the more because it was true. “He settled our account with your good wife earlier today.” 

Settled their account, indeed. She and Eliza had spent the whole of the morning on their hands and knees scrubbing the old woman’s kitchen from top to bottom with a detergent so caustic Marie’s fingers had blisters. And while they had been toiling over the landlord’s old wood-fired stove, Mrs. Griggs had been in the back room with Father, hooting and laughing obscenely. 

Griggs waved her words away as he might shoo a horsefly. “It best be like ya say, ‘cause I ain’t gonna stand fer no more of yer father’s empty promises. So, he’s gonna get rich investing in that South America prospect, is he? Fie! Tell him to save his fairy stories for them that’s daft enough to believe ‘em.” 

Marie examined the seam of her glove while he spoke. The wool had begun to pull apart near her thumb — close to where she had mended it last time. His words could only hurt her if she let them, and she was determined not to give him that sort of power. 

“Putting on fancy airs, struttin’ about like a peacock. Hell,” Griggs continued. “It’s plain to anyone with eyes that muck-snipe’s got all the breedin’ of an alley cat — and half the scruples. Mark my words, Missy, if that puffed up do-nothin’ falls behind just once more, it’ll be the boot fer the lot of ya.”

Marie looked up, and in as calm a voice as she could manage, said, “I’m sure it won’t come to that. Now, if there’s nothing more we can do for you, we really must be off. Good afternoon, Mr. Griggs, and Merry Christmas.”

Without waiting for a response, Marie rejoined her sister, who’d wandered a little way down the lane.

“Rent?” Eliza asked, her expression knowing.

Marie gave a quick nod. 

“You can always tell when Papa has been going to the fights. He has the worst luck.” Eliza sighed, then added, “We’ll have to hurry if we don’t want to be late.” 

Marie gave another nod, too angry to speak. How she hated drunkards! Times like this, she was in perfect sympathy with those imperious temperance folk who stood on street corners handing out broadsheets and singing old-fashioned hymns. It would serve Papa right if she joined the local league and plastered the house from floor to ceiling with leaflets and hand-scrawled psalms. She’d do it too, if she thought it would do him one ounce of good. 

Eliza opened her book the moment they found seats on the trolley, leaving Marie with her thoughts. The muddy roads, crowded with last-minute shoppers and merrymakers, gave way to long tree-lined avenues and parks. Cheerful scarlet and emerald ribbons appeared on gaslight posts and the voices of carolers lilted on the winter air. Never having possessed the ability to maintain her anger, be it ever so just, Marie’s mood improved with her surroundings. By the time they neared Chestnut Hill, she felt sufficiently recovered to smile at passers-by and hum a few bars of “It Came Upon the Midnight Clear”.

The streets on Chestnut Hill were lined with ancient trees. Their outstretched branches, now clad in freshly fallen snow, created a delicate crystalline canopy over the lane. Marie pulled the cord for their stop, and they walked the remaining distance to the house. Before making their way up the cobbled path, Marie stopped Eliza and inspected her. At fourteen, her sister was seven years her junior. A childhood bout of polio had left her right leg weak and underdeveloped. The metal braces the doctor fitted her with were burdensome, and the leather straps rubbed her skin raw, but Eliza never complained and had learned to get around as well as anyone. Since their mother’s death, eight years ago, Marie had done her best to care for her. 

Marie fixed the collar of her sister’s coat, flashed her a reassuring smile, and led the way to the servants’ entrance. The Lett mansion was magnificent, easily the finest in the neighborhood, at least in Marie’s estimation. Through gaps in the heavy blue velvet curtains, she caught glimpses of modish furniture and elegant gilt-framed paintings. A familiar pang of longing tugged at her heart, and she consoled herself by vowing that one day she too would be surrounded by beautiful things.

At the rear door, Marie knocked twice and waited. When no one answered, she opened the door and ushered her sister inside. “Mémé must be downstairs.” 

The Letts spent most of the year in New York City. While the family was away, the house was staffed only by a butler and their grandmother, the housekeeper — both of whom were hard of hearing.

