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BY
GASLIGHT


A DEEPLY ATMOSPHERIC LITERARY TOUR DE FORCE, BY GASLIGHT IS THE REMARKABLE STORY OF ONE DETECTIVE’S CEASELESS HUNT FOR AN ELUSIVE CRIMINAL.


London, 1885. A woman’s body is discovered on Edgware Road; ten miles away, her head is dredged from the dark, muddy waters of the Thames. Famed detective William Pinkerton had one lead to the notorious thief Edward Shade, and now that lead is dead. Determined to drag Shade out of the shadows, Pinkerton descends into the seedy underworld of Victorian London, with its gas-lit streets, opium dens, sewers and s’ance halls, its underworld of spies, blackmailers, cultists, petty thieves and pitiless murderers.


Adam Foole is a gentleman without a past, haunted by a love affair ten years gone. Returning to London in search of his lost beloved, his journey brings him face-to-face with Pinkerton, and what he learns of his lover’s fate will force him to confront a past – and a grief – he thought long buried.
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for Cleo & Maddox
and in memory of Ellen Seligman




If a man is willing to accept the consequences, there is nothing that need limit his effectiveness.


All that we remember will one day be forgotten.


Take everything.


ADAM FOOLE





 


I really and truly think I can handle this man.


I can make him useful to us.


 


 


WILLIAM PINKERTON









The Woman in the Thames:
Part One






1885

LONDON











ONE


He was the oldest son.


He wore his black moustaches long in the manner of an outlaw and his right thumb hooked at his hip where a Colt Navy should have hung. He was not yet forty but already his left knee went stiff in a damp cold from an exploding Confederate shell at Antietam. He had been sixteen then and the shrapnel had stood out from his knee like a knuckle of extra bone while the dirt heaved and sprayed around him. Since that day he had twice been thought killed and twice come upon his would-be killers like an avenging spectre. He had shot twenty-three men and one boy outlaws all and only the boy’s death did not trouble him. He entered banks with his head low, his eyebrows drawn close, his huge menacing hands empty as if fixed for strangling. When he lurched aboard crowded streetcars men instinctively pulled away and women followed him with their eyelashes, bonnets tipped low. He had not been at home more than a month at a stretch for five years now though he loved his wife and daughters, loved them with the fear a powerful man feels who is given to breaking things. He had long yellow teeth, a wide face, sunken eyes, pupils as dark as the twist of a man’s intestines.


So.


He loathed London. Its cobbled streets were filthy even to a man whose business was filth, who would take a saddle over a bed and huddle all night in a brothel’s privy with his Colt drawn until the right arse stumbled in. Here he had seen nothing green in a month that was not holly or a cut bough carted in from a countryside he could not imagine. On Christmas he had watched the poor swarm a man in daylight, all clutched rags and greed; on New Year’s he had seen a lady kick a watercress girl from the step of a carriage, then curse the child’s blood spotting her laces. A rot ate its way through London, a wretchedness older and more brutal than any he had known in Chicago.


He was not the law. No matter. In America there was not a thief who did not fear him. By his own measure he feared no man living and only one man dead and that man his father.


It was a bitter January and that father six months buried when he descended at last into Bermondsey in search of an old operative of his father’s, an old friend. Wading through the night’s fog, another man’s blood barnacling his knuckles, his own business in London nearly done.


He was dressed like a gentleman though he had lost his gloves and he clutched his walking stick in one fist like a cudgel. A stain spotted his cuffs that might have been soot or mud but was not either. He had been waiting for what passed for morning in this miserable winter and paused now in a narrow alley at the back of Snow Fields, opera hat collapsed in one hand, frost creaking in the timbers of the shopfronts, not sure it had come. Fog spilled over the cobblestones, foul and yellow and thick with coal fumes and a bitter stink that crusted the nostrils, scalded the back of the throat. That fog was everywhere, always, drifting through the streets and pulling apart low to the ground, a living thing. Some nights it gave off a low hiss, like steam escaping a valve.


Six weeks ago he had come to this city to interrogate a woman who last night after a long pursuit across Blackfriars Bridge had leaped the railing and vanished into the river. He thought of the darkness, the black water foaming outward, the slapping of the Yard sergeants’ boots on the granite setts. He could still feel the wet scrape of the bridge bollards against his wrists.


She had been living lawful in this city as if to pass for respectable and in this way absolve herself of a complicated life but as with anything it had not helped. She had been calling herself LeRoche but her real name was Reckitt and ten years earlier she had been an associate of the notorious cracksman and thief Edward Shade. That man Shade was the one he really hunted and until last night the Reckitt woman had been his one certain lead. She’d had small sharp teeth, long white fingers, a voice low and vicious and lovely.


The night faded, the streets began to fill. In the upper windows of the building across the street a pale sky glinted, reflected the watery silhouettes below, the passing shadows of the early horses hauling their waggons, the huddled cloth caps and woollens of the outsides perched on their sacks. The iron-shod wheels chittering and squeaking in the cold. He coughed and lit a cigar and smoked in silence, his small deep-set eyes predatory as any cutthroat’s.


After a time he ground the cigar under one heel and punched out his hat and put it on. He withdrew a revolver from his pocket and clicked it open and dialed through its chambers for something to do and when he could wait no longer he hitched up one shoulder and started across.


If asked he would say he had never met a dead nail didn’t want to go straight. He would say no man on the blob met his own shadow and did not flinch. He would run a hand along his unshaved jaw and glower down at whatever reporter swayed in front of him and mutter some unprintable blasphemy in flash dialect and then he would lean over and casually rip that page from the reporter’s ring-coil notebook. He would say lack of education is the beginning of the criminal underclass and both rights and laws are failing the country. A man is worth more than a horse any day though you would never guess it to see it. The cleverest jake he’d ever met was a sharper and the kindest jill a whore and the world takes all types. Only the soft-headed think a thing looks like what it is.


In truth he was about as square as a broken jaw but then he’d never met a cop any different so what was the problem and whose business was it anyway.


He did not go directly in but slipped instead down a side alley. Creatures stirred in the papered windows as he passed. The alley was a river of muck and he walked carefully. In openings in the wooden walls he glimpsed the small crouched shapes of children, all bones and knees, half dressed, their breath pluming out before them in the cold. They met his eyes boldly. The fog was thinner here, the stink more savage and bitter. He ducked under a gate to a narrow passage, descended a crooked wooden staircase, and entered a nondescript door on the left.


In the sudden stillness he could hear the slosh of the river, thickening in the runoffs under the boards. The walls creaked, like the hold of a ship.


That rooming house smelled of old meat, of water-rotted wood. The lined wallpaper was thick with a sooty grime any cinderman might scrape with a blade for half a shilling. He was careful not to touch the railing as he made his way upstairs. On the third floor he stepped out from the unlit stairwell and counted off five doors and at the sixth he stopped. Out of the cold now his bruised knuckles had begun to ache. He did not knock but jigged the handle softly and found it was not locked. He looked back the way he had come and he waited a moment and then he opened the door.


Mr. Porter? he called.


His voice sounded husky to his ears, scoured, the voice of a much older man.


Benjamin Porter? Hello?


As his eyes adjusted he could see a small desk in the gloom, a dresser, what passed for a scullery in a nook beyond the window. A sway-backed cot in one corner, the cheap mattress stuffed with wool flock bursting at one corner, the naked ticking cover neither waxed nor cleaned in some time. All this his eye took in as a force of habit. Then the bed groaned under the weight of something, someone, huddled in a blanket against the wall.


Ben?


Who’s that now?


It was a woman’s voice. She turned towards him, a grizzled Negro woman, her grey hair shorn very short and her face grooved and thickened. He did not know her. But then she blinked and tilted her face as if to see past his shoulder and he saw the long scar in the shape of a sickle running the length of her face.


Sally, he said softly.


A suspicion flickered in her eyes, burned there a moment. Billy?


He stepped cautiously forward.


You come on over here. Let me get a look at you. Little lantern-box Billy. Goodness.


No one’s called me that in a long time.


Well, shoot. Look at how you grown. Ain’t no one dare to.


He took off his hat, collapsed it uneasily before him. The air was dense with sweat and smoke and the fishy stench of unemptied chamber pots, making the walls that much closer, the ceiling that much lower. He felt big, awkward, all elbows.


I’m sorry to come round so early, he said. He was smiling a sad smile. She had grown so old.


Rats and molasses, she snorted. It ain’t so early as all that.


I was just in the city, thought I’d stop by. See how you’re keeping.


There were stacks of papers on the floor around the small desk, the rough chair with its fourth leg shorter than the others. He could see the date stamp from his Chicago office on several of the papers even from where he stood, he could see his father’s letterhead and the old familiar signature. The curtains though drawn were thin from long use and the room slowly belled with a grey light. The fireplace was dead, the ashes old, an ancient roasting jack suspended on a cord there. On the mantel a glazed pottery elephant, the paint flecking off its shanks. High in one corner a bubble in the plaster shifted and boiled up and he realized it was a cluster of beetles. He looked away. There was no lamp, only a single candle stub melted into the floor by the bed. He could see her more clearly now. Her hands were very dirty.


Where’s Ben? he asked.


Oh he would of wanted to seen you. He always did like you.


Did I miss him?


I guess you did.


He lifted his face. Then her meaning came clear.


Aw, now, she said. It all right.


When?


August. His heart give out on him. Just give right out.


I didn’t know.


Sure.


My father always spoke well of him.


She waved a gruff hand, her knuckles thick and scarred.


Why didn’t you write us? We would’ve helped with the expenses. You know it.


Well. You got your own sorrows.


I didn’t know if you got my letter, he said quietly. I mean if Ben got it. I sent it to your old address—


I got it.


Ben Porter. I always thought he was indestructible.


I reckon he thought so hisself.


He was surprised at the anger he felt. It seemed to him a generation was passing all as a whole from this earth. That night in Chicago, almost thirty years gone. The rain as it battered down over the waggon, the canvas clattering under its onslaught, the thick waxing cut of the wheels in the deep mud lanes of that city. He had been a boy and sat beside his father up front clutching the lantern box in the rain, struggling to keep it dry and alight as his father cursed under his breath and slapped the reins and peered out into the blackness. They were a group of eleven fugitive slaves led by the furious John Brown and they had hidden for days in his father’s house. Each would be loaded like cargo into a boxcar and sent north to Canada. They had journeyed for eight weeks on stolen horses over the winter plains and had lost one man in the going. He had known Benjamin and Sally and two others also but the rest were only bundles of suffering, big men gone thin in the arms from the long trek, women with sallow faces and bloodshot eyes. Their waggon had lurched to a halt in a thick pool of muck just two miles shy of the rail yards and he remembered Ben Porter’s strong frame as he leaned into the back corner, squatted, hefted the waggon clear of its pit, the rain running in ropes over his arms, his powerful legs, and the strange low sound of the women singing in the streaming dark.


Sally was watching him with a peculiar expression on her face. You goin to want some tea, she said.


He looked at her modest surroundings. He nodded. Thank you. Tea would be just fine. He made as if to help her but she shooed him down.


I ain’t so old as all that. I can still walk on these old hoofs.


She got heavily to her feet, gripping the edge of one bedpost and leaning into it with her twisted forearm, and then she shuffled over to the fireplace. She broke a splint from a near-toothless comb of parlour matches and drew it through a fold of sandpaper. He heard a rasp, smelled a grim whiff of phosphorous, and then she was lighting a twist of paper, bending over the iron grate, the low rack of packing wood stacked there. The bricks he saw were charred as if she had failed to put out whatever fire had burned there last.


How you take it? she asked.


Black.


Well I see you got you lumps already. She gestured to his swollen knuckles.


He smiled.


She was wrestling the cast-iron kettle over the grating. You moved, he said delicately. He did not want to embarrass her. I didn’t have your new address.


She turned back to look at him. One eye scrunched shut, her spine humped and malformed under her nightgown. You a detective ain’t you?


Maybe not a very good one. What can I do to help?


Aw, it boil in just a minute. Ain’t nothin to be done.


I didn’t mean with the tea.


I know what you meant.


He nodded.


It ain’t much to look at but it keep me out of the soup. An I got my old arms and legs still workin. I ain’t like to complain.


He had leaned his walking stick against the brickwork under the mantel and he watched Sally run her rough hands over the silver griffin’s claw that crested its tip. Over and over, as if to buff it smooth. When the water had boiled she turned back and poured it out and let it steep and shuffled over to the scullery and upended one fine white china teacup.


You say you been here workin? she called out to him.


That’s right.


I allowed maybe you been lookin for that murderer we been readin bout. The one from Leicester.


He shrugged a heavy shoulder. He doubted she was doing any reading at all, given her eyes. I’ve been tailing a grifter, she had a string of bad luck in Philadelphia. Ben knew her.


Sure.


I caught up with her last night but she jumped into the river. I’d guess she’ll wash up in a day or two. I told Shore I was here if he needs me. At least as long as the Agency can spare me.


