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  Dead Horse Creek




  Chet Hargraves hadn’t planned on staying long when he rode into the small Montana town of Dead Horse Creek. He was just a ranch hand, line rider with no work between seasons, trapped by a pending blizzard before he could leave. But even before he had arrived his past had caught up with him. Perhaps he should have braved the blizzard and left as he was told to do.




  Chet Hargraves hated to be told what to do. It became even tougher to leave when he saw Beth again. She was the woman he’s loved for so long, though she had said she could not love a gunfighter. These weren’t the best reasons to stay around, yet they were all he had. Chet did not realize—yet—that the reason he was told to leave was a big range war was brewing. The war was to be fought with hired guns and killers, some of the best and worst the West had seen. Chet was one of them, albeit knowingly and before long Chet was going to see to it that this war was ended. It would be fought here in a small Montana town along the Dead Horse Creek.




  The Marshal




  This is a novel of the life of William “Bill” Matthew Tilghman, the most infamous lawman in the history of the West. He’s the one man many historians describe as the greatest sheriff of the Wild West. The novel is told through the individual voices of some seventy plus people who knew him—kinfolk, lawmen, bartenders, prostitutes, friends and enemies.The result is an astonishing series of vignettes, each revealing a period of Tilghman’s life, each rendered honestly and in a unique, evocative voice. Interspersed with legal documents, newspaper reports, and excerpts from Tilghman’s autobiography, this is more than fictional biography—it’s also a fascinating and accurate revelation of the time, place and people who settled and policed the frontier. It’s full of historical detail, and the vernacular and idiom make for a convincing and compelling narrative, offering a wonderfully rich portrait of this highly attractive but forceful lawman.




  To my beautiful, talented, and loving wife, Stephanie...without your guidance, support, and patience, my writing would never evolved from my ‘crazy’ story ideas to the books I have today.




  Chapter 1




  The Irish community, which I was part of, harbored a deeply held belief that it was the victim of systematic job discrimination in America, and that the discrimination was done publicly in highly humiliating fashion like the sign I was reacting to that announced “Help Wanted: No Irish Need Apply.” I had walked past the sign for several days, trying my best to disregard it. Occasionally a long queue of hopeful applicants was lined up outside the establishment on the corner of Walker and Centre Streets in New York’s Fourteenth Ward. So many applicants had come and gone. In spite of that, the sign remained. By the fifth day of that week and after having refused to allow the sign to get my dander up, I was intrigued. My attention was drawn to a house down in the Bowery which I believed I might be better suited for, one that didn’t offend: “No Irish Need Apply”. Then again when I was forced to walk past the blasted advertisement once more, I could no longer ignore it.




  I entered at the end of the procession and looked at the line of applicants. They seemed identical with the gentlemen I had witnessed from the previous days. I am sure that many of them were better qualified than I, and that none were Irish, although no one was as desperate. That morning had marked nearly a week since my last ample meal; the room I occupied was, unfortunately, several days in arrears of my rent; yet with no money to my name, this would undoubtedly be my final day of hunting for a position. I was tired of standing in interview lines.




  A major economic reversal had begun in Europe and reached the United States a few months before. The signal event on this side of the Atlantic was the failure of Jay Cooke and Company, the country’s preeminent investment banking concern. The public blamed President Grant and Congress for mishandling the economy. The causes were much broader, on the other hand. In addition to the ruined fortunes of many Americans, myself included, there developed bitter antagonism between workers and the leaders of banking and manufacturing. It was extremely difficult to find a job. If I was not gainfully employed by this evening, I planned to take one last tour of the country which my parents had emigrated to after being forced out of Ireland some years ago, then take my pistol and the one bullet I had and end my miserable existence.