Marie and Eliza removed their coats and tramped through a small storage room that skirted the kitchen, then down a long corridor that, when followed to its termination, led to the dining hall, but they weren’t going that far. Marie paused briefly before passing through a narrow door covered in emerald green baize. She had never seen another like it, but Mémé assured her that all the best homes had one: a clear separation between the upstairs and the downstairs, the borderline between the masters’ world and the servants’.

Mémé sat before the fire in the servants' hall: a large, open room with whitewashed walls and a cedar floor. The air was thick with the pleasing aroma of sweet spices and roast turkey.

Marie smiled and called out, "Merry Christmas, Mémé."

Their grandmother looked up from her knitting. “Vous êtes en retard. You’re late.”

Eliza stepped forward. “Terribly sorry, Mémé! Papa fell behind on the rent again, and that awful Mr. Griggs stopped us as we were leaving. The man’s a dreadful swine and an awful bore.” Eliza paused, her heart-shaped face breaking into a broad grin. “I’m not sure which is worse.”

Grand-mère Alozia stood. She was a short woman whose regal carriage made her seem several inches taller than she was. People said Marie took after her, which was a rare compliment indeed. In her prime, Mémé had been one of the great beauties of New Orleans: a copper-complexioned Creole woman with sea-green eyes and wild, curling raven hair. 

Mémé’s father had been a prosperous merchant, and, according to John, Marie’s father, Mémé had once had her choice of husbands. John also never failed to add that their family’s current, deteriorated situation was due to Mémé Alozia’s failure to choose wisely. 

John meant this as a cautionary tale, no doubt, but it had invested her grandmother, who was in all other respects the most punctilious woman Marie knew, with a hint of the dangerous, of the romantic.

After exchanging more pleasantries, Mémé ushered the girls to the already set table. “It’s just us this year, I’m afraid. Mr. Candler’s sister married last May, and she invited him to her house for the holidays.”

“Oh? Good for her,” Marie said, genuinely surprised. Even allowing for an age gap of ten years or more between the siblings, the bride must have been ancient. 

“Has my son found employment yet?” Mémé asked once everyone’s plate was full.

“No, but he says —,” Marie began. 

“He says!” Mémé cut her off. “Sa bouche n’a pas de dimanche. The man’s mouth never takes a day of rest. What does he do?”

“Nothing,” Eliza answered quickly. “Unless you count going to saloons with Charlie and William.”

Mémé looked up sharply. “Not William Jones?”

“The same,” Eliza confirmed.

Mémé’s lips thinned and two spots of color appeared on her cheeks. “When I think of all the trouble Mr. Lett went to, getting our Charlie hired on at the attorney Duncombe’s, and what that dreadful friend of his did. Ah! The shame of it.” She shook her head, as though physically clearing the thought from her mind. “Never mind. Ce qui est bien fait, n’est jamais mal fait. What’s done with good intentions can never be wrong. We must remember that — even if the boy is an ingrate.”

Marie murmured what she hoped would pass for disinterested agreement. She didn’t like to hear people speak ill of William, however he might deserve it.  

“What your brother, Charlie, needs is a man about, someone he can look up to, but all he has is your father.” Grand-mère shook her head in disgust. “How a son of your grandpapa’s could turn out like him, I’ll never know. Born tired, he was — just plain lazy. Your Grand-père Jean, on the other hand, was selling artificial feathers out of a suitcase when he was just ten years old, and by the time the good Lord took him, he owned an entire factory down by the river.”

“It’s too bad Grandpapa didn’t live longer,” Eliza contributed. “Perhaps Papa would have turned out better.” 

Mémé stiffened, and Marie broke in, “Isn’t this stuffing delicious, Lizzy? What’s in it?” 

There were many details Marie didn’t know, but she’d overheard enough arguments between Mémé and Papa to understand that Eliza’s words had struck a nerve. Grand-père had died when her father was still an infant. Mr. Tompkins, Mémé’s second husband, had never taken to his stepson. Worse still, he had indulged his taste for gambling and squandered the bulk of the generous inheritance left by his predecessor. Mémé’s family, embarrassed by the connection, had severed communication and left Mémé to her own devices.

Papa received a fair education and a small annuity, as that had been set aside for him when he was still in the cradle, but that was all. He grew into a wild youth, becoming, in many respects, evermore like the stepfather he loathed. Tompkins died when Papa was sixteen, but the damage had been done. 

