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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I started to think about writing this story in January of 2025 as I was in the process of starting research on my next full-length novel. In this new novel, I wanted to reintroduce members of the Matthew Voss family, characters who appeared in my first book in the series, Maids of Misfortune. Since that book had been out for over fifteen years, it occurred to me that if I wrote a shorter work that included some of those characters, this would be a good way to re-familiarize both myself and readers with these characters. The plan was to write a short story and get published quickly before I actually started writing the new novel.

      My decision to write a story that featured Mr. Wong, who had been a servant in that Voss household in Maids of Misfortune, came from the fact that I had already written one other story featuring him, Mr. Wong Rights a Wrong, that is quite popular. In addition, in a poll I took of readers, he came out near the top of minor characters people wanted to see in other stories.

      As for the plot, as usual, I started out by simply doing research into the newspapers during the time I was going to set the story…the week in March 1883 between St. Patrick’s Day and Easter Sunday. I chose that week purely for the purpose of being able to weave in a little historical detail about how these holidays were celebrated in the late19th century.

      However, as I did this newspaper research, one of the topics that kept coming up in the newspapers was the recent passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882. This federal act prohibited the immigration of all Chinese laborers for ten years and prohibited the Chinese already resident in the United States from becoming citizens. This legislation not only had ramped up the extreme anti-Chinese sentiment of the period, but it also caused a good deal of confusion over how this national legislation would interact with state and local laws. This, in turn, affected the legal status of the Chinese who were born in or had lived for decades in the United States, as well as those Chinese who wished to return to the US from trips outside the country.

      As often happens when I do historical research, I was struck by how attitudes and problems of the past relate to attitudes and problems in the present. The effects of this congruence between the past and the present caused the planned short story to morph into a novella, one that isn’t quite a mystery, but more of a series of puzzles and problems that the primary protagonist, Annie Fuller Dawson, as well as Mr. Wong, worked on together to unravel and solve.

      As is true of most of my shorter works in this series, I suspect it will be of primary interest to readers who are already fans of the series. Nevertheless, it can also act as a standalone that provides a glimpse into the life of Annie and the residents of the O’Farrell Street Boardinghouse.

      Finally, I hope that you enjoy getting a little of the historical flavor of San Francisco from the quotes I included at the start of each part of the novella. These are drawn from San Francisco newspapers covering the week in March of 1883 in which the events of this story occurred.
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        Saturday March 17 to Sunday March 18, 1883

      

      

      
        
        “Irish-American Benevolent Society—you are hereby requested to assemble at the hall today, Saturday at 10 AM to participate in the celebration of Saint Patrick’s day.” —San Francisco Examiner, p. 2.

      

      

      “Lady’s best servants at C.R. Hanson & Co’s, 110 Geary street.”—San Francisco Call Bulletin, p. 2.

      
        
        “All the distinctly Irish organizations will take place in the line of the procession, and in addition a detachment of United States troops, from the Presidio encampment, a platoon of police, and the Lafayette Guard will parade.”—San Francisco Examiner, p. 2.

      

      

      
        
        “At 6:30 o’clock last evening Richard Garrity, a sailor on the American ship Bohemia, was brought into the receiving hospital. He had been drinking in a saloon at the foot of Third Street…”—San Francisco Examiner, p. 4.

      

      

      
        
        “Hon. John P. Irish, who delivered the oration on Saint Patrick at the Grand Opera House yesterday afternoon, has a long line of American ancestors. His family has lived in this country nearly 200 years.”—San Francisco Call Bulletin, p. 4.

      

      

      
        
        “SPRING STYLES NOW READY: Just received a splendid assortment of foreign and domestic suitings, in Fancy Cassimeres, Worsteds, Cheviots, etc. Special line of English corkscrew, worsteds, and all shades, our own importation.”—San Francisco Examiner, p. 1.

      

      

      
        
        “Personals:  Aggie W.—Do NOT DISAPPOINT ME; will call around Sunday Afternoon. BRO JOE, March 17, 1883, San Francisco Chronicle, p. 1.

      

      

      
        
        “This is Palm Sunday, and the beginning of holy week, the last three days of which are of peculiar sanctity and close the Latin season.” —San Francisco Chronicle, p. 1.
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        St. Patrick’s Day

        San Francisco

        Saturday afternoon, March 17, 1883

      

      

      For a moment, the young woman feared she wouldn’t be able to make it through the throng of pedestrians on the corner of Sutter and Kearny in time to transfer to the next North Beach horse car coming up Market. She purposely had decided to delay taking the Sutter Street cable car from the Western Addition until late afternoon, thinking that surely the crowds who had come to see the St. Patrick’s Day parade would have dispersed by then.