Who’s that now. Inspector Shore?


Chief Inspector Shore.


She snorted. Chief Inspector? That Shore ain’t no kind of nothin.


Well. He’s a friend.


He’s a scoundrel.


He frowned uneasily. I’m surprised Ben talked about him, he said slowly.


Wasn’t a secret between us, not in sixty-two years. Specially not to do with no John Shore. Sally carried to him an unsteady cup of tea, leaned in close, gave him a long sad smile as if to make some darker point. You got youself a fine heart, Billy. It just don’t always know the cut of a man’s cloth.


She sat back on her bed. She had not poured herself a cup and he saw this with some discomfort. She looked abruptly up at him and said, How long you say you been here? Ain’t you best be gettin on home?


Well.


You got you wife to think about.


Margaret. Yes. And the girls.


Ain’t right, bein apart like that.


No.


Ain’t natural.


Well.


You goin to drink that or leave it for the rats?


He took a sip. The delicate bone cup in his big hand.


She nodded to herself. Yes sir. A fine heart.


Not so fine, he said. I’m too good a hater for much. He set his hat on his head, got slowly to his feet. Like my father was, he added.


She regarded him from the wet creases of her eyes. My Mister Porter always tellin me, you got to shoe a horse, best not ask its permission.


I beg your pardon?


You goin to leave without sayin what you come for?


He was standing between the chair and the door. No, he said. Well. I hate to trouble you.


She folded her hands at her stomach, leaned back thin in her grey bedclothes. Trouble, she said, turning the word over in her mouth. You know, I goin to be eighty-three years old this year. Ain’t no one left from my life who isn’t dead already. Ever morning I wake up surprised to be seein it at all. But one thing I am sure of is next time you over this side of the ocean I like to be dead and buried as anythin. Aw, now, dyin is just a thing what happen to folk, it ain’t so bad. But you got somethin to ask of me, you best to ask it.


He regarded her a long moment.


Go on. Out with it.


He shook his head. I don’t know how much Ben talked to you about his work. About what he did for my father.


I read you letter. If you come wantin them old papers they all still there at his desk. You welcome to them.


Yes. Well. I’ll need to take those.


But that ain’t it.


He cleared his throat. After my father passed I found a file in his private safe. Hundreds of documents, receipts, reports. There was a note attached to the cover with Ben’s name on it, and several numbers, and a date. He withdrew from his inside pocket a folded envelope, opened the complicated flap, slid out a sheet of drafting paper. He handed it across to her. She held the paper but did not read it.


Ben’s name goin to be in a lot of them old files.


He nodded. The name on this file was Shade. Edward Shade.


She frowned.


It was in my father’s home safe. I thought maybe Ben could help me with it.


A brougham clattered past in the street below.


Sally? he said.


Edward Shade. Shoot.


You’ve heard of him?


Ain’t never stopped hearin bout him. She cast her face towards the weak light coming through the window. You father had Ben huntin that Shade over here for years. Never found nothin on him, not in ten years. She looked disgusted. Everyone you ask got they own version of Edward Shade, Billy. I won’t pretend what I heard is the true.


I’d like to hear it.


It’s a strange story, now.


Tell me.


She crushed her eyes shut, as if they pained her. Nodded. This were some years after the war, she said. Sixty-seven, sixty-eight. Shade or someone callin hisself Shade done a series of thefts in New York an Baltimore. Private houses, big houses. A senator’s residence is the one I heard about. Stole paintings, sculptures, suchlike. All them items he mailed to you father’s home address in Chicago, along with a letter claimin responsibility an namin the rightful owner. Who was Edward Shade? No one knew. No one ever seen him. It was just a name in a letter far as anyone known. First packages come through, you father he return them on the quiet to they owners an get a heap-ful of gratitude in turn. But when it keep on happenin, some folk they start to ask questions. All of it lookin mighty suspicious, month after month. Like he was orchestratin the affair to make the Agency look more efficient. Some daily in New York published a piece all about it, kept it goin for weeks. That newspaper was mighty rough on the Agency. It embarrassed you father something awful, it did.


I remember something about that.


Sure. But what else was he goin to do? They was stolen items, ain’t no choice for a man like you father but to return them rightfully back.


Yes.


An then the case broke an the whole affair got cleaned up. Turned out Shade weren’t no one after all. It were a ring of bad folk had some grudge against you father. They was lookin for some leverage an if that weren’t possible they was hopin to embarrass the Agency out of its credibility. Edward Shade, that were just a name they made up.


But he had Ben hunting Shade for years after.


Right up until the end. You father had his notions.


None of that was in the file.


Sally nodded. Worst way to keep a secret is to write it down.


Ben ever mention a Charlotte Reckitt?


Sally touched two fingers to her lips, studied him. Reckitt?


Charlotte Reckitt. In the file on Shade there was a photograph of her. Her measurements were on the back in Ben’s handwriting. There was a transcript attached, an interview between Ben and Reckitt from seventy-nine. In it he asks her about some nail she worked with, someone she couldn’t remember. Ben claimed there were stories about them in the flash houses in Chicago but she didn’t know what he was talking about or claimed she didn’t. He left it alone eventually. Diamond heists, bank heists, forgeries circulating through France and the Netherlands, that sort of thing. According to my father’s notes, he was certain this nail was Shade. In September I sent out a cable here and to Paris and to our offices in the west with a description of Charlotte Reckitt. Shore got back to me in November, said she was here, in London. Where my father had Ben on the payroll.


Billy.


Before he died, the last time I saw him, he looked me in the eye and he called me Edward.


Billy.


It was almost the last thing he said to me.


She looked saddened. My Mister Porter got mighty confused hisself, at the end, she said. You know I loved you father. You know my Mister Porter an me we owe him our whole lives. But that Edward Shade, now? You take them papers, go on. You read them an you see. It ain’t like you father made it out to be. He were obsessed with it. Shade were like a sickness with him.


He studied her in the gloom. I found her, Sally. The woman I was following last night, the woman who took her life. It was Charlotte Reckitt.


Shoot.


I talked to her before she jumped, I asked her about Shade. She knew him.


She told you that?


He was silent a long moment and then he said, quietly, Not in so many words.


Sally opened her hands. Aw, Billy, she said. If you huntin the breath in a man, what is it you huntin?


He said nothing.


My Mister Porter used to say, Ever day you wake up you got to ask youself what is it you huntin for.


Okay.


What is it you huntin for?


He walked to the window and stared out through the frost and soot on the pane at the crooked rooftops of the riverside warehouses feeling her eyes on him. The sound of her breathing in the darkness there. What are you saying? That Shade didn’t exist?


She shook her head. There ain’t no catchin a ghost, Billy.


When does a life begin its decline.


He thought of the Porters as they had once been and still were in his mind’s eye. The glistening rib cage of the one in the orange lantern light and the rain, wool-spun shirt plastered to his skin, his shoulders hoisting that cart up out of the muck. The low plaintive song of the other as she kneeled coatless in the waters. He thought of the weeks he had tailed Charlotte Reckitt from her terrace house in Hampstead to the galleries in Piccadilly, trailed her languidly down to the passenger steamers on the Thames, watched in gaslight the curtained windows of her house. Hoping for a glimpse of Edward Shade. She was a small woman with liquid eyes and black hair and he thought suddenly of how she had regarded him from the steps of that theatre in St. Martin’s Lane, one gloved wrist bent back. The fear in her eyes. Her small hands. She had leaped a railing into a freezing river and they would find her body in the morning or the day after.


So.


He would be thirty-nine years old this year and he was already famous and already lonely. In Chicago his wife was dying from a tumour the size of a quarter knuckled behind her right eye though neither he nor she knew it yet. It would be another ten years before it killed her. He had held the rope as his father’s casket went in and turned the first shovel of earth over the grave. That scrape of dirt would echo in him always. Whether he lived to eighty or no the greater part of his life lay behind him.


When does a life begin its decline? He stared up at the red sky now and thought of the Atlantic crossing and then of his home. The fog thinning around him, the passersby in their ghostly shapes. Then he went down to Tooley Street to catch the rail line back to his hotel.


His name. Yes that.


His name was William Pinkerton.





TWO


Here is another.


His eyes would fill with light even after a light was extinguished, like the eyes of a cat. They were violet and hard as amethysts and they liked the darkness. His side-whiskers he wore fashionably trimmed though the deep black in them had long ago bleached to white. Though it had been a bad crossing even during the roughest weather he had sat in the smoking room of the RMS Aurania turning the ironed pages of the Times with a wetted finger. He had been seen thus and thus only by men who mattered. His skin a light brown against the starched white collars, his long fingers. Seen in tailored suits and expensive fitted waistcoats as if a jeweller or industrialist just back from Bombay although in truth he had fallen on hard times and when he crossed his legs he would first hitch a pinch of trouser up his thigh with a worry for the thread. But his cufflinks were emeralds set in gold leaf, his tie pin studded with diamonds. Asked if any line existed between how a man looked and what a man was, he would smile a sad knowledgeable smile, as if he had lived a long time and seen too much of the world for certainties to be conceded.


Go on.


No he was no liar. He just was not what he seemed to be. He was travelling with a little girl he would introduce as his daughter. His voice was soft and curiously high. His mother had been born in a narrow house in Calcutta and at thirteen and still unmarried had made her way along the banks of the Hooghly River to the sea. Her burnished skin gleamed in his own face and throat on sunlit days, the shadows around his eyes were the purple of cold-water anemones. He was small the way she had been small, with strong narrow shoulders and thick wrists, and though all his childhood he had heard tales of his Yorkshire father’s great size he had never known anything of it. He had lived among the very poor and the very rich both and he knew which world he preferred. Despite all this he lived with a sharp impatience for anything that broke the moral law for that law he believed was absolute and took the one measure of all who drew breath on God’s earth. No man should embrace violence. No man had a right to hold any other back. Those in need must be cared for. If pressed during a round of whist he might confess that truth in his experience was just a lie refined into elegance and that nothing in this world was sacred though all things in the next world might be. In an age of industrialists and bluebloods he was a self-made man and not ashamed to say it.


For twenty-three years now he had answered to the name of Adam Foole. He had already made his fortune and wasted it several times over. In certain banks along the Eastern Seaboard his name was now anathema, in others it remained respected, in still others managers would hurriedly unhook their wire spectacles and stand at their desks to consider his newest venture. An elegant club in New York held an oak-panelled room in reserve on weeks when he walked in that city though he had not settled that bill in three years. His business was multifold and various and suitably vague in an age of gentlemen investors and he did not advertise his talents.


He had been away from England only six weeks and it was a letter in a woman’s handwriting that had drawn him back so soon. On what business. What else.


No wealth is ever sufficient.


He stood now at the railing feeling the engines of the ocean liner thrum up through his feet then slowly punch down stage by stage through their gearings. There were others on deck in the cold though not many and all of them stood wind-racked and wrappered in thick scarves or deck blankets emblazoned with the Cunard logo and each huddled with arms at their chests clutching their morning coats closed. He was dressed in last season’s fashions, a double-breasted tweed, a lounge coat buttoned fast, a brown bowler lifting in the wind.


He felt his whiskers stir and raised his eyes. The sky was overcast but bright off the white hulls of the lifeboats where they hung in their casings above the deck. To the east he could see Liverpool like a smudge of ink against the grey. The factory chimneys, their brown smoke standing off angular in the wind.


Just then a child came through the saloon doors pulling at the lace of her bonnet, not quite eleven years old.


For god’s sake, Molly, he called. Look at you. Your boots.


The soft leather was scuffed with red chalk on the toes and up along the laces as if she had been kicking god knew what. Do I look a sight? she said with a grin.


Come here.


Her cool eyes, her freckled nose. She flounced against the railing, folded her elbows over. The wind pressed her dress crackling against her legs and he could see the boyish shape of her hips through it, he knew her buttoned gloves concealed fingernails ragged and bitten. He reached around, tied her bonnet more firmly.


What’s that smell? she asked.


Stop squirming. Creosote.


She mouthed the word.


Did the porter collect the bags? he asked.


I left them in the hallway. Like you told me to.


As I told you to. As. After a moment Foole held out an empty hand and she blinked her dark eyes at it.


What?


You know what.


She frowned and reached into her sleeve and withdrew the five-pound tip he had given her for the porter and she handed it across. I like you better when we’re rich, she said.


He took it wordlessly. But as she turned to look out at the river something caught his eye and he reached into the folds of her dress, withdrew a small plaster doll. Where did you get this? he demanded.


She snatched it back, suddenly feral.


Is that the doll the Webster girl was playing with?


It’s not.


He turned and studied the crest of foam unfurling away from the hull and then looked at her again. What’s got into you?


She don’t know it were me.


That’s not the point.


The girl was blushing, she would not meet his eye. You want me to give it back?


What do you think?


Then they’ll know it were me what took it.


He shook his head.


She was silent a moment and studied her boots in the Mersey’s silver brightness and then she looked at him. Anyhow, she said sullenly. She got lots of others.


