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“TO MY LOVELY ROSE,” PATRICK STATED, RAISING HIS WINE GLASS ABOVE THE FLAME OF THE CANDELABRA. “YOUR SIXTEENTH BIRTHDAY WON’T COME SOON ENOUGH.”
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Newly married, Rose Dugan seems to have it all—a grand house, the most fashionable clothes, and a rich and charming husband. But Rose’s life is changed forever when a series of events unfold before her: threatening letters to convince her husband to stop his plans to build Philadelphia’s first water filtration system, a pair of woman’s gloves found in her husband’s office, and her best friend Nellie is mistakenly murdered while wearing Rose’s cloak.

With the help of a handsome young man who maintains the Water Works, Sean, Rose must discover who is trying to kill her, while keeping the people of Philadelphia safe from the contagion poisoning the city’s water system.






PRAISE FOR DAHME’S OTHER NOVELS

CREEPERS:

“Who doesn’t like a good ghost story? Creepers is a good one! Thrills and chills? You bet. But it will also warm your heart!”

—R.L. Stine, author of Goosebumps

THE PLAGUE

“... Dahme’s story is engaging and absorbing. It offers romance and sword fights, as well as a forgotten world without mass publications or photography, where most people wouldn’t know what the real princess looked like. Dahme’s strengths are in the moods she creates. Everything feels dark, wet and scary. She conveys the panic of being chased by terrible things—Black Prince and black plague—one is helpless to stop.”

—New York Times Book Review.

TOMBSTONE TEA

“... Readers should find the atmosphere old-fashioned—in a good way; Dahme’s storytelling is more about the journey than the destination.”

—Publishers Weekly
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TO PROFESSOR JOAN MELLEN, 
TEMPLE UNIVERSITY, 
who nurtured an idea into a story

 

AND TO THE PEOPLE OF 
THE PHILADELPHIA WATER DEPARTMENT 
who are still all about clean and beautiful rivers




PROLOGUE

“Isn’t he handsome, Rose?” my mother asked,beaming at at Patrick Dugan as he sat with his parents on the opposite side of our dining room table. My mother had told Fanny to set the table with our finest china and the two bottles of claret that Father had stored in the cellar at my birth for just this occasion. Mother’s French lace tablecloth had been ironed and a large vase containing white roses was placed just a little off center to hide a stubborn stain left by a previous dinner guest. The silverware reflected the warm glow of the candles.

“Well, Rose ...” she nudged me affectionately.

My voice had retreated. I was thirteen years old and suddenly was the focus of the intense stare of the very handsome Patrick Dugan. He was adjusting his tie. I had caught him stealing a glance of his own reflection in the silver vase just moments before. He looked at me now with a teasing smile.

It was our betrothal dinner. Patrick was twenty, and we were paired as a result of our fathers’ long friendship and profitable construction partnership. Successful Irishmen in the 1880s were still suspect, my mother told me. We needed  to stay together, to prove ourselves to Philadelphia society. What better way than to create a permanent bond between our families.

“To my lovely Rose,” Patrick stated, raising his wine glass above the flame of the candelabra. “Your sixteenth birthday won’t come soon enough.”

My mother clasped her hands in delight. I turned a red that shamed the claret.






ROSE

Nellie and I followed the stone path, which wound its way from the Gate House—past tombstones, obelisks, and the memorial statuary that often caused me to place my hand over my heart—to Mausoleum Row. They appeared benevolent, blanketed beneath the soft October sunlight. From the top of the hill, the mausoleum and its neighbors looked like the capitols of a sloping city of white marble abodes that I had seen in books about Greece or Italy.

The goliath memorials were anchored near the bottom of the cemetery’s sweeping slopes.The path was wider here and was cindered to accommodate the line of black bunted carriages that would descend to this site on a solemn day.

We held hands as we approached the stone structure. Nellie squinted into the sunlight.

“Most people invite their friends to tea, Rose.” She gave me an impish smile, and I felt the knot in my stomach relax. I had pleaded with Nellie to accompany me.

“You will get your tea, dear, as soon as we finish our visit,” I replied, squeezing her hand gratefully. “Patrick was so thrilled about the mausoleum’s completion and was  anxious for me to see it,” I continued, although I felt my enthusiasm waver. “It is a bit gloomy.” Immediately I flushed with guilt. This was not the response Patrick would have expected of me. He would admonish me for being such a child.

My eyes sought Nellie’s face. Her red hair appeared to blaze in the wash of sunlight. I thought I saw skepticism in her blue eyes.

“Why the rush, Rose? Why did he feel that it was so important to build this now?”

“He’s proud. He feels as if he’s honoring me.” Patrick had used these words, but I blushed at the sound of them coming from my lips. I heard my voice rise defensively, buffeted by a wave of annoyance. Nellie was always finding fault with Patrick. “He pulled many strings, Nellie, to secure this plot,” I argued.

Last night, Patrick was absolutely gleeful. His eyes, which took on the shade of twilight shadows, shone beneath the light of the hallway chandelier with their usual zeal. Patrick had been challenged to build this mausoleum, and he grasped at the gauntlet with a fevered joy. I loved this vitality in Patrick.

“Who dared him, Rose?” Nellie replied, raising her chin. Sometimes I felt Nellie knew Patrick as well as I did.

“Well,” I hesitated. “It wasn’t quite a dare. Another contractor made a remark to Patrick about the difficulty—especially for the Irish—of securing a plot in Laurel Hill  Cemetery.” I could imagine the withering smile on Patrick’s face as he listened to this assertion. Patrick considered himself the best Irish contractor in Philadelphia. “He took it as a challenge,” I said, almost distracted by the solemnity of the structure. There before me stood Patrick’s haughty rebuff—and our final place of repose. I shivered suddenly, as if touched by a cold hand.

Nellie turned to me as we stood beneath the mausoleum’s chilling shadow. “Rose, please don’t misunderstand me.” She stared at the fifteen-foot high structure. Her voice assumed a more serious tone. “I find the permanence of these memorials comforting. If Patrick built this for you, then certainly this is a symbol of his dedication and love. But would not a portrait of you mounted in his study warm your heart just as well?” Nellie’s sudden smile was mischievous.

“You are wicked, Nellie,” I laughed as I grabbed her elbow. This is why I had asked Nellie to come. Even when she was irreverent, I loved her. “How do you always manage to thread sentences from my thoughts? We have been friends for too many years. I am never safe with you.”

“On the contrary. It is you who lead us down this path. Some women have tea together.You have me hiking up my skirt to explore cemeteries.”

“Well, hike it up a bit more. I want a closer look.” My haughtiness was swallowed by the wind. Neither of us approached the few marble steps to the mausoleum door just yet.

I felt a softer breeze stir the bottom of my skirt and play with the loose strands of my hair. I heard a squirrel chattering and the haunting calls of the large black crows that perched jauntily on top of the cemetery’s wrought iron fence. There was gentle life around us. The mausoleum rebuked this sentiment.