With the family’s small fortune all but spent, Mémé had been grateful to find a respectable post as a housekeeper, a position she’d held all the years Marie had been alive. Papa, however, had never adjusted to his family’s change in station. He spoke — and spent — as though their poverty was a temporary inconvenience.

Mémé Alozia explained the intricacies of stuffing made in the Creole style, after which the conversation stayed more-or-less on track. After dessert, they sat around the fire and chatted until the clock on the mantel chimed four. When the girls rose to take their leave, Mémé Alozia followed them into the hall and withdrew two neatly wrapped packages from the cupboard, pressing one into each of the girl’s hands. 

“Best open these here,” she said.

Eliza’s package held a leather-bound book of verse, Marie’s a lovely tortoise comb.

“It’s beautiful,” Marie gasped, throwing her arms around her grandmother’s neck. “Thank you, Mémé.”

“Don’t let your father know about these,” Mémé said as Eliza hugged her too. “He’ll pawn them, sure as you're born.”

Both girls promised, more Merry-Christmases were exchanged, and they started for home. The day had been warm, and the half-melted snow shone brilliantly, reflecting the last rosy-gold rays of sunlight. Marie always liked this time of day. The fading light obscured much of what was unattractive in the world, reducing it to interestingly shaped shadows on a painted sky. A breath of fog appeared in the street. It suspended in the air just above the ground, fingering the bottoms of the shop windows and blushing pink in the gloaming. It reminded Marie of fairy stories she had heard as a girl, of magical kingdoms, ogres, and princesses.

By the time they reached the front door of the Griggs’s house, the fairytale had evaporated. Even in winter, the smell of urine and old garbage hung in the air. In the foyer, they shrugged out of their coats and were halfway up the stairs when a hoot of coarse laughter reverberated through the corridor. It came from the Griggs’s. When she strained her ears, Marie could just distinguish the rumble of her father’s voice.

Eliza nudged her. “It sounds like Papa made peace with Mr. Griggs.”

“That’s a blessing, at any rate.” 

The windows had been closed all day, and the acrid smell of stale tobacco mingled unpleasantly with the sharp scent of detergent. Marie fumbled on the table for the matches and lit a small lamp. Eliza lit a candle from it, gave Marie a quick hug, then retreated to bed to read.

Listless, Marie put on the kettle and looked around the dreary room. She had hung some old stockings over the fire, and tonight she would slip a few small gifts into each one: a new thimble and two yards of yellow ribbon for Eliza, some tobacco for Charlie, and a new clay pipe for Papa. It wasn’t much, but it was the best she could do. The cheerless sight of the cramped room and the bedraggled stockings in front of the hearth filled her with despair. It was a far cry from the tasteful simplicity of even the servants' hall in the house on Chestnut Hill.

Marie took her mother’s old wedding ring quilt from her bed and wrapped it around her shoulders before settling into the window-seat. Her lamp threw a golden reflection on the windowpane, obscuring her view, so she blew it out. The sun had almost set, and the world outside was turning an inky blue.

She pressed her forehead against the cold glass, allowing her mind to wander. The walls were thin, and muffled barks of laughter reached her from the Griggs’s rooms below. They must be quite drunk by now. She wondered if Charlie was down there. She listened but couldn’t detect his voice. Maybe he was out — with William. She stared into the night, trying to imagine them in it.

The fog was thick in the street now, but she could still make out figures huddled around a gas street lamp. Its flame cast an unnaturally bright glow on their faces. Even at a distance, she recognized them as painted ladies, who, in defiance of the fog and cold, were plying their trade. As she watched, one of them glanced up at the window. For an instant, their gazes met, and, through the distance and the fog, Marie thought she saw the woman’s carmined lips twist into a mocking smile.

Marie turned away. Her hands balled into fists, and her fingernails dug into the flesh of her palms. She had to get out of here. She had to.
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Chapter Three
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​Cast Out

​December 24, 1899

Seven Days Before the Murder

William Jones sat across from his friend, Charles Chevalier, at their usual table at Morris’s Saloon. The holiday and the early hour kept most of the regulars away, and the always dark room was unusually quiet. The silence made William fidgety, not because he preferred a rowdy atmosphere, but because the emptiness was a constant reminder that other men had somewhere better to be. 