He looked past her. A thin man in a funereal topcoat and black hat had come out and was standing with one hand on the heavy door of the smoking lounge. He squinted into the wind towards them then raised a hand in greeting and let the door swing shut. The whitewashed deck was wide and alcoved with brass spittoons riveted into place and porthole windows gleaming in the grey light and as he approached them his dark reflection passed warpling alongside.


Molly followed Foole’s gaze over her shoulder then gave him a look and muttered something and then with a sarcastic curtsy she slid away, beating her gloved hand on the railing as she went. Her other hand clutched the doll at the neck as if to strangle it.


Be at our cabin in ten minutes, he called to her. Molly? I mean it.


She raised an arm in the wind without turning round.


Your daughter? the man said as he approached. A handsome girl, sir. I did not see her on the crossing.


Foole raised his hands in defeat.


The gentleman laughed. I have nieces aplenty myself, sir. One can see the breeding at once in her. Her mother is?


Dead, Foole said quietly. He waved a hand. Time goes on though our hearts may not wish it.


She must have been a great beauty, sir.


Foole cleared his throat.


I mean in her lineaments, the man went on. Certainly your daughter appears to have many advantages. She is an excellent specimen.


Specimen?


The gentleman laughed. Forgive me. I have been so long in my work that I lose the language of the everyday. It is a hazard.


What did you say it was? Phrenology?


He nodded in satisfaction. Phrenology, sir, yes. The science of human potential. Forgive me, what line did you say you were in?


I didn’t.


Clearly not whist.


At last Foole smiled too, though ruefully. I’d hoped at some point these past days to win some of it back, he said. I’d hoped at least to get close.


I had been hoping that also for you, sir.


Wasn’t in the cards, I guess.


The phrenologist cleared his throat. If I may be so bold—


Foole reached into his vest and unclipped the chain and held it out, weighing it in his palm. It belonged to my father, he said.


It is exquisite.


It was a silver watch built in Philadelphia twenty years past with a single band of copper encircling its face and filigreed with a delicate latticework of gold inlay in the shape of an unblinking eye. At a click the lid lifted and there, etched as if in copperplate, was the inscription: for my son.


He clicked it shut. If you would be willing, Foole began, I’d be pleased to send you the funds upon my arrival in London—


The phrenologist held up a regretful finger, the joints crooked and swollen. His eyes had scarce lifted from the watch.


I am sure I can depend upon you, sir, the phrenologist said. But it is the principle of it, you understand. A man cannot just sit down at a table and outplay his hand without meeting the consequences. The phrenologist was nodding now, sadly. There are always consequences, he went on. That is the point. That is what I wish to impart to you. It is how we keep our honour, sir, here in England.


Of course. I only just thought, perhaps—


Ah. No.


He was a tall man, though thin, and he stepped forward now and loomed over Foole. There was in his gesture both threat and coiled restraint and Foole felt the railing bite into his ribs and he cleared his throat and then he gave the man the watch. Something sharp and painful turned over inside him as he did so.


The phrenologist held it up to the light, opened it, closed it with a click, then shut his claw-like fist around it and slipped it into his waistcoat in a single smooth motion.


Foole made a pained face. I always clear a debt, he said.


Indeed, sir.


Foole turned and regarded the low roofline of the landing stage at Pierhead, the wide-planked boardwalk just coming visible there, the dock offices looming up behind. Upriver he could see the squat sooty brickwork of the Albert Dock. The air felt cold, grim.


And how long do you mean to stay in Liverpool, sir, if I may be so bold? the phrenologist asked. You’ll be staying at the Adelphi, I trust?


We’re travelling up to London this evening. On the London North Western.


Excellent, excellent. May I recommend the American Bar, at the Criterion in Piccadilly?


Foole grunted. And you are returning home, I take it.


To my practice, yes. I have been visiting a most fascinating collection of Indian skulls in Boston. Most remarkable. Foole watched the fingers of the man’s left hand shift in his waistcoat, turning and turning his watch.


It is an instrument of some personal value, Foole said after a moment. He nodded at the man’s pocket. Perhaps we might negotiate it back, at some future date? At interest, of course.


The phrenologist withdrew his hand from his pocket, smoothed his whiskers, peered out at the cranes and tackle swaying on their ropes at the freight docks. I think we might come to some agreement, sir. I would not wish to deprive you of something you value so highly. This is my visiting card. Should you ever have need of a physician in Liverpool, or simply wish to pass an evening in company, I should be delighted.


I fear I couldn’t afford it. The evening, that is.


You might win your timepiece back.


I might lose my shirt.


The phrenologist made a show of inspecting the smaller man’s collar and cuffs. Mm, he said with a smile. Not likely.


Foole was all at once tired of it. The dark outlines of the ramps, the arcades of the landing pier slid nearer.


The phrenologist regarded him. You do not have the spirit of a gambler, sir.


Foole smiled tightly. No one does, he said.


It was a steel-plated behemoth inclined to roll with a displacement of just over seven thousand tons and a single screw and twin smokestacks that ran hot. The crossing had taken all of eleven days despite the black weather and the hull had lifted and crested the cold slate swells then crashed breaking down out of the roll then lifted again until no man on board had not been sick at least the once and the dining hall had thinned to a man. It was rigged as a barque and bore one mast fore and two aft like a memory of an earlier age but its opulent saloon was all polished brass and riveted leather like the fittings in some modern postwar paddlewheeler off the Mississippi. Every second evening a French magician worked his sleight in top hat and evening dress while a lady accompanied him on the piano. Each night before he slept Foole would take out a small brown envelope and unfold the letter within and reread it in silence with his lips mouthing the words and then he would listen to Molly snoring softly and slip the letter back into the envelope and slide the envelope under his pillow.


Her handwriting had changed in the ten years since he had seen her last and he thought of who she would be now, fearing from her tone that she had fallen onto hard times herself. She wrote with a gentleness that surprised him given their past and made no mention of wrongs done, of betrayals made. Each morning he gripped the polished railing of his bed and felt the vessel’s sway and thought how much closer he now must be and something stirred in him that he had not felt in a very long time. Among those who lurched into the breakfast saloon were an American senator he recognized from the newspapers and a burly doctor from Edinburgh who laughed loudly among the men but when ladies were present conducted himself with impeccable politeness. He seemed to know something about everything and would speak at luncheons of bare-knuckle boxing and the rightness of the British Empire and of recent oracular surgeries in France and at nights would posit the possibility of spirits and Foole had liked him immensely from the very first. One evening he complained of detective stories dependent on the foolishness of the criminal rather than the intelligence of the detective and Foole had smiled at the simplicity of it but the doctor only chuckled and said, Deduction, my good man, deduction. He was one among them who had gathered late into the night to play whist and while the drinks shifted elliptically to the swells and the men had smoked and laughed, only the doctor had kept his true self hidden. The doctor that is and Foole. For no man he met kept better counsel. Five days out and Foole had grown used to the bite of the salt air and the plummet and lift of the deck and he would take his evening constitutionals leaning into the wind then come in soaked to the skin and clapping his frozen hands and Molly would shake her head at him in disgust.


None of that mattered now.


The days had passed. England neared.


By late morning the liner had docked and lashed its twin gangways fast and Foole watched the trunks and crates of the saloon passengers twist slowly in their nets above the wharf. Any who leaned over the upper-deck railing would see the steerage boiling up out of the guts of the vessel, a roiling crush of families and workers and drifters dragging suitcases or sacks, some gnawing sticks of sausage, others clutching the necks of bottles, a sea of slouching grey caps and brown bonnets and faded shawls lost and then again visible under the low grey drifts of steam, while the great boilers below decks clocked down.


Foole made his way through the saloon and down the marble staircase to the second level and along the wide gaslit hallway to his and Molly’s second-class cabin. There were porters and passengers milling about and some fixing their hats in the hurry and he twisted the heavy latch of his door but he did not see the child.


Molly? he called.


The stateroom was empty, the bedsheets turned back and pressed, the mahogany desk already cleared to a shine. He saw their luggage had been picked up and he cursed himself for having left no tip. He set the five pounds down on the desk then thought better of it and pocketed it again. A crewman knocked at his door and called out the minutes and went on.


He stood studying his face in the small mirror bolted to the wall. The lines at the corners of his eyes like a fine web of craquelure. The white hair, the dark worried forehead. The already thorny eyebrows. When did he get old. What would she say to see him now.


What would she say.


A shudder passed up through the hull. After a moment he set his bowler, sharpened his starched cuffs, took up his cane, and went out on deck. The off-loading had already begun its slow shuffle forward. The saloon class had been nearly full with a list of ninety-six passengers registered and Foole pressed through those who were loitering until he had joined the rear of the disembarkation line on the gangway. He did not see any sign of Molly but knew she would be near, somewhere in the crowd.


He worked his way up until he was standing behind a huge man in a homespun coat, canvas pants, a tattered leather trunk hoisted on one shoulder. He could smell the boiled-sausage reek of the man’s skin, the grey rime of filth at his neck. Everywhere around them were the manicured and tailored figures of men of standing.


A customs agent in white was inspecting tickets at the first stage on the pier and he stopped the giant and lifted his paperwork in two fingers, turning it in the light.


You’re in the wrong class, sir, the agent said. How did you get up here?


Foole heard the giant mutter some word and then the agent lowered the ticket.


I beg your pardon?


The giant was sullen, silent.


You will exit from down there, sir, the agent said.


He pointed below at the crowd of third-class passengers, crushed together and hollering against the press of unwashed bodies. Foole’s eyes followed his gloved finger down.


The giant shrugged one massive meaty shoulder and turned sideways. He might have been a bare-knuckle boxer for all the look of him.


Excuse me, sir, Foole called ahead. Surely you might let the fellow through? We do have engagements to keep, sir.


The agent turned. Are you with him?


The giant gave him a glower.


Foole held up both hands, the cane hooked over a thumb. He made as if to take a step back and was surprised to find a space had opened at his back.


I will not be dictated to, the agent was saying. Not by you, sir, and not by the likes of this.


The likes of what, now? the giant said.


The agent sniffed and peered past him. Step aside, sir. Next?


Me papers are in order.


Next.


No one moved. All at once the giant slid his big trunk onto the ramp and then in a single coiled gesture he enfolded the front of the customs agent’s waistcoat in his hand and half hoisted the man into the air.


He was whispering into the man’s ear and Foole could see the alarm in the agent’s eyes as he looked sideways at the giant, looked away. The whitewashed ramp with its slatted stops just beyond the gate, the roiling crowds exiting from steerage. He felt suddenly very tired.


But he stepped forward all the same. All right now, he said. That’ll do.


Feeling something sinking inside him as he did so.


The giant’s shirt was open where the collar did not fit his throat and he held a proofed bottle half concealed under one stained sleeve even as he dangled the agent above the decking. The lips under his black beard were red and wet.


Put the man down, Foole said. This is not fit behaviour, sir.


The customs agent spluttered. His pink tongue, whites of his bulging eyes. The brass buttons of his collar glinting in the daylight like coins.


You, the giant snapped. You shut your mouth. It ain’t your concern.


Foole nodded unhappily. He could smell the garlic on the man’s breath. He had thought some other might step forward with him but he stood alone. He could see Molly’s red bonnet dipping and weaving behind the crowds massed there as if she were trying to get closer. He felt something like dread pass through him, very hot, then very cold. He altered his grip on his cane.


Put him down, he said, more firmly.


Everything went still. The vessel at its moorings, the crowd, the gulls swarming the air of the docks below.


The giant took a deep breath, he shook his head. With his free hand he leaned across and before Foole could react he shoved him lazily and the force of it was tremendous and sent Foole staggering back with his arms wheeling to keep his balance.


I said to shut it.


Foole rubbed at his coat. A sudden flare of anger rose in him and he stepped forward, he pushed at the giant as hard as he could, square in the big man’s back. The giant dropped the customs agent, and turned, he stared at Foole in astonishment.


An what do you reckon you’re doin? he said in a low voice, all at once uncertain. His eyes flicked over the assembled crowd.


There are ladies present, sir, Foole said loudly. There are witnesses. Step down, sir.


A look of confusion slid like a shadow over the giant’s face and then it was gone. Foole took a deep breath, he tightened his grip on his walking stick.


And then without warning the giant lurched forward and was upon him. Lifting both fists thick as a block of tackle and swinging them overhand as if to stove in Foole’s skull. The man was thick in the waist and leaned his weight in behind him and he moved fast despite his size. But as the fists came down Foole stepped smoothly back and then to the left feeling the whoosh of air in the space where he had stood and then he raised his cane and brought it sharply down on the giant’s temple in two quick strikes and the big man went down.


There was a cracking sound, like a rivet punching from an iron boiler. Foole watched a dark blister of blood swell just behind the giant’s eye where he lay with his face twisted to one side and then on the decking under his beard a whorl of blood began to seep outward and down through the steel joinings.


A stunned silence passed over the crowd. Then a whirl of voices, shoving elbows, faces drained of blood.