  Though I did stand in line, pushing my Irish feet forward every minute or so, my hopes were not secure. There is a look, which comes into a prospective employer’s eye when he glances over your appearance and comes to think to himself or herself ‘why should I hire this person, who is no doubt Irish?’ We Irish were categorized as angry, alcoholic beings, stemming from a stereotypical belief in the volatile Irish temper; that we drank all the time in saloons and had regular bar brawls and parties filled with revelry and debauchery. That we were illiterate, greedy, therefore desperate to make it ‘Micks on the Make’, our families were too clannish, we bred like rabbits, and were entirely figured to be a dim-witted servant race by most of “native” America. It’s not a happy look, though an interesting one: first the eyes trace your entire body; then the brows knit together in a solid scowl; finally one brow raises scathingly, as if wondering how you have the brass to go on breathing after they determine you are Irish. There may be further optical calisthenics—all the same I was usually out the door by that time, one step ahead of the boot. At first I agonized over these dismissals. Lately I’d mostly grown numb to them. One can only go through so much brow knitting before it begins to go sour.




  There was a lofty brick wall beside us, and unlike the other applicants, I took the opportunity to shelter myself from the cold November wind. Somewhere on the other side, I heard the soft sounds of someone humming. I thought it bitterly ironic that not five feet or so away someone was enjoying his or her life, whereas I was so close to forfeiting my own. I was beyond the stage of anger, however, and just prodded my feet forward another few inches. As I reached the steps of the building, the knot in my stomach became tighter.




  Ultimately, I squeezed my thin frame through the door, into a kind of waiting room. Inside, the applicants were seated in a row, across from a bored-looking Englishman behind a desk, his face buried in today’s edition of The New York Times. He took my name and asked me to be seated, as if the request were a complaint. I had spent much time in such offices before, although the room looked like several antechambers of bureaucrats and lawyers that I had visited in the area, during my long search for work. When I entered I felt a tension in the room beyond the mere trepidation of waiting for another interview.




  “I’m afraid there is no alcohol here,” an older applicant said to me in a rather miserable voice, as soon as I sat down in a newly vacated chair.




  “I’m not here for a drink, thank you,” I said, trying my best to remain cordial.




  The older man began to sing:




  

    

      I’m a simple Irish girl, and I’m looking for a place, I’ve felt the grip of poverty, but sure that’s no disgrace, ’Twill be long before I get one, tho’ indeed it’s hard I try, For I read in each advertisement, “No Irish need apply.”


    


  




  I knew the song well as it had come from Philadelphia about eleven years ago. It had been initially from an advertisement that ran in The London Times in which a family was looking for a housekeeper but with one stipulation that “no Irish need apply.”




  “No wonder you’re lookin’ for a job,” I said. “Your singing is pretty awful.”




  I saw another seat open and took that one immediately. I had no desire to enter into a fight at a prospective employer’s office.




  Each applicant went through the wooden door behind the desk with the fatalism of a gentleman about to face a firing squad. Some were ejected immediately, indignant at being dismissed with a fleeting glance. Others returned after a few minutes, with a grimace on their faces, and after a longer wait, one fellow stormed through the office and amid a torrent of curses only a sailor would have known; slammed the outer door, making everyone left inside jump. I watched as the older gentlemen who had thought it necessary to serenade me earlier standing ready to take his turn. As he stood he turned to me and winked, then ambled in. He returned a few minutes later, waved his hand at the rest of us left waiting, silently cursed, and spat on the floor.




  “McKay,” the bored Englishman behind the desk announced, consulting the list before him. It was my turn to face the firing squad. I wiped my hands on my trousers, swallowed with some difficulty, and then walked through the door.




  The chamber I entered was well furnished and dominated by a large desk and chair. Bookshelves lined the majority of the wall space, but the heavy volumes shared the space with vases and paintings. As I entered, the tall chair swiveled around to face me. The occupant of the chair stood and pointed to a place in front of the desk; I moved to the spot like an obedient child would have responded to its parent’s unsaid request.




  My prospective employer came from behind the desk, without bothering to offer his hand, and began to walk in a slow, clockwise circle around me.




  The light streaming in from the bow window behind me served to illuminate any patches, repairs, or weaknesses in my clothing and boots. He came about in front of me, having completed his tour, and I was prepared from immediate dismissal and the knitting of brows. Instead, still silent, he began a second revolution, counterclockwise this time. I had a different sensation now, as if I were a valued horse being appraised at an auction. I would not have been surprised to hear a price offered for me.




