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			“It is not possible to injure a child without injuring society.”

			John Spargo, Author, The Bitter Cry of the Children, 1906.

		

	
		
			One

			The boy slipped into the saloon on the heels of a stumbling drunk. Squaring bony shoulders beneath a dirty canvas jacket, he headed for the bar, scuffing across the uneven plank floor in too-large boots. Shin-length knickers and woolen socks covered spindly legs. The tattered cap riding low on his forehead didn’t hide the bright, appraising eye he cast over the saloon’s patrons.

			He clomped around the room offering his newspapers, a wide smile on his thin face. The smile didn’t work. No one bought a paper. The reasons were obvious: stale news and drunken patrons, most of them likely couldn’t read. Not their fault. They probably had gone to work at an early age when schooling was rare and not compulsory. So, one after another, heads shook and grimy hands shooed the newsboy away.

			Then it was Sage’s turn. The serial rejections had dimmed the boy’s smile. “Please, Mister. How about you buy a paper? I only got but a few ‘afore I can head home. I’ve been on the streets since early this morning.” He thrust the stack forward, his eyes as imploring as his words.

			Memory punched Sage’s gut, stopping his breath. It was an elfin face with peaked eyebrows, pointed nose and chin. A tentative smile exposed those same bucked and gapped front teeth. 

			This boy isn’t Mickey. Mickey is long dead, he reminded himself. He switched his attention to the boy before him. What to do? He was here to meet up with someone to discuss confidential matters. Still, Meachum was already an hour late so it was unlikely he’d show up at all.

			“Go ahead, take a seat,” Sage said, gesturing at the chair across the table.

			The dark, slightly slanted eyes narrowed as the boy studied the stranger. He was no innocent street urchin ignorant of predators. The boy glanced at the barkeep that was busy elsewhere. Calculation raced across his face. Curiosity or the hope of earning a few coins won out. Besides, the people in the saloon would stop the dark-haired, mustachioed man from trying anything peculiar. The foggy streets and inky alleys outside held more danger.

			The boy pulled out the chair but perched on its edge with his feet barely touching the floor and his body tense and ready to flee.

			‘So, what’s your name?” Sage asked, settling farther back in his own chair to give the boy more space.

			Pride raised the pointed chin. “William Gladney Tobias,” the kid said. “But, the other fellas call me, ‘Glad’,” he said, raising a hand to smooth his hair and exposing an inexpensive copper wrist band. Sage momentarily wondered if it had been a gift.

			“My name’s John Miner,” Sage said. “How old are you, Glad?”

			“I’m fourteen,” he said and added as his eyes flicked sideways, “but small for my age.” 

			More like ten, if even that, Sage thought. But, no point in challenging the boy. “How about a sausage and sarsaparilla?” he asked instead.

			Once again suspicion narrowed the boy’s eyes and he stiffened in his chair. “What ‘xactly will you be wanting in exchange?” he asked. 

			Sorrow was Sage’s first reaction. What had this child suffered from the adults in his world? Glancing around he noted no one was looking in their direction. Nobody cared what happened between the child and the stranger who wore drab canvas and a weathered hat. More’s the pity, he thought.

			“Only a little conversation, Glad. Nothing else. My friend never turned up so some friendly company would be welcome while I finish my beer,” he said matter-of-factly. 

			At the boy’s nodded agreement, Sage strode to the bar and returned with a bread-wrapped sausage, large dill pickle and mug of foamy sarsaparilla. 

			Glad’s first bite was tentative but that soon gave way to ravenous swallows of pickle, sausage and drink, each in turn. A smile tugged at Sage’s lips—he liked to eat the same way. He never understood why some people would eat all of one thing before moving on to the next. After all, it was a meal, meant to be savored as a palette of complementary bites—one after the other.

			There was time for such idle pondering because Sage wanted the boy to satisfy his hunger without interruption. While he waited, his gaze turned inward, mulling over those long-buried memories triggered by Mickey’s spitting-image sitting across from him. 

			Sage had been younger, only eight, the first time he’d climbed up beside the conveyor belt that carried chunks of coal and rock toward the crusher. His arms had grown long enough to grab and toss aside the rocks passing between the belt’s edge and its center. Mickey had stood across from him doing the same job. The work had been hard and dirty but they still managed to exchange grins.

			He’d been lucky. His mother worked in the same coal shed, close enough to countermand the foreman’s order to put a knee on the belt if there were rocks just beyond Sage’s reach. She’d tried to do the same for all the boys but Mickey was across the belt and she didn’t hear the foreman’s order to Sage’s friend.

			Though he was now a grown man and sitting in a saloon clear across the country, Sage still tensed at the memory of what happened next. His mother’s shout jerked Sage’s eyes from the belt just in time to see Mickey clamber onto it, face tense with fear that he tried to overcome with a carefree shrug. That shrug cost him his balance. Sage yelled but no one moved fast enough. Mickey screamed as he tumbled down the fast-moving belt and disappeared into the crusher.