I stared for a moment at the Dugan name chiseled onto the mausoleum’s face like a banner. Two sets of twin stone columns feigned support of the roof. I felt a quiver of dread. What does it mean to eternally rest in a tomb that looked like a miniature Greek temple? It was indeed magnificent, if that was a term that could be rightfully applied to mausoleums. On the triangular stone block above the family name, an artist had chiseled a copy of the William Rush sculpture, The Schuylkill Freed. The image showed a classically dressed woman, seated by a pump, turning a great waterwheel with her hand, harnessing the feral forces of the Schuylkill River. Patrick had told me that he had commissioned the frieze, at great expense, because of my passion for the city’s river.

“Promise me, Rose, that you won’t be returning to this site any time soon,” Nellie murmured, as she pulled her cloak tightly about her shoulders. I did the same.

“It is a bit unnerving, isn’t it, seeing one’s name on death’s door,” I agreed.

Nellie smiled at the remark and turned to allow the wind to brush her hair from her face.

“You are eighteen years old, only a year younger than I.  Patrick is twenty-five. Both of you, praise God, in good health.” Nellie glanced at the structure again, searching for an answer. “It’s 1895—almost a new century. I cannot imagine Patrick feeling so cautious about the future.”

I said nothing, although I felt the familiar defensive swelling in my chest whenever someone questioned Patrick’s motives. But even I had never known him to take a challenge quite this far. Unless someone attacked it with cannons, this edifice to pride was unmovable. I sighed, and instead of replying, turned to look at the river undulating through the valley. It pulsed like a vein.

“Oh Nellie.” I knew my words would be a defense made of feathers. “Let’s admire the view at least. Patrick paid a good sum for it.”

Our shoulders touched as we gazed down the hillside, which plunged steeply toward River Drive and the Schuylkill River. It truly was a remarkable vista, stunningly beautiful beneath these crystal blue skies. The river serpentined below, bound on both sides by green parkland and oak and maple trees that boasted their age by the thickness of their trunks’ diameters. Their leaves appeared on fire, exploding in color among the staid evergreens. Odd these leaves blaze with life in their final death throes.

“What do you think will happen at the hearing, Nellie?” I asked, changing the subject to one we agreed upon wholeheartedly. “Do you think our plea to protect the river from contamination will be convincing?”

It was hard for me to look at the river without thinking about the Women’s Park Beautification Committee. Nellie and I were members. Our most important projects were the protection of the river and the preservation of the Fairmount Water Works.

Nellie thrust her chin up. She was like Patrick in some ways, I thought, although I knew Nellie would not appreciate the irony.

“I don’t know, Rose. But we won’t make it easy for the City Councils if they don’t pay our report the respect it deserves.”

“And it can’t hurt that the mayor’s wife is the chairwoman of our committee,” I added, although I wasn’t sure if Mrs. Warwick’s allegiance caused me to feel cynical or hopeful.

I turned to the hillside again. Patrick was always right. The spot was inspiring. The only evidence of tumultuous humanity was the ragged rows of tombs and gravestones, stark reminders of all of our destinies. I suddenly felt that our presence here was an affront—Nellie and I chattering like the squirrels.The white slabs and somber structures suddenly reproved our youth.

A river breeze suddenly gusted around us, setting the desiccated leaves in an airborne swirl. I felt truly cold then and shivered beneath my dress and emerald green cape. “Have you seen enough, Nellie? Have I persuaded you of Patrick’s imagination and foresight?” I taunted affectionately.

Nellie lowered her eyelids, pretending to glower. “That’s not fair, Rose. You know I’d say anything to get out of here.”

I laughed and grabbed Nellie’s hand. Only Nellie brought me such unrestrained delight. “Julius will offer us a sip of his warm brandy if we ask,” I promised. “I’m not supposed to notice, but he carries it in his pocket flask.”

“Rose,” Nellie scolded teasingly. “We are responsible matrons. But then again we may be feeling a bit weak and cold after our long walk back up the hill.”

As we threaded our way between the gravestones, I paused to watch a crew of laborers dressed in overalls and flannel shirts, coming over the hill. One pulled a horse and cart, which was laden with shovels and other tools. It saddened me to see these harbingers of death. Their faces were blank as if death held no meaning for them.

“Can you imagine having such employment?” I asked, staring at the men, trying to fathom the trait that enabled them to calmly deal with death. “One must have to struggle to be at peace with this job.”

“Yes,” Nellie agreed. “Perhaps they find comfort in taking care of the dead. It is a sacred task.”

The men tipped their working caps as we passed. We returned their nods.

“Let’s get home to some tea, Nellie,” I said, wondering if our crossing paths were a premonition, although I normally spared no credence to such thoughts.
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We found Julius inspecting the wooden spokes of the carriage’s wheels. We were out of breath and red in the face from the cold air. Julius looked alarmed at our appearance. He rested his hands on his narrow hips. He looked ready to wag a finger at us.

“Mistress Dugan. Mistress Murphy.You look battered by the wind. Get into the carriage quickly to warm your bones.” Julius opened the carriage door and extended his hand to assist us.

I had asked him to stop calling me Madame or Mistress Dugan, as I had forged warm feelings for Julius. He reminded me greatly of a favorite uncle I had lost many years ago to typhoid. But Julius had been adamant about maintaining at least the formality of the title between us. He knew how such a privilege would be perceived by Patrick, despite Julius’s long years of service to Patrick’s family. To Patrick, he was a simply a livery servant, and Patrick felt that we were at the top of the political and socially successful Irish upper class. Servants were not familiars. I did not like this about Patrick and had told him so. He had simply shaken his head at me like I was a naïve child.

Now Julius was shaking his balding head admonishingly at us. “The both of you gallivanting about these hills!” he declared. I could see the concern in Julius’s blue eyes, which were tinged just slightly with the glaze of age, and perhaps  the glaze of brandy. But his affection for me shone through them clearly.

“We are fine, Julius, thank you. And the mausoleum is truly magnificent.Your master has built quite a tribute to his family.” I winced at saying the word out loud. I would talk to Patrick about this again, but Julius only nodded politely as he opened the carriage door.

Nellie turned to look at me as she stepped into the carriage. I could tell by her smile that she was about to say something, but thought better of it. “I’m not fine, Julius. My cheeks are frozen. Let’s go home,” she called from the carriage.

“Do you want to warm up a bit in the Gate House before we go?” Julius asked. He was staring at the massive building by the cemetery entrance. My gaze wandered to the black, iron-spiked fence that circled the cemetery. It looked medieval and foreign in the brilliant light of the day. “No, we’re fine, Julius. We’ll warm up in a minute. Pay no attention to Mistress Murphy,” I teased.

Nellie wrinkled her nose.