  “You’re a small fellow, aren’t you?” he asked at last, in a low, raspy voice. “And Irish, without a doubt.”




  There it was, the final nail. I took no offense. I had known to expect this; after all the sign out front said as much. He held out his hand, palm upward, and I gave him my entire history laid bare in print. I waited for his brow to knit, yet it did not. He dispatched my list of references and took my hand instead, turning it over, and inspecting it rather curiously.




  “Frank McKay. Um, I’m guessing the sign out front put you off,” he said with a slight chuckle.




  “Yes, sir.”




  He walked around his desk again and, turning his chair away from me, he sat. That was it. I was dismissed. At least there was no knitting of the brow, no songs, and no harsh words spoken. Thinking about a bullet, I gathered my list of references, which he had knocked to the floor.




  “Can you describe me, Mr. McKay?”




  “I’m sorry, sir?”




  “I understand that you have come from Ireland more or less, whether directly or through your parents, but you do speak English, yes? So, can you describe me?”




  “Certainly. You stand just under six feet in height, weigh most likely about one hundred and seventy pounds, have brown hair with close, brown eyes, an angular...um...forgive me...weasel-like, clandestine and cunning looking face, sport heavily greased side-whiskers that curl back to, or over the ears for the display like that of a philosopher’s brow. You also require the assistance of a cane.”




  “Is there anything else?”




  “Yes, you’re also English.”




  “Very well,” the man said. He stood and looked at me. I was breathing heavily, creating clouds of breath in the cold winter air. He did not appear to be pleased.




  It was then I mastered myself and asked, “Is it safe to presume that you will not be hiring me?” Before I could listen to his reply, I quickly bowed my five-foot-five-inch frame and marched from the room.




  I stalked through the door into the waiting room. All the remaining applicants stared at me, including my singing friend, apprehensively. I opened the outer door and was considering a hearty slamming of it enough to shake the whole of the entire ward, when I heard a voice over my shoulder.




  “Alas! For my poor country, which I never will deny, how they insult us when they write, ‘No Irish need apply.’ Sung by the older applicant once more.




  Then before I could reach the man I heard someone else say in a low, gruff voice, “That is quite enough, thank you; the rest of you may go.”




  I turned to see the man from behind the desk standing at the front of the desk, the bored newspaper-reading Englishman beside him.




  “The position has been filled. Honeybourne, mind the office until our return.”




  “As you command, sir,” Honeybourne replied.




  “I have the job then?” I questioned, staring at him blankly.




  “Just a moment; first come back inside to my office so we may discuss this properly.” With a nudge in my ribs, he pushed me forward, into his office once more. “Before I officially offer you this position I must see if you meet the two requirements I have for it.”




  I swallowed hard. I was so close to a job, to a meal. “Of course, please.”




  “First, can you tell me what the job is that you are applying for?”




  I was at a loss. I had never even considered what the job was. I was simply desperate. “No, sir.”




  He nodded. “Next, it is my practice that my servants and employees never lie to me. And you have already failed that requirement.”




  I looked at him like I had just opened my eyes for the first time in my life. “I’m sorry, sir, but how have I lied to you?”




  “Don’t play games with me,” he snapped, taking his seat behind his desk. “For one, you have given me a false name.”




  “But my name is Fra—”




  He held up a hand to silence me. “Pray, let me continue. Your name cannot be Frank McKay, and if it is your parents should be reprimanded in some fashion.”




  “Sir?”




  “Games again? All right, here it is,” he said. “I am most certain that you are not Frank McKay. I believe that you may have a brother, father, or more likely a husband of that name. But with you being a woman, I seriously doubt Frank is your given name. Am I wrong?”




  I hung my head. “No, sir. How did you know?”




  “As a detective, Miss McKay, it is my job to see through the pretenses of others. I knew the minute I nudged your ribs, you have a full set—men do not.”




  Clever, I thought. “I apologize, sir. None of the other jobs I’ve applied to have realized that I am indeed a woman. I will be goin’ now.”




  “Going where?” he asked. “Do you want the position or not?”




  “Sir? I failed your requirements. You said so yourself.”