      Unfortunately, she hadn’t anticipated that hours after the parade ended, the streets would still be swarming with men who had been in the parade itself, judging by their colorful uniforms and musical instruments. The sharp smell of alcohol assaulting her as she crossed the street suggested that a good many of both parade participants and onlookers had been imbibing in nearby saloons ever since the parade ended at noon.

      Being surrounded by a crowd of drunken Irishmen constituted one of her worst nightmares. From experience, she knew how quickly the slightest provocation could result in a curse and a blow. As she clutched her satchel to her chest to push through the crowd, she uttered a soft prayer to the Lady.

      Halfway across the street, she felt a heavy hand on her shoulder and heard a voice from her past say her name. It seemed that her prayer hadn’t been answered.
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        Saturday afternoon, March 17, 1883

        Front Street warehouse, San Francisco

      

      

      She should never have come with Finn. Staring across a small scarred table at the man who was her step-brother, she thought how little Finn had changed in the ten years since she last seen him. He’d been only twelve, two years older than her, when his mother Moira married her father. That would make him twenty-seven now, still a redhead, with a thatch of unruly curls, the gift of the blarney, and eyes of blue that could look so innocent. Until he blamed you for whatever mischief he’d been up to. Like the time she got a whipping from Moira when Finn said she was the one who broke the parlor window.

      She should’ve remembered that he lied as easy as breathing when he spun her some yarn about how her older brother Manny was in San Francisco and how pleased he’d be that Finn had run into her.

      When she protested that she had somewhere to be, he’d used that wheedling voice of his to beg her to come with him—just for an hour. Said he and Manny were staying nearby with an old Sacramento neighbor, Tommy O’Connor.

      She did remember Tommy, and Manny always was a bit of a skin-flint, so she could imagine him bunking with someone rather than paying a hotel bill.

      But here she was, more than two hours later. Sitting in some cramped and dingy room in the dark corner of a large, empty warehouse.

      No Tommy O’Connor, and no older brother Manny.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Saturday, late afternoon, March 17, 1883

        O’Farrell Street Boardinghouse

      

      

      

      The young servant Tilly came into the study and executed a quick curtsy, the black curls that peeked out from under her white cap bouncing merrily.

      “Ma’am, here’s the afternoon mail, just got here. Probably delayed by the parade. The crowds were just that awful. Kathleen wanted to know if you would like me to take Abigail down to the kitchen until it’s time to feed her.”

      Annie looked up from the large double desk that sat in the middle of what used to be a small informal parlor before she and her husband turned it into a shared office. She generally met clients and did her auditing work here during the day, while Nate tended to work here in the evening.

      Saturdays they often worked here together. But today Nate was spending the afternoon at his law offices in order to get ready to go out of town on Monday. Consequently, Annie had brought her nearly two-year-old daughter to the study after the child’s nap. Since Nate and she were to go out to dinner tonight, she wanted to spend as much time with Abigail as she could, given she wouldn’t be around to put her daughter to bed.

      Annie took the stack of envelopes from Tilly and quickly put them in the top desk drawer. Abigail was sitting in her lap, and she had learned some time ago to keep anything she didn’t want destroyed well away from her daughter’s clever fingers.

      “Oh, thank you, Tilly! Yes, I suppose if I want to finish up this audit, I’d better have at least an hour uninterrupted. But you’re sure she won’t be a bother? I don’t want her to keep you from your work. Mrs. O’Rourke promised me that that it wouldn’t be a problem to let both you and Kathleen take some time off this morning to see the parade, but I know that must have put her preparations for the boarders’ dinner a bit behind.”

      “Oh no, trouble at all, ma’am. With Miss Laura working late at the printers, you and Mr. Nate going out to dinner, and Miss Minnie and Miss Millie doing last-minute fittings for their clients, it’s really just the Steins, Mrs. Hewitt, and the three children going to be here for dinner.”

      Annie kissed her daughter’s reddish-blond curls and let Abigail down to toddle over to Tilly. “I haven’t had a chance to ask. Were you all able to get a good place to see the parade?”

      “Yes, ma’am. We sure did. Went right down Leavenworth to Market. That’s where the marchers turned around and headed back to the Grand Opera House. They slowed down right across from where we stood, and Kathleen was able to wave to Patrick. He looked so fine in his blue uniform and shiny buttons.”