“I don’t blame you for feeling proud, Mistress,” Julius said, as he guided me gently by the arm. “But I can’t help but think that it’s just not natural for a man to build such a monument to death, when he and his wife are young and in good health.”

I knew that Julius was superstitious. He believed that paying too much attention to death was an invitation to it.  “It’s not as if either of you are ill or that there is an epidemic that Mr. Dugan need fear,” he continued, pointing to the blanket on the seat beside Nellie and motioning for us to cover our laps. I slipped beside Nellie as Julius shook his head. “The Master has been telling the City Councils for months to build those plants to clean up the water.The city will be rid of its water epidemics then, and the Master will be a hero.” Julius spit a wad of tobacco across his shoulder with expert aim as he closed the carriage door.

I could not help but frown as Julius climbed into the driver’s seat. Patrick becoming the city’s hero seemed highly unlikely.

“What is it, Rose?” Nellie asked. “Please don’t worry about my sensibilities,” she added, tipping her head in Julius’s direction.

I looked at Nellie gratefully. “No, it’s not that. I’m used to Julius’s antics.” I glanced out the window. Patrick made life so complicated. “It’s Patrick’s insistence on the filter plants, Nellie. I’m afraid our committee will not fare well at the hearing, despite Mrs. Warwick’s best efforts—and position.”

Nellie took my hand. “All we can do is our best, Rose. And you can be sure we will do just that.”
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Martha was waiting on the landing of our brownstone on Spring Garden Street, having perfectly calculated the time of our arrival. The starched white apron and bib that she  wore over her skirt and blouse were spotless. Her hands rested against her wide hips, as she surveyed the street scene around us. Carriages and wagons were passing us, and one another, at a steady pace as Julius directed the horse to the curb. A chorus of clopping hooves and the rumble of wagon wheels on the cobblestoned street charged the air. On the corner, a group of young cooks or maids, wearing reefer coats and holding produce wrapped in newspaper, lingered on the sidewalk.

I watched Martha purse her lips as Julius stepped down from the driver’s seat.

“Those horses could use a good brushing,” she decreed.

Julius opened the carriage door but turned to shoot Martha a look full of poison. Martha’s bulbous eyes narrowed at his impudence.

“My, Martha runs a tight ship,” Nellie remarked, looking amused.

“Yes,” I agreed ruefully. “At times, though, I’d like to set her adrift.”

Nellie stifled a laugh as I attempted to intervene. “Martha, would you mind seeing that the coals in the hearth of the morning room are warm, please?” I intercepted the penetrating glare that Martha was focusing on Julius’s back. “Mrs. Murphy and I would like some tea there.” I tried to knead the impatience from my voice.

Martha gave me a strained smile as she waited at the door.

“Are you planning any more outings this afternoon, Mistress Dugan?” Julius asked, rubbing his hands to warm them, or perhaps he was pretending to throttle Martha.

“No thank you, Julius.You can return the carriage to the stable. And be sure to return for a warm lunch that Martha will ask Brigid to prepare for you,” I added.

Julius smiled, a mischievous gleam in his eyes, as he mounted the carriage. Martha turned abruptly and opened the French doors of the morning room before taking our cloaks.

“Just a moment, Madame, and I’ll have the coal for you,” Martha said as she marched down the hallway. I noticed Nellie suppressing a smile.

“I’m sorry, Rose, but Martha always makes me want to giggle like a bad little girl,” she confided.

“I might giggle too, if she didn’t live with us,” I replied, watching Martha’s return, a bucket of coal in her hand.

“How does Patrick abide it?” Nellie whispered. “I can’t imagine him putting up with her.”

I had often wondered about this myself. Patrick was amazingly immune to Martha’s tirades. In fact, he took amusement from them.

“I can only guess that his affection for Martha overrides her shortcomings. He grew up with Martha and Julius.They are a part of his history, however a contentious pair they may be,” I answered.

Martha reappeared in the hall, the coal bucket now  empty. Her blue eyes looked stern beneath the soft glow of her pinned white hair.

“I’ll see to the tea, now, Mistress Dugan. The room is ready.” She proceeded down the long hall toward the kitchen. The odor of flowered toilet water was left in her wake.

Martha had drawn the curtains back to allow the now tepid light of the October day fill the room. We settled into the chintz-covered armchairs that flanked the hearth. Nellie glanced casually about the room.

“Rose, are they new?” Nellie indicated the two porcelain clocks and the Japanese vase on top of the white marble mantel.

“Patrick’s decorator acquired them for us,” I replied. “Patrick recently developed an interest in objects and furniture, although I’m not quire sure what spurred it,” I replied, still somewhat mystified myself. Just a few weeks ago, he had come home with a dusty, old crystal chandelier that now hung from the middle of the ceiling. He had picked it up in a building that he was demolishing. Today, the room contained a profusion of items that had caught Patrick’s attention.

“Patrick is surely a man of eclectic tastes,” Nellie noted. I was quick to search Nellie’s face but did not detect any mockery in her voice.

Brigid knocked as she carried the tea tray into the room. A feather duster poked from the tie of her apron.  Brigid was my age and timid in the shadow of Martha’s bullying supervision. I always wanted to protect her from Martha’s furies.

“Thank you, Brigid. You can place the tray on the table,” I said with an encouraging smile.

Brigid smiled gratefully and bobbed a quick curtsy.

“I’ll pour, Brigid. Why don’t you fix Julius his lunch now?” I asked.

“Julius’s lunch?” she replied blankly. Brigid still possessed a soft Irish lilt. Momentarily flustered, she recovered and added, “Yes, of course, ma’am.”

Nellie couldn’t help but smile as Brigid left the room.

I poured our tea into the blue and white Delft china cups, once Patrick’s mother’s set, as Nellie stood to inspect the framed sepia-colored photographs on the cherry wood table by the window.

It was my turn to laugh as Nellie dusted their glass with the sleeve of her dress. “It appears that the feather duster is not acquainted with portraits,” Nellie noted.

“You are incorrigible, Nellie,” I reproved affectionately.

The photograph Nellie held was of my father with Mr. Dugan, standing arm and arm, at the construction site of the great Centennial Exposition in Fairmount Park.

“Patrick looks so like his father,” Nellie murmured, staring at the portrait. She turned abruptly, the frame still in her hand.

“Rose, your first year of your marriage has passed quickly,  hasn’t it? I can’t believe that Charles and I have been married for two. Where has the time gone?”

Where has the time gone, indeed, I thought. I had been thirteen when promised to Patrick Dugan. At the time, Patrick was twenty—a strapping, dark-haired, handsome young man who was quick to laugh and possessed the confidence of one who knew he was the center of everyone’s universe. I had been in awe of him.

“I was so anxious, Nellie, about our marriage. Patrick seemed such a giant to me.”

“Ah, well, he is a giant in the contracting business but surely more of a husband to you now.”

“As he better be,” I laughed, despite a sudden, inexplicable twinge.