			A sheen of sweat coated Sage’s face at that memory. He noticed Glad had finished eating and was eyeing his benefactor, a furrow of concern between his brows.

			“You okay, Mister?” he asked. “You’re looking kinda peaky.”

			“Yeah, just remembering something that happened when I was about your age,” Sage said before quickly changing the subject. “How long you been peddling newspapers?”

			“Going on two years now. Ever since us kids and ma got here from Missouri.”

			“Ever since you were eight, then?” 

			The boy’s agreeing nod froze the instant he realized Sage had just caught him in a lie. He didn’t bother trying to wriggle out of it. Just shrugged and gave a lopsided smile that made Sage like him all the more.

			“So, do you have brothers and sisters?” Sage asked.

			This time the nod was definite and the eyes held steady. “Yup. Got me an older brother and two sisters. My brother works nights as a messenger. Carrie Lynne mostly works at home taking care of Ma and baby Emma. She earns us a bit of money watching after neighbor kids and by helping Ma make artificial flowers.”

			“What’s wrong with your mother?”

			A look of helplessness washed across the boy’s face. “She’s took ill with that consumption. Always coughing and spitting up blood. She can’t work no more. But she tries real hard, anyway. Does piece work at home for the paper flower company when she can sit up. Don’t know how long that’s gonna last ‘cause she just keeps getting sicker. All night long—cough, cough, cough.” The words trailed off into heavy silence and the boy looked down at his hands on the table.

			“What about your pa?”

			Sage’s question brought a grimace and for a beat, Glad said nothing before answering reluctantly, “We done left him in Missouri. The drink got him and he took to hitting us when he wasn’t off throwing all our money at some saloonkeeper.”

			It was a familiar story. Every day countless men, lost to drink’s temporary oblivion, abandoned their wives and children. Sage thought alcohol in moderation acceptable. In fact, his business sold it. Still, encounters with families made destitute by drink made him wonder whether those ax-wielding temperance women had a point.

			The boy stirred and continued, “So’s we came here and Ma got a job and things were looking pretty good until she got sick.”

			Glad didn’t need to give further explanation. When the only parent was unable to work, it became the children’s job to keep the family afloat. Earning enough for food and housing became their daily task. Dreams of anything beyond that were just that—dreams.

			“You going to school tomorrow?”

			The boy shrugged. “Maybe. Depends on how late I get back. Since I paid a half-cent for each paper, I got to sell them all ‘afore I’m done.” He straightened. “You want to buy a paper, Mister Miner? Only one cent.”

			Sage fished in his pocket for a dollar. “Well, Mr. Tobias, I think I’ll just buy them all.”

			Glad’s eyes fixed eagerly on the coin. “I don’t have change for a whole dollar but I bet the barkeep does.” 

			He started to rise but Sage grabbed his elbow. “Hold up, Glad. You can keep the whole dollar if you will promise me one thing.”

			Glad sank back on the chair, suspicion darkening his face. “What do you want me to promise?” he said, with a hint of glum resignation.

			“That you’ll go straight home and that you’ll go to school tomorrow. A fellow’s got to learn to read and write and calculate if he wants to get anywhere in this world. You don’t want to be selling newspapers forever do you?”

			Relief brought an emphatic shake of the head. “I’m going to college when I get a bit older,” Glad said and added proudly, “I can read pretty good already. Mama taught me and every day I read the newspaper from cover to cover.”

			Sage sat back in surprise. “How do you plan on paying for college?” he asked.

			Glad’s eyes brightened and he leaned forward, eagerness vibrating in his spare body. “I got me a bank account. Every week I put in a few cents. The rest I give to Ma. I don’t have nothing to do with playing craps or wasting money on the nickelodeons like the other newsboys. Anyway, next fall, I’ll have enough saved so’s I can buy a delivery route up there in the West Hills. Them rich folks like having the paper with their breakfast. It’ll be a steady bit of cash and I’ll have my route done before school. Then, starting at 4:30 in the afternoon, I’ll sell rush hour papers—that’s the best money,” he confided.

			“How long have you had this plan of yours?”

			“Oh, I started thinking on it awhile back,” Glad said, sitting back and crossing his arms across his chest. A worried look crossed his face and he leaned forward again to say, “‘Course, first off we got to find a better place to live. That dampness ain’t helpin’ Ma’s breathing none.

			“Where is it that you live?”

			There was a slight hesitation. Sage waited for the hasty lie only to realize that it was embarrassment holding Glad’s tongue because the boy flushed as he said, “We got us a one-room place down there in Sullivan’s Gulch.”

			Sage knew where he meant. Only the destitute and crazed lived in the shacks that squatted on the ravine’s bottom beside a spring-fed Tanner creek.

			“I’ve heard there’s fish in that creek. You ever fish it?” Sage asked, and was gratified to see the question ease the boy’s embarrassment.

			Glad nodded eagerly. “I surely do and I’ve caught some good ones. But my brother, Terrance, is even better at catching them.”

