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One

Sacramento Theater, August 1869



Sebastian Russell tugged at his unfamiliar starched collar and cast a quick sidelong glance at the woman seated next to him in the velvet-curtained balcony box. Huldah Wilmington’s big-boned frame rose out of a tidal wave of frothy skirt, her blunt, short-necked face emerging from a frilly neckline in dazzling turquoise, a house sparrow in parrot’s plumage. Despite his discomfort, Seb’s blood pressure spiked with secret amusement as he turned away from Huldah to peer down at her daughter Isabella, who was commanding center stage in a Parisian melodrama that had taken London and New York by storm and was now enjoying a star turn in California’s capital city.

The contrast in demeanor between the widowed older mother and her charismatic daughter couldn’t be more pronounced, and Huldah clearly shifted between contradictory responses, alternately glowing with pride at Isabella’s obvious talent and worrying about the propriety of the girl’s determined dream to make her name on the stage. The Corsican Brothers, adapted from an Alexandre Dumas tale, was Isabella’s first big break, and Sebastian had been pressured into evening dress to accompany Huldah and family friends Alycia and Basil Stockton to see it.

Before the curtain rose on the first act, Huldah had eagerly told Seb that “Queen Victoria saw it four times when it was on at London’s Princess Theater,” as if the monarch’s approval of the show when it was first staged a decade ago made it perfectly respectable for her precious Isabella now.

He sighed, and the enveloping dark warmth of the full house pressed down on him. If only he could quietly and unobtrusively melt into the darkness with its lingering chocolate aroma from half-time treats. Disappear off the face of the earth, never to again have to start awake with midnight terrors or to drag his leaden feet from bed to floor every morning. He glanced at Huldah once more, anxious that she might read his thoughts, but he needn’t have worried. Her muddy eyes were fixed on Isabella’s graceful form, her protruding lower lip dropped open in rapt attention; like most of the audience, she was captivated by the action on stage.

The story unfolding was of twin brothers with a psychic link and a carbine-touting mother; a tale of death, murderous duels and chivalrous revenge, and Sebastian could hardly bear to sit still and watch it. Four years of brutal Civil War fighting had convinced him nothing honorable came from the barrel of a gun; and the one brother’s claim that if his twin was dead he’d know it because his ghost would visit made him itch as though he had fallen in poison ivy. He thought of Robert, the one and only friend he made when he first arrived in Boston from Hong Kong as a twelve-year-old orphan. If anyone would communicate from beyond the dead it would have been Robert, and no, he hadn’t heard a peep. It was all nonsense. For the thousandth time he asked himself, as he had every day since General Robert E Lee surrendered, how can a man keep going when all hope that life — or God — is good has gone?

He kept up a brave face with his brothers, rebuffed any attempt they made to talk about the war because if you hadn’t been there you couldn’t understand — and tried to act as if everything was going just fine. Peace had been made, and he had survived with both arms and legs intact. For that miracle he was eternally grateful. But he had imagined when the barbarity of war was over that his life would return to some kind of ‘normal’, and it was taking him a long time to understand there was no going back. The innocent 22-year-old who had joined up with best buddy and fellow engineer Robert Kingsley seven years ago had fled the field and would never return.

Sebastian looked across the narrow aisle to where the ferociously successful merchant Basil Stockton sat, his chunky work-calloused hand affectionately entwined in his wife Alycia’s long, elegant fingers. Basil’s broad shoulders and square frame stretched his evening suit in all the wrong places; his tanned skin and the dark brown hair that frizzed around his ears proclaimed him a man who preferred moleskins to formal suits. His wife, slightly leaning into her husband’s protective bulk, was immaculate in a beautifully tailored cream suit marked with a thin red stripe, her white-gold chignon tucked low on her neck, her drawn-back hair framing her perfectly calculated beauty. As a couple, they personified the old adage that opposites attract. Seb knew that behind Alycia’s cool, assessing exterior lay a compassionate, generous heart. And as unlikely as their union might seem to outsiders, he had sensed in the few months that he’d been working for Basil that they were bound by a deep love that enabled them to face trouble head on.

Basil was resolute, wily, unaffected by how much money he or others had, and he seemed more than willing — insistent, even — that Sebastian take over scoping for new business opportunities for him when the couple returned to their main operation on the East Coast in a few days’ time. His training as an engineer — completed just before he’d joined up — gave him perfect credentials for assessing the coming industrial boom and advising Basil on the myriad of big projects — whether it be irrigation, mines or railways — that were under way in the Golden State.

His reverie was interrupted by Basil coughing, and he came back to the present with a jolt. The mood in the gallery had subtly changed while he’d been wool-gathering. An intense silence had invaded the house; the crowd had been attentive before, but now Basil and Alycia were hanging on the edge of their seats, gazing down in fixed anticipation. They must be coming up to the scene which accounted for the play’s remarkable popularity — the one when the ghost appears and begs his brother to avenge his death. He knew it was only a stage play, but bilious acid rose in his throat, and he was vaguely aware he was gripping the arms of his chair.