  “That I did indeed. All the same you showed remarkable courage, strength, attention to detail, and belief in yourself. How many other Irish, let alone women, do you think would have had the courage to apply to a position like this despite the sign out front? None. You are exactly the type of operative I have been searching for. No, you shall be my assistant. That is if you want the position?”




  “Of course, sir. Of course!”




  “Don’t you want to know what it is you’ll be doing and how much you will be earning?”




  “To be perfectly honest with you, sir,” I said, “it doesn’t really matter to me. Something is better than nothing.”




  “Then we are agreed. Welcome to the Anson Priddle Private Detective Agency.”




  I shook his hand.




  “Just one more question,” he said. “Your real name, if you will?”




  “Flannery McKay, sir.”




  “And Frank was?”




  “My husband, sir.”




  “Very good. Now Mrs. McKay...”




  I stopped him. “It’s Miss McKay now, sir.”




  His eyebrow raised then he uttered, “Very good. Let me get you a meal, Miss McKay; it certainly seems that you are in desperate need of one. We will require a cab.”




  Chapter 2




  We did definitely take a cab of sorts; it was barouche, a two-wheeled, shallow vehicle with two double seats inside, arranged so that the sitters on the front seat faced those on the backseat. It had a collapsible half-hood folding like a bellows over the backseat and an outside box seat high in front for the driver. The entire carriage was suspended on C springs. It was drawn by a pair of high-quality horses and was usually used principally for leisure driving in the summer. It was my first. I had witnessed the contraptions on numerous occasions and have nearly been run over by a few of them. It was problematic climbing the small steps and turning around the leather doors, into the seats. It was even more so sharing such intimate accommodations with a perfectly strange man I had just met. Anson Priddle sat just inches away, facing forward, all proper like most of those English fellows were. He did not speak once during our entire trip. Medusa might have well turned him to stone like Perseus for all his liveliness and I wondered if he had died. We crossed into the Sixth Ward, having taken Centre Street southwest to White Street where the barouche turned left or east. We weren’t on White long, before we turned south on Baxter Street. This ward was another tenement-house district, although by no means was it as thickly populated as others, having not nearly so many tenement-houses with its boundaries. Nevertheless the sufferings of the unfortunate tenement-house children could be well seen from the closeness and unwholesomeness of the narrow quarters in which their young lives passed.




  Despite the bitter cold outside, the oppressive heat indoors had driven the women and children to the doorsteps and the sidewalks—or the few broken flags that answered the purpose—and they seemed to find that even freezing temperature was preferable to the foul odors and dreadful ventilation of the interiors. I could sympathize with them, having lived in a tenement-house myself. The streets were alive with children of all ages, and in every stage of neglect and dirt. I wasn’t dressed that much better. Those children of from one to about eight or nine seemed to predominate. When I saw a little boy playing in the snow I had to look twice as I thought it was my dear little Frankie. It wasn’t. Nearly all the children were using the center of the street as their playground; the barouche had to slow down and go around several clusters of children. Mulberry Street seemed to possess even a larger juvenile population than Baxter, with no greater amount of playing room. On this street there are many brick tenements, containing scores of families, and as few of the houses had any yard attached, hundreds of children had no playground save the street or narrow hallways of the houses where their parents lived.




  Then we made another eastern turn off Bayard Street onto Mott Street. This street too was filled with puny-looking children, who, small as they were, carried dirty babies almost as big as themselves in their bony arms. All over the ward, that I had grown up in, the story was the same: tenement-house streets; the same state of affairs existed. These poor children seemed to think themselves fortunate if a demolished building or an opening in the street afforded them room to play ‘tag’ or baseball. Grass they only knew as seen in City Hall Park, as something sacred and not to be invaded.




  At last, the barouche turned down an alleyway so narrow that the horses shied, and the barouche would have scraped axles on both sides. It was a wicked alley, flanked by several buildings. Priddle alighted and headed down the alley as he left the barouche without verbal instructions for me to follow. The barouche driver did nod his head for me to trail Anson Priddle and I obliged. I followed him down the dark alley, our footfalls echoing and multiplying until the sound filled my ears.