			Seeing that the boy was again on firm footing, Sage said, “Well, you best head home. I’m sure your ma’s worried.” Sage handed Glad the dollar coin and received the boy’s remaining papers in return.

			Pocketing the coin, Glad’s face turned solemn as he said, “I thank you kindly, Mr. Miner, for the sausage and the pickle and the sarsaparilla. And the dollar,” he added hastily. He stood, leaving his papers on the table. Sticking out his hand he said earnestly, “You ever need anything, anything at all, you can always find me down here late evenings ‘cause I stop here to Slap Jacks on my way to home.”

			Sage smiled, his mind fixing momentarily on the fictional Sherlock Holmes and his army of helpful street urchins the author called, “the Baker Street Irregulars.” 

			“I’ll keep that in mind, Mr. Tobias. It’s been a pleasure,” he answered solemnly as he shook the boy’s hand. 

			As Glad turned to go, Sage couldn’t resist cautioning him, “And, you take care going home.”

			“I will.” Glad gave his gap-toothed grin. “I surely will, especially tonight,” he repeated as he patted the pocket holding the coin.

			After the boy slipped out the saloon doors, Sage pulled his tin watch from his pocket. Almost eleven. Definitely too late for Meachum to turn up. The last freight train from the south would have pulled in an hour ago.

			Stepping out onto the boardwalk, he paused when an odd noise, about half a block away, caught his attention. The street was partially obscured by thinning fog so Sage stepped in that direction and squinted to see better. Sure enough, there was Glad; a stack of newspapers draped over one arm. He was running toward a cab that had pulled to the curb.

			 “The little imp,” Sage muttered, realizing Glad must have stashed some papers outside the saloon. As it was, he’d been taken in by that newsboy ploy, “Gee, Mister. These are my last papers to sell before I can go home to bed.” He smiled and felt a bit of admiration for the enterprising youngster. 

			Sage watched two men dismount from the cab. The driver stayed on his rooftop perch, holding the horse in place. Suddenly, Glad gave a cry of alarm, dropped his papers, backed away and turned to flee.

			“Hey!” Sage shouted and began to run. 

			His shout didn’t divert the men. One of them, the biggest fellow, snatched the boy, turned him upside down and shook him like a pepper shaker. Sage heard coins raining onto the boardwalk. The two attackers didn’t pause to pick them up. Instead, the second man opened the cab door and tossed Glad inside like a bag of laundry. Then both men jumped in after him and the cab rattled away at a fast trot.

			Outrage powered Sage’s legs. Over the thudding of his feet, he heard Glad shriek. Sage ran until his lungs started heaving. Still, the cab drew even further away. Finally, after three blocks, it turned a corner, leaving him so winded that he had to stop, hands on thighs, to catch his breath, stale beer forming a nasty bubble in his throat. Seconds later, he ran on but, rounding the corner he saw only an empty street. The cab’s red tail lantern had vanished.

			Defeated, Sage headed back to the scene of the attack despite knowing nothing there could explain what he’d just seen happen. A slight breeze began dispersing the fog and fluttering Glad’s dropped newspapers. He leaned against a darkened storefront and pondered the scattered copper pennies and the silver dollar in their midst. Rain began pattering the newspapers, a dismal accompaniment to the despair washing over him. If it wasn’t a robbery, what the hell was it?

		

	
		
			 

			Two

			“Hey, Lazy Bones, we could use your help downstairs this mor—” The chiding cut off as she took in the unused bed and her son, sitting slumped in a chair, staring out the window.

			“What’s wrong? Did something happen to Meachum? Is he hurt?” Alarm sharpened her words. Mae Clemens liked the Flying Squad’s leader. Like them, Meachum was one of St. Alban’s undercover operatives. But Meachum’s role was more dangerous. He and his small group of men rode the rails, confronting the violent railroad bulls who beat, robbed and killed the thousands of homeless men forced to hop boxcars as they searched for work. Meachum and his Flying Squadron never killed the bulls. Instead, they tossed them off the trains on slow curves—usually without their boots.

			Sage straightened in his chair and scrubbed his face with his hands. “No, Ma, far’s I know, Meachum is just fine. At least, I haven’t heard otherwise. His schedule is always kind of iffy.”

			She pointedly looked at the bed and at her son in his chair. “Well, something sure the heck happened. Did you catch any sleep last night?”

			He heaved a sigh. “No. And, yes, something happened.” He told her about his encounter with William Gladney Tobias and how he’d seen the boy snatched off the street.

			“The poor child. What do you suppose they wanted with him?”

			Sage grimaced. “I hate to think.” Then he added, knowing what he said next would be a blow to her heart. “Ma,” he began gently, “he was the spitting image of Mickey—right down to the gap between his front teeth.”

			She sagged down onto a chair, the searing memory weakening her knees. “I see,” she said. Looking at her son, her dark blue eyes, so like his own, were sympathetic as she added, “Maybe the boy is why Sergeant Hanke is sitting at the kitchen table downstairs.”