The engineer in him knew all about the ‘glide trap’, the clever bit of stage machinery which gave such a convincing, eerie impression, but even he was surprised at the apparition’s dramatic effect. As the audience strained forward, a ghostly male head appeared, gradually rising to full body height, increasing in stature as he neared his shocked twin.

Seb felt a slight current of air behind him and glanced back to see the door to the box open and a dark-suited man slide into the row behind them. His movements were calm and studied, and for a moment Seb wondered if he was one of the theater attendants preparing to show them out after the performance. On stage the bereaved brother was howling with rage, and an involuntary gasp — was it shock, or sympathy? — rose in one rolling wave from the stalls and echoed around the circle.

There was a sharp movement to Sebastian’s left, the loud report of a pistol discharging, and Alycia slumped forward.

An iciness invaded his core at the percussion. Acrid, sour smoke hit his nostrils, and he reared up in his seat. His legs, which moments before had felt like jelly, propelled him out of his seat. A red, bloody hole had torn open Alycia’s immaculate cream stripes. Beside him, Huldah emitted a keening shrill of terror; across the aisle Basil reached forward to catch his wife’s slumping body.

He was upright, turning as if in slow motion, towards the shadowy form that stood transfixed, pistol still raised, observing his handiwork. The iron smell of blood and cordite, his ringing ears, the nervous sickness in his gut — he was back there on the battlefield, hopelessly trying to stanch Robert’s wound as the peculiar sizzling sound of musket Minié balls fizzed overhead.

He could barely see. His eyes were streaming, and the box was dark, but his intention was deadly. This time the killer would not escape. He lunged forward and wrenched the man’s arm so forcefully he shrieked and the gun clattered to the floor. Then pandemonium erupted in the auditorium as the gaslights came up and people began making a panicked dash for the exits. Others stood craning their heads, trying to see what was happening.

Underneath the uproar Seb was aware of Basil’s deep base voice. “Alycia, Alycia! Don’t die on me, my sweet lady. Not now. Don’t die on me now.” The big man was very gently rocking his wife in his arms. Her head was tilted back, her profile like marble, and he was peppering her forehead with tender kisses as she bled into his encircling embrace.


Two

Alycia’s hair fell across her porcelain cheek, and the sight of it flowing free was almost as shocking to Isabella as the rusty stain that leaked across her expensive silk dress, the blood matching the striped fabric. It seemed indecent for the woman who had in recent months been such a loving presence in her life — like the grandmother she’d never had — to be exposed like this, even if she was never going to know it. Like seeing her caught naked.

The first dead person I’ve ever seen. But why did it have to be Alycia?

Her heart pitched wildly in her chest, and she clutched at her ribs at the stabbing pain. Dead. Alycia is dead.

Kind, wise Alycia.

Why on earth would anyone want to kill her?

A numbing, frozen claw grabbed her heart, and she no longer felt the knife between her ribs. She put her hands over her ears to shut out the sibilant, hateful chorus that whispered in her head.

Alycia is dead.

The medics who had attended her placed her on a stretcher at the box entry, while they worked fervently to stanch the bleeding. When they’d acknowledged there was nothing more they could do for her, they’d stood quietly aside, giving up the space to Basil, who stood guard over her, like a faithful watchdog in shock, not ready yet to allow anyone to move her. For that, Isabella was selfishly grateful.

When she heard the shot ring out she was backstage, about to make her next entrance, and at first she thought it was one of the actors messing about with a dueling pistol loaded with blanks for the final dramatic showdown when Lucien challenges the man who has killed his brother. Then she heard the swelling audience uproar and knew it was something much more serious than an actor’s jape, but she still did not imagine it could be anything that would destroy part of her family.

She’d immediately wanted to go to the box where her mother and her other guests were seated, to rush straight there to check they were all fine, but the theater security men would not let her leave until they were certain they had got the shooter arrested and he had no accomplices.

It had felt like an eternity before they escorted her to her mother and the others. And when she finally got here she’d had to confront one of the worst things that could have ever happened to her.

She squeezed her eyes tightly shut. There would be a time for tears, but it wasn’t now. The theater was a dark vacuum, the air empty with that sense of the show being over, the box where they gathered, the last area to remain lighted. Huldah was sitting staring vacantly into nothingness, the lines that ran down her cheeks darkened, wet furrows. Basil was crouching beside Alycia, stroking her face and whispering to her, a gray-faced automaton seemingly unaware of anything else around him.