Dear god, man, a porter was shouting. Give them air, give them air.


Foole let himself be jostled aside. After a moment he stepped to the railing with his back to the maelstrom and stood, very silent, very still, as the gulls wheeled and plunged in the air just beyond the ramp. Far below him he could see the yellow waters of the Mersey boiling under the hull.


On the silver head of his cane a small bead of blood glistened like oil and he saw this and withdrew a starched handkerchief and rubbed it thoughtfully away.


It was a woman’s letter had brought him back to England. On what business. What else.


He had eyes the colour of irises in bloom and wore his pale whiskers trimmed and said nothing of consequence to anyone. In an interior pocket of his steamer trunk he kept wrapped in an old woollen scarf an ancient daguerreotype framed and battered and long since clouded into grey. A young woman in crinoline and bonnet seated half obliterated in an open door of a studio, his younger self standing behind her, while the sunshine gleamed off a balcony railing beyond them. The heat of that sun long since burned off, her face long since faded, eaten into whiteness, a slash of shadow where her lips and eyes had once frowned out. It did not matter. He knew that visage in its every line and curve. Her throat, he recalled, had smelled of wild raspberries in summer.


That daguerreotype was taken in September of 1874 in the bustling harbour city of Port Elizabeth, South Africa. He had been poor then. The photographer’s name was de Hoeck and his studio a dim warren of rooms just north of the public gardens, reeking of fixative and other jars of chemicals standing with lids half unscrewed behind a curtain in a backroom just out of sight. Foole had sat in a corner clutching her shawl in his fists as the man adjusted his lenses and as she sat sorrowful in her beauty and then he had stood and joined her. It had been her last week in Africa. His last week with her. He understood she was living somewhere in London and unhappy in that life. She would be thirty now and no longer as she had been.


Did it matter? It did not matter.


Her name was Charlotte Reckitt and he had loved her once and loved her still.





THREE


William Pinkerton crossed the narrow lobby of the Grand Metropolitan Hotel without checking in at the front desk for the post. There was a man in a flat-topped bowler reading a broadside under the dwarf palms where the brass railing of the bar met the lobby and he saw the man and how the man looked at him but he did not slow. He felt light-headed, thin in the throat, a shivering in his hands as he went. The gaslights were gleaming in the brass and the mirrors and the marble underfoot and something in all this made him sick. When the gate of the lift folded shut behind him the operator nodded and pulled the lever and the lift creaked under his big weight but the operator did not ask his floor. He could see as they ascended the man near the palms fold his paper, tuck it under one arm, stride out through the lobby doors.


At his room the door opened at a touch. He felt the hairs on his neck prickle.


Hello? he called in.


The air was hushed.


Show yourself, he called, more sharply.


After a moment he grimaced and dropped his walking stick and hat on the pier table in the hall and shut the door. He was making himself crazy, he thought. The papers from Sally Porter were rolled tight under one elbow and he understood he had reached the limit of something. He unrolled the papers and opened the shallow cigar drawer and put them away. Stepped back onto the mat and scraped his shoes wearily on the horn, slipped off his chesterfield, slung it on the oak coat tree. In the small drawing room to the left he could see the dim shapes of sofas, cane chairs, aproned side tables all crouched and waiting. He ran a hand along the back of his neck.


Benjamin Porter was gone.


It did not seem right. He knew the world was not a place of rightness and yet something in his visit to Sally had left him uneasy. He could feel the old melancholy settling in, the slow depressed weariness of an investigation closing. He was this way always after finishing a case, restless and brooding, left wandering room to room in his house in Chicago like a man just risen from a sickbed. Margaret knew not to speak to him at such times, knew to leave him to his loneliness and gloom. But this was different. Since slipping from Sally’s room he had been unable to shake the feeling of a figure just ahead of him, exiting each space as he entered, almost visible. Ain’t no catchin a ghost, Sally had said. Both of them knowing which ghost it was. He had not loved his father in life and he did not love him in death. But grief he knew was a heavier thing than love between the living and the lost.


The maid had been in. He did not know the hour but thought it still early. The mattress had been turned, sheets and bolster changed. The green curtains in the bedroom were open on their brass rods, their folds waterfalling in elegant swags on either side of the big front windows. He walked the length of the room scraping the curtains on their rings shut. The room darkened window by window until only thin stripes of daylight fell aslant the floor where the curtains failed to meet. But when he turned he could still see the wet heel prints his shoes had left on the carpet. He did not care. He thought of Sally Porter’s decaying room and felt ashamed.


In the middle of the floor stood an old-fashioned four-poster bed carved from Spanish mahogany and big enough for two. William peeled off his cutaway and withdrew his tie pin and loosened his tie. Then he lay down on top of the bedclothes and closed his eyes. He did not unbutton his waistcoat, did not unloop his starched collar, did not draw the heavy drapery shut around the bed. In the dimness the grey face of his wife stared out at him from her silver frame.


He awoke to a hammering at the door, to a muffled voice calling for him. He rolled over, shut his eyes, pulled a frilled pillow over his face.


When he next awoke, the sound of the knocking had altered. A high, reedy voice was calling to him through the wood.


Mr. Pinkerton, sir? Mr. Pinkerton?


He wet his lips.


Are you awake, sir? Mr. Pinkerton?


He opened one slow eyelid.


Sir? Chief Inspector Shore sent me.


He got groggily to his feet and peered about at the room, recognizing none of it. He could hear the faint clatter of horses in the street outside, the sound of hawkers shouting from the corner of the square. It was still morning.


Sir?


Just a minute, he barked.


When he unlocked the door and opened it he found a boy in corduroy trousers, a heavy jacket, a squashed cap of wet red wool. Not ten years old if a day. His raw-looking nose was slick and he licked at his glistening upper lip and blinked twice and then he took off his cap. His fingernails were black. William did not know him.


He glanced along the corridor in both directions and then glowered down at the boy.


Persistent little devil, aren’t you.


Sir?


What time is it?


Half ten, sir.


You weren’t knocking earlier?


Sir?


He shook his head. Never mind. What’s this about Shore?


The boy straightened. If you’ll come with me, sir. It’s something you should see.


What is it?


If you please, sir. He said not to tell you.


You’re a runner from the Yard?


Yes sir.


Has he recovered the body?


The body, sir?


A door opened across the hallway. A man with red hair and waxed moustaches emerged in his shirt sleeves and there was ink on his fingers and William glared at him, then ran one bruised hand down his face.


For god’s sake, he said, steering the boy by one shoulder out of the corridor. This better be about Charlotte Reckitt.


He was not, officially, in London.


He had arrived on the last Friday in November when the Chicago office had slowed for the season and that date now was already six weeks gone. It had been the first Christmas with his father dead and he thought of his daughters guiltily and of his wife’s recriminating letters with sadness. His brother had written from the New York offices wondering at his absence but he had not written back.


After their father’s funeral they had spoken little but as brothers it had never been their way and it did not mean what it might have. Robert was the second son and could do little right in their father’s eyes and William knew this and watched his brother at the cemetery feeling a heaviness in his throat. They had gone over their father’s office at the Agency for outstanding business but there had been little for the old man to do in those final months and his desk had been uncommonly tidy. Robert had taken a brass statuette of a racehorse from the bureau, nothing else. All that July William had slept badly and worked long hours while the daylight lingered in an attempt to quiet his heart but nothing it seemed could do so. At last in September he went alone to their mother’s house and ate a quiet dinner with her while the candles blazed in their sconces and when she kissed him good night he followed her heavily upstairs and went into his father’s home office. He sat awhile in the dark. Then he lit a fire in the grate and began to go through the old man’s things.


It was midnight and he had opened his father’s safe and was unpacking its documents when he came across the file marked Shade. The green papered walls, the desk gleaming in the window glass. The house creaking around him. He was on his knees amid a storm of papers and he read carefully. That file had included memoranda and notes in his father’s cribbed hand and in the papers mentioning Shade’s accomplices he found an old photograph of Charlotte Reckitt with her measurements on the back. There was a list of partial aliases also. The file still smelled of his father’s cigars and William closed it and sat thinking. Later that week he sent out a circular with Charlotte Reckitt’s description but heard nothing back and thought little more of it.


Then in October word reached him of a failed heist in Philadelphia. Such reports were routine and he almost did not read it. Seated in his leather desk chair staring out at the late autumn sunlight while the traffic passed in the street below. Feeling a hollowness coming up in him. He had started to leaf through the pages and then stopped and turned back to the first page and started to read it again, more slowly.


The thief had spooked, had left in a hurry. Although the heist had been aborted the Agency’s operatives had canvassed the neighbourhood to collect the details. A Mrs. Eliza LeRoche, widowed, still young, had leased a shopfront on Congress Street in the last week of September ostensibly to promote Dr. Gilliam’s Mendicant Oil & Miracle Cure. There were the slender green bottles pyramided into window displays, the illustrated broadsides with testimonials from South America, the daily notices paid in advance in the Boston Advertiser. But behind a japanned screen in the rear of the shop a tunnel led through the floor and under a vault of the bank next door. LeRoche’s handwriting was on the lease and on the papers she had left amid the complete stock of Dr. Gilliam’s Mendicant Oil & Miracle Cure. A pair of clean high-heeled boots with laces tied had been placed neatly at the mouth of the tunnel. Something in all this would not leave him alone and two days later while eating breakfast William remembered where he had heard that name and he set his spoon down in his porridge and stared at his hands and Margaret had stopped eating and watched him.


He was careful, he made inquiries. She had been seen locking up her shop in the early hours of October seventh by sweepers working the crossings. A postman claimed she had spoken with a Continental accent and that she was either Irish or Polish. The high-heeled boots had been cobbled by Smiley & Sons of Glasgow and were sold only in Britain though the company had mailed out several orders directly to customers in Philadelphia during the past six months. In August three pairs had been delivered to a brownstone rented to LeRoche just off Independence Square. Then the two sweepers identified Charlotte Reckitt through her rogues’ gallery photograph, hair cut shorter, yes, a little older, aye, but those eyes, it was her.


He sent out another circular, to Toronto, San Francisco, London, Paris. In November the woman was spotted in Piccadilly and William locked up his office and bid his secretary good night and walked quietly down the stairs of his building feeling the eyes of his employees on the back of his neck and knowing what his wife would say and that it would not matter. He purchased a ticket for Liverpool on the Cunard Line that week and sent a telegram to John Shore at Scotland Yard. He would seek out Charlotte Reckitt himself. It was not answers he wanted, but something else.


He found her house in Hampstead on his third night. He had known by the last week of 1884 that he had the woman cornered and she had known it also. She had slept at home on the thirtieth and changed her hairstyle for the New Year’s celebrations and William had trailed her home from the opera and watched her drift from window to window all that long, quiet, exhausted night, running her index finger and thumb over the jewels at her throat. He had tipped his hat at each sighting as if to greet her from where he stood, the street lamp casting a crescent of shadow over his eyes. He had wanted to be seen. He had wanted her to know it was finished.


It didn’t matter that he liked her well enough. In his world if you turned a blind eye you got cracked overhand with a bottle. You turned the other cheek and you woke up with your pockets turned out and your watch chain gone.


The boy led him down into the street.


The silver curvature of the cobblestones, the glassed dark of the gas lamps. Orange fog in its thick hang.


He had left a hansom waiting in the cold and William noted this but did not remark on it. When he gripped the rail and lurched up he felt the coiled springs shiver and sway under his weight and then the mare lowered its head into a bag of feed and William watched a thick green knot of shit dispel in front of him.


The driver from his perch behind them was already shaking the reins, clicking his tongue, and the cab jounced and started sharply. It did not set off in the direction of Whitehall.


Where are we going?


Pitchcott’s, sir.


The mortuary? What’s there?


Bodies, sir.


William allowed himself a weary smile. Is it Charlotte Reckitt, son?


The boy grinned back. They don’t tell me nothing.


Nuffink, it sounded like. William shook his head.


The cold air smelled of snow though it had not snowed. As they went, the orange fog burned around the horse’s hooves, scattered and roiled and reshaped itself while the hansom rattled on through the chill. William knew horses and he regarded the frosted cobblestones with a wariness, thinking of the lack of traction there and how easily the beast could go down.


As they rounded the corner past Long Acre he could see a postman in his scarlet coat trudging through the fog, his breath pluming out before him. The high narrow buildings cast the shopfronts in shadow. Then they were into the traffic and the muffled life of the day. He watched a coal scuttler draw up a heavy iron plate from the footway outside a confectionery, his sleeves rolled and his big fists wielding a hook for the purpose. A roan horse and cart looming silently at the curb. He had known that work himself as a young man and hated the drudgery of it. There were clerks in their black coats and tall hats shoving their way along the footways and others trotting grimly between the slow waggons and omnibuses in the low fog and William leaned back, he closed his eyes.


He could feel the boy at his side bouncing and jostling as the hansom kept on.


What’s your name, son?


Ollie, sir.


Oliver?