			Sage lurched to his feet. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? I filed a police report. Maybe they’ve found Glad.”

			As he hurried to the door her dry voice stopped him in his tracks. “Surely, you’re not going to walk through Mozart’s dining room as John Miner?”

			She was right. Many considered Mozart’s Table the second most elegant restaurant in Portland. Only the Portland Hotel’s dining room ranked higher. Ironically, their restaurant was merely a cover for their labor union work. Sage, disguised as John Miner, moved around the city in workingman’s clothes when he was on one of St. Alban’s missions. But in his role of Mozart’s well-to-do proprietor, John Adair, he wore only silk, linen, gabardine, and fine worsted wool. It was in that role that he was able to mingle with and, gather information about, the shenanigans of the city’s wealthy elite. 

			So, she was right. He couldn’t mix the two personas. “Will you ask him to wait while I change?” he asked her.

			“I’ll ask but, from the look of him, I don’t think he’s planning to go anytime soon.”

			“Oh. So, he’s got his feed bag on?” Sage guessed. Hanke started partaking of their cook’s culinary delights when he worked as a beat patrolman. Even after his sergeant’s promotion, Hanke still dropped into Mozart’s kitchen now and again.

			Mae shook her head. “Fact is, that’s what’s got me worried. He turned down food and he’s not smiling.”

			“Damn,” Sage said. He snatched clothes from the wardrobe and headed for the bathroom down the hall.

			  

			Ten minutes later, with mustache ends waxed, hair pomaded, an expensive suit and vest donned, and accessorized by a gold watch chain, Sage stepped into Mozart’s kitchen where the big policeman sat waiting for him. After taking a seat and gratefully accepting a mug of coffee from Ida, Sage asked, “Is this about the report I filed last night? Did you find the boy?”

			Hanke stared into his coffee mug before looking at Sage. “Maybe. We found a boy’s body. It’s with the coroner over at Crofton’s funeral home. He looks about the right age and all.”

			Sage groaned and felt his mother squeeze his shoulder. He hadn’t realized that she stood behind him. He reached up and put his hand atop her’s.

			Hanke said, “I was hoping you’d take a gander—see if it’s the Tobias kid. We need to find and tell his folks if it is. If not—” Hanke’s shrug finished his sentence. The police would try to find the dead boy’s family but, with so many children working and living on the streets, they might never identify the body.

			  

			Crofton’s funeral home was also the City morgue. That’s how it worked in Portland. The chosen funeral home’s director also served as the coroner and pronounced the cause of death. Crofton’s narrow, pale face was glum when he opened the door. 

			“Sergeant, given the circumstances of the child, I thought it prudent to call in Dr. Harry Lane to consult. Just to make sure there wasn’t foul play,” he said, before leading them down the basement stairs.

			Sure enough, the doctor awaited them, smoke from a briar root pipe wreathing his head. His strong chin jutted forward and his gray eyes coolly scrutinized Sage from head to toe. “You’re that John Adair fellow. You run that fancy restaurant,” he announced in an accusatory tone.

			Momentarily taken aback by the man’s unfriendly attitude, Sage said nothing. Lane kept talking. “Been there. Good food but don’t particularly like the company. Too many self-satisfied nabobs. I prefer rubbing elbows with the plain folk.”

			Sage couldn’t disagree but this was neither the time nor place to voice his opinion. Lane turned his attention to Sergeant Hanke. “Let’s get a move-on. I have patients waiting.”

			Peering over Lane’s shoulder, Sage was relieved to see that only one small, sheet-covered body lay on a zinc-covered table. The rest of the tables stood empty. Even so, the room with its medicinal and other scents gave him the willies. 

			The four of them crossed the room to stand around the body. Saying nothing, Lane drew the sheet off the face. Sage’s heart stopped and then stuttered back to beating. The little face had a red puckered scar on one side and the hair was dirty yellow.

			“It’s not him. It’s not Glad Tobias.” Hearing the relief in his own voice, Sage felt shame. After all, a boy was dead. One about Glad’s age. He rushed to ask, “What killed him, doctor?”

			The lines around Lane’s tight-lipped mouth deepened. Despite his cranky attitude, Sage knew the doctor cared. He’d never met the man but he’d heard of him. Born the grandson of Oregon’s first territorial governor and senator, Lane had thrown social prestige aside to become a physician who treated the poor without charge. In fact, he was known, locally, as, “The Poor People’s Doctor.” 

			Lately, Lane had been raising a ruckus over the City’s failure to inspect butcher shops. Before that, he’d fussed over human waste fertilizing the city’s vegetable gardens. When no one listened, he stopped the practice by shooting the urns used to hold the stuff. Lane was a man with causes who also took action. Had to admire that.