Only yesterday they’d been laughing together about what they’d get up to when her season in The Corsican Brothers was over. Working on their next strategy to find her brother, Alejandro. That was how he’d been baptized, but he could have died years ago, he could be called something else entirely, he could have long gone from California, could be a ‘farm slave’ in the Midwest…

Ever since she’d discovered last year that she was adopted, Alycia had been her mainstay, even though they weren’t related by blood. Huldah had fought to stay open-minded, but she struggled to not act threatened when Isabella wanted to do all she could to find Alejandro. It was so much easier to talk about it all with Alycia than with Huldah. Alycia had encouraged her, had paid a private detective to dig into their history.

Now that she was gone, who could Isabella turn to? She looked down at her surrogate grandmother’s pale, serene face. She almost felt her presence hovering. What did they say — it took three days for the spirit to truly leave the body? At that moment she believed it with all her heart.

What would Alycia say to her? Be strong and courageous, Izzy. You’ve got it in you.

She slipped into a back-row seat, on the edge of dizziness and fearful of fainting, and rested, gathering her strength, breathing slowly. The icy panic that had seized her melted, and a liquid peace flowed up from inside her. What was that verse Alycia sometimes read to her when she was feeling discouraged? Somewhere in Joshua. That’s right, she was to “be not afraid, neither be dismayed, for the Lord is with you wherever you go.” She steeled her weak legs and stood and moved to Basil’s shoulder. She stroked his back and whispered quietly, “Are you OK there, dear friend? Is there anything I can do to help?”

His face was a blank mask as he looked up. “No, dear Izzy. There’s nothing. Nothing any of us can do.” He gave a huge sigh. “Nothing at all.”

She moved to the front of the box to gather up Huldah, take her home, get her to bed. The curtain was down on the Sacramento’s stage, the scene of her triumph in what felt like another lifetime, and she wasn’t the same girl who’d basked in the limelight an hour before.

Be strong and courageous, Izzy. You’ve got it in you.

She was going to keep pursuing her hopes of making a career on the stage. And she was going to jolly well keep looking for Alejandro. Alycia would insist on it. She just hoped her dear grand-mère was right.


Three

Alycia’s killer was a wretched scrap of humanity. Seb looked at the gaunt, empty face staring up from the heavy-plank floored cell and recognized the glazed-eyed vacuum of a man who has been asked to endure more than he can bear. He’d seen it at Gettysburg, where his regiment had suffered the heaviest losses of the war.

Polk sat in a collapsed squat, long arms dangling over knees on a rawboned and scraggy frame, as though he no longer had any use for them. A lock of lank blond hair fell over a face hollowed out by starvation. Apart from the incongruous well-cut dark suit, he was like so many of the veterans dawdling on street corners throughout the land.

I could have been one of them.

So far the police captain had got very little information from him: a single name, “Polk”, and rank, “Private, 1st Confederate Regiment, Army of Tennessee.” It was four years since the war ended, but Polk didn’t seem to register it. He’d become agitated when questioned, his eyes doing a frenetic jig around him as if he was expecting a bombardment, mouth opening and closing like a fish, with no words bubbling out.

The Sacramento County Prison was located in the basement of the Sacramento City Water Works building on I Street, very close to the river. Murky, stagnant-water smells permeated the air, but there was no hint of daylight in the massive gloomy underground cell, shut off from all hopes of escape.

Faint train noises filtered through the thick brick walls — the Central Pacific Railroad was next door — but inside, life stopped.

Seb felt that strange dislocation he’d known before. The disruption of death. A choking outrage closed his throat, disbelief that the sun was rising on a normal day when life could never be normal again.

He shivered, suddenly cold although his armpits were sticky. Basil stood beside him, hunched over and gray with fatigue, both of them still in evening suits that smelt stale from being worn too long. It had been a very long night.

Once he’d restrained Polk, the man had lapsed into a vacant acquiescence, making no further attempt to escape. Seb handed him over after giving the sergeant a brief statement and returned to the box to coax Basil into releasing Alycia into the care of one of the city’s undertakers, called in by the police.

Mabel and Joseph Reeves — a mother and son team who’d carried on the business after Joseph senior, the county coroner, had died — had handled the situation with quiet understanding, but Basil still insisted on accompanying his wife to their premises in J Street. He’d left reluctantly only after Mabel had reassured him of her tender touch and satisfied him that Alycia would be well looked after.

“What’s going on, Reb?” As a temporarily sworn deputy in a neighboring district, Seb had some standing with the local cops, and the police captain had agreed to him and Basil being given access to the prisoner.

The prisoner’s head jerked up, and a glimmer of intelligence flared in his brown eyes. “Reb? You’d be one of those Yankee blues, I wager.” He glared at Seb for a few seconds then his eyes skittered away.

Seb stepped closer to him. “I was one of those Yankee blues. You’re right there. But the war’s been over for years. You know that, don’t you?”