After our parents’ deaths, mine passing soon after our wedding from typhoid, Patrick became the sole proprietor of our families’ combined construction business, Dugan & Tagert. I had noticed that the “Tagert” name was absent in the company advertisements lately.

“You’re a Dugan now, my dear,” Patrick had stated, taking me into his arms and kissing me gently on the top of my head. “Let’s just concentrate on expanding the Dugan name.”

When we were first married, he had spoken excitedly about the day when he foresaw bringing a cradle home—keeping the business in the family he had said. Lately, he shrugged off the subject. I had assumed that he was too busy  with the business and his lobbying efforts with the City Councils to build the water filtration plants.

“Well, well, ladies. What a charming surprise.”

Suddenly, Patrick stood in the yawn of the French doors. His smile was jaunty; his dark eyes were bright. He seemed truly delighted to find us here. He held his walking stick in one hand, tapping it against the palm of the other.

“And my, you both look ravishing! Your faces still glow with the vigor of your outing. What did you think of the mausoleum, Rose?” he asked, tugging absently at his leather gloves.

I realized that I was still in awe of his physical presence. Patrick was tall and lean and strong. His body still boasted the taut muscles developed in his youth while working as a laborer for his father. He looked elegant in his black morning coat, pressed trousers, and spats. His aquiline nose and square jaw were softened by his spirited dark eyes. His oiled black hair was combed back to expose a forehead that always tempted me to place my hand over it, to take his temperature—perhaps because it seemed the only vulnerable part of his body. The light of the chandelier shone upon the flecks of white that streaked his hair. It had happened early to him, just like his father. His clothes emanated the smell and the temperature of the outdoors.

“It is beautiful, Patrick. Nellie and I spent the afternoon at the cemetery admiring its grandeur,” I enthused,  crossing the room to take his hand. “No wonder you were so anxious for me to see it.” I felt my face flush. Will I forever be intimated by him?

He turned from me to appraise Nellie. I knew he liked sparring with Nellie. Nellie was a challenge to him.

“What did you think, Nellie?” he asked, leaning his walking stick against the door jamb. The snarling serpent head carved into its handle turned simultaneously, it fangs barred at the occupants of the room. I hated the walking stick. Patrick thought that it inspired a fearful respect, or at least caused those who opposed him in anything to pause in their resolve. It had been his grandfather’s and later his father’s. “What kind of man would carry such an appendage?” Patrick had asked me rhetorically. “A man that should not be crossed.”

“The location is lovely, Patrick. Rose and I found the view of the river breathtaking,” Nellie replied diplomatically. I spied the spark in her eyes though. Patrick only needed to push her a bit more to kindle Nellie’s unbridled honesty.

“Shall I petition Charles on your behalf?” Patrick offered. “I believe that I was misinformed and that there are still a few prime locations left at Laurel Hill.” His arm was about my waist. I loved him, but I would not abide his bad behavior toward Nellie.

“Patrick, please. Don’t be rude. It is one thing to be proud but don’t allow your pride to make you ...” I started. 

“Perhaps you may, Patrick,” Nellie interrupted, raising her chin to him in a dare. “But I think we need to finish Sarah’s nursery first.We don’t want to be too extravagant by doing both you know.”

Patrick smiled at Nellie, but I could sense that he was disappointed that she didn’t attempt to unbraid him. I realized that Nellie was being congenial only because she knew how uncomfortable I felt about the mausoleum.

“Oh, Rose, I almost forgot,” Patrick said absently. “A letter was delivered to my office. Your name is on it.” He pulled the small envelope from his coat pocket and handed it to me. “Excuse me a moment, ladies.” He picked up his walking stick and turned into the hallway to hang up his Chesterfield.

I curiously examined my name scrawled messily across the envelope’s face. “Nellie, it’s in care of the Women’s Park Beautification Committee.”

Nellie was standing by my side now. “Do you think it’s about the upcoming City Councils’ hearing?” I asked.

“Perhaps,” Nellie replied. “I hope our report doesn’t need more work though,” she laughed, shaking her head. “Mrs. Warwick is known for her last minute assignments.”

I read quickly the content of the note. My heart began to tremor, and for a moment, I could not speak. I could only stare at the harsh, black words scrawled across the page.

“Rose, what is it?” Nellie’s voice was far away.

As I read the words, a chill seized me.

 YOUR HUSBAND IS OUT TO DESTROY EVERYTHING THAT YOU 
AND YOUR COMMITTEE ARE STREVING TO PRESERVE. 
CONVINCE HIM TO STOP HIS SELFISH LOBBYING FOR 
FILTRATSHUN BEFORE IT IS TOO LATE.



I pushed the note toward Nellie, who read it to herself while shaking her head.

“They misspelled ‘striving’ and ‘filtration,’” Nellie whispered, preoccupied.

“Patrick,” I called, trying to temper any evidence of hysteria. “Patrick, you must see this.” I stood in the doorway now, motioning for him to hurry back into the room.

“What is it, Rose?” Patrick had only been to the closet. “You look like you’ve seen a face from the grave.” His voice was skeptical as he took the paper from Nellie.

As he read it, a smile slowly tugged at his lips.

“Should I summon the police?” I asked. “Someone is threatening you, Patrick.” I looked at Nellie who nodded in agreement.

“The police?” Patrick laughed, crumpling the note in his hand and shoving it into his pocket. “Don’t be ridiculous, Rose. It’s just one of my many competitors who obviously feels I’ve already won the trophy.” He touched me playfully on the cheek.

“It was poor sportsmanship to send the letter to you. I hope neither of you are frightened by such antics.”

“But Patrick, you simply can’t ignore it,” I insisted.

“I think Rose is right, Patrick. Why don’t I show it to  Charles? Perhaps you can take some legal action.” Nellie’s face had lost all of its disregard for Patrick. I could see her genuine concern as I clasped Nellie’s hand gratefully.

Patrick shook his head. “No thank you, ladies. You go about having your tea. I will take care of this my way.”

“But Patrick,” I protested. But Patrick had already retrieved his walking stick.

The light from the hall fired the ruby eye of the serpent before Patrick closed the morning room doors behind him, leaving Nellie and I to our cooled tea.






SEAN

I stood on the Mill House deck at the Fairmount Water Works, staring into the murky waters of the forebay. The October sun was warm, and I could feel its heat in the threads of my white cotton shirt, the sleeves of which I had rolled up to my elbows. I had already taken off my sack coat and hat, leaving them hanging over the chair in my office. I suddenly had a quick notion to remove my black vest too but then thought better of it.