			Lane gently pulled the sheet down to the boy’s waist. It was a painful sight. Every single rib in the boy’s sutured chest protruded. He was so underfed that his collarbones nearly pierced his thin pale skin. Lane gently pulled an arm from beneath the sheet. It was sticklike and sprinkled with other red scars, some old some new. The doctor turned the wrist so that they could see the calluses on the boy’s fingers and palms. Tenderly, Lane returned the hand to the body’s side. “His lungs are also scarred.”

			“Scarred?” Sage repeated.

			The doctor nodded. “He was in some place where he breathed in harmful particles for a considerable time. That’s what did the scarring.” 

			The doctor drew the sheet back over the body. “I found no broken bones, no evidence of strangulation. I don’t think he was murdered. I think he was starved and worked to death or, at least near enough to death, that he couldn’t survive last night’s cold.”

			Hanke cleared his throat. “A patrolman found him early this morning, wrapped in a blanket, lying behind a row of dust bins. At first, he thought the child was just sleeping.”

			The doctor nodded. “That’s why he looks so peaceful. Probably died in his sleep from hypothermia. There’s not an ounce of fat on his frame. The blanket wasn’t enough.”

			“What are those scars on his body?” Sage asked. 

			“Burns. Some old, some relatively new. Whatever work they had him doing involved fire.” 

			They stood around the covered body, each one contemplating the horror that had been the child’s life until Hanke finally asked, “How old is he, do you think?”

			Lane waved his pipe in the air, sending out a trail of smoke. “Hard telling. He’s been worked hard and starved, so his growth is stunted. That’s always the case with these factory children. I’d guess somewhere between nine and twelve. Can’t tell you anything more.”

			With that, Lane nodded at them, tapped the brim of his hat and headed toward the doorway. When he reached it, he turned, removed his pipe and pointed its stem at Hanke as he said, “I’m counting on you to find the bastards who did this.” His lips twisted before he added, “Unless some damn politician tells you to back off, of course.” There was no mistaking the contempt he gave the word, “politician.”

			  

			They trudged back to the police station in silence beneath a heavy blanket of gray clouds. As the station came in sight, Hanke stirred himself to say, “The boy had a few other belongings with him. You want to see?”

			The possessions lay on Hanke’s desk: A shirt that looked far too large, a penknife with a broken tip, a creased photograph of a grim woman and a kerchief, bright red against the faded blue of the shirt. Profound sadness washed through Sage.

			Hanke seemed to feel it too, because he dropped into his chair behind the desk with a heavy sigh. “He’d wrapped himself in that big shirt to keep warm. I’m guessing he’s a runaway. Given how skinny he is, I’m also thinking he might be one of them orphan slaves.”

			Sage sat down across from the police sergeant as he echoed, “Orphan slave?”

			Hanke nodded. “I’ve been knowing about them. They’ve too many orphans back east so they ship them west on trains. Folks actually go to the train stations, pick out the one they want, pay for their fare and take them home. For the lucky children, it means hard work but a good home. For others—” here he shrugged, leaving the rest to Sage’s imagination. 

			“You don’t think he had a family, then?”

			“Well, of course, there are some families, especially those without a father, that have no choice but to have everybody out earning money as best they can. And, I’ve seen where some folks send their little kids out to work so they don’t have to or because they want the family to get ahead at any cost.” 

			Hanke heaved a sigh before saying, “But, a family seems unlikely since his folks would have at least fed him just to keep him working. Looks like nobody cared whether our young fellow got enough food. Orphan slaves, they’re treated like they’re replaceable. I’ve seen it before.”

			“Here? In Portland?” Appalled didn’t begin to describe what Sage felt. “We have orphan slaves here in Portland?”

			Hanke shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope not. I saw lots in Chicago when I was growing up. At first, I just thought they were sick kids because they were so little, pale and skinny. Later on, I learned about orphan slaves. I’ve also seen burn marks like his before.”

			“You know how he got burned?”

			Hanke’s lips were tight as he said, “Yup. Pretty darn sure it was molten glass. I’m thinking the poor kid ran away from a glass factory. They’ve got tons of them in Illinois. Not that many around here and I’ve never heard of them using kids. 

			“So, I’m thinking maybe he rode a freight train in from somewhere. God only knows where he came from. I hate to think it was all the way from Chicago. Though, I suppose the hobos could have looked after him. Lots of them would try to help a kid that young.”

			  

			Mae met him at Mozart’s front door. The noon dinner hour was in full swing but she walked right past waiting customers to take his hat and coat and hang them on the hall tree. Her face was set and ready for bad news. Sage didn’t keep her waiting. He shook his head. “It wasn’t him. It wasn’t Glad,” he said, and watched as her face reflected the same train of thought that his own had traveled upon first seeing the dead boy’s face—first relief, then shame, and finally, sadness.

			He glanced behind her. The dining room was full, the ever-dependable Homer was rushing to and fro, as was the second waiter they’d just hired. “Where’s Mr. Fong?”

			She said, “I told him to go home. Kum Ho is very sick. He was too worried to work.”