Soft brown eyes engaged Seb’s. “Some people’s, maybe. Not mine.”

Seb sighed. “That lady you shot tonight. She had nothing to do with the war. You know that, don’t you?”

Polk’s head dropped to his chest, and tears trickled down the haggard trenches in his lined face.

“Do you even know who she is?”

Silence. Then Polk shook his head slowly from side to side. “It doesn’t matter. She was a spy. They’re all spies. But it doesn’t matter. It’s all over now.”

Seb shot a hopeless glance at Basil, who’d covered his mouth and turned away, as if recognizing conversation was pointless.

“No, Polk. You’re wrong. She wasn’t a spy. But you’re right about one thing. It is all over now.”

He stepped towards Basil, casting his arm lightly around the older man’s shoulders. “Don’t think we’re going to learn anything useful here, my friend. I think we need to get you home to rest.”



Ten minutes later Basil stumbled wearily into his hotel room, Seb’s arm still protectively across his shoulders. A fur stole hung over the back of an armchair, and Alycia’s familiar lily of the valley fragrance hung in the air. Basil turned and gripped his hand. “Seb, you’ve done a great job, you really have. And I don’t feel it’s fair to ask you for more.” He gestured to one of two armchairs set up in the sitting room that opened into the bedroom. “I don’t want to do it, but I’ve got no choice.”

He collapsed into one of the chairs and glanced around him, as if looking for answers. “That man Polk. He’s just a crazy. A madman, the poor devil. Still fighting the war. It doesn’t make sense that he came after Alycia. Just no sense.”

Seb sank slowly into the chair beside him and nodded. “I agree. It doesn’t make sense.”

Basil tapped his fist lightly against his closed lips, and his gaze clouded for a few seconds before snapping back. “And I can’t live with that Sebastian. I have to understand what’s happened here. It will be hard enough living without her…” He trailed off and swallowed rapidly several times. “Hard enough. But I have to know why. That man. The suit. The gun. He looks like he’s barely able to put food on his table.”

Seb nodded again.

“And the police — they’re competent enough. But I want my own man on it, Sebastian. I want you.”

“Me?” Seb raised his eyebrows.

“Yes, Sebastian, you. I need to know who’s behind this. Who organized it. And why. It doesn’t feel like a random act. It was planned. And that man in the cell has no rhyme or reason to be doing it.”

He let out a long sigh. “Spies.” The word was a drawn-out, sibilant sigh. “It’s nonsense.”

Seb slumped forward in his chair, elbows on knees, chin resting in his hands, overcome by a feeling of light-headedness. Deal with Johnny Reb and his craziness? He’d seen the last of Johnny Reb in 1865 and he’d been trying to forget him, in sickness and in health, day and night, ever since.

He’d been twelve when he was sent back to his Boston uncle — his mother had died at his birth — after the death of his father in Hong Kong. He’d grown from a callow teen to a seasoned soldier on American soil — become a Yankee — but he barely lasted a month in Boston after his return from the front, his uncle and so many of his old friends dead. He didn’t want to stay and be reminded of all the loss.

He’d drifted aimlessly West, gradually healing during solitary days in the saddle in the emptiness of big open spaces, until one day it dawned on him to seek out his first family. Reuniting with his two half-brothers, John and Nathan, last year was the best thing he’d done since the peace was signed. He’d enjoyed the feeling of being with people who genuinely cared for him, and the work Basil offered was just what he’d been craving to get himself established again.

And now Basil was asking him to willingly return to the snake pit of his fears, the dread that he would be forever pursued by death and loss, never able to make a good life with a good woman. Even the smell of the cordite in that confined space of the theater box, the reek in the prison… He’d felt his world closing in around him again, like a tomb. He didn’t want to have anything more to do with conflict and death. He was trying to find his way back into the light.

“Seb, are you okay? You’re not sick?”

Basil sat erect in his chair and regarded him with a grave expression.

Sebastian took a deep breath and straightened up. “Sorry. I’m fine. Just a little tired. We both need to try and sleep.” He looked full into Basil’s weary face and smiled, willing himself to be strong. “I quite understand your case, Basil. Anyone would. And, of course, I will do my utmost to find who killed Alycia. It’s the most natural wish in the world, to see she gets justice.”

His mind flashed back to Polk, a madman bound for execution who seemed to have no comprehension of what he’d done. God help me if I ever slip that far. Am I already just a little bit crazy?

“I’ll get onto it first thing in the morning.”

Basil gave him a hard look. “Yup. I suppose like it or not, there will be one. For us, at any rate.”


Four

“You can’t mean that!”

Isabella Wilmington stood, arms folded, chin thrust forward, hips angled in a fighting stance, and glared at Sebastian.

“It’s self-evident,” he said in a strong, deep voice. “I can’t see how you could think anything else.”