I watched as a young couple emerged from one of the footpaths emanating from the South Garden.They hesitated a moment before continuing, pausing to lean against the wooden rail on the forebay’s bulkhead.The rail and wooden balustrades rimmed the entire perimeter of the forebay and served to keep children and dogs from tumbling into the cold, brown waters.The couple then approached the foot of the inclined path, which meandered among the trees and shrubbery growing along the bouldered hill of the reservoir. Sections of the ascending path were supported by arched stone bridges set into the hillside. Other sections simply took advantage of the naturally rocky terrain of the mount.  A life-size statue of the huntress, Diana, bowstring in hand, posed atop a stone pedestal to the left of the path’s apron. The couple barely blinked at the statue’s stark whiteness, set against the earthy brown and fading greens of the trees, rocks, and soil. I saw that they only had eyes for each other.

I too savored the breathtaking view to be gained from the climb. I had walked the same path thousands of times myself, crisscrossing the hill to reach the reservoir above.Yet I was still taken by the almost spiritual beauty of the juxtaposition laid out before all to see—the classical grace of the Fairmount Water Works—with its Greek Pavilion and life-sized mythological statuary—imposed upon the natural, immortal beauty of the Schuylkill River Valley. I liked to think of the Water Works as man’s attempt to adorn nature.

Once the top of the hill was reached, strollers were struck by the sweeping vista of the Water Works below, thrusting itself like a rescuing arm into the Schuylkill River, thereby diverting its flow into the forebay with the aid of the dam. The foliage on the hill had already acquired the colors of fall. As the leaves of the trees were fewer in number, the statuary which was placed along the paths were all clearly visible.Their whiteness against the dark backdrop of the hillside made them appear exposed and vulnerable.

I gazed at my favorite sculpture, a fountain on the opposite bank of the forebay. The sculpture was of a woman, classically dressed, in bare feet, her hair piled high on her head, balancing a wading bird on her right shoulder. The  bird’s neck and long, slender beak were extended toward the sky, its wings outstretched attempting flight. When the pipes from the reservoir feeding the fountain were in good condition, a spray of water propelled from the bird’s mouth leaped sixty feet into the air. This sculptured woman, and all she symbolized, was the only woman in my life, since the death of Eileen, my fiancée, two years ago from typhoid. Since then, my singular passion was my work and the protection of the purity of the river.

I worried about what might become of the Nymph and Bittern and the other beautiful statues and fountains, which graced the gardens and grounds of the Water Works, if the mayor and the City Councils decided to shut down this pumping station. It made me sick at heart to think about it. The loss of this—enchanting site—how else could one better describe it, would be immeasurable. For me, the gardens and buildings represented the ingenuity and spirit of man.

I had been working at the Water Works for five years, starting when I was fifteen, a young engineering assistant to the chief engineer of the facility, who was getting too old to clamber around the turbines and pumps below deck and hike up the hill to the reservoir or standpipe above. It was not long until I had fallen under its spell; the Nymph, and the grounds she occupied, offered me all the beauty and mystery needed from life.

During my tenure at the Water Works, the facility and its reservoirs had increased its capacity to ultimately supply  twenty-six million gallons a day to hundreds of new industries while providing water for drinking, cooking, and cleaning to the citizens of Philadelphia. I thought what was most remarkable was that in addition to its marvelous technology, the Water Works was the most beautiful sight along the Schuylkill River.

And yet the City Councils were talking about abandoning it.

In my hands was a rolled up document, now smudged with grease from my fingers, that my supervisor, John Trout, Chief of the Bureau of Water, had given me earlier in the week to read. The report had been drafted by a sanitary engineer from New York for the Philadelphia’s Women’s Health Protective Association concerning the safety of drinking Schuylkill River water. I couldn’t help but wince as the word typhoid leapt from its pages. I thought about Eileen—and the hysteria these outbreaks caused and fiercely gripped the report. I knew there was a better way.

The report advocated the building of filtration plants to remove the bacteria, believed to be the cause of typhoid outbreaks and other illnesses. Despite its massive and complex machinery, the Water Works could only manage to pump the water from the Schuylkill into its reservoir on the hill—a feat it had maintained unchallenged for over seventy years. But its impressive machines could not cleanse the river water. I had dissected the report, word by word, searching for a weakness in its content and its subsequent  recommendations. In the end, I couldn’t find one. I was forced to concur that there was no room at the Water Works to build filters.

Yet I wasn’t ready to give up the fight. I had been encouraging Mr. Trout and the City Council to prevent the city’s waste, which caused the contamination, from entering the river. If they could stop the pollution, if the city would enforce its sewer laws, there would be no need to pay for new facilities to remove it.Why didn’t this make sense to anyone, except for the fact that the work involved, and the pot of money required to pursue a more practical path, would be substantially less for the city’s many contractors.

The report validated my worst fears. I smelled the decay in the air, like the scent of imminent death. It reminded me of the bitter almond aroma that clung to old men and women ready for the grave. I shielded my eyes as I attempted to survey my facility with the unbiased opinion of a stranger. How will these buildings and gardens fare if you held no love or knowledge of them? I started with the Engine House, which was in need of stucco and a fresh coat of paint. Some lumber had been propped beneath the roof of the portico to shore up sections that were sagging and warped. Ever since the steam engines had been removed from the Engine House, it had served as a public saloon. An incongruous, “Ice Cream and Refreshments” sign was posted above its entrance. This building, among them all, surely should have been adequately funded.

I was doing my best to maintain the alluring beauty of this Federalist structure. What if the city’s citizens and visitors stopped coming here for drinks and refreshments by the river? I could not allow that to happen. My men were constantly making piecemeal repairs to the building after closing hours in a desperate effort to keep it presentable.

The Entrance Houses on the Mill House deck could benefit from a painting too, and one of the offices accusingly betrayed a broken window. Even the classical Pavilion, the site’s focal point, could stand to have a wooden column or two replaced. And the Watering Committee Building was badly in need of a new roof. I shook my head in disgust at the sum of the needs. It was against every one of my instincts to allow these buildings to creep toward neglect. I dared not review the condition of the machinery below.

For a moment, I was distracted by the sight of my two mechanics turning the wheel of the first sluice gate in the forebay, as a tangle of branches and logs floating on the surface of the river threatened to become lodged in the intake. George and Martin were skilled employees I was both fond and proud of. What will become of them if the Water Works closed? But they were young and would surely find work in the new filtration plants that would render this one a relic. They pay their “annual assessments” or bribes to the Republican Party, I thought bitterly.

I watched them struggle to heave a water-laden log up and over the balustrade. They both sported the popular  walrus-style mustache and kept their hair, parted in the middle, meticulously oiled. They were wearing bib overalls over their trousers and shirts. I suddenly felt fiercely protective of them.

“Sean!” A familiar voice called my name, and I turned to see the three men approaching the arched bridge that stretched across the inlet of the forebay. I scowled, despite my best effort, at the sight of Mayor Warwick, Chief Trout, and that contractor, Patrick Dugan, sauntering along the bridge’s deck, turning their heads this way and that, examining the structure for blemishes. I cursed softly as Mr.Trout waved to me to meet them. I had been planning to replace a number of the balustrades on the bridge that were obviously decaying but hadn’t yet found the opportunity. I suppressed a wave of indignation as I watched Dugan scornfully kick at one.