Just Ollie, sir. I don’t go in for nothing fancy.


William smiled and opened one eye. You been doing this a long time, Ollie?


Near six months, sir.


You like it?


The boy shrugged, rubbed at his nose with his jacket cuff. It pays the bills an all.


That sounds sensible.


Ollie nodded. Well it’s more of a stepping stone, sir. To get me where I want to be.


And where would that be?


Detective.


William nodded seriously. That’s a hard life.


Every life is, sir, when you got a family to support.


Very true.


The boy nodded sagely and watched the street pass. He twisted all at once around and hammered at the roof of the hansom and hollered up, It’s Pitchcott’s we’re going, driver. Take us down Frith here.


William regarded him, his wet nose, his red lips, his grey skin. After a moment he said, And do you, Ollie? Have a family to support?


The boy grinned. Oh I’m not married yet, sir, if that’s what you mean.


No.


Seems like a right lot of trouble, that.


William laughed. You’re a wise fellow.


I wouldn’t like to say so, sir, Ollie said modestly, then lifted his face and leaned forward scanning the street and all at once the hansom came to a rattling halt.


Pitchcott’s here, sir, the boy said.


William glanced out. It was a squat unmarked frontage on the corner between a haberdashery and a decrepit surgeon’s offices. The windows above all three looked dark and unlet. As William swung down from the cab he stumbled and half fell and held himself upright by one big hand on the door. He brushed himself off and glanced at the boy but the boy was scrambling down on the far side, holding out the copper tuppence to the driver.


William reached into his pocket and withdrew a white handkerchief. Ollie, he said. You need this more than me. Go on, it’s clean.


The boy grinned again. A clean shilling be even better.


I’m sure it would.


That’s the chief there, sir.


William nodded but did not for a moment move and then he sighed and glanced at the cold sky, the painful white hole in it where the sun did not burn through.


John Shore was leaning against the brick entrance with his arms folded and one leg crossed at the ankle and when he saw William he pushed off from the step and came towards him. His arm left a smudge on the wall where he had been. He was biting down hard on a briarwood pipe and his frock coat hung slackly from his shoulders, unbuttoned, parting over his heavy belly. His checked trousers were spattered at the knees with grey mud, his top hat unbrushed. He looked, William thought, deflated and sad.


The chief inspector plunged his hands into his pockets. Sleep well?


William shrugged.


Sorry about the hour.


Where did she wash up?


Who?


Isn’t this about Charlotte Reckitt?


Shore’s eyes looked rimmed and sore. Well, he said. I wanted you to see it for yourself.


Shore had a florid face and thick red fingers that reminded William of Italian meats. He had liaised with William’s father for ten years, fielding requests to the Yard for information, meeting with the elder Pinkerton on his visits to London, soaking up the rough wild stories his father liked to tell. Shore was the son of a butcher and he had spoken once of his lonely childhood going from house to house with a basket of cuttings on one shoulder while the birds flocked and circled overhead. His own father he said would keep a live calf each Christmas tethered in his shop with 6d per lb seared into the shivering thing’s chest. There was something in that, he explained, that he thought of when he took a man into custody. How so? William had asked. Does a man have what he’s worth marked out on him?


Not what he’s worth, Shore had replied. What he’ll sell for.


It was a soot-stained door he took him through with no windows and a single ancient lock of iron that William understood would keep no one out but perhaps someone in. The air inside was close, the gas in the fixture turned high. The plaster walls were crumbling from damp to the height of a man’s shoulder and the ceiling was not much higher. A stench filled the corridor that was not from the gas and William cleared his throat and squinted and regretted giving the boy his handkerchief.


Your father always brought a pipe, Shore said. I don’t imagine you—?


William grimaced. It’s not my first time in a mortuary, he said. Withdrawing his pipe from his overcoat pocket even as he spoke, tamping it, lighting it. It was an old cherrywood pipe from Virginia with the scabs of bark left on it and it reminded him of the war. To their left a door stood ajar on an empty filing room, paperwork strewn across the small desk. A single candle was burning there. The dark wainscoting behind it looked water-spotted and old.


Do I need to sign in?


It’s not that sort of establishment. You haven’t breakfasted yet?


No.


Probably a good thing. How’s your hand?


How’s it look?


Pretty as a flower. You’d fit right in at Millbank.


William grunted. Let’s get this over with, he said.


The mortuary was long, low-ceilinged, badly lit. There were short tables along both walls and a narrow space between each and on the tables were bodies both covered and not. The legs of those dead hung off the ends of the tables suspended there and the smell they gave off was foul, tinged with a peculiar ripe sweetness William knew from transporting the murdered on the railroads of the Midwest. He smoked and smoked.


There was a young constable just inside the doorway slouching in his immaculate blues and he straightened and nodded politely as they approached. He was clean-shaven, already balding, his collar badges glinting in the light as he turned.


Shore looked past him into the gloom. Who is the assistant in post here, Mr. Stone?


Mr. Cruikes, sir.


At the end of the long room a man in a stained apron was swaying between the tables of the dead. Slats of shadow, slats of light. A low soft crooning as he worked.


He’s drunk.


It rather goes with the job, Shore said grimly. So long as they get the bodies in and out and mostly tagged as they should be. We won’t be needing Mr. Cruikes, Constable.


Yes sir.


William said nothing. Shore led them down between the tables, their footsteps scraping in the quiet, and then the three of them stopped at the foot of a covered table. Shore pulled the oilcloth back and William stepped closer.


It was the severed head of a woman. A torso lay next to it. The legs were missing and looked to have been sawed roughly off judging by the stumps. The skin on the face had greyed and gone soft and the black hair had been shorn. A towel had been folded at the crown to hold it upright. Her eyes were rolled sightlessly up in her head and her lips were parted slightly. The skin on the torso had not greyed in the same way but in the eerie light it glowed as if lit from within. There were puckered slashes where a blade had gone in under the ribs and across the belly.


Shore was watching his reaction. Is it her?


What happened to her hair?


That’s the question you ask? She’s been carved into pieces.


William unclenched the pipe from his teeth and moved it to one side of his mouth and he said, quietly, It does look like her.


Charlotte Reckitt.


Yes.


I thought so too. We haven’t acquired an identification yet from her kin. But we brought the neighbour down from Hampstead and he recognized her also. The shape of her face and so on.


What happened? Was she cut up by a river steamer?


Shore shook his head. Irishman on the docks fished the head out of the river this morning. Mr. Stone was the first one there.


William glanced at the constable and the young man frowned with great seriousness.


His name was Malone, sir. He was working down at the loading piers on a vessel just in from Holland. Carrying bulbs, it was.


Bulbs?


Flowers, sir.


I know what bulbs are, Constable. He leaned in closer, pulled the oilcloth up to her hips, peered at her torso. The mottled skin on her upper arms where she might have been gripped and shaken. Her chiselled rib cage, the soft spill of her breasts, the nipples blue in the cold. Where are the legs?


We don’t know that yet, sir.


The head was at the docks? Where was the rest of her?


That’s the queer part of it. Shore cleared his throat. A constable found the torso tied in a sack under a piece of masonry on a building site out at Edgware Road. That was five o’clock this morning.


I don’t understand. It wasn’t in the river?


Shore frowned no. But Mr. Cruikes fit the cut of the neck to the torso. It’s a match.


William glanced back at her in interest. That head doesn’t look fresh.


Aye. The river will do that.


William walked to the other side of the table. Look at these stab wounds, he said. Is there water in the lungs?


We think she must have been attacked with a knife, sir, the constable said. Then they cut her up. After she died, like.


You don’t think she did the violence to herself?


To herself, sir?


He’s being rough with you, Constable.


William turned back to Shore. An awful lot of trouble for a drowned woman.


Aye.


Why would anyone do this? Revenge?


I’d guess the head was weighted down in sacking to lose it in the river. To keep her from being identified. Something must have gone wrong, it rolled loose, floated out. Neighbour remembers a man shouting and something heavy being dragged across a floor two weeks back. Says he was walking his dog at the time.


Two weeks back. How does that help with this?


Shore looked tired. He plucked his pipe from his lips and rubbed wearily at the stem. Women like that don’t just get murdered for no reason.


Women like that.


Aye.


William said nothing. After a moment he said, There’ll be some evidence somewhere. You can’t cut up a body and clean up the mess perfectly.


Unless it was done in the river.


Then someone saw it. There’s a lot of blood in a body, John.


Aye.


It just doesn’t make sense.


You know what these types are like. Maybe an old mark caught up with her. Maybe she tried to sell a job to the wrong customer. Maybe she had something on someone and was going to come to us with it.


After she climbed out of the river you mean?


Maybe someone didn’t want her to leave the city. Or maybe it had nothing to do with her, maybe she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. I don’t know, William. Maybe this isn’t even her.


You think it isn’t?


Maybe she was with child, sir, the constable said.


Shore ran a hand through his thinning hair, looked at the doorway, looked at the girl on the slab. What the devil does that have to do with anything?


Like the Tabitha case in Brighton last summer, sir. The serving girl who was killed by her mistress.


William glanced past the chief inspector at the constable standing with his heavy helmet in one hand. Where’s Dr. Breck? he asked. Why don’t you have him take the girl apart, see what he can find. If there’s water in the lungs you have a different sort of offence here.


Shore scowled. I’ll run my own affairs, thank you.


Okay.


Mr. Stone, Shore barked at the young constable. Make certain Dr. Breck has a look at her. He turned back to William. You don’t think she might have been pregnant?


I don’t.


If she was pregnant there might be a man involved.


I’d guess so.


What did you think of her? Her character, I mean?


He frowned and turned his glance away. He said, There was nothing wrong with Charlotte Reckitt twenty dollars wouldn’t fix. It just wouldn’t fix it for very long. He stepped forward, brushed her cold wrist. The flesh was spongelike against his own. He murmured, How does a woman jump from a bridge in the middle of the night and end up cut into pieces in different parts of the city by morning?


Your father would’ve had a theory.


William ignored this. Where are the legs? he said. What happened to her hair?


Constable Stone cleared his throat. I’d wager she had it cut for a disguise, sir.


Why would she bother with something like that?


The constable frowned.


Why are there no wounds on her hands and arms? If she was attacked she would have tried to fight the assailant off.


Maybe she was asleep, sir.


Wonderful. Where. In her bed?


The constable nodded.


You think she leapt from the bridge, swam to shore, went home to cut her hair, then went to bed and was assaulted and that her killer cut her up and spent the night going from Edgware Road to the river with sacks of remains?


The constable flushed.


Maybe she never fought back, Shore said. Maybe she knew her attacker.


Maybe. William gestured to a blue-green mottling along her forearms, just above the wrists. More likely she was tied up. I’d talk to this Malone again. He turned to the constable. You have an address for him?


Constable Stone blushed and turned the helmet in his hands. Workingmen don’t give up their addresses, sir. Not to us. But I know the sight of him. I could describe him to a hair.


All right, Shore said. We’ll find him if we need him.


Sure you will. How many Irishmen named Malone work out at the docks? William dipped his chin, massaged his neck wearily. Are we done here, John?


Shore nodded.


William made to turn away but the chief inspector was still studying the girl’s swollen mouth. Very slowly he reached forward and drew the oilcloth over her torso, over the head. He looked up and his pouched eyes were very black. Just so you know, he said. No one kills a girl over here because she’s pregnant. They just disown them or ship them off to relations in the country. Or else leave the nuggets out in the cold when they’re born.


William met the chief inspector’s eye. Nuggets? he said.


Aye.


You English, he muttered.





FOUR


English? the turnkey scowled.


He was the port officer for the dock cells and he frowned up over the small square lenses of an ancient pair of spectacles.


An Englishman, Foole said again. Just in from Boston, on the Aurania. A big man, black beard, heavy-set. They say he assaulted a man at the saloon-class exit.


The turnkey scratched at his grizzled chops. Leaned back on his high drafting stool, the backrest creaking under him. Staring aslant at Foole all the while as if at some savage dressed to pass for white and Foole scraped at the dust of the floor, clasped both hands on his walking stick, leaned irritably upon it.


I believe his head was bleeding, he added.


An why would ye be wanting this particular someone then?


Daylight was filtering in through a long row of leaded windows and the chill from the waterside made its way up the walls and Foole withdrew a pair of pale green gloves and tucked his walking stick under his left arm and slowly pulled on each of the gloves. He understood this shed must be a temporary jail although the low ceiling was long stained with smoke from the lamps and the streaks of rust from the corners of the window frames must have taken some years to leak. A small, dingy, narrow place reeking with the offal from the fish houses just off the ramp. All this time he had not taken his eyes from the turnkey and that stare was cold and hooded and it warned that his business was his alone.


After a moment the turnkey shrugged. Suit yourself then, he grunted. He stood and came around the desk and led Foole down a corridor to a locked cell. He was smaller even than Foole and he walked with a hand in the curve of his back as if he had suffered some injury when young.


When they reached the far cell he curled one fist around a crossbar. Ye don’t mean this one?