She felt her face flush with annoyance. Sure, this man was a lot older than her — what was he, thirty or something? And she was nineteen, well, nearly twenty, but that didn’t excuse him dismissing her so lightly.

“Just how can you be so sure that Alycia’s death had nothing to do with our search for my brother? She was pouring a lot of time and money into finding him. Maybe someone took exception.”

“What? And hired some clapped-out, crazy rebel to assassinate her?” His laugh had a derisive edge. “You’re confused. She wasn’t Abraham Lincoln.”

She moved her hands to her hips and her voice rose a register.

“Maybe the ‘clapped-out rebel’ wasn’t as crazy as he led you to believe. He got the job done, didn’t he?”

They were standing either side of the dining table in Basil Stockton’s hotel suite, several hours after Alycia’s funeral. The mourners had all departed, her mother had retired to her room, and Basil had collapsed into exhausted sleep. It had seemed like the best possible time to get Sebastian Russell to one side and explain why it was important to keep up the search that Alycia had so strongly supported.

Except the conversation was not going how she had planned. Sebastian was being difficult. She stood back and coolly regarded him. Lightly freckled face, framed by short, copper-colored hair and matching trimmed mustache and beard, deep brown eyes and thick, reddish-brown eyebrows.

Sebastian Russell was what her mother called a “fine figure of a man”. Tall and strong-shouldered, with a confidence that didn’t need to draw attention to itself. Quiet and deep, this one. Pity he was so dogmatic. And staring back at her as though she was some spoiled brat who needed to be brought into line.

“Maybe he’s a lot smarter than you give him credit for. Tell me if I’m wrong, but you don’t know a thing more about him now than you did two minutes after he fired that pistol at Alycia. Would I be right in that?”

She didn’t much like the triumphant note her voice had taken, but heck, he deserved it.

He sighed. “Polk. We know his name. It’s Polk.” He flashed her a brief, self-deprecating grin. “That’s if he’s telling us the truth, mind you. Maybe he’s got us all outfoxed.”

He gestured to one of the dining table chairs. “Look, let’s sit down, Isabella. I don’t want to fight about this. Let’s try and sort out a plan that suits us both.”

She dropped into the chair on her side of the table, and he sank into the one on the opposite side.

“So tell me.” Her voice was crisp and businesslike. “How do you see things progressing from here?”

He cleared his throat and spoke more softly. “I have promised Basil I will do all I can to find out what led this man to carry out this act. I agree with you it all seems more than strange. Basil isn’t convinced it was the random act of a crazy man, and I tend to agree. Too much doesn’t add up.”

She nodded and took a deep breath before she spoke. When she did, she struggled to sound conciliatory. “I don’t have a problem with that. I want Alycia’s killer to be fully identified as much as you and Basil do. Well, there’s no doubt who pulled the trigger. We just don’t have a clue what led him to do it.”

Seb nodded. “But I can’t see how it’s got anything to do with your brother. I mean, he’s been missing for seventeen years. We’ve no clue if he’s even alive. My apologies for speaking plainly, but what possible connection could there be?”

Isabella felt her temper rising again. Heat flushed through her, and it took all her self-control to speak slowly and moderately. “I’m not saying there is a connection. Or that there isn’t. I am saying that Alycia and Basil were generous enough to pay for a private investigator to search for any clues to him — and that now Alycia is gone, Basil is still willing for that to continue. I would simply appreciate that you, as Basil’s man here in California, give your support to that and don’t undermine it.”

Sebastian frowned. “Isabella, you’re a smart girl. You know that in the last decade, hundreds of thousands of young men — many your brother’s age, and some younger — died. Some in battle, many more from disease. It just seems like a fool’s errand to spend money on trying to find someone who — if he did live, and we’ve got no reason to believe he did — probably ended up marching off to war with the rest of his generation, to die unnoticed in the mud of some equally unknown field. It’s what’s happened to thousands of families. I’m sorry, but that’s how life goes. Maybe being out here in California it wasn’t so obvious as it was back East.”

Her head jerked up and she held herself tight as tears threatened to flood her. She would not let this curmudgeon see he’d upset her. Her throat blocked, teeth gritted, solar plexus locked down, as the wave of intense grief passed and she held fast. She was not going to let him kill her hope, slim as it may be. A long silence ensued as she deflected her gaze to the floor and took some deep breaths. When she felt ready, she raised her eyes and leveled her gaze back to his implacable brown eyes. Ready, aim, fire.

“Sebastian, I can’t pretend to understand what you experienced as a Union man. I know that, so please don’t take offense. What you’ve seen and done — it’s beyond my ken. I get that. But the war is over. We’re into the next act. And this is where things do get better — families are reconciled, the lost are found. Maybe you’ve lost sight of that. God forbid that you’re not just as mired in the past as Johnny Reb Polk in the county prison.”