			That news gave Sage pause. Kum Ho would have to be very sick indeed if she’d let Fong stay home with her. The two of them owned a small provision store that catered to the city’s Chinese. She usually ran the store while Fong worked at Mozart’s, and sometimes slept there in his third-floor room. Originally, Fong wanted to work at Mozart’s Table so he could learn how to run a fancy restaurant. His plan had been to open one that served Chinese food. No one would call the town’s nondescript Chinese cafés, “elegant.” Fong had meant to open the first upscale one catering to whites as well as Chinese. 

			But everything had changed when Fong used martial arts to repel an attack against Sage. In the aftermath of that attack, he and Mae had told Fong the truth about their mission in Portland and he’d wanted to help. Now the three of them carried out St. Alban’s assignments and Fong taught Sage the snake and crane martial art. He’d also become Sage’s closest friend. 

			Sage periodically offered to fund Fong’s Chinese restaurant only to have Fong wave a dismissive hand as he said, “When I get old and tired, then I run restaurant.”

			Sage looked around the crowded dining room. “Do you want me to take over the podium or the busboy job?”

			“Podium,” she answered without hesitation. “You aren’t exactly dressed for hauling dirty dishes. Besides, we’re about to get several more customers. A new lawyer in town, Ambrose Abernathy, has reserved a table for twenty people. Apparently, it’s his wife’s birthday.”

			“He must have come to town with heavy pockets,” Sage said drily, as his inner voice sarcastically observed that yet another rich lawyer was just what the town didn’t need. 

			  

			“Where do you suppose Glad is?” she mused, once the restaurant was closed and the two waiters were in the kitchen prepping for the four o’clock tea hour. 

			“That’s what’s nagging at me. That and wondering about that little fellow who died.” Sage was sipping whiskey, hoping it would slow his thinking enough that he could sleep for a few hours. “Children of that age shouldn’t have to—” he began until he remembered who was sitting across from him.

			Unshed tears glittered in her eyes. “You go ahead and say it, Sage. Say that ‘children that age shouldn’t have to work’. I agree with you. You know I do.”

			“You had no choice.”

			She shrugged and he knew his words failed to lessen her guilt. Still, she agreed, “No, I didn’t have a choice. Your uncle had that black lung. It was only a matter of months before he coughed himself out of work. And, I couldn’t earn enough to feed the three of us. Still, I nearly lost you.”

			 They didn’t often talk about Sage’s year spent as a breaker boy or his subsequent descent into the mine at the age of nine. Nor did they talk of the mine explosion and Sage’s rescue of the mine owner’s grandson. They also avoided talking about their twelve years apart when he was fostered and educated by that same mine owner. 

			Those memories pained them both. For her, it was a revisiting of the sorrow she’d felt every day for his lost childhood and long absence. For him, it was twelve years of bitterness—of enduring the mine owner’s resentment that the explosion had killed his only son instead of the “hillbilly”, Sage. It had been a life of luxury awash with undercurrents of contempt and anger.

			He reached across and squeezed her hand. “But you didn’t, you didn’t lose me. I’m right here.”

			She dabbed at her eyes with the corner of her apron before straightening in her chair. Her face turned resolute and strong. It was a look that always reminded him of a ship’s figurehead, one proudly leading the ship into the unknown. 

			“Anyways, come tomorrow, how do we find out what happened to Glad and that poor dead boy?” she asked.

		

	
		
			 

			Three

			“Let me take your coat, Sir. My, you’ve brought her a lovely bouquet today.” Elvira’s formal tone signaled that strangers were about the house. 

			After taking the roses, she ushered him into the second parlor where heat radiated from a tall coal-burning stove. It was his second favorite room in the house. He smiled. His liking for his favorite room had little to do with its décor.

			The best thing about the second parlor was that it contained little of the bric-a-brac so popular with the day’s Victorian sensibilities. Most of its too-busy wallpaper was hidden behind framed landscapes and mirrors. The room’s corners each had a purpose. One held a whiskey table and another sported a potted rubber tree. In the third corner, a folding screen concealed a lounging divan while the fourth corner held a walnut gramophone with its huge brass horn. 

			Along the two side walls stood four hard-backed, green velvet chairs facing a matching two-person settee. The red Oriental rug lying between them got rolled up whenever the customers wanted to drink and dance before heading upstairs. There’d been no changes since he’d last been in the room except for the newly installed electric sconces and floor lamps. She entered as he was pulling the chain on one of the latter, switching the light off and on. 

			“Do you like them?” she asked.

			Turning, his mind momentarily froze as it always did when he first saw Lucinda Collins. He smiled wryly and shrugged. “Well, the light is less harsh than I expected. Guess I’m used to saloons with their ugly dangling wires and bare bulbs.”

			“Does that mean you might reconsider and electrify Mozart’s dining room?” she said with a grin only to hurry on before he answered. “Can I be the one to tell Mae? She’ll be so delighted.” Her teasing referred to an on-going dispute between Sage and his mother. So far, only the restaurant’s kitchen was electrified and then, only with a single bare bulb. 