  On Mott Street we entered a small Chinese grocery store. My stomach recognized food when it smelled it; it constricted to the size of a cat’s head. I won’t go into how little I had eaten over the past few weeks, or what I had lived on, except to say that I was now in no way particular. Whatever Priddle was taking me to eat I would gladly do so without complaint.




  A sinister figure trundled forward and led us to a small table in the backroom of the store, lit by flickering iridescent penny candles. I peered around, trying to see who else was in the room, then wished I hadn’t. The first had a bristling beard and a scandalous hat on his head. The second looked like he’d arrived straight from Genghis Khan’s Mongol horde. I gave Priddle a nervous glance. With his eyes, he subtly and unexpectedly seemed as sinister as the others.




  “Mr. Priddle, what is this...” I began, but Priddle raised a hand. A man stepped into the radiance of light cast by the candles and looked intently at us. He was Chinese, although far from the typical everyday Chinaman one sees in the area. He was shaved, bald on top, had a long rope of a white beard that hung down past his hands. He was not particularly tall, and most assuredly thin. On his feet he wore rope-soled shoes, his arms had tattoos on them, his trousers and shirt seemed a size too big for him, and he was missing his left eye. He didn’t even have the decency to cover it; instead I could see right into his head. It was disgusting.




  “This is Wo Kee, the owner of this grocery store and restaurant,” Priddle spoke up. “I presume you won’t mind if I order for the both of us.” He ordered, then turned back to me. “Don’t overeat; in your condition it will only make you nauseous.”




  My stomach had turned a deaf ear to Priddle’s warning as it was desperately trying to untie itself from the knots it had tied earlier. The pain was immense; in fact it was so extreme I could scarcely sit in the chair. Another Chinese man appeared and slapped down two bowls of a pale soup broth. I waited for a spoon; then again when none came I followed Priddle’s lead and raised the porcelain bowl to my mouth. Spices and vegetables and noodles assaulted my mouth with wonder and amazement.




  The bowl was taken away before I was prepared for it to be, and a plate of sweetbreads put in its place. Priddle reached forward and stabbed a piece between two thin sticks of wood.




  “Chopsticks,” he explained. “The Chinese eat with these.”




  “Why?” I asked.




  Priddle smirked and chuckled.




  “And you use these how?” He showed me. I was a quick study; although no one applauded my effort, the hunger willed me to get a few pieces of fried pork in my mouth before that plate too was confiscated and the next one delivered. I looked oddly at the new plate.




  Priddle must have seen the consternation on my face. “The main course, consisting of steamed duck in a white wine sauce,” he explained as he began to eat.




  The food was remarkable and I had to remind myself not to eat too fast, as Priddle had warned earlier.




  “So, Miss McKay, what do you think of Wo’s place?” Priddle asked, leaning over the table, presumably to look into my eyes, as the lighting was dreadful.




  “It’s unique,” I replied. “But the food is outstanding, amazing. I’ve never had Chinese food before.”




  “Wo plans to open a restaurant next to his store in the future,” Priddle remarked. Before I could respond further he continued, “I had hoped to find an assistant much sooner than what transpired. That said, I have some loose ends to tie up and a list of places for you to visit.” He handed me a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. Again I was not afforded the chance to speak. “It is a list of places that you will need to attend to immediately. Any questions?”




  I nodded. “More than you can imagine.”




  “Excellent,” he said, giving a bracing smile. “We can discuss them all tomorrow morning. Now I have some work to do.” He stood to leave. “And I almost forgot, there will be some books for you to read. You can read, correct?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Fine, then I shall leave them next to your bed.”




  “How do you know where I live, sir?”




  He beamed. “Forgive me; have I neglected to mention that lodgings and meals are included with your position?”




  “And this list...it has the names of clothing stores,” I said shyly.




  “Yes, would you prefer some other stores, perhaps?”




  “No, no. Sorry, I mean there is no way in which I can afford to buy anything from them. You see—”




  His raised hand, stopping my rambling. “It is all taken care of, Miss McKay. I cannot allow my assistant to dress like a street urchin, can I now? Or in this case my female assistant to dress as a man. We’ll discuss the rest of your concerns and questions in the morning. I must be off.”