She saw his eyes flicker in surprise. They sat, both looking at the table top rather than each other, for what seemed like a long time.

Sebastian coughed. “I stand rebuked.” He flashed her another wry smile. “I deserved that. I’m letting my disenchantment show. You probably consider it insufferable cynicism. It’s not something I’m proud of.”

His tone put a full stop on the conversation, and neither of them seemed to be capable of starting the next sentence. They were sitting in painful silence when they were startled by an urgent rapping on the door. They turned as one, and Seb half-rose, calling permission for the visitor to enter as he stood.

The police sergeant who had been in the theater box when Alycia was killed stepped into the room. “Mr Russell—” He stopped in his tracks at the sight of Isabella.

Seb cleared his throat. “Continue, Sergeant. Miss Wilmington is aware of all the circumstances here.”

“I see, sir. I just thought you should know… I mean to say, I have something I need to tell you.” Again he looked uncertainly towards Isabella, and then to Sebastian.

“Go ahead, Sergeant, please. You obviously consider it important.”

“The thing is, sir, the prisoner Polk, well, he’s died by his own hand. Hanged himself in his cell, he has. Just a couple of hours ago.”

Sebastian’s tanned face drained to chalky white. He sank back down in the chair he had just risen from. The iciness Isabella had felt when Alycia died gripped her core, and she guessed her own face was also fading to a sickly pallor.

“Hanged himself?” Sebastian’s query was a faint echo of the sergeant’s announcement. “How? There wasn’t anything in that cell he could use when I was there.”

The sergeant tapped his foot and reddened. “We don’t know, sir. Someone must have supplied him with a rope. We just don’t know who or how.”


Five

The recently elected Senator Hector de Vile paused at the bottom of the stairs leading to the photographer’s studio and gestured to the advertising stand announcing Charles Durant’s offer. “Ugly people’s pictures taken at half-price.” He smiled at his twenty-year-old son, taking in the lean symmetry of his face, the sparkling gray eyes under the shock of wavy dark hair. “Guess we’ll be paying full price.”

Alexander’s face flashed with good humor and he started up the stairs. De Vile once again thanked his lucky stars for the luminous young man who bounded ahead, two steps at a time, with effortless grace. The summer recess from Washington’s 41st Congress was giving him a chance to coach Alex in their extensive business interests before he returned to Capitol Hill at Christmas, and he was relishing the time he and his boy were spending together.

Charles Durant’s Pine Street studio sat above the United States Bakery in Nevada City, and the yeasty smell of warm bread permeated the stairs. They were on a mission to get some cartes de visite, the calling cards that had become popular during the Civil War, when soldiers had sent them home as poignant mementos. Hector needed some taken for his senatorial work, but he also planned to get a father-and-son sitting done together. It was time Alex started assuming a more prominent role in the business, and about time he had his own card anyway.

They stepped into the airy studio, and de Vile saw that Durant’s newspaper advertising was well justified. “Special attention in the construction of light, which enables the operator to take likenesses of the children in one, and of grown persons in two to four seconds,” it claimed, and the set up did not disappoint. One corner of the room was boxed off — he guessed that was for the dark room — but light flooded in from several overhead skylights onto the rest, comfortably set up with armchairs, a sofa and an occasional table. In the center of the room stood a finely polished, mahogany-cased camera on a tripod.

A bespectacled man emerged from the dark room wiping his hands on a small towel in jerky abrupt gestures that mirrored the harassed frown on his pale, lined face. He checked his movement as he recognized de Vile. “Ah, Senator. A very good day to you.” He looked from de Vile to Alex and back. “Tell me, how can I be of assistance this fine morning?”

“You advertise good prices and fine-quality reproduction on cartes? I believe your ads claim ‘No two-dollar work done in this establishment’ and ‘Cartes de visite at San Francisco prices?’ My son and I wish to take advantage of your offer.”

Durant beamed and dropped the towel onto a cupboard by the darkroom door.

“Delighted to help. Do take a seat.”



It was magic. There was no other word for it. Alex shivered with the thrill of seeing the image appear before his eyes in the photographer’s solution, a cloudy mass swiftly resolving into the sculpted lines of their two faces, his father’s stern and authoritative, and his — well, he had an inner glow that was directly related to his fascination with the whole process.

From the first moment Charles Durant had begun to explain what was involved in taking their pictures, he’d been enthralled. It all happened so fast. Within fifteen minutes Durant had his father posed, pictured, and was ready to move on to the next study. The secret of the wet-plate process he was using — the one everyone used these days — was speed. You had to move fast or it dried too soon and the image failed to take. With an experienced flick of the wrist the photographer poured the collodion solution onto the glass plate for the next image, a steady elegant stream first pooling in the center, then adeptly tipped to each side in turn, until the plate was evenly covered. Flowing the plate, he called it. The chemicals had a sickly-sweet smell, and Alex didn’t think he had ever seen anything as remarkable, ever. He had to get one of these cameras and start taking pictures himself.