			In a more sober tone and with odd intensity, Lucinda added, “I’m told the electricity adds to the house’s resale value.” 

			Before he could reply, Elvira poked her head around the door frame and raised her eyebrows dramatically. 

			“Oops, be back in a minute,” Lucinda said and strode from the parlor.

			Sage’s eye roamed over the caramel-colored glass shades covering the electric sconces and the brass floor lamps sporting matching magenta silk and gold-tasseled shades. Maybe the time had come to make the switch from gas to electricity like his mother wanted. According to his recently acquired firefighting friends, the city’s new electrical code made fires less likely.

			When Lucinda returned she was shaking her head. “One of our newer patrons. I just banned him from returning. Not exactly our kind of clientele.” Her lips twisted in disgust. “You’d think a lawyer would know better.” 

			Lucinda ran the city’s most exclusive parlor house. She expected her visitors to act like gentlemen and her girls to act like ladies otherwise, she threw them out. 

			She gestured toward the settee. “Take a seat, Sage,” she said, and sat beside him. “What have you been doing with yourself? Any more adventures in the offing?” There was a chill in her question. He thought he knew why. He’d been busy and not seen her for a week.

			At least, he could answer her honestly. She was one of the very few who knew Sage was St. Alban’s undercover operative. And, she was also one of a hand full of people who called him “Sage”—a diminutive of his middle name, “Sagacity”. He never thought of himself as “John” though all but his most trusted friends did.

			He shook his head. “No. At least, I don’t think so. But something strange happened the night before last.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Look, I’m sorry you haven’t seen me lately. Things got busy and—” He caught her skeptical look and shut up with his excuses, saying, “‘Anyways,’ as Ma would say, I need your help.” 

			She said nothing so he held her hand and launched into his story. “The other night I met this young boy, he reminded me of—”

			She made no comment until he had finished telling her about Glad and Mickey and the kidnapping. “What can I do to help you find Glad?” she asked, to his relief. The melancholy in her voice meant his tale had stirred up sad memories for her as well. He’d long ago told her about the mine, the explosion and his subsequent fostering with the rich mine owner, but he knew nothing about her childhood. All she ever said was that there’d been monsters, “real” monsters.

			“Maybe. God, Lucinda, I just don’t know. You don’t think. I mean, we stopped the sale of children from the Boy’s Christian Society and closed down that one house in Lair Hill—”

			She withdrew her hand from his and spoke in a tone that chilled the warmth between them. “You are a fool to think we can stop the trade in children. As long as there are customers, someone will provide the service. So, it’s possible they sold your Glad to a house. But, I doubt it.”

			“Really? Why?” 

			“Selling a child who has family in Portland is riskier than just snatching one of the homeless street orphans who’ve just arrived from someplace else. A child who’s lived here for a while knows the city, knows people who might help. It’s far easier to entice and trap a child new to the city.”

			Her explanation made sense. Still, he had to ask. “Is there any way you can confirm that’s not what happened to him?”

			Her lips pressed tightly together and he feared she was angry at the request. Sometimes she turned prickly when he alluded to the prostitution business. But, she sighed and spoke as if she’d read his thoughts. “I don’t harbor illusions about the things that go on in the sex trade. While this house might be posh, it’s still the same business. That means I do talk with the other madams. And, like people everywhere, we gossip. I’m sure I can find out whether a new pedophile house has opened and where it is. It will be harder to learn whether Glad’s there. I can’t promise to find that out. But, I’ll try.”

			“Thank you, Lucinda. I wouldn’t ask but I hate the idea of him—” He stopped when she held up a hand.

			“Sage, I know. Better than you realize. If that’s what happened to your young friend, we need to find him fast.”

			He said nothing, thinking as he always did how lovely she was with her honey-colored hair, corn-flower blue eyes, dainty nose, and generous mouth. In that high-necked dress and with her regal bearing she was the equal of any society matron in the City. 

			“You are doing it again,” she said, startling him out of his contemplation. “What are you thinking?”

			He shifted uncomfortably. “You need to be careful, Lucinda. We don’t know who or what is behind Glad’s kidnapping. Those men looked rough.”

			His answer seemed to sadden her but all she said was, “I will have my driver with me. Where will you be looking for him while I’m off sleuthing?” 

			He fingered his mustache thoughtfully. “I guess I better try to find his family. I know the general area where they live. Who knows, maybe Glad’s safe at home. Or, maybe I misinterpreted what I saw.” 

			Abruptly she stood up from the settee. “I have an idea,” she said and left the room.

			Returning, she handed him a scrawled name and address. 

			“Millie Trumbull,” he read aloud. “Who’s she?”

			“A customer was complaining about her. What caught my ear was him har-haring and bawling, over and over, ‘Put on your hat Willie! Here comes Millie!’ as if it was the funniest thing.”

			Sage arched an eyebrow but said nothing.