He swallowed the rest of the gin in his glass and winced. Some said the liquor here was cut with sulphuric acid, turpentine, and lime oil. It certainly tasted vile. The contents of his cup scorched a path from his lips clear down to his intestines, but it was damn effective. A sign above the bar read “Drunk for a penny, Dead drunk for two”. Tonight, William thought reaching for the bottle, was a two-penny night. 

“Wish I could help you, Liam, I really do, but frankly, I could stand that sort of help myself just now.” Charlie spoke in that good-humored way peculiar to men who have never been troubled by any problems but their own. “How far behind are you?”

“Five weeks.” 

Charlie let out his breath in a low whistle. 

William shrugged, past embarrassment. His eyes followed a shaft of light that streamed through the saloon’s smoky interior. Its source was a small window the shape of a porthole.

“Surely she wouldn't put you out on Christmas Eve,” Charlie contributed, the liquor making him speak in exaggerated tones. 

William smirked. “I wouldn’t bet on that.”

Charlie slammed his palm against the table. “Well, that’s a fine example of Christian charity for you!” 

The noise resounded through the empty room and Otto, the red-bearded barkeep, stopped wiping glasses to shoot them a look of warning.

“What about your little friend?” Charlie screwed up his face in thought. “Cathy or Caroline, whatever her name is, can’t she help?”

“Charlotte,” William corrected. “She’s been out on the Tenderloin every night, but with the weather being what it is, there’s no business to be had.”

“It’s a damn shame.” Charlie shook his head. “If only we had a hundred dollars—no, fifty—we could solve all our problems. That South America speculation is a sure thing. John and I are going ‘round to see Mémé tomorrow. The old girl is loaded, but wonderful tight-fisted.”

William sighed. John was Charlie’s father, and Charlie had been going on about his rich grandmother since they were boys. William had even met the old woman once or twice; she was a proud, sanctimonious sort, very much of his own father’s ilk. 

William picked up his glass but paused before drinking when the burning in his stomach intensified. When was the last time he’d eaten? He couldn’t remember. He drained the glass anyway, then rose, somewhat unsteadily. “I’d better be off. Charlotte will be wondering what became of me.”

Charlie rose too, pushing heavily off of the table. “I need to be moving along myself. Marie asked me to be home early tonight.” 

William winced.

Charlie looked at him puzzled, then, realizing his mistake, mumbled a quick, “Sorry.” 

In the year since Marie had broken off with him, this was the first time Charlie had mentioned his sister’s name. 

William shrugged. 

“See you tomorrow?” Charlie asked as he secured his muffler. The question wasn’t really a question, and Charlie lumbered off without waiting for a reply. 

William used the facilities, wished Otto a merry Christmas, and stepped outside. The icy brightness of the world temporarily blinded him. His coat, which had once been tailored to his form, hung loose on his lean body, allowing the cold to snake around his ribs and squeeze him like a vise.

Hugging himself to keep out the wind, William fixed his gaze a foot or two ahead and plodded home. By the time he reached his building on East Indiana Avenue, his feet were numb and his eyelashes froze together with every blink. He turned the handle slowly and eased the door open.

“Might as well come in. I know it’s you, Mr. Diaz.” Mrs. Murch’s voice had an accusatory ring to it. 

A dull pain radiated through William’s chest as he opened the door the rest of the way. His landlady, a middle-aged widow, sat perched on a stool in front of the stairs. 

“It wasn’t enough for you to cheat me, to play on my feelings, you had to humiliate me as well?”  Mrs. Murch rose to her feet, her watery blue eyes searching his. “I went all the way to the bank with that note you gave me, and the cashier near laughed in my face.”

“The check didn’t clear?” William tried to sound surprised, but a profound apathy had settled  over him, draining the emotion from his words.

She shook her head aggrievedly. 