“Your turn now, Mr de Vile, and then we’ll take one of you both together, if that’s what you wish.”

Charles Durant stood waiting for him to assume the seat before the lens.

“Mr Durant, do you ever take pupils? I mean, give instruction? I admit I am fascinated. I would love to learn more.”

Charles Durant glanced nervously to his father. “I’m not sure…”

“Alexander, you’ve got plenty to learn without taking on photography, surely.” His father frowned. “Leave that to the technicians. I’ve got a brilliant future planned for you in business.”

“Yes, of course, Father. The business is extremely important. But surely, no harm in taking up a hobby? I find the whole thing completely mesmerizing.” He laughed self-consciously. “You’re crazy about your horses and racing. I guess it’s just that photography does it for me.”

Charles Durant cleared his throat noisily. “Gentlemen. Conversation to be resumed. Now Mr de Vile, settle down and concentrate. Portrait number two is under way.”

“Can I watch you pour the solution on?”

Durant looked doubtful. “I usually prefer my clients to get themselves settled—”

“I’ll sit immediately. I promise. I just love the way you do it.”

Durant nodded reluctantly, and a fluttery, empty feeling gripped his innards as Alex followed him into the darkroom to watch the process begin all over again.


Six

Senator Hector de Vile had been home from the photographic sitting for several hours, but he could not settle to anything. The memory of Alex’s excitement when gazing into the alchemy of the developing tray clawed at his guts. Was nearly twenty years of father-and-son harmony to be destroyed by one chance meeting? Damn his idea of having their portraits taken, even if he did need more cartes for the Senate election scheduled for next month. He was very secure in the seat he’d been appointed to last year when the elected man died in office, and he confidently expected to be returned with a bigger majority than the previous incumbent. But he didn’t need anything happening to draw negative comment.

For the first time in his life he wished his first wife was still alive — and what a turn-up that was, for she’d truly been a piece of baggage. No one had mourned her violent death last year. But at least if Bertha was here he could go over the story again — her story of how she came to have a toddler in her care when they’d first met.

She didn’t have a maternal bone in her body, and she’d told him so many different versions of who he was — she called him Alejandro — and how she’d come by him. It changed depending on what day it was, on her mood and whim, but he hadn’t been particular on knowing the details anyway. It served his own purposes to present a wife and son to his dictatorial father back East, so he didn’t ask. He’d taken woman and child to meet his father — his “evidence” to satisfy his father’s demands before he would hand over his inheritance — and when she’d flitted off a year later with a high-rolling gambler who offered a lot more money and excitement he hadn’t been too bothered.

He sipped his mid-afternoon brandy and sighed. From his perch high on Nabob Hill he looked down the valley to Nevada City’s Broad Street, where townsfolk would be bustling about their daily business. He’d made his fortune several times over in the last fifteen years, and he was intent on ensuring it was protected and passed on to Alex. To be able to pass on a substantial fortune… Well, it made him feel it had all been worth it. He paid the price a dozen times over in the tough calls he’d been forced to make, and he wanted to leave it all to someone he’d raised up when he was dead and gone.

He pulled out his gold fob watch from his waistcoat pocket to check on the time, just as his housekeeper tapped on the drawing-room door. “A Mr Hiram Williams here to see you, sir. Shall I show him in?”

He was right on time. Hector de Vile felt the acid reflux subside, and he let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. He nodded towards the stocky, white-haired woman who stood at the door. Mrs Galveston was a Cornish widow who’d been with him for fifteen years, her upright resilience providing backbone to his family life when he was taken away on business. Alex had called her Oma from his first days in the household.

“Yes, do please show him in.”

Hector rose and faced the door as Hiram Williams limped hesitantly towards him and proffered his hand with diffidence. He was an old man, well into his fifties, with thinning blond-gray hair and tired eyes looking out of a heavily lined face. His mouth turned down at the corners as if to confirm there was little left in life to be pleased about, but when he spoke his voice was as soothing as liquid honey. “Afternoon, Senator. Day going well, I trust?”

“Not as well as it might, but I’m sure you’ll be able to fix that.”

Hiram Williams looked at him keenly through wrinkled caverns. “I’ll do my best. What’s the problem?”

“The problem is Alexander. He’s got this mad idea he wants to be a photographer. I know you’ve been keeping a close eye on him for me, but this calls for a bit of extra action. You know a Frenchman. Charles Durant, with a studio in Pine Street?”

Hiram nodded and de Vile gestured to a seat beside him. “Sit down, make yourself comfortable. We need to persuade Mr Durant that taking any interest in Alexander would be a very bad idea for business. Do you understand?”