How did I miss noting the arrival of the mayor’s carriage? It was a dangerous thing to be so lost in thought when on the job. Again I swore to myself. I hated to be caught off guard like this, unprepared. But unprepared for what? Whatever the meaning of their visit, it wasn’t a good sign that Dugan was with them.

The whistle of a river steamer shoving off from the dock just three hundred yards north of the dam and forebay bridge caused the three men to pause midspan. The mayor, never one to miss a public opportunity, turned to wave to the crowd of women and children who crushed against the railing of the upper deck of the steamer.The women, almost  in unison, waved animatedly back, a collection of hands raised while their other hands held on to a multitude of hats. The children simply screeched and cheered. It was a good-sized crowd for the ferry for October. It was an Indian summer day, hot and steamy, and it was nearly lunchtime. The mothers probably planned to stop for refreshments at the boat house on their return.

I reached the steps and was ready to join the men on the bridge, when I stopped suddenly. Dugan had been grinning with easy contempt at the mayor’s enthusiasm. Mr.Trout was obviously doing his best not to notice, training his eyes on my mechanics as they gathered up the river debris that had been removed from the forebay’s waters and was now laying in a stinking pile on the deck. As soon as the mayor turned away from the steamer to face us again, Dugan’s grin disappeared. What gnawed at me the most, though, was that Dugan didn’t care if Mr.Trout or I noticed it.

Dugan was certainly a striking specimen of a man, I had to admit.Tall and lean and well built. His sleek dark, longish hair was flecked with silver, providing him with a dignity that was not in his character. Like me, he did not favor facial hair. His eyes were black to the best I could discern, for when one looked into them, only a reflection of the world bounced back. His face reminded me of the sinisterly handsome face of the Devil portrayed in Bible study tracts and religious propaganda. And of course, there was that infernal walking stick, an ever-present appendage to Dugan.

“Mr. Mayor, gentlemen.” I extended my hand toward them, attempting to dispel my foreboding. “This is certainly a surprise. I hope the occasion for this visit is a pleasant one.” I grimaced at the sight of my own greased hand pumping the mayor’s.

“Well Sean, why wouldn’t it be?” the mayor answered in a jovial voice, not seeming to notice. The mayor was a physically friendly man, his face expansive and warm and wearing a perpetual smile. He was in his early fifties, yet the only lines on his face were the creases around his eyes. His wispy brown hair, parted to the right, was stirring lightly in the October breeze. His full mustache sometimes twitched when he spoke. He was built like a laborer, thick muscled and broad-chested. He looked like many of the men who stopped in the local saloons on their way home from work. But it was his dress that set him apart. While acting in his “mayoral” capacity, he liked to wear his top hat, complemented by his spotless starched collar with full black tie. He favored the black wool cutaway coat, its one button revealing his vest and sparkling gold watch fob.

I didn’t trust him, although it certainly wasn’t for any personal reasons. He might dress like a dandy, but underneath the clothes, the mayor was as sharp as a tack. No detail was too small to file away in his mind for later use. Like all of the men in power, Warwick was a Republican, with obvious connections to the state boss, Senator Matthew Quay. It was common knowledge that Warwick won the  mayoral primary largely as a result of a photo of his opponent caught coming out of a disreputable hotel.

Mr. Trout cleared his throat. He was younger than the mayor, somewhere in his forties, I knew, yet his expression was always pained and severe. His bird-like eyes were all the more piercing as they were set amid the shallows of a pale face surrounded by a full black beard, black hair, and high forehead.

“We were discussing the water report, Sean.” Mr. Trout always got right to the point. He hated pleasantries. “And the mayor thought it would be a good idea to come down to the Water Works and take a look at the site himself.”

“Of course. It’s the best way to get a full understanding of the conditions here, although,” I added quickly, “I think the report is somewhat premature in stating that there are no other options beyond filtration plants.”

“Oh please, Mr. Parker, surely you don’t believe that there is any other way of providing our good citizens with healthy water, hmm? You of all people should know better.” Patrick Dugan interrupted the conversation by inserting his body between us. He flashed me a mocking smile loaded with white teeth.

I felt a flicker of panic. Dugan was in much better spirits than he was last week during a meeting with the mayor and representatives of the City Councils’ filtering committee, when I had made a case for stopping the pollution of the rivers.

“Well, Mr. Dugan. As you and I are both aware, we stand far apart on our opinions of what must be done to ensure that our citizens’ money is wisely spent,” I replied with as much restraint I could muster. Dugan answered only with the smile of a cat that has cornered his mouse. Sunlight flashed from the serpent head of his walking stick as he shifted position.

“Gentlemen,” Mayor Warwick interrupted, placing beefy, freckled hands on our backs. “I need to remind you both that, as yet, no decisions have been made as to the future of the Water Works.” He spoke soothingly. “I am still in the midst of reviewing the report, and even when I have finished with it, I must present my recommendations to the City Councils.”

“Isn’t that the report in your hand, Mr. Parker?” Dugan asked innocently, pointing to the grease-smeared, rolled-up document I held. I felt myself flush.

“Yes, it is, Mr. Dugan,” I answered evenly, careful not to let my personal feelings about the man color my tone. “Certainly it contains much good information, but I need to review it more thoroughly. I am still of the opinion that if we focus our resources on regulating the pollution sources from the city ...”

“We all know your opinion, Parker,” Dugan interrupted, this time more harshly, barely masking his contempt for what I thought, I was certain, of my futile attempt to save the site.

Mr.Trout was obviously uncomfortable with the line of our discourse in the presence of the mayor, who, at this point, was observing us thoughtfully. “Instead of belaboring our apparent differences of opinion as we stand rooted to this spot, lovely as it may be,” Mr.Trout added, throwing me a bone, “I think it makes much more sense for us to tour the facility, particularly to view its operating machinery, to provide the mayor with a background of the site. I trust that all is in good order, Sean?”

The mayor is always the perennial politician, I thought darkly. Now he took me by the arm, as Mr. Trout and Dugan fell in step behind us. “I am a bit more familiar with these lovely gardens, Sean, as I spent much time by the river as a boy.You and your men have done a good job maintaining its beauty,” the mayor added sympathetically, “although some of the buildings look as if they could stand some attention.”

“I agree, Mr. Mayor. We are doing our best with the funding we are provided,” I stated without apology. I suddenly didn’t care what light the statement threw on Mr. Trout’s management abilities.

I led them to the door of the South Gate House, which stood between the Pavilion and the Engine House. As they entered, I noticed Dugan’s glance at the Schuylkill Freed sculpture that sat on the ornamental roof of the entrance. I was surprised to see Dugan smile in recognition. I tried to push Dugan out of my thoughts. I needed to be my best  today. I hoped that the men had completed the cleaning of the pump room beneath the Mill House deck. When I had left it this morning, tools and a valve bonnet littered the floor, as my men worked to repair a leaking pump valve. The others followed me down the stairway.