The giant sat slumped on a steel bench suspended by chains and he did not lift his head.


The very man, Foole said.


Go on. Ye ain’t in his employ now?


Foole smiled. Hardly. I’m the man he assaulted.


The turnkey frowned, took off his spectacles, wiped them. I don’t know how things is done where ye come from, he said. But here we works with the law. I can’t just be turnin a blind eye, see. More’s the pity, maybe.


It took Foole a moment to understand the man’s meaning. I’m not here to do him harm, he said. I’m here because I don’t wish to see him prosecuted.


You don’t mean to press charges? The turnkey glanced dubiously at the giant’s cell. With due respect. Ye sayin you would have us release him?


Yes.


What in the devil for?


Call me a sentimental soul.


There are some as might call ye somethin else. Begging your pardon.


Foole withdrew a shilling and held it softly in his palm. For your trouble, he said.


It weren’t no trouble, the turnkey replied. Just doin me job. But his hairy fingers closed over the coin all the same. I can’t see what good keepin him here is like to do, he said. If you don’t aim to pursue the matter. There’s the small issue of the fine though.


Foole waited.


Disorderly conduct, drunk in public. Be another shilling, that one.


Foole withdrew the last shilling from his pocket and studied it a moment in his gloved fingers and then he handed it across.


Well, man, he called out over the turnkey’s shoulder. We can see past this misunderstanding, can’t we?


The giant sat unmoving, buckled forward, his tangled mass of black hair threaded in his hands.


Course ye’ll be walkin the same streets as the monster, the turnkey said. Wouldn’t ye be needin an escort?


I’ll be fine.


Ye don’t aim to just walk out with him now?


Walk out with him? Foole smiled at the idea, adjusting each glove at the wrist. I should think not, he said. No, I mean to stand the man a drink.


The giant’s name was Japheth Fludd. Foole walked with him in silence up Water Street and past the Cunard Line offices then turned down Castle to Derby Square and the chaos of Lord Street with its buggies and clerks and sailors swaggering on shore leave with hands in pockets and pipes in teeth. At a narrow alley they turned and slipped down a short flight of steps into a dark flash house still without talking and in the corner took the end of a scarred trestle that served as a table. Two whores perched at the far end saw the giant in his battered state and exchanged a glance and stood and moved to a different table. After a moment a small girl in a boy’s hat and a blue work coat with the stuffing coming through at the seams of the shoulders got up from where she had been sitting under the room’s only window and came over to them with a grin. She was swinging a small suitcase before her.


Took your sweet time, she said. You two have a nice holiday?


Foole winked. Hello Molly.


Damn bugger near stove me head in, Fludd muttered. Look at me face.


She slid along the bench with a teasing sigh. You think you got it rough? O lord I tell you those skirts is awful complicated to get out of.


I reckon our Mr. Adam’s took more of them off than you have, kid. An he weren’t the one wearin them at the time.


Fludd’s cheek was discolouring and there were bruises deepening under his eyes. Foole felt a quiet regret seeing this but knew the big man had taken worse without complaint and that violence to him was a way of being in the world. Fludd’s father had been a minister in the prisons in Australia in his childhood and something of the fury of the transported had settled in his blood. He had been in a federal prison outside New York for six years and three months on an attempted-murder charge for stalking and crushing the skull of a crooked policeman and Foole and Molly had gone to America in part to meet him upon his release and bring him back to London. Those six years had grooved the giant’s face with new scars and Foole looked at his old friend feeling startled by how the man had aged.


Now he put a hand out on the table. What have you got for us, Molly? he asked.


Pies. And fried taters.


He means the poke, birdie.


Molly’s grin faded from her face and when she looked at Fludd her eyes were flat and hard and old for her years. Go on, she said. Say that again.


Say what, birdie?


Japheth, Foole said.


Molly was sucking at her upper lip in anger. She was a gifted pickpocket and had been both ward and accomplice to Foole while Fludd was in prison and the two had only just met for the first time three weeks ago. That was the ninth of December 1884, the morning Fludd trudged out of the prison gates with a sack of clothes over his shoulder and his boot prints filling quietly with snow. Almost her first words to the giant had been to keep his head and to pay attention, as if she and not the giant were the veteran of the flash life. That, and to warn him in a growl never to call her birdie.


Now she was turning to Foole with a plaintive look. He knows he ain’t supposed to say that to me, she said. He knows it.


Aw, I’m just bein rough with her, Fludd grinned. She knows it don’t mean nothin.


Is that a apology?


Sure.


Molly looked disgusted. Say it. Say it or it don’t count.


Say what?


That you apologize, you two-penny bollocking bastard.


All right, that’s enough, Foole said, with a weary look. Both of you. I mean it.


Just then the barkeep came out to their table with two greasy plates in the crook of one elbow and three pints between his two fists. A pie swimming in some grey grease. Sausages in a gluey lump. Limp slices of what must have been potato. Fludd reached for his pint.


You know, Molly said. Now that I look at your face, I mean now that I really look at it—


What.


It do look rotten. Where Adam hit you.


Fludd reached up and touched the bruises gingerly.


Like a bit of beef pudding.


Bugger it all, Adam. You an your bloody stick.


Foole turned a mouthful of the pie from side to side in his mouth.


What side he hit you on? Molly asked. The left?


Fludd looked at her a long moment and then he said, It were the right side of me face. Here.


She peered in an exaggerated fashion from side to side. An on your nose too?


You bloody minx, Fludd said. It were me temple.


But Fludd was grinning and so was the girl.


You should thank god I only hit you in the head, Foole said. I might have hurt you.


Molly had pulled out a pack of cards and she split the deck swiftly and dealt two dead man’s hands one to Fludd and one to Foole and then she cut out a card for herself and left it lying face down. It was the cleanest way to distribute the poke. They would play out their hands and absorb the winnings Molly had lifted from the passengers on the Aurania’s gangplank. Fludd shovelled in a forkful of pie then picked out a string of meat and pushed his plate aside and laid down a clean hand and Molly passed him the first cut of his earnings and then Foole did likewise. He knew it had been a foolish dip despite their straitened finances but some part of him did not care and some other part of him understood it was important to keep Fludd and the kid in the poke.


Fludd laid down a second hand and drained his pint and wiped a hand across his beard. He plucked the sausages one by one from their slime and tossed them onto Foole’s plate.


Foole shook his head. What’s wrong with them?


Fludd shrugged.


Molly started to laugh. He’s still a bloody vegetable eater.


You two thought maybe I’d quit? You thought I weren’t able to keep at it, like?


Foole was shaking his head. I thought maybe I’d knocked some sense into you.


Vegetables ain’t good for you, Molly laughed. They just ain’t healthy. You goin to shrivel right up on us.


Go on, give us another slice of the blunt, Fludd said.


Molly slid a sovereign over to his side. Use that to buy your cabbage.


They played out the hour and cut the pickings and Foole kept one eye on the door but no one entered that he recognized and the barkeep did not ever lay his towel over his left shoulder. That would have been the sign, Foole knew, to scatter.


Fludd had grown restless. He had bottomed three pints already and was rolling an empty glass between his big hands. What time do our train leave?


Half five.


An what kind of time do that give us?


Foole reached instinctively for his pocket watch then remembered the phrenologist and stopped himself.


Molly winked at him.


Slowly she reached around into her waistcoat pocket and withdrew a silver pocket watch with an inlaid gold eye on its front. She flipped the elegant casing open. It was ringed in copper and bore an inscription engraved within. Let me see now, she murmured to herself. If the big hand’s pointin at the—


O you beautiful creature, Foole said. You make a fine daughter.


She laughed and clicked the watch shut. An you make a rotten pa. So you goin to tell us what we come back to England for?


Foole lifted his wrists, turned them out as if to show his sleeves empty.


Go on, she said. What’s that supposed to mean?


It means you don’t be askin, he ain’t like to lie to you, Fludd said. You ain’t gettin no answer out of him, kid. Is there time for a last bumper or what?


Molly took a deep draw on her bitter and smacked her lips at the giant. Is it to do with that letter? Is that the job?


Foole did not stop smiling but something darkened between them. Which letter would that be? he said pleasantly.


She looked all at once uneasy.


Letter? Fludd asked. He was looking from one to the other in bafflement. Bugger it all. I got time for a pint or not?


You do not, Foole said without looking at him. To Molly he said, An old friend is in some trouble. She’s written to ask us back. We are to be of assistance.


Molly had lowered her eyes.


Who’s that now? Fludd said. I ain’t goin back to the pinch just yet, Mr. Adam.


Foole was still looking at Molly. You’ll want to get changed again, he said. My manservants are a little more refined in their dress.


She started to speak and then she bit her tongue and then she could not help herself. What about Japheth? she said. Do he get to wear that?


Never mind him.


After a moment she pulled a bundle of clothes from her small suitcase and got sullenly up and crossed to the bar and the barman said something to her and lifted up the heavy swing counter and she ducked under it and was gone.


She’s kind of a scary wee dipper, ain’t she, Fludd said. Weren’t she never just a kid?


Not since I met her.


Never?


Foole looked at him. You have your answer, Japheth, he said quietly.


Foole had rented her as a gonoph for a delicate job of distraction on some minor heist in Hyde Park in that first year after Fludd’s conviction in New York and she had been so clever and so convincing that he had doubted her age. She was living then with seven other waifs in a pickpockets’ crew under the care of two half-blind sisters, both cruel, the elder a widow who went by the name of Sharper and who was rumoured to have poisoned her husband. Molly they had called birdie in what Foole had believed at first to be affection. Her sole companion during those years had been a four-year-old boy named Peter who fetched wood and emptied the chamber pots and huddled with Molly for warmth at night. She loved him like a brother. Like any of the Sharper dippers she could be rented by the hour or by the fortnight by members of the flash world and Mrs. Sharper asked no questions so long as her merchandise was returned undamaged. Foole bought the child outright on her sixth birthday knowing nothing of the boy Peter and she already knew to dress in rags with her tiny feet bare for better purchase and knew to wipe grease on her fingertips to slip them more surely into a lady’s handbag. They were nimble fingers and long for her size and he had admired them from the first. Two weeks after he bought her he gave her her freedom and she had gone at once out into the streets in search of Peter and returned at dawn alone. There had been blood on her sleeves and her face when she came back but it was not hers and he had not asked and she had not spoken of it. She could outrun a beak’s whistle the length of a city block and could time a street crossing to pass under the belly of a dray. But she dipped only those marks as instructed and turned over her poke without complaint and kept no fig for herself. She had a talent for accents and speaking as others spoke and was smarter than she was hungry. Foole tutored her in her letters himself and she learned to read quickly as if already understanding the rare gift that would be. She wore boys’ clothes always unless a job called for other and even then it was a labour to convince her. Despite their bickering she and Fludd had taken to each other almost at once upon the giant’s release and the three of them made already a strange kind of family. Molly the child of none and all. For Foole had seen her wax up a stick of peppermint of a Sunday out of a shopkeeper’s very hand and had heard her reciting her alphabet backward in order to fall asleep and watching her small white face as she dreamed he could have sworn a sweetness played at her lips. Could she not be more than she was? Of course she could. Was she never a child? Of course she was. A child she was still.


That is what hurt his heart so.


From the flash house they made their way to the sleek rolling roofline of Lime Street station. It was all iron and glass and seemed a wonder to Foole in its flow like a thing of water fixed in place and a mark of the new age. The dark château of the North Western Hotel loomed up just beyond, its weird new electric lighting just coming on in the afternoon gloom, and across the way he could see the drumlike facade of the Picton Reading Room and he thought of its fluted columns and its carbon-arc lighting within and he understood he was again nearing the centre of a modern empire.


The station was cold, vast, loud with the clash and echo of voices in the huge space. He had last been here on a summer morning eighteen months earlier without a shilling to his name and the station then had been filled with light like a bell and he had wondered at the strange new beauty of it. Now there was a thin layer of coal dust on the counters and railings and crumpled wrappers and old tickets kicked into corners and several stalls along one wall were hawking books and newspapers and savouries. The warm smell of baked goods mingled with the pipe smoke of sailors and the harsh bite of tar coming in from the platforms. The porter he showed their tickets to nodded and pointed where a guard had raised the signal for the London train on the central platform and they could see the carriages were already loading. Molly left to find their luggage, which had been sent on ahead. He watched the girl disappear in the crowds wearing her boy’s suit and with her hair tucked up under a cap and he felt something savage and protective rise in him that he swallowed down. Fludd was grimacing and carrying his trunk in both fists out in front of him towards the platform. He too had changed into a black frock coat and grey trousers and had cut back his beard and no man from the Aurania would know him to see him, never mind his size. Foole stopped at the mesh telegraph wicket and waited in the line and when he reached the clerk he scrawled out a quick message and had it sent on ahead. Then he bought a copy of the Times and adjusted his bowler and his cuffs and folded the newspaper under one arm.