Her pale, blunt-featured face wore an expression that spoke more of hurt than anger, and a pinpoint of hope flickered in William’s chest. “My dear Mrs. Murch—Moira, I was just coming to talk to you.” William’s throat was raw from the gin and the cold, and he coughed to clear it. “This business with the check, it’s a terrible misunderstanding. Has to be. You can’t believe I’d try to  cheat you?”   

“Stop.” She held up a plump, white hand. “I haven’t called the law — not yet. I would rather spare myself that humiliation. But if you and your wife haven't cleared out by tomorrow morning, I will. I swear it.”

Her eyes met his, and he was reminded of the looks his mother had given him when he’d lied as a child. Not angry. Not even surprised. Just ... disappointed. 

“Moira,” he tried again, reaching for her, but she turned and walked away. 

“Wait, please.” William stumbled after her. “Hear me out.” 

Mrs. Murch walked briskly into her apartment and closed the door.

For a long moment, William stood staring at the chipped paint around the frame and hinges, his mind empty. When at last he mounted the stairs, he felt like a man twice his age. His lungs burned from the cold, and there was a dull ache in the pit of his stomach.   

The door to his and Charlotte’s room was unlatched, and he shoved it open. The fading rays of the winter sun filtered through the small window and cast the room in shadowy relief. Charlotte stood by the bed, stuffing clothes into a flour sack. She was twenty-one, but so slight she could have passed for a girl of fifteen. Her hair was a nondescript brown that, when loose, hung in lank waves. She was fair but freckled, and her brows were so fine, they appeared to have been penciled on. Only her eyes were remarkable; they were unexpectedly large and dark, a rich, emotive shade of brown.

“You’ve seen her?” Charlotte’s voice was soft and slightly husky from crying.

William nodded and hung his coat over the back of one of the room’s two rickety chairs. He moved the other chair nearer the fire and sat. The small pile of coals burning on the black iron grate caught his gaze and held it. “You’ll have to pawn my coat. Get us a room anywhere you can.” 

Charlotte, who had moved to put the kettle on the fire, stopped to look at him, her expression uncertain. “Without your coat, you won’t be able to go out.”

“You think I don’t realize that?” A spark of anger ignited inside of him and, just as quickly, fizzled out. “There’s nothing else left. Hurry, it’s getting late.” 

He rotated his hands in front of the warm grate, disinterestedly observing the blue veins that traversed their sinewy length. He glanced over at Charlotte, who continued to stare at him, the tea kettle frozen in her hand. She presented such a complete portrait of anxious indecision that, some other day, he might have pitied her. As it was, he turned his eyes back to the fire and said coldly, “Don’t just stand there. Pawn the damn thing, and let’s be done with it.”
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LONG AFTER CHARLOTTE left with the coat, William remained staring into the orange coals, marshaling his thoughts from one source of grief to the next without analyzing any of them too closely. He was hungry and could not afford food, tired but could not sleep, and the last of the coal flickered and waned in the grate. The various wants and lacks within him grasped impotently into a nothingness so vast that even the enormity of his misery seemed insignificant within it.

He rubbed his jaw and tried to focus his thoughts. Now that he was housebound, he’d have to write to Charlie, let him know his new address just as soon as he had one. It was, after all, possible Charlie’s grandmother would relent. 

He considered dropping the letter by Charlie’s place personally and cringed. He’d sooner starve in the gutter than let Marie see him like this.

Marie. For months after things ended between them, he had lived amidst the corpses of his dreams, tainting every memory he had of her with bitterness and regret. A thousand times, he had struck her from his mind, and a thousand times she had returned. He loathed his weakness even while he relished the completeness of the emotion she stirred: to be hurt, to be angry, to be anything other than hopeless and numb. And so, he allowed his mind to wander, and with ghostlike ease she passed through all the barriers he had constructed against her, and he felt himself gradually transported from his small, darkening room to a summer morning some three years ago when he first discovered what it was to love.

He’d always known Charlie, and, knowing Charlie, had known his sisters. He could not say what had been different about that day. He’d gone to get Charlie and found him sitting down for breakfast. Not being in a particular hurry, William joined him. While handing him a cup of tea, Marie smiled shyly down at him, and her eyes, which were a piercing green, had reached into him with such penetration it made his breath catch. Nothing more passed between them that day, but something new and powerful had ignited inside of him.
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