“Watch your step, gentlemen,” I warned as we reached the cement floor of the turbine room. I moved aside to allow the men to step through the arched opening, hoping that the mayor would feel the same awe that I automatically felt each time I entered this vast room. Although the area was directly below the deck, which supported the Entrance Houses and the grand Pavilion, its function was completely alien to the image the site gave to the world above.This room was nearly two hundred and forty feet long and a hundred feet wide. Its Spartan cement walls boasted a history of fading brown lines, which revealed a legacy of flooding. In a tempest, I liked to share with friendly guests; the river never hesitated to reclaim its own land. But I restrained myself on this point.Today, the sunlight funneled through the half-moon windows that faced the river and washed the room in a gentle, soft light.

I was sure that the machinery would strike the sensibilities of the mayor. Mr.Trout knew how the pumping systems worked, although he had never been impressed by them, or anything for that matter that didn’t further his position. Dugan was only interested in the demise of the Water Works. I realized that this moment hinged on the mayor’s appreciation of what took place here.

Six powerful turbines were embedded in the floor, each turbine supporting massive gears, which operated the pistons of the pumps.These turbines performed the miraculous work of providing the energy necessary for the pumps to move millions of gallons of water through piping suspended in the air over the forebay. The piping then snaked up the sixty foot hill, to empty the city’s precious commodity into one of five reservoirs. Despite my years at the Water Works, I never tired of watching the huge gears, which were twice the size of a man, turn and crank with a steady rhythm as they thrust the piston arms of the pump forward and back, forward and back, reliable and soothing as the ticking of a clock.

“Quite charming,” Dugan noted sarcastically, breaking the silence that always descended upon men watching machinery in motion. He was leaning jauntily on his stick, his hands folded on top of the serpent’s head. “But a bit outdated, are they not?”

I was not one to be bullied when it came to my turbines and pumps. “If you are asking me if there are more modern technologies available for supplying water today, then yes, you are right.” I looked Dugan right in the eye and turned my right shoulder toward him to block his entrance into the room. “As you are probably aware, steam power is employed to power the pumps in the newer pumping stations. However, these turbines are just as capable, and less costly to operate,” I added.

The mayor, led by Mr.Trout, walked around the machinery, placing his hands on gear wheels, tapping the sides of the large air compressors, searching for a clue to what activity took place inside the iron shells of the equipment.

He raised his voice to be heard over the constant hum of the turbines. “In simple terms, Sean, could you tell me how this turbine works?”

“Certainly, Mr. Mayor.” This was my passion, the inner workings of the marvelous machines. I never tired of explaining exactly what was going on beneath these floors. The persistent clanking of the gears, the whooshing of water pumped through the large pipes, sounding like monstrous heartbeats, were a comfort to my ears. I heard Mr. Trout sigh but paid him no mind. I tried to expel the thought that this was all but a show. Dugan simply stood alongside Trout now smiling indulgently.

I directed the mayor to one of the turbines, pointing to its iron casing, which housed the turbine’s runner. “As you may remember, sir, before the turbines were installed in the’50s, waterwheels were used to power the pumps.Well, these turbines act as waterwheels, which have been laid on their sides. Within this casing, a runner, or waterwheel if you will, is receiving the water flowing in through the forebay and using the force of the water to turn its vanes, creating the energy to move the gears.” I was aware that I spoke with animation, but I couldn’t stop myself.

The mayor smiled at me with what I took to be the  same smile he would bestow on an energetic boy. “Quite remarkable,” he agreed amiably. “You say that the power supplied is enough to allow these pumps to move a massive volume of water, essentially forcing the water up the hill?”

“Yes, that’s it exactly. And the turbines are not difficult to maintain.They have served this facility well, and I’m sure will continue to do so.”

“Perhaps we should throw them a parade,” Dugan interjected sarcastically, one eyebrow raised, “like we do for the old war veterans.”

I just stared at the man, almost incredulous at his audacity. I never had met anyone as offensive and insinuating as Patrick Dugan.Yet this man kept the company of the mayor and other officials in Philadelphia. Of course, he had money, lots of it. Because of that, he was a part of this city’s intricate web of power.

Mayor Warwick did appear ashamed of Dugan’s behavior for a moment. And from the look that Mr. Trout was giving Dugan, it was apparent that the chief couldn’t abide his company either.

“Mr. Dugan,” Mayor Warwick said in an admonishing tone. “Your jesting is entirely inappropriate. Mr. Parker has been kind enough to take some time from his schedule to provide us with this tour of the site—to enable all of us to gain more knowledge about the important issue of our city’s drinking water.” The mayor actually wagged a finger at Dugan. “I must insist that you give Mr. Parker, and this great  site, the respect that they deserve.”

Dugan was unabashed. “Of course, your Honor.” He turned to me and placed his hand to his forehead in a salute, and said charmingly, “Do forgive me, Mr. Parker. I sometimes get carried away. Please continue.”

The mayor turned back to me. “One more thing I’d like you to clarify for me, Sean. Am I correct when I say that it’s not the turbines and their ability to pump enough water that is the source of contention in the report, but it’s the lack of filtering capabilities at the Water Works?”

I wasn’t surprised that the mayor had gotten to the heart of the matter. He had known that filtration was the issue long before he had walked on to the site.

“Yes, that is correct, sir. And that is why I have been arguing the case for pollution prevention as a means to avoid costly filtration.” I hoped I didn’t emphasize costly with too much passion. “It’s simply a matter of changing the behavior of our citizens. Filtration cannot guarantee good water. Only preventing the pollution from entering the river can.”

Again, the mayor smiled, this time in deep sympathy.

It was then that Mr.Trout spoke up. “Mr. Mayor, you said that you also wished to view the reservoirs. Are you ready?” The chief obviously could not wait until the tour was over.

“Yes. I hope you don’t mind Sean that we inconvenience you a little more?” the mayor asked solicitously. Then, turning to the turbines he added, “And I agree. These truly are marvelous inventions.”

I nodded politely, acknowledging the mayor’s praise, patronizing as it may be. “Of course it’s not an inconvenience. It’s a beautiful day to appreciate the reservoirs and the view.”

I led the way up the narrow stairs, as the men fell in single file behind me. I reminded them to watch their steps as they passed the turbines and gears and then climbed to the outer deck. Before proceeding to the hill’s footpath, I stopped to allow two young mothers with strollers, coming from the South Garden, to pass. There were a number of other women in large hats in the South Garden, walking the paths, or sitting on benches alongside the fountains. They were obviously taking advantage of the beautiful day.