He glimpsed Molly in the crowds arguing with one of the porters and he watched her throw up her arms and shake her head and then turn away. She was biting her lip and she reached into her pocket and threw something into a bin and then she saw him and came towards him.


What’s the concern? he asked.


She tipped her cap back on her forehead and made a sour face. No concern, she said. They just want to skim the top of it is all.


The luggage?


All up.


Foole nodded. As she slipped on ahead of him he lingered a moment studying the cold grey light in the station and then as he turned to go he sighted something in the bin. A fold of pink cloth in the shape of a body. A pale edge of porcelain flaring in the light like a burst of phosphorus. It was the doll Molly had stolen from the Webster girl on the ship. Foole frowned and looked across through the drifts of steam on the platform but Molly and Fludd had already boarded and he looked back at the doll. The head had been ripped from the body and thrown in on top of it. It had been painted delicately once with a fine brush but was chipped now and dulled though the yellow hair looked soft still. Its eyes were green cut glass and under their heavy lids they would move when its bearer moved.


Foole stared and the doll stared back and the day felt luminous and sad.


As he came into their compartment an exhaustion poured suddenly through his legs and he sat with a groan, eager for sleep. Fludd was picking at something in his teeth, his big knees crowding the space. Molly leaned against the window facing the door as if she had been watching this long while for him to appear, as if afraid he might vanish even then.


He sat down across from her with a sigh. His leg touched Fludd’s and he pulled away.


The benches were a dark polished oak like secular pews but softened with individual velvet cushions held in place by a brass bar and Foole adjusted his and crossed his legs and opened his paper. They had hired foot warmers and he could feel the heat coming up through his shoes. He could hear the banging of boots on the roof above them as the porters lashed fast some baggage or other and then there was a sharp whistle and a rush of steam and the train shuddered and began, slowly, to move. There were still men on the platforms waving and walking alongside the carriages passing packages and handkerchiefs up through the windows and he watched them with a blank face, the paper opened out on his legs.


Molly cleared her throat. Who is she? she said softly.


He looked at her in surprise.


She had lifted her cap and was stuffing a strand of hair back into place and biting her lip as she did so and there was a tightness around her eyes that he understood or believed he did.


Who you on about? Fludd said irritably. He was fussing with his seat. Who is who?


Foole said nothing.


Molly met his gaze. Then she reached into her waistcoat and took out the daguerreotype of himself and Charlotte Reckitt from Port Elizabeth all those years ago in the sunlight and studied it and screwed up one eye in a squint as she did so.


Give it over, Foole said. What are you doing with your eye?


Molly, squinting and squinting. Who is she? she said again. She looks fat. Is she fat? What’s wrong with her eye?


What are you talking about?


Her eye. Look at it.


Fludd leaned his bulk over, peered at the daguerreotype. Is that Charlotte Reckitt?


Who’s Charlotte Racket?


Her eye do look weird. Fludd screwed his own eye up.


Who’s Charlotte Racket? Molly repeated.


Give it over, Foole said again, glaring, uncrossing his legs.


Aw it’s a scratch, kid, look. Fludd rubbed a thick fingertip over the woman’s face. Right there on her eye.


Charlotte bloody Racket who? Molly said again, as Foole reached across and plucked the daguerreotype from her small hands and leaned irritably back in his seat.


Reckitt, kid, Fludd said, grimacing. Charlotte Reckitt. Mr. Adam’s sweetheart, once upon a time. You never told her bout Charlotte Reckitt? A fat lot of trouble, that one.


Where did you find this? he said to Molly.


She shrugged. In the cabin. You dropped it.


He looked at her. He’d be damned if he had.


You never mentioned her, she muttered.


Les sociétés ont les criminaux qu’elles méritent, he said.


Fludd laughed.


Molly’s expression turned sullen, suspicious.


It’s from Lacassagne, he said, rubbing at his eyes. The carriage rattled and creaked as they pulled slowly through the station, through the cut-away, the high brick walls steaming and wet and glistening in the dying light, and then the sudden flashes of darkness as they accelerated through the short tunnels and rose up out of the earth and were away. He was brooding at the sight of it and then said, to Fludd: Lacassagne is a detective with the Sûreté in Paris. An interesting man. You would like him, Japheth.


Foole could see Molly did not want to ask its meaning and he felt a quiet satisfaction and then under that a distaste at himself for feeling it. She was headstrong but what else did he expect.


It means you get what you deserve, birdie, Fludd said to her.


It means if I travel with a dipper, Foole said with a shrug. He smiled to soften it and smoothed a hand over the newsprint laid out before him and studied the columns there though he was not reading them. Charlotte Reckitt, he said, resigned, has written me a letter. Mrs. Sykes forwarded it to our hotel in New York. Charlotte was one of the flash mob, Molly, untraceable. As light a touch as I ever saw. You wouldn’t have even been born when she worked the lay. He met Fludd’s eye. She wants to see me.


Fludd grunted. I thought she were retired.


It seems not.


How long I been in the darbie? You ain’t forgot what she done to you, Mr. Adam?


I haven’t forgotten anything.


Molly had gone very quiet.


Fludd looked across at her uneasily, cleared his throat, rubbed his enormous hands on his knees. Aw now, kid, he said, it were all a long time ago. Back when it were just Mr. Adam an me. Charlotte Reckitt’s uncle, Martin, he were almost the only jake we was all afraid of. You turn your back on a buzzer like that, well. Used to call him the priest, on account of his bein thrown out of the priesthood when he were young. He liked to say he followed a higher callin. You remember what he done to that lad in Bristol, Mr. Adam? With the bad leg? He looked at Molly. Carved the boy’s nose from his face while he were sleepin one off. Martin Reckitt’s hands they was always dry. Dry like a lizard. We ain’t never worked with him much but there were a job in South Africa Mr. Adam got involved in, Reckitt gone down there with him to work it. It were there Mr. Adam met Charlotte. I met her later, once or twice, after that job gone bad, after Mr. Adam missed his rendezvous in Brindisi. Then we all had our fallin-out an we tried not to cross paths no more. I don’t think we ever much did. Did we? He turned his huge shaggy face towards Foole and his eyes were unreadable in the shadow for a long moment while the tracks rattled past underneath and when Foole said nothing he said, in a low voice, So what is it she writes then?


Foole traced a reluctant finger along the edge of the newspaper. There’s a job, he said. Six months in the planning. She’s being watched by some detective and needs another party in. She doesn’t discuss details—


Course she don’t. Is that bastard priest uncle in on it?


Martin’s up in Millbank.


Fludd gave him a long appraising look. Still a guest of Her Majesty?


Apparently so.


He let out a low whistle. An you sure you ain’t gettin you head mixed up with no other bits?


Foole felt the heat rise to his cheeks. I never said we were going to do anything. I’m considering it, that’s all. It might prove profitable.


Be a nice change, that, Molly muttered.


No other reason? Fludd said.


Everything else is in the past, Japheth.


Char-lotte Reck-itt, Molly said quietly. Char-lotte Reck-itt.


It’s exhaustin, that is, Fludd said.


What is?


The past.


You never mentioned her, Adam, Molly said. Why not?


Foole shrugged tiredly.


The locomotive was reaching speed now and the evening opened into darkness. Liverpool felt like an unsettling dream.


Molly was kicking at Fludd’s seat, steadily, rhythmically. Whispering in time to her kicks.


Char-lotte, Reck-itt. Char-lotte, Reck-itt.


The hours passed.


They had been travelling through the night for some time when Foole at last folded the Times and set it down on the empty seat beside him and stared at his reflection. His eyes like small burning lanterns in the glass. Outside the winter passed and passed. He could feel the ties clattering underneath them, hear the rattle of their carriage adjusting around a curve. Then the weight shifted and the sound altered to a hollow clacking and he understood they were passing over a wooden trestle. A kind of lightness came over him. He thought of the black waters churning far below, he thought of the veer and the plummet. He remembered then that last afternoon with Charlotte in Port Elizabeth and the easy way she greeted him in the hotel lounge. The slant of the sunlight through the big green leaves and the way her skin smelled. He knew he was taking a risk in coming to see her. He knew she might prefer the memory of him to the man he had become. He rubbed his eyes.


After a few minutes the old shuddering clatter returned and then they were back on solid earth and Foole grimaced and massaged his sore thighs and got to his feet. Molly had got up some time before and not returned and Foole now sighed and buttoned his lounge coat and slid open the door of their compartment. He left Fludd snoring with his mouth open and his huge hands dangling between his knees.


The passageway was quiet, the twin lamps at either end were turned low and reflected in the warpled windows of the doors. Foole made his slow way to the rear with his hands outstretched as if leaning into a strong wind.


He struggled with both hands and opened the rear door.


The roar in the blackness was ferocious. He squinted against the cold and saw Molly huddled there at the railing, a tiny shapeless bundle. A solitary lantern burned above her, jittering with the shaking of the carriage trucks.


Couldn’t sleep? he hollered to her over the noise of the tracks.


It’s quieter out here, she shouted.


He nodded and stood close to her with his white hands gripping the frozen railing and they stayed like that for a while, leaning into each other. After a time Molly said something he did not catch and he leaned in closer.


I said, didn’t you never feel no regret bout it Adam?


He looked down at her in surprise, the play of shadow about her face. About what? he hollered.


She shrugged.


I want you to listen to me, he shouted. He took her by the shoulders and turned her square to him and the wind whipped at her hair. The world will take from us what it wants. It doesn’t mean we have to permit it. We are not here on anyone else’s behalf.


She bit her lip.


Lives like ours are about what we manage to keep. Like you and Peter. That’s something you’ve held on to. Charlotte is like that for me. His eyes were running from the cold. What did you do with that doll? he hollered. Did you lose it?


When she looked up at him the shadows were distorting her face. That doll, she shouted. That was all just pretend. It weren’t life.


He felt a pain in his stomach as he looked at her. He set one hand on the railing and watched the freezing night unroll behind them. The lantern swaying and clattering above the door, the arc of the tracks in the gaslight in their infinite unravelling.


What if you could have it back, he shouted. Would you want it?


He reached into his coat and pulled the porcelain doll’s head out into the cupola of light. He had not salvaged the muslin body and seeing her face now he regretted it.


Just don’t let Japheth find it, he shouted. You’d never hear the end of it.


She took the doll’s head from him in both of her hands. He could not see her face for the shadows and for the fall of hair obscuring it. It seemed to him then the darkness they moved through was not space only but time, too, that his century was already passing, and he thought of the girl as she would be when she was very old and he was long vanished from the earth and it seemed all at once terrible in its loneliness. The past is always just beginning. For us as for any, he thought. He set a cold hand on the girl’s shoulder but he could not feel her through her thick coat and they stood like that as all around them the cold night deepened and scrolled past and away.





FIVE


William came up out of the mortuary feeling blown out, depressed. He could not say if Charlotte Reckitt had deserved her end and he told himself he did not care but it was not true. He thought of her ravaged scalp and the tufts of hair and blood on it and how her body had been cut up and the legs still, for god’s sake, missing. Then he could not stop himself and thought of his daughters in Chicago, thought of Margaret. Swore under his breath and clapped his hands on his sleeves as if to dislodge the reek of the dead and stepped out into the fog.


Frith Street felt desolate in its brightness, the pale shapes swirling past, the cold mournful cries of costermongers in the mists. He could hear the lurch and creak of an omnibus over the cobblestones, the shout of a patterer trotting along behind it with his broadsides clutched in both arms, the soft tack-tack-tack of an undertaker’s hammer several shops down. He pinched his eyes shut, lifted the brim of his silk hat, ran two fingers along his hot scalp. He could see the vague grey trees in Soho Square to the north. His shadowy self moving like water in the shop windows as he passed. At the entrance to an arcade he slipped among a crowd and made his way between the wooden pillars and mud-stained carts, past rickety tables with bolts of fabric laid out, past rows of folded spectacles, steaming pies, ball-peen hammers, inks, sheaves of paper, gloves and bonnets and stoles. He felt incandescent, and thin, as if not quite there. Men in stained cravats were calling out to him in the crush. Liverspotted hands in fingerless catch-alls clawed at his sleeves, grasped his wrists. He shook them off.


And then all at once he spun and jerked his right hand swiftly to his watch pocket and seized the small grubby wrist descending there.


She was a young pickpocket in a green bustle and a green bonnet and a strand of long brown hair had come unpinned at her throat. She looked tired and malnourished to his eye, her skin glassy, the blue veins visible in her forehead. He glanced out over the crowds but if any accomplice lurked there he did not see one. She clutched in her free hand a tiny kid glove of fine grey leather and her sunken eyes were frightened. He watched her writhe at the end of his grip like the eels he had seen hooked from buckets in the fish markets of New Orleans during the war and he glowered but did not have the heart to do more.


He let her go.


She stepped back without a word and rubbed her reddening wrist where his strong fingers had marked her and then she tugged back on the tight kidskin glove in a fury. When she looked at him her mouth was twisted to an ugly shape. Then she was gone in the crowd.


He stared at the space where she had stood and he thought of Charlotte Reckitt, startled by the sadness blooming inside him.


It was time he got out of London. He had come to this city trusting the Agency could run itself for two weeks but those two weeks had stretched to six and still he had come no closer to finding Shade. Sally Porter was right. Whatever Edward Shade had been to his father, he did not have to become that again.


But he made his way to the curb despite all of this and hailed a passing brougham through the fog and called ahead to the driver: Hampstead, man.


Knowing if Charlotte Reckitt had left any clue to the ghost of Edward Shade it would be there, in that tall gloomy terraced house where she had lived.


It was an ancient brougham with the box and bench uncovered and its strange outsized wheels hulking up on each corner. William huddled on the damp seat, staring at the driver’s broad back, cursing his luck. The springs on the back wheels had known better days and on the uneven streets he ground his teeth and gripped the rail and felt his bones jar with the violence of it. The driver’s hair was long and lay plastered in greasy strands over his collar. William looked away.


He changed his mind at New Oxford Street and had the brougham turn down past the Strand. At the Union Telegram Office near the Embankment he climbed out and paid the driver and went in rubbing the back of his neck stiffly. A warm dank fug of cigar smoke came over him. The Office resembled a small bank with its pillared entrance and its tall carved doors and the long counter along one wall just under the windows. William went to the standing desk and withdrew a slip of paper and a pencil from the mesh cubby and wrote out a message to his wife in Chicago. It said, simply: punched out. off the clock. home soon.


He licked the tip of the pencil and counted off the letters in their small boxes and then set the pencil down and stood in line at the counter. There were silk ropes marking out the waiting area and the marble floor gleamed underfoot and the counter and railings and window trims were a deep polished oak as if reclaimed from a wrecked schooner. The telegraph clerk was a young man with a green eyeshade set high on his forehead and he reminded William of the dealers in the card dens he had haunted in the Panhandle some years ago though the man’s fingernails were too clean and his skin too soft.


He wrote out his home address in Chicago and the clerk glanced at him and back at the name Pinkerton printed there and then back at him but said nothing. His business was his alone. He opened his billfold and withdrew a five-pound note.


When he came out the brougham stood at the curb yet and he paused and looked up the street in either direction but could see neither hansom nor carriage for the fog and he sighed and rubbed his neck and climbed creaking back onto the footboard.


Once again, guv? the driver grinned back at him. We was waitin for you. Just in case, like.


Wonderful, William muttered.


Hampstead?


William nodded and looked down at the cobblestones, at the brougham’s big old iron-shod wheels standing at the ready. Driver, he called up.


The man half turned on his bench, blinking.


I’m in no rush, he said.


When they reached New Street in Hampstead he set one hand on his aching knee and got out of the brougham more stiffly than before. His shoe squelched into some deep pocket of muck and he shook it free. His topcoat and hat were cold with the damp from the fog and he paid the driver and went up the short steps and knocked on the door.


Charlotte Reckitt’s terraced house was a steep dark residence of red brick and green railings with a patch of garden in the front withered and sad in the winter cold. He could see nothing behind the wrought iron in the upper windows but the sheerness of muslin, a ripple of sky over the uneven pane. The house felt desolate, empty. She had employed no help and had kept back from the windows during the day and William had from the very first found the place grim and cold, like a house whose owners had died. The steps now were smeared where the shoes of John Shore’s constables had come and gone all morning.


He had expected no answer to his knocking and felt no guilt at having to break in. Whatever else this was, it was not an official investigation and his methods would not be scrutinized. He turned at the iron railing and glanced over the street and saw through the fog an old gentleman in top hat and grizzled whiskers clutching an umbrella and calling out for the brougham as it slowed. When it started again with a lurch the man’s hand went to his top hat and William smiled.


The door swung open. A plainclothes police inspector in a grey frock coat peered out at him, his silver watch chain shining in the gloom. It took William a moment to recall the man’s name.


Blackwell, he said.


The inspector nodded. Mr. Shore thought you might appreciate a hand, sir.


William removed his hat in irritation, held it roughly at the brim. Ran a hand through his hair and his hand came away black from the London smut. He had said nothing to Shore about his coming here. Is John here then? he said.


Begging your pardon, sir. The chief’s occupied with the Fenians, sir.


The Fenians.


With the bomb, sir. In the Underground. Blackwell blinked. The one went off last Friday morning at Gower Street. You didn’t hear, sir?


William ran a forefinger under the pouch of his eye, tiredly. He had heard nothing of it and did not know what to say. Was anyone hurt? he asked.


I believe so, sir.


He frowned and stepped inside and Blackwell shut the door. There were gold and silver garlands from the holiday just past still strung from the candle sconces on the walls and a scuffed brass trumpet standing on end in a window alcove amid fir needles. Then it’s just you here? he asked.


Myself and the ghost, sir.


I don’t suppose you found a bloodstained cleaver anywhere.


No sir.


An axe maybe.


Blackwell’s eyes were heavy-lidded and bulged mildly and William regarded them. They gave the man an astonished expression as if he had just been swindled at cards. But then any swindler worth his weight must look just so, he knew. There’s nothing here, sir, Blackwell repeated quietly. I’m just sort of watching the place. If you get my meaning.


William stood taking this in. He knew this meant Blackwell had been instructed to wait in case William showed up. Shore was a good man in his way but a jealous one and uneasy with the son of Allan Pinkerton in his city.


Anything of interest upstairs? he said.


There’s just the one room that looks to have been lived in, sir. The chief supposed it belonged to Miss Reckitt. The parlour—


John’s been here?


This morning, sir.


Appearing embarrassed as he said it.


William walked into the hall and set one hand on the balustrade and strained to see up the stairwell in the gloom. He half expected Charlotte Reckitt’s shadowy figure there, glaring accusingly down. The chandelier in the entrance behind him had not been converted to gas and its arms loomed articulated and strange like some terrible spider. The wicks of the candles in the wall sconces had not been trimmed. His eyes followed the mouldings, the wainscoting carved in ancient Georgian fashion, all of it thickened under a layer of new dust. Plush white carpet had been tacked to the stairs and he could see the filth from the constables’ boots where they had walked. He shook his head.


He started up the stairs, his bruised hand on the cool elm of the railing. The third step from the bottom groaned under his weight and he noted this in silence. On the second-floor landing a new clock built to look old had stopped at 11:37 and on either side a door opened into the back of the house. One stood open and his gaze took in the heavy furnishings of a study. He could see a lady’s sewing room overlooking the street when he turned. Drawers upended, dresses and crinolines and hat boxes tangled in heaps, papers strewn across the carpets.


Did you find it like this? he called over his shoulder.


No sir. The detectives were rather thorough, sir.


He grunted. The floorboards creaked as he walked to the sewing room and stood with his hat in his hand and the damp settling in his topcoat and he regarded the clutter. The door to the bedroom at the front of the house stood half closed and this he opened dully upon the gloom within and he frowned and went to the far window and drew back the curtains. A cloud of dust lifted and spun fractals in the cold light. It was a lady’s bedchamber and immaculate in its tidiness.


Blackwell had come up behind him and said, softly, Sir?


What’s upstairs?


Two more bedchambers, sir. They’re furnished but we don’t believe anyone is occupying them.


They’re furnished.


Yes sir. The house must have been leased like that.


He went back downstairs and made his methodical way through the scullery and larder and then through the kitchen, opening drawers, unscrewing jars, tapping two fingers along the walls for hidden compartments. The sink in the pantry was made of wood and lined with lead and he ran a palm over its joinings but felt nothing. He went outside, searched the water closet. He did not know what he was looking for but could not shake the suspicion that the woman must have left something of interest behind. He poked his fingers through the cushions and upholstery in the parlour and pushed aside the Christmas ornaments and the painted eggs and wound the strands of garland from the bookcases in order to riffle the pages of each book. He made very little mess as he went and the inspector followed behind him.


Why would a woman who lives alone go to such trouble with the decorations? he asked.


I couldn’t say, sir.


He made his way back upstairs to the study but turned up no clue there either and at last he worked his way back to the lady’s bedchamber.


I guess John thinks it’s ungentlemanly to search a lady’s room, he muttered.


Blackwell frowned. I believe he searched this room himself, sir.


William was hot now and he removed his topcoat and laid it on the bedclothes. Two candles stood in ornate silver sticks on the mantel. Under a chaise longue in the corner he could see shallow trays of clothes, untouched. At the dressing table he ran his finger and thumb along the antimacassar draped over the chair back but it felt clean and soft and told him little. He pulled the chair out, sat down. His reflection in the pier glass looked to his eye huge, pale, sinister. He pushed aside a silver hairbrush smudged with soot, a glove stretcher, a stack of unused envelopes. What would she need these for? he said.


To post her letters, sir.


He grunted. Who would she be writing to?


Blackwell made a noise and when William looked over the inspector was plucking something from the chiffonier and frowning.


What is it?


Your card, sir.


William frowned. He had left it on her doorstep on New Year’s Eve to force her hand. He took it from Blackwell and pocketed it and the inspector watched him but said nothing and then he turned back and opened and shut the drawers of the dressing table without result. He went to the wall and got onto all fours and traced his hand along the perimeter of the baseboards and when he reached the ware table he shoved it rattling aside with one shoulder and a brass toilet can fell with a clang and he kept on. There’s nothing here, he said. Nothing cut away at least.


No sir.


He sat back on his knees, pulled at his collar. This is ridiculous. Let me ask you something, Inspector. Did you find any signs of a struggle?


Blackwell cleared his throat. I understood she was tied up, sir.


Maybe.


Blackwell’s eyes were fixed on him. You’re not convinced, sir?


Convinced? he said. Why would she come back here? Who cut her into pieces? Who disposed of her? Why cut her hair, for god’s sake?


Perhaps she thought she could get away. And was surprised at the last minute, sir.


They were both silent for a moment.


Perhaps not everything is connected, sir. Perhaps one of the details is confusing the matter.


Like what?


I couldn’t say, sir. If she got out of the river alive she’d have need of a change of clothes. Perhaps she took the opportunity to change her appearance also. Cut her hair, for instance. Perhaps she was killed later in an ordinary manner. In a street robbery, for instance.


For god’s sake. What rampsman cuts his marks up like that?


Blackwell frowned. Or what if it were a personal matter? A spurned lover? That would be consistent with the violence to her body.


But not her hair. I’m trying to put it together somehow. Charlotte Reckitt cut up and her hair cut off and her body left in sacks in two locations. The legs still unaccounted for. Someone was hunting her, someone I never caught sight of. She jumped from the bridge because she wanted it to look like she was dead.


So it was a deceit, sir.


But not for my benefit.


How can you be certain, sir?


It wouldn’t make sense, he said, feeling his way towards it. He thought of his confrontation with her outside the theatre. Her small wrists crushed in his grip, the sliced whites of her eyes as she stared at him in alarm. I had nothing I could haul her in on and she knew that. She’s an old hand at this, she knew the law, she knew I was out of my jurisdiction. She was trying to escape something else. Someone else.


Her killers.


Why run to Blackfriars? It’s a long way and she ran directly for it. What was on the bridge? What was on the other side of it?


Perhaps it wasn’t a thing, sir. Perhaps it was a person. An associate.


What if she was using herself as bait? What if she wasn’t leading me towards the bridge, but away from something?


There’s another possibility, sir.


William looked at the man.


That is, if it wasn’t accidental, of course. We pull dozens of bodies from the river in any given week, sir. But assuming the lady was murdered—


You’re thinking she was killed in error.


Yes sir. Perhaps the killer or killers did not mean for her to die. Something might have gone wrong. The disposal might have been an attempt to prolong the investigation.


I’d have thought if she was in that kind of trouble she’d have wanted to be arrested.


Blackwell nodded. Nothing is safer than a jail, sir.


My father used to say a wall is a wall from either side and who is to say which side is which.


Yes sir. Are we being kept in or kept out.


Exactly.


We were all sorry to hear about his passing, sir.


He looked at Blackwell a long moment and then left the room and made his way upstairs. Each of the two smaller bedchambers was spare, immaculate, bedclothes tucked tightly in, porcelain bowls gleaming white under the beds. There was dust on the floor, wet boot prints traced in the dust. When he opened the armoire in the second room he found an array of expensive gentlemen’s suits and jackets folded upon the shelves. A reek of mothballs from an open box. The clothing was crisp and had not been worn in some time and looked to William’s eye ten years out of fashion.


Those will belong to her uncle, sir, Blackwell called from the doorway.


Martin Reckitt’s in the Tench, William said. I expect he’ll die in there.


In Millbank, sir, yes. But it’s mostly a military prison now, sir. I understand there’s talk of his being transferred south to the prison hulks when it closes next year.


William frowned in distraction. I didn’t know it was closing.


A lack of funds, sir.


William crossed to the window and pressed a hand against the glass and the glass was cold. I’ll want to talk to him, he said. He was a priest once, wasn’t he?
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