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To my grandchildren  Rhaya, Kane, Khaya, Ruby, Gino, London, Lincoln, Sloane, Jax, Jamie, Jason, and to the little gal that is on the way – 

I hope one day you will appreciate what your Bumpa has done, and perhaps one of you too will become a writer. I love every one of you. 
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CHAPTER ONE – THE POSTCARDS
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Boston, Massachusetts — March 1900

On a raw, wind-lashed morning in March, a curious postcard appeared upon the cluttered desk of Lieutenant James O’Neill at the Boston Police Headquarters on School Street. The front of the card bore an advertisement for the H. A. Rost Printing and Publishing Company at 214–218 William Street, rendered in tasteful typesetting and ornamentation. The reverse displayed a message penned in a disturbingly meticulous hand.

Still wan from a recent bout of influenza, O’Neill had fallen behind in his duties. Reports lay scattered, telegraphs unopened, and amidst it all, the postcard was overlooked, buried under the bureaucratic back log of a city too large for its lawmen. Days passed before he noticed it. And by then, the damage had been done.

The card was addressed not to O’Neill, but to Chairman of the Board of Police, Robert F. Clark. The message was brief but chilling:

“The body of a Miss Molly Byrne may be found behind the horse stables near your headquarters, beneath a pile of hay. It was by my hand she met her maker.
—Robert Stevenson”
No return address. No embellishments. Just an admission of guilt delivered by the post.

Disturbed, O’Neill asked around to see if anyone had witnessed the delivery. No one had. No postal clerk recalled it. No constable had seen it placed. It had simply appeared. As the hour was late and the chairman had long since left for the weekend, O’Neill hesitated. He debated whether to deliver the card by hand or wait until Monday. In the end, he tucked it into the top drawer of his desk, convincing  himself it could wait.

It was a mistake he would come to deeply regret.

When he returned to the office early Monday morning, the chill still clinging to his coat, O’Neill found a second card waiting on his desk.

The same advertisement for the Rost Printing Company. The same pristine handwriting. The same absence of origin. But this time, the message was crueler in tone, more accusatory.

“To the esteemed Chairman Clark,
Since you would not heed my first confession, I’ve added another to your tally of unsolved deaths. Behind the Buckminster Hotel, amid broken bricks and weeds, you will find Miss Abagail Murphy, now forever silent. Again, it was I who ferried her to the hereafter.
Perhaps now you’ll lend an ear. There will be more.
—Robert Stevenson”
A cold dread gripped O’Neill’s chest. Two women. Two bodies. Two confessions. And he had done nothing. Not out of cruelty, but negligence. It was a distinction he feared neither the public nor his superiors would be inclined to recognize.

He clutched the second postcard, his fingers trembling, as outside the morning wind rattled the windowpanes like a mendicant begging to be let in. He drank his coffee in silence, the bitter brew doing little to steady his nerves. The Chairman wouldn’t arrive for another forty-five minutes, and every tick of the wall clock sounded like the crack of a judge’s gavel.

Not long after, Deputy Superintendent John Coulter strolled past O’Neill’s desk to offer his usual morning greeting. The two men were old friends and devoted fans of the Boston Beaneaters, often attending games together at the venerable South End Grounds. Their friendship had been forged in innings and late-game rallies, and in more innocent hours, it might have stayed there.

They exchanged a few words about the team’s spring prospects -forced levity - before O’Neill handed him the postcards without a word.

Coulter read them slowly. Once. Then again. His brow darkened with each line, and by the time he looked up, a deep grimace had settled on his face. As he did whenever the situation turned grave, he began to absently twirl the end of his mustache.

O’Neill had seen that gesture before - most often in the late innings when the Beaneaters were down by three and showing no signs of life. Strange, he thought, what the mind clings to when it finds itself staring into the abyss.

Coulter finally set the cards down and asked, “You told him yet?”

O’Neill shook his head.

Coulter sighed and took hold of the other end of his mustache, twisting it, a sure sign of deeper worry.

“He’s gonna be in a fit when he finds out you’ve had this since Friday,” Coulter muttered. “And now we’ve got a damn lunatic out there, stackin’ up women like firewood, and not a single lead to show for it.”

A long pause followed. Then Coulter looked him square in the eye.

“What d’ya plan on tellin’ him?”

O’Neill exhaled slowly, the weight of the weekend pressing down like a gravestone.

“I’ll tell him the truth, I guess. If he fires me for it... well, maybe I’ve earned it.”

“Tweren’t your fault we got a madman murderin’ womenfolk,” Coulter replied, his thick Boston brogue softening with sympathy. “But we best not keep the Chairman waitin'. This fella Stevenson ain’t gonna stop, not now. I’ll go in with ya.”
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They made their way up the stairs to where Chairman Clark kept his office. Most of the staff were sliding in now, eager to be at their desks before the Chairman arrived. The two men took seats outside the office, where six chairs had been neatly lined up.

Clark’s secretary, Agatha O’Boyle, was already at her desk, sipping coffee. One glance at their faces was enough - she quietly placed her cup into a drawer and went straight to typing.

Ten minutes later, Clark arrived, hat and coat in hand, whistling a tune as he exchanged greetings with staff.

“Morning, Agatha,” he called.

“Good morning, sir,” she said, peering over her glasses.

Clark was typically affable, a man who enjoyed people, until the subject turned to police matters. Then he was all steel. He caught sight of the two men outside his office, and the whistling stopped. So did his smile.

“Morning, gents,” he said in a clipped, businesslike tone. “Judging by the looks on your faces, I’m guessing we’re not in for a pleasant start?”

His eyes narrowed on the postcards in O’Neill’s hand.

“Those cards got anything to do with it?”

O’Neill glanced down, as if only now realizing he still held them. “Yes, sir,” he said, voice catching. “We’ve got a problem.”

Clark nodded and opened the door, motioning them inside. “Agatha, some coffee please.”

He closed the door gently behind them, then made his way around his massive oak desk and sank into his overstuffed chair with a deep whoosh.

“Well then,” he said, steepling his fingers. “What brings you gentlemen to my office first thing on a Monday morning?”

O’Neill handed over the postcards - yesterday’s on top of today’s. Clark read both. Then read them again. He laid them side by side on the desk.

O’Neill thought he saw the man’s neck redden, and it unnerved him. It was one thing to talk about resigning behind a desk with a friend: another to face the lion in his den.

“I’d like to offer my resignation, sir,” O’Neill said finally.

Clark pursed his lips and looked at him for a long moment. Then he turned to Coulter.

“And what are you doing here, Deputy Superintendent?”

“Lending moral support, sir. And hoping to know your direction on how we’ll proceed.”

Clark turned back to O’Neill.

“Why do you feel the need to resign, Mr. O’Neill?”

“I failed you, sir,” he said crisply. “I should have brought this to you Friday. But it was late—”

Clark raised a hand, cutting him off.

“Let me guess. You got the first card late in the day, and I’d already left for the evening?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you made what you thought was the best decision at the time?”

“Yes, sir.”

Clark’s tone turned sharp but measured. “Then pray tell, why in God’s name would I fire you, O
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