  I sat there a moment or two, trying to realize how my life had done a complete reversal of fortune in a matter of a few hours. I had gone from nowhere to live, no food to eat, to a roof over my head, three square meals a day, a job with regular pay: these were not to be thrown away lightly. I silently thanked the good lord for his guidance.




  The barouche was waiting for me outside. Then suddenly the awareness that I could not pay the fare beset me. Over the clinking of the harness and the nickering of the horse, I exclaimed, “Sorry, but I don’t have any money to pay you!”




  “Not to worry none, miss,” the barouche driver answered back with a wink. “It’s all taken care of by the Guv’ner.” He motioned for me to get in. I’d only just found my seat before we were off like a shot. The driver turned around rapidly and I got a view of a young, round face with blue eyes. The man’s arm was plunged forward at me. “The list, please.”




  “How did you know I was a woman?” I asked, obediently handing him the list.




  “C’mon, I knows a woman when I sees one,” he said and laughed. “Name’s Clayton. James Clayton.”




  “Flannery McKay,” I called over my head.




  “Ah, are you feisty like all Irish women?” His grin went ear to ear. “I likes ’em feisty.”




  “No, Mr. Clayton,” I replied, perhaps a little too harshly.




  “Call me James, please.” He seized my outstretched hand and gave it a gentle shake before letting go. “Now, to the list!”




  “Do you work for Mr. Priddle?”




  “Nah, now I do a lot of different things for Guv’ner, among others,” James replied with a sly smirk.




  The first address was on Leonard Street, not far from the Tombs, the colloquial name for our local prison, or as it was formally called, the New York Halls of Justice and House of Detention. The clothing store, Florentine’s Apparel and Alterations, was a small shop though it seemed to be in good condition despite the current economic situation in the country. Of course, I needed new clothing if I were to be Mr. Priddle’s assistant. An elderly man, and who I presumed to be his wife, measured me thoroughly and then saw me out the door again. I had no clue as to what sort of clothing I had been measured for and only hoped that the establishment had standing instructions from Mr. Priddle. I climbed back into the barouche and was carried away again smartly.




  The next several stops began to fall into a predictable pattern. First there was a hairstylist, who in keeping with the trends of the times, pulled back my short, brown hair at the sides and put it in a high knot or cluster of ringlets, with the fringe over my forehead. Next was a cobbler who was doleful at the state of my late husband’s shoes and measured my feet, but said nothing of color or cut. Then we stopped at a haberdasher who provided me with false hair that was commonly used. He also supplied me with a couple of Bonnets that were smaller, allowing for my elaborately piled hairstyle and a few smallish hats, some with veils, that would perch atop of my head, and brimmed straw hats that were designed to be worn for outdoor wear in the summer.




  At long last I reached the final destination on Mr. Priddle’s list: his private residence on the corner of Franklin Street and Centre. By this time it was growing dark, nearing half past six, and I was worn out and the cold was growing more bitter by the minute. The house was neither spectacular nor unspectacular. From what I could see in the gathering darkness, it was a three-story brick house that looked well tended, but all the same not grandiose. Mr. Clayton, err James, showing me knowledge with the grounds, drove me around to the back and set me down in an alleyway by a wooden gate. He gave a quick nod of his head and rattled off into the night without another word. I lifted the latch of the gate and stepped into a small garden.




  It was a notable garden even in November, a sanctuary in the middle of this tenement-house packed part of the city. The back door of the house opened immediately in front of me, inundating the garden with light, and before I could say anything, a man, the Englishman from the office earlier that day, stepped forward, a raised sword pointed directly at my throat. Needless to say, the peace and serenity that had begun to set in as I strolled through the garden was extinguished, as if with a sudden torrential downpour of rain. What also nearly abandoned me was my water.




  Chapter 3




  It was difficult to focus while a sword nearly severed my vocal cords, and even worse when an unknown creature is beginning to climb your legs, unwelcomed. I was about to lose consciousness when I heard the creature climbing my legs ‘meow.’ It was a cat, thank the heavens.




  The man in front of me was growing more unyielding with each passing moment; if I could only remember his name... “Honeybourne!” I shouted.