      “And the children had fun? Emmaline said this would be the first time she’s seen a parade.”

      “Oh, yes, I do believe they did, ma’am. Right behind the police was a group of fine gentlemen on horseback, dressed in uniforms of green and gold, some with feathers in their caps. Ian and Jamie really liked the way the horses seemed to prance. Then came row after row of soldiers, some of them playing instruments. Sounded good to me, but Miss Emmaline complained that some of the musicians were off-key.”

      Tilly stopped abruptly, blushing. “Oh ma’am, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go on that way.”

      “No need to apologize. I’ve never been to see the St. Patrick’s Day parade, so I loved hearing about it. Did you meet up with Biddy O’Malley as planned?”

      “Yes, ma’am, we did. She brought the older twins, Brian and Bennie. They missed the first part of the parade, but they made it in time to catch all the different Irish organizations, like the Sons of the Emerald Isle and the Irish Brigade. She’d promised Frankie she’d leave work in time to see him march. He joined the Sons of St. Patrick this winter just so’s he could be in their marching band and be part of the parade this year. Biddy made his uniform for him, and it fit him a good deal better than most of the uniforms we saw, ’cept for the police and soldiers. Most looked like they’d been dragged out of some old trunk and not worn since the last parade.”

      Annie laughed. “Well, that was really nice of Biddy to take the time from her work at the factory to do that for Frankie. What instrument did he play?”

      “A horn, belonged to one of his uncles who belonged to the Sons of St. Patrick. The man passed last year, and I think Frankie inherited his place in the group, along with the horn. Miss Emmaline was real sweet, saying Frankie sounded the best of his group. But ma’am, Kathleen and me made sure to get the children home as soon as the parade was over. Streets were already getting a bit rowdy.”

      Annie smiled, knowing that Nate’s decision to take her out to dinner tonight had met with some disapproval in the kitchen. Her cook, Beatrice O’Rourke, reported that her husband, who before his death had been on the police force, used to say that when there was a holiday, most the men of the city used this as an excuse to spend time in the saloons. As a result, “the streets were not safe for man nor beast.”

      “Do tell Mrs. O’Rourke not to worry. I told my husband what she said, and he’s reserved a hansom cab to take us to the restaurant, even though it is only a few blocks away. We’re going to Montaigne, the French restaurant where our former boarder, Miss Pinehurst, works. I think you’ve met her. She will take good care of us and ensure there is a cab waiting for us when we’re ready to go home. So we will be safe as can be!”
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        Saturday late afternoon, March 17, 1883

        North Shore warehouse

      

      

      If Finn were to be believed, Tommy O’Connor had a job as a night watchman in this warehouse, and part of his wage was two tiny rooms to live in. The room where they sat held the scarred table, a wash stand with a basin and pitcher, and a couple of boards attached to the walls as shelves holding some cracked plates and mugs. She hadn’t taken off her coat, in part because the room was cold, but mostly because she wanted to protect her dress as much as possible in a place where every surface seemed covered with dust and cobwebs.

      She assumed the second door led to some sort of bedroom. She saw no source of water, although she supposed there must be a pump somewhere in the building…along with a privy. No source of heat either, and the only light came from a kerosene lamp on the table, which hadn’t been cleaned of its soot in some time.

      She couldn’t believe her older brother would stay in such a rundown place, even to save money. From what Finn was saying, the blacksmith business Manny had inherited from their father was doing well, so surely he could spend a few dollars for a decent place to sleep.

      Finn was another matter.

      Even though she’d not seen him since she left home, she knew from Manny’s letters that their step-brother was still working in the family business, his broad shoulders and bulging forearms a testament to that activity.

      Yet he looked like he’d recently lost weight, and he had a general air of disrepair. Clothes dirty and wrinkled, two missing shirt buttons, stubble and a scraggly mustache that said it had been days since he’d seen a barber. Not even the acerbic smell of the whiskey he was drinking hid the sour scent of someone who hadn’t had a bath in a very long time. His ma would never have let him get to this state…not her precious boy.

      Unless Manny had finally kicked him out of the house. If so, then all the blather Finn was saying about being Manny’s right-hand man, and how they’d come down to San Francisco to see if the city might be a good place to move the business, could be lies as well.

      But could she risk leaving if there was even the slightest chance that he was telling her the truth? She’d had sworn she would never return to Sacramento, but that meant she’d not seen her father before he died. Could she live with the knowledge she had lost her last chance to see Manny as well?