“Mr de Vile, you know I’m not in a fit enough state to get into that kind of thing. Normal surveillance is no problem, but I’m not strong enough these days to do any muscle work. Can barely stand upright on my two pins.”

De Vile nodded slightly impatiently. “I appreciate that, Hiram. You’ve been a boon reporting on things while I was away in Washington. But it’s very important that Alex focuses his attention on de Vile investments at this time. He can’t do that if his head is turned with nonsense about cameras and chemicals. Find someone else to handle it, like you did a couple of nights ago.”

Hiram Williams shifted uneasily in his chair. “Charles Durant is just a man going about his normal business. Isn’t this all a bit heavy-handed?”

“There’s a lot at stake here, Hiram. More than you know. You just keep your head down and don’t ask questions and it’ll be fine. I’ve got a lot riding on it.”

Hiram gazed at him for a few more moments and then raised himself with difficulty from the chair. “Then I’ll be off to my work, Senator. I’ll send a boy with a message when the job’s done. Like last time.”

He turned and limped to the door, his mouth more turned down at the corners than when he’d entered the room ten minutes before.

De Vile sat quietly, reflecting on the conversation. He knew that Williams didn’t like to be drawn into rough trade, but this situation called for drastic measures.

His greatest fear was that Alexander would discover the circumstances of his birth from some other source, and turn on him. Accuse him of living a lie. He’d done plenty of things he wouldn’t want shown in the light, but Alexander was the best thing in his life, and he hadn’t even fought to get him, like he had for the rest of his estate. He had just got lucky.

He’d never wanted to know who Alejandro’s parents were. Better if he didn’t know. He could honestly play dumb if it ever became an issue. But under the biggest stone at the bottom of his deep hole of unwelcome memories was one lingering Bertha taunt — that the boy’s father was a Spanish photographer.

How ironic it would be if, after all his careful protection, Alexander could chance upon the facts of his birth through the artist grapevine — because love or hate each other, those arty types stuck together, didn’t they? He was very glad he had a doughty man like Hiram Williams on the case.


Seven

Alexander stared at the image before him and shivers feathered up his spine. An enchanting family group stared out of the 1851 daguerreotype, as if making a silent, soulful appeal to not be forgotten. Two small children, a boy and a girl, probably no more than a year old, cuddled into a woman who was clearly their mother: she was hugging them close, one on either side. An older girl, perhaps four or five years old, sat cross-legged on an enormous cushion at the woman’s feet, clasping to her chest a small dog with an eager lolling tongue that made him look as though he was positively smiling into the future. The woman had an ethereal beauty, the other-worldliness of the image enhanced by the filmy white dress she wore, with a silky fluid flowing skirt and filmy neckline reminiscent of a wedding veil. It was such contrast to the gnarly miner photographs in the collection of the same vintage Charles had been showing him that it was hard to believe she inhabited the same time and territory.

He had been so enthralled at the photographer’s work that he stayed on for hours after his father left, watching Charles Durant print all of the shots he’d taken of them for the cartes, and then observe as he’d worked on new portraits for a pair of traveling musicians who’d arrived unannounced to command his services.

“The chemicals, silver nitrate especially, very dangerous.” Charles raised his hand, fingers spread wide, and pointed to his eyes. “If you get it in your eyes, très mal — non voyant.’ Blind. Alexander understood that the outcome would be bad, but the volatility of it all seemed to him to increase the mystique of the whole process.

He’d talked for hours with Durant about what he’d done and where he’d been.

He went home that night in a daze, amazed that this world of magic had been there right before his eyes and he hadn’t known it. The next morning he was impatient to return and collect the completed prints for his father, just to have an excuse to talk more photography with Charles Durant

He’d known that photographers had been a constant and prolific part of life since the early Gold Rush, wandering from town to town with their daguerreotype studios on wheels, offering the men intent on making their fortune in gold a chance to record themselves for posterity. But as he neared the age of many of the men photographed, it struck him as never before that the pictures had deep significance — perhaps the last sight a mother or beloved had of the man in question. Many died of disease, misadventure or the cold and ended in unmarked graves, their families ignorant of their final end.

They paused for a morning coffee as Durant explained he’d been an itinerant before setting up studios, first in Marysville, then Sacramento, and finally in Nevada City.

“I like it here. Not too much other competition.” He smiled. “We photographers often do go into partnership and set up shop together — I’ve had several partners over the years — but sometimes we clash. Even been instances of someone burning down a competitor’s darkroom, but there’s been no problems like that for a while now.”

“Heck, sounds like life’s got to be a bit more civilized. These photos you’ve been showing me — most of them look pretty raw. They hadn’t exactly found their El Dorado, had they? The men look exhausted, and their clothes are pretty rough.”
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