  “Is that you, Miss McKay?” the Englishman asked. It was now that I could see he was practically blind. “Forgive me, lass, my eyes are failing me something miserable, especially at night. And the creature at your feet is Dickens, the house cat.”




  The two of us regarded each other for a moment. I’m afraid I came out the lesser of the two examples, despite his lack of sight. The man before me was perhaps the most regal looking man I had ever laid eyes on. He stood well over six feet with distinguished gray hair and a smooth complexion. If I had to hazard an estimate of his age I would say early sixties. I could only hope that my skin at his age would look as smooth and tight.




  “You must forgive me, madam.” His proper English accent made me smile. He was still asking my forgiveness as he opened the door and chased me upstairs into a comfortable, though spartanly furnished chamber. The walls were plaster, there was a marble grate, and the floor was as polished as it could be. There was a heavy wooden bed, nearly black with time, and an equally ancient wardrobe in one corner. The only other furniture was a desk and chair, with scratches ingrained from ages or more of existence.




  While Honeybourne went downstairs to get my dinner, I sat on the edge of the bed and felt rather humdrum. A lot had happened to me since this morning. The events of the day had fairly exhausted me.




  The door opened soundlessly and Honeybourne entered with a tray. It contained Shepherd’s pie topped with rich aspic jelly and other sweet spices and a glass of white wine. I thanked him profusely.




  “How long have you worked for Mr. Priddle, Honeybourne?”




  “Please call me Leland and forgive me, madam, I do not work for Master Priddle any longer,” he explained. “I have known Master Priddle since he was a wee lad and was in the employ of his parents until their deaths. When Master Priddle returned home from the war and decided to come to the colonies, he was gracious enough to take me in.”




  “Mr. Priddle was in the war between the states?”




  “Oh, good heavens no, madam. He was in the Crimean War. Dreadful things wars, are they not?”




  “Yes, very much so. Here, let me take care of things myself,” I scolded him playfully.




  “Nonsense. I always help out around the estate whenever the Master so desires.”




  “Is Mr. Priddle in?” I inquired.




  “Not presently,” he voiced, taking my tray and making his way to the door. “I believe the Master has left you a spare nightgown in the wardrobe, and some other clothing that might fit you. If there isn’t anything else?”




  “No, thank you. I’ll be fine.”




  “Then I bid you good evening, then, madam.”




  I like to read and my situation being what it was I hadn’t had much of a chance the past handful of years to do so. I recalled Priddle’s request to read the books in my room. I picked them off the desk and began to read them.




  Having finished my meal, I crossed to the bed. At that point I noticed that the window near the bed was open an inch or maybe more, and since there was no fire in the grate, I got up to shut it. I noticed a young girl selling freshly cooked ears of corn and sweeping the street corner. “Here’s your nice Hot Corn, smoking hot, smoking hot, just from the pot!” she called. I doubted the ‘just from the pot’ as it was the end of the day. It was common for young girls like her to work. I had done so myself several years back. The girl looked up and saw me. I stepped back, feeling immediately awkward at my situation compared with hers.




  “Don’t be shy, my lady,” she called from the corner. She had seen me.




  I stepped back up and gave her a wave. “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested in any corn right now.”




  “That’s all right. So you’re Mr. Priddle’s new assistant, huh?”




  I was taken aback. Had the entire city learned of my hire only this morning? I was amazed at the rate at which news travel through the wards. “Yes, and you are?”




  “Just call me Abbie, the hot corn girl—everyone does,” the girl replied, moving closer to the house.




  “Well, how do you know Mr. Priddle?”




  She looked around, I didn’t know what she was looking for as she then stated, “Everyone knows Mr. Priddle. He’s always helping us in the neighborhood out. Well, I’ll be seeing you...sorry, didn’t catch your name?”




  “Flannery McKay.”




  “Goodnight, Miss McKay.” With that she pulled her cart away, disappearing into the night.