      Besides, why would Finn have made up the story that her brother was looking for her? What could he have possibly thought he would achieve?

      So, she decided to stay…at least for another hour.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Saturday late afternoon, March 17, 1883

        O’Farrell Street Boardinghouse

      

      

      Annie stood in front of the mirror, checking that the sprig of cherry blossoms that Kathleen had artfully pinned to her upswept hair hadn’t slipped.

      She had been delighted when she’d visited the local florist yesterday and saw a bucket filled with branches heavy with blossoms from apple, cherry, and apricot trees. Probably shipped in specially for Easter, no doubt destined to grace many a church or a special bonnet next Sunday.

      From her own research, in order to advise her clients, she knew that farmers in the region had started planting their acres in a variety of fruit trees, with their produce destined for the tables of wealthier San Franciscans as well as local canneries. Even her brother-in-law Billy had decided to start shifting acres of the family ranch near San Jose to fruit instead of cattle, concentrating on growing apricots for market.

      But delicate pink petals of cherry blossoms, which had become popular for spring weddings, went particularly well with the new dark rose brocade dress she was wearing out to dinner tonight.

      The bedroom door suddenly opened, and her husband Nate entered the room. “Well, she’s fast asleep, only needing one last pat from me. Oh darling, you look wonderful. A breath of springtime!”

      He came over and gave her a swift kiss on her cheek. “Now I understand why Miss Kathleen insisted that I put on a fresh shirt and waist coat. I expect I was looking a trifle shop-worn. I really do apologize for getting home so late.”

      Annie smiled at her husband, having gotten used to the fact that the half-day he was supposed to spend in the law offices on Saturdays often stretched to become a full day’s work.

      “At least you arrived home before Abbie went off to sleep. Kathleen told me the parade attracted larger crowds than she’d seen before, despite the threatened rain.”

      “I’ll say. I really underestimated the number of people who would still be out and about. After two horse cars passed that were so filled that people were hanging off the edges, I decided to walk. Nevertheless, I swear it took twice as long to get home than usual because of the crowds.”

      Annie went over to the bed where her beaded small purse and gloves lay. “Did your uncle Frank say anything more today about the invitation I received from Amelia Voss?”

      Frank Hobbes, Nate’s uncle and the senior partner of Nate’s law firm, had been squiring the beautiful widow, Amelia Voss, around town for nearly four years. Highly unusual behavior on his part, since until then he had given the impression of being a confirmed, life-long bachelor.

      Last week, when Annie received a surprising invitation from Mrs. Voss to come to tea on Monday, she had speculated that Nate’s uncle might have asked her to extend the invitation. Might even be a signal that he and Amelia Voss were ready to announce they were formally engaged.

      Nate shrugged. “He didn’t say a word. And I was afraid to bring it up, in case he decided that I should accompany you on Monday. Would be just like him to assume that since I am going to the ranch on Tuesday, there wouldn’t be any difficulty with me taking Monday afternoon off as well. As if I am not already scrambling to get all the papers filed and completed for the divorce trial that starts next week.”

      Nate and his sister Laura had accepted their parents’ invitation to come visit the family ranch down the peninsula near San Jose for a few days, coming back late Saturday. Laura didn’t have any classes at the university the week before Easter, but she needed to be back in town by next Saturday evening for her typesetting job. There would be extra editions of several papers to report on the Easter activities. Despite the divorce case coming up, Nate had agreed to go with Laura because the visit he’d taken with Annie over the Christmas holidays had been so short.

      Annie had begged off going this time because she had a number of important meetings with auditing clients scheduled for this week, meetings that couldn’t easily be put off. After much discussion, she finally agreed that Nate would take Abigail with him. He had argued that it was their daughter who his parents really wanted to see, and Laura added her support for the plan by pretending that any hesitation on Annie’s part meant a slight on Laura’s skills as an aunt.

      If she was honest, it wasn’t mistrust of Nate and Laura’s competence in taking care of Abigail or her work obligations that got in the way of her going to the ranch this time. She simply wasn’t quite up to dealing with her sister-in-law Violet’s probing questions about why she wasn’t pregnant yet, or the feeling that she needed to intervene when the hostility between Laura and Violet became too obvious.

      Yet the idea of being apart from her daughter…for the first time…had begun to weigh heavily on her mind as the trip got closer. As a result, she thought this unexpected invitation to tea from Amelia Voss could provide a good distraction.

      Nate, running the hairbrush through his hair, said, “You might have better luck at getting more information from Mrs. Voss than I have had in trying to get Uncle Frank to tell me about his plans for the future.”

      Nate hoped if his uncle and Amelia Voss got married, then his uncle would give Nate more responsibility for running the firm, with a commensurate increase in a share of the firm’s profits.

      Annie felt some ambivalence about this prospect. In her opinion, an increase in income would also come with an increase in the amount of time her husband spent at work. As it was, morning breakfasts were often the only time Nate had with their daughter, who was usually asleep by the time he got home from the office.

      Shaking off this thought, she said, “I am not sure I am going to be any better reading Mrs. Voss than you are at figuring out what’s in your uncle’s mind. The limited time I spent with her, she proved to be rather an enigma. And it’s bound to be awkward visiting her as myself.”

      Nearly four years ago, in what would prove to be her first experience with investigating crimes, Annie had spent a few days living in the Voss household, pretending to be a simple maid named Lizzie. After everything was over, both Nate and his uncle had tried to explain to Mrs. Voss and her sister-in-law Miss Nancy who Annie really was, and why she felt compelled to investigate the recent death of Amelia’s husband Matthew Voss. Since then, there had been no reason for Annie to meet either Mrs. Voss or her son Jeremy, although she had consulted Matthew’s sister, Miss Nancy, during another one of her subsequent investigations.

      Buttoning up his waist coat and looking at the mirror over the dresser to put on his silk cravat, Nate said, “I don’t think you need to worry about Mrs. Voss even alluding to the past, Annie, particularly if Judith, Jeremy’s wife, is there. You never met her when you were pretending to be a servant, did you?”

      “No, I’ve never met her, period, although I saw her at Matthew Voss’s funeral. My impression then was that she was pretty and certainly adored her future mother-in-law. But at the time, Matthew’s sister Nancy did nothing to hide her belief that Judith was, like many daughters from formerly wealthy families, primarily interested in catching a rich husband. She also made it abundantly clear that she hoped the husband Judith caught wasn’t her beloved nephew, Jeremy.”

      When she saw Nate’s expression, Annie shrugged. “You’re quite right, Nate, I shouldn’t take Miss Nancy’s opinion about Judith at face value.”

      Annie thought about that week she had spent in the Voss household, searching for who had murdered Mathew Voss, and witnessing the complicated relationships between Matthew’s beautiful, younger wife Amelia, his staid older sister Nancy, and his artistic son Jeremy. She’d learned a valuable lesson that week: don’t prejudge. The truth of the matter was no one in that house turned out to be exactly the kind of person she initially thought they were. Except Mr. Wong, the gentle, elderly Chinese male servant who had unexpectedly become a friend and trusted advisor.

      She blurted out, “I wish that Mr. Wong was still working for the Voss family. Knowing that he would be the one to open the door would help reassure me that at least one member of the household wasn’t viewing me with suspicion.”

      Mr. Wong had been serving the Voss family for nearly thirty years when Annie first met him as the pretend maid, Lizzie. During her investigation into Matthew’s death, and through several interactions with Mr. Wong since then, she’d been surprised to learn that, in addition to being a servant, he was also a wealthy and respected member of the Chinese community. He even owned his own home and had investments in several businesses throughout the city. What he wasn’t any longer was a servant, having mentioned the last time they met that he’d found a young man named Charles Cheong to replace him.

      Annie continued, “I know I’m being silly to worry that either Mrs. Voss or Judith would do anything so unladylike as refer to Matthew Voss’s death and my role in the whole affair. The only person I could imagine bringing up such an uncomfortable subject is Miss Nancy herself, with her Yankee forthrightness. But I expect she won’t even be there, but will be off at the Voss furniture factory, bossing everyone around!”

      Nate laughed as he pulled on his coat. “Even thinking there might be a chance Miss Nancy could be there makes me glad the invitation to tea didn’t include me. The few times I had to interact with that redoubtable woman, she frightened me to death. I can’t even imagine how she and my uncle Frank get along. But enough of the Voss family, although I will always be glad they came into my life, because otherwise I would never have met you.”

      Annie came over, gave his cravat a needed tweak, and then stretched up to give her tall, dark-haired, and handsome husband a kiss on his cheek, silently thanking the Vosses as well.

      Hard to believe that the sorrow surrounding the death of Matthew Voss had been the catalyst for her meeting the only man in the world who could take in stride the fact that his wife had made money as a pretend clairvoyant, acted as a servant for a week to catch a killer, and since then spent a good deal of time solving various mysteries.
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