			Lucinda lifted and dropped a shoulder in response to his unspoken question. “He was laughing a bit too loud for his mirth to be genuine. He was worried and so were his buddies. I figured it might come in handy to get this ‘Millie’s’ full name.”

			“But who is she?”

			“Near as I could tell, she’s one of those do-gooder women. But she must do more than meet for tea and tittle-tattle.” Sage had to smile. Lucinda rarely bypassed an opportunity to deride the judgmental wives of her wealthy patrons. 

			She smirked again, as if he’d read her mind, and then continued, “‘Anyways,’ as Mae would say, this Millie person helps children. That’s the most I could tell.”

			He shook his head.

			“What?” she demanded. 

			“I don’t know why I bother to read Johnston’s Daily Journal. All I have to do is visit you. You keep up on everything.”

			She looked gratified by his observation. “Given our clientele, we women need to stay current on events. Who’s in, who’s out. Who is doing what to whom,” she said. 

			Of course. Her customers expected the women of the house to offer intelligent conversation as well as the traditional service. But not Lucinda, he told himself. She offered the conversation but did not provide the service. At least, that’s what Elvira had told him once in confidence. And, as for him, well, their relationship was not commercial.

			He reached out and gently traced her cheek with his fingers and leaned toward her.

			She pulled back with a regretful sigh. “Sorry, Sage. Better not to start something we can’t finish. I am expecting a guest.”

			It was as he descended the front steps that her words made him pause. “Guest? What guest? Whose guest? What kind of guest?” Reaching the sidewalk, he fought the temptation to enter the park across the street. From there, he could stand behind a tree and watch her front door. He made himself keep going. 

			“Damned if I’ll skulk around like some jealous lover,” he muttered. Then he ruefully added, “Face it, Sage. You’re afraid she’d catch you.” 

			It was only when he was halfway back to Mozart’s that he remembered her earlier, more disturbing, comment. “Resale value.” What the hell was that about?

			  

			“Millie Trumbull?” Mae started to shake her head and then stopped. “Well, come to think of it, maybe I do know her. She rarely comes in and, when she does, she’s all business. Not one of those la-di-dah ladies wanting afternoon tea and gossip.”

			Sage gave a mental chuckle. No wonder his Appalachian mother and Lucinda liked each other—‘two peas in a pod’ as his mother would say. “Do you think Trumbull would remember you?” he asked. 

			She pursed her lips, thought, then said, “Who knows? We always visit a bit while she waits for her teacher friend, Valentine Pritchard. That gal is never on time.” 

			These were names Sage had never heard. Sometimes he forgot that Mae was also making friends in this new city. No wonder, really. She was someone people trusted—dignified and reserved about personal matters but quick to smile and do a kindness. 

			“What exactly do you ladies chat about?”

			“Mostly, she talks and I listen. The two of them are doing things for poor children—orphans and the like. Millie’s some kind of factory inspector. But she does a lot more. Once she told me she was on the board of at least ten charities— and she acts as the secretary or some such officer in each of them.”

			“All of them about children?”

			Mae considered that in silence before saying, “I recollect her saying that she and that Rabbi Wise have started a TB sanatorium.”

			“You have any idea what she thinks about unions?” His was not an idle question. They often worked with and helped people who were not in unions. But, the question’s answer revealed something fundamental about a person’s world view.

			“Well, we’ve never talked specifically about it. But, she did say that when her inspection group was picking its office location she insisted that it be in the State Federation of Labor building at Second and Washington.”

			Sage smiled. “That’s a good sign. Do you think she’d help us?”

			“‘Help,’ seems to be her middle name. I could tell her I want to volunteer.”

			He shook his head. “She’d expect you to keep doing it long term. The last thing you need is more work. Maybe you could say that you heard Glad’s mother has TB and no money and you want to help.” 

			Mae nodded. “I like that better because it’s the truth with a bit left out. For sure, that poor family needs help. Maybe Millie Trumbull can suggest ways to do right by Mrs. Tobias and her kids.” 

			After a thoughtful lull, Sage asked, “Any chance of Herman turning up sometime soon?” He grinned at her sudden flushing. Mae Clemens and the ragpicker poet had become quite friendly ever since an arsonist locked them inside a burning building. Something had certainly happened between the two of them. 

			Not that he disapproved. She’d been alone far too long. And, the ragpicker poet had substance way beyond how he made his livelihood. Thoughtful, kind, educated and intelligent—and, most important, Herman Eich clearly held Mae Clemens in high regard. All of that and, there was the added bonus that he readily assisted in their secret endeavors, putting his life on the line more than once. 

			“Stop grinning like a jackass chomping a carrot,” she ordered and asked, “Why do you want to see him?”

			“You can’t approach the Trumbull woman until we find Glad’s family and figure out their situation. Since Herman roams the city with his cart, I’m thinking he might be just the person to find them.”

			“I’ll send Matthew to his place with a note right now,” she said. She got to her feet, patted him on the shoulder and headed downstairs to the restaurant.
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