  Unable to close the window, I went to bed without further haste. In the middle of the night I was awakened by something twisting around my ankles, and there was a strange sound in the room. I sat up and looked around, attempting to straighten my nightgown. It was Dickens the cat from the garden, there by my feet curled up in position to sleep. The sound, I realized, was its soft purring. I shrugged philosophically. I supposed it wasn’t the worst sleeping situation I’d been in recently. I pulled the covers higher, the cat coming with them, and went back to sleep.




  * * * *




  I awoke in a near panic, having almost forgotten where I was with the beginnings of a cold. I cursed the open window and reflected on the irony that I had escaped the frigid streets only to catch my death because of my new position. The sun was up, but low in the sky. I judged it to be not quite seven in the morning.




  I combed my hair and washed my face with the aid of a pitcher and bowl on the nightstand. The dress I picked out of the wardrobe wasn’t an exact fit; nevertheless, it was nicer than any I owned and I wondered if this came from the apparel store I had visited yesterday. I made my bed, speculating on what had happened to my predecessor that he or she didn’t need a position like this anymore, and straightened the room before going out to the hall. I hesitated, not sure what to do next.




  “McKay? That you, Miss McKay?” Priddle’s voice came from overhead.




  “Good morning, Mr. Priddle.”




  “Come up here, then. We have much to do.”




  I climbed a narrow, vertical staircase to the upper story. The entire top floor was one single long room going up to the roof peak, with a pair of gables on each side. The walls were a dark blue color. The room was dominated by a great canopied bed at the far end, with burdensome curtains of the style made popular at the turn of the last century. Low bookshelves lined the walls, and every foot of the aslant wall space was hung with portraits. They were well done, but even my eye could tell they were not classics.




  I watched as Anson Priddle sauntered before a row of oil paintings adorning his bedroom, critically examining his brush strokes, the finer points of portrait painting. He paused in front of the painting of a beautiful woman with red hair and piercing blue eyes. “I miss you, my dear,” he whispered to the likeness, his hand stretching out to gently touch the cheek on the canvas.




  “She’s very beautiful,” I said. “What was your wife’s name?”




  The question seemed to snap him back into the here and now. He looked at me sharply and for a moment I regretted asking such a bold question. “Violet.” He stopped before another portrait of a beautiful young girl. One look and the picture held no secret: his daughter’s eyes seemed to fix on him. “I miss you too, sweet Viola,” he said hoarsely, a lump in his throat.




  “They are both very lovely,” I remarked, my head down. I silently wondered what had happened to them.




  “Yes, they are,” he mouthed calmly. A fire was burning in the attic grate, and two chairs were set before it. Anson Priddle took a seat in one of the chairs. Though he wore a dressing gown of white silk, his wing-tipped collar was crisp and his tie securely knotted and pinned. With one hand he was petting Dickens on the top of the head, and with the other he held a dainty cup and saucer containing a dark, yet vivid, liquid, which could only be black tea.




  “Are you a fan of Assam tea?” he challenged and I felt foolish for staring at his cup. I shook my head. I had smelt and seen the tea before when I worked as a maid; yet in spite of this had never tasted it. “Assam is a black tea named after the region of its production: Assam, India. This tea, most of which is grown at or near sea level, is known for its body, briskness, and strong, bright color. Assam teas, or blends containing Assam, are often sold as “breakfast” teas. Alas, I couldn’t start a day without a cup. Would you care for a spot?”




  I shook my head again. I was afraid I wasn’t making much of an impression on my new employer.




  “Well then, are you all settled in?”




  “Yes, thank you, sir,” I responded. “It’s just the window, sir; I couldn’t get it completely shut...”




  “That is a result of my nature I am afraid. Fresh air is a house rule; I must have it. Many of the deaths in this country are due to shutting up the patient in a room full of his or her own noxious fumes. Fresh air is nature’s way of removing them from harm’s way. If I was to shut this house up tight, just think of what may result to your or my natural ability to fight off infection. I know that I appear to be sick and ill at all times, though it is not a result of fever or cold.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Over time you will become more accustomed to the fresh air. Now I insist, please have some of this delicious tea.”




  I watched my employer’s small hands pour tea from a tiny pot into a cup. The tea had a malty flavor and was passable, I suppose. I wondered what he’d say if he knew I preferred coffee?
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