For a moment, I felt an irrational sense of panic. Last week, I had met Mrs. Dugan in this garden, quite by chance. She was a member of one of Mrs. Warwick’s committees, the one dedicated to preserving the various Fairmount Park gardens. I liked Mrs. Dugan. My memory of last week was still vivid. She had been wearing a practical walking suit, her navy skirt pulled back by some complicated hooking system that I didn’t quite understand. Her face was radiant, glowing against the whiteness of her starched blouse. Her long, dark hair was pulled back in a bun, although a few wayward strands had worked their way free. Her eyes were the forest color of the spruce trees that grew along the side of the reservoir hill. I remembered being struck by the idea that nature positively adored this woman—the autumn air lending a crispness to her natural beauty.

It had been two years since I had really noticed a woman. At first, I was struck dumb. Not a word could find a way to my mouth. I was still embarrassed by the thought of that moment. She had laughed. “Excuse me, Mr. Parker. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

She had quickly explained what she was doing, as if this had been the reason for my surprise at her appearance. “Mrs. Murphy and I were working on the sketches of the rock wall of the Peace Fountain, when a sudden gust of wind carried off some of our papers, nearly depositing them in the river.” She paused to catch her breath. “We were running all over the garden to catch them. I haven’t had such fun in a long time.” She suddenly stopped, caught off guard by this admission. It was then that I replied, “The South Garden is good to you.”

I didn’t know where that had come from, and was immediately appalled. But Mrs. Dugan was delighted, bestowing on me a grateful smile before she turned back to join Mrs. Murphy.

How did such a sincere and gentle woman live with this man? Through her work on the Women’s Committee, I had gotten to know her, and soon began to look forward to her visits to the Water Works. But I did not see her today among the throng. I suddenly sensed that Dugan was staring at me, reading my mind.

The women with the strollers paused for a moment, excited and surprised by the presence of the mayor. The mayor, seeing an adoring audience, immediately made his  way to the baby carriages and made the appropriate fuss. After a few minutes, he tipped his hat to both ladies. “Gentlemen, are you ready to climb the path?”

I continued to lead the trio as they crossed the grassy area, which skirted the end of the forebay. I cast a sideways glance at the statue of Diana at the foot of the path, suddenly feeling like the hunted myself, and then we began to hike up the serpentine path to the reservoir. The grade of the path was somewhat steep, with many natural landings to allow a visitor to catch one’s breath. A sheltering gazebo waited on the uppermost landing. I silently thanked my men, for the path was well tended—the shrubbery cut back so that visitors could walk without obstruction, and the ornamental black iron railings had recently been painted. On their climb, the mayor continued to make pleasant remarks about the beauty of the gardens and the charm of the sculptured statues. “This pathway makes me feel like I am in an exotic location with heavenly touches of civilization—a modern day Garden of Eden,” the mayor said pleasantly. I appreciated his effort for such small talk and reassurances, hoping some part of his remarks were sincere.

When we reached the top of the path, we had a good view of the reservoirs, which were separated from the walking path by a dirt embankment and black iron fence. Five reservoirs, divided by earthen dikes, spread out before us, encompassing a total of six acres. We watched seagulls swoop above the water for a moment and heard their plaintive  cries. I wondered if they sensed an impending loss like I did.

Before proceeding along the path, we turned to face the river, which now lay at least sixty feet below us. No one said a word and I looked out and tried to see this view from their eyes, to imagine the meaning that such raw beauty might hold for each of them. Did they see in this scene the awe-some forces of nature harmoniously conjoined with the gutsy spirit of man? But I knew I was kidding myself. I knew they merely saw this river and its valley as commodities and resources, to be exploited and used for personal gain.

“Magnificent,” the mayor proclaimed. “Truly magnificent. It is just as I remembered. There is no better sight in all of Philadelphia.”

“I feel the same way, Mr. Mayor, as I’m sure you’ve surmised,” I answered. “I am continually amazed by the notion that the river below daily becomes the reservoir above.”

“Yes, it is an impressive sight,” Dugan allowed, moving closer to me. He stood by my side now, almost touching my elbow with his own. When I did not reply or acknowledge him, Dugan withdrew his pocket watch from his vest and glanced at it almost theatrically.

“It is getting late, Mr. Mayor. We have a meeting at one thirty.”

“Yes. Thank you for reminding me, Patrick.” The mayor turned back toward the reservoirs. “Shall we continue?”

“Of course,” I answered, glad to move away from Dugan and to get this visit over with.

“Excuse me, Mr. Mayor. I have a few more questions for Mr. Parker concerning the turbines,” Dugan said in a serious tone. “I’m sure that Chief Trout can provide you with the information you need as you tour the reservoirs.”

The chief looked surprised for a moment and then threw a suspicious glance at the mayor and Dugan.

“I’d be happy to escort you, sir,” the chief said almost sourly.

“Good, let’s get going,” the mayor replied with gusto. Turning to Dugan and me, he added, “And please don’t feel you need to wait for me here.We’ll meet you gentleman on the deck below.”

I didn’t like this turn of events, but what could I say. I certainly didn’t want to give Dugan any information that he could misconstrue or misuse. Of course, I would have to answer any of Dugan’s questions honestly.

“Well, Mr. Dugan,” I asked, looking down at the Water Works as I leaned on the rail of the fence. “What more do you want to know about the turbines?”

Dugan barked out a laugh, sidling even closer to me. I got the distinctly odd feeling that Dugan wished to suggest that he could easily push me from this height if the idea possessed him.

“I don’t care a fig about those turbines of yours,” Dugan said coldly. “They’ll be gone in a few years, and this entire site will be nothing but a ruin—a hole in the ground.”

I turned quickly to face Dugan, as I struggled to control a  hatred that filled my chest. “What do you mean, Mr. Dugan? Are you threatening me?”

“Come on, Parker.” Dugan feigned surprise. “Even you must realize that filtration is not a question, but a promise. Please don’t tell me that you honestly believe that you can rely on the goodness of your fellow man to protect the river.”

I looked at Dugan as my hands gripped the railing. Dugan’s expression belied any false bravado. He was self-assured and confident as always. He knew that the mayor and the City Councils could be persuaded to see things his way. I felt a wave of despair as I recognized the truth in Dugan’s words. But I wasn’t ready to give up yet.

“Perhaps if I can change the minds of men like you, Dugan, there may be a chance to choose the right solution,” I replied evenly.

Dugan smiled. “I want those contracts for the filtration plants. And I mean to have them, at any cost.” He tapped the sharp tip of his walking stick against a flat rock embedded in the path, to emphasize his declaration with the insistent, staccato sounds.

“I’m sure you do, Mr. Dugan.” I brushed against him as he returned to the path. Dugan was still smiling, enjoying this scene. I paused and then turned before I proceeded down the path to the deck, to look into Dugan’s hard, dark eyes. “I trust you can find your way to the bottom, as you seem to be familiar with the depths of places, versus the heights.”
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