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PART ONE




A PUBLIC AFFAIR
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London, Newgate Prison, 27th of July, 1863

The day of the execution had finally arrived. Ezra had not eaten a single morsel of food, although they had offered him nearly everything his heart could desire. Who would have thought that after years of starving, begging, and pickpocketing on the dirty streets of London, he would ever turn down a free meal? But the very idea made his stomach churn.

He sat on the cold stone floor of his cell with his gaze fixed on the small ventilation shaft in the corner just above him. Through it, muffled sounds filtered in, telling the tale of what was happening outside.

The scaffold had been erected outside Newgate Prison the night before, as was customary. Greedy onlookers had begun gathering shortly after, before the first light of dawn. And they were still arriving in droves. Ezra could hear them talk, their voices becoming increasingly numerous with each passing hour.

“I hear he’s a real blackguard,” one man said. “A good-for-nothing, undeserving scoundrel.”

“And he’s killed one of the most prominent men in the city. Wasn’t he a lord or somethin’?” another unfamiliar female voice asked.

“A member of the House of Lords and a pillar of the community,” the man replied. “At least that’s what was written in the papers.”

“Whoever the poor sod was, he certainly didn’t deserve to be murdered. That one’s only gettin’ what he deserves.”

“There can be no doubt about that.”

Ezra heard someone spit close to the shaft’s opening. Then the voices faded.

He wondered what time it was. The guard had told him the night before that the hanging was scheduled for noon.

It wouldn’t be long now.

All Ezra could do was wait and try to make peace with the world from which he was soon to depart.

When his cell door opened a few hours later, Ezra wasn’t prepared for it.

Could this be the moment? Was his time up?

“Ezra Taylor?” a man with a deep, booming voice asked, entering the cell flanked by two guards.

When Ezra didn’t answer or even look up, the man stepped forward, looming over Ezra, who was cowering in the corner.

“Ezra Taylor?” he asked again, crouching down to get a closer look at him.

Ezra’s gaze snapped upward, and he nodded once.

“My name is John Davis. I am the ordinary of Newgate and have come to provide spiritual care, though you haven’t requested it.”

No response. Not a flicker. Ezra didn’t even bat an eyelid. He knew the procedure.

“Do you understand me? Do you know what I’m saying?” John snapped.

“I can understand ya just fine,” Ezra muttered under his breath.

“So, you are not a foreigner?”

“Why should I be?” he countered, rising to his feet.

John took a step back.

“Well, I just assumed… You look foreign.”

How often had Ezra heard those exact words? He knew his dark curls, scruffy black beard, and pale complexion made him look Eastern European. His grey, almost colourless eyes only added to that perception.

“I was born in this country.”

“Obviously. You sound like a native.”

“That’s because I’ve spent all my bloody life here in this rotten place! London, the great capital of the Empire, where all nationalities flock to, hoping to make their fortune. Where there are jobs aplenty, and endless possibilities to improve one’s station in life. Hah, what a delusion! Do you want to know what I really think of this place? Do you?”

Ezra stepped closer, his face inches from John’s. If this was his last day on Earth, he might as well settle a few scores.

“Do you want to know what I think after twenty-five years of trying to fit in? Trying to survive the hardship this city offers, day in and day out?”

John’s gaze dropped.

“I am sorry that you feel life has treated you ill, but the charges against you weigh heavily. No matter what misfortunes you’ve endured, they are no cause for violence, let alone criminal intent.”

Ezra threw his hands in the air and turned away. What use was it trying to talk to this man? He didn’t want to hear the truth. No one ever did. Not from an undeserving, low-class criminal.

“I guess it doesn’t matter anymore,” Ezra sighed.

Silence fell over the small room. Not even the guards dared to say anything.

“Mr Taylor, I am here for your spiritual well-being,” John continued after a pause.

“You see, we are all but creatures of God and are all sinners upon this Earth. Though some of us may sin more than others, we all can find redemption if we repent and show remorse. Your soul does not have to suffer an eternity of damnation. If you would just...”

Ezra didn’t pay attention. Let him say what he had to. The last thing Ezra needed was someone to hear his confession.

“I have no need of ya,” he muttered. “I’ve never been a religious man, and I won’t start prayin’ now if that’s what ya hopin’ for. So why don’t ya go and pester some other poor soul and let me be? Let me go to my death as I choose.”

John sighed before trying again.

“Are you a Christian? Would you perhaps prefer a preacher from your own faith? I’m sure something can be arranged in light of...”

“No! No rabbi, no reverend, or whatever ya call yourselves. I might’ve been born a Jew, but I’ve no religion. Never had any, and I’ve no use for it now either—so let me be,” Ezra pleaded in a strained tone. Did he always have to fight for everything in life, even now?

He closed his eyes and ran his hand across his forehead, wanting to block out the world for just a moment.

“All right. I will let you be. But I must accompany you to the scaffold should you change your mind. And should there ever be a time when you...”

“There won’t,” Ezra cut in, his eyes snapping open again.

John nodded. “I will pray for you and your immortal soul, Mr Taylor. May you make your peace with God before the end.”

There, he had said all he could.

The guards suddenly stepped forward again, seizing Ezra by his arms.

“Right, time’s up. Follow us.”

“I can walk by myself!” Ezra protested, trying to wrench his arm free, but the guards were too strong. With an iron grip, they crushed any attempt at defiance.

“I don’t care if you can walk. You’re not leaving this cell on your own,” one guard hissed into his ear.

“It wouldn’t be the first escape attempt at the last minute,” he added, his fingers digging painfully into Ezra’s arm.

“I won’t. What use would it be? Everyone on the bloody street seems to know who I am. I wouldn’t get far before the mob started lynching me.”

When the guard grinned at him, his lips parting to reveal yellowed teeth, a foul stench washed over Ezra, forcing him to turn his head aside.

“Don’t worry, we won’t let it come to that. We’ll hang ya first. William, the hangman, knows his trade well. He can judge the drop perfectly, choosing the proper length to make you suffer for as long as possible. And then, when you’ll hang there, gasping for air, clawing at the rope, you’ll piss yourself, and everyone will see! They’ll cheer, expecting to see a good show. So, you’d better give them one!”

His cruel laughter was cut short by John stepping forward.

“Please, gentleman. No more talk of such cruelties. The prisoner will receive his rightful punishment not only in the eyes of the people or the law, but also in the eyes of God.”

Nothing more was said as the guards dragged Ezra out of his cell down the long, shadowed corridor. At the end of it, a narrow, winding staircase led them up to ground level.

Ezra blinked into the blinding blue sky above his head. He had been locked away in his dark, stifling cell for days, with barely a ray of light entering the room. But there was hardly any time to adjust to the sudden brightness as they led him down a narrow alleyway towards the prison’s main entrance. Guards lined both sides of the street, struggling to maintain a narrow passage clear of onlookers. Then, Ezra finally saw the scaffold up ahead. A sea of spectators crowded the square, eager to witness the hanging.

As Ezra stepped out from the shady pathway into the sunlit street, he sensed a change in the audience’s mood. Voices surged—some whispered, others shouted as he slowly approached the scaffold steps. Those who remained silent watched the scene with growing anticipation. Strange, almost wanton gazes fell upon the gallows from the surrounding buildings, where spectators crowded at the windows. A prime spot overlooking Newgate Street could fetch a high price on execution day. Sometimes, it was as much as a shilling, depending on who was getting hanged.

Ezra wondered if his death might fetch such a price, but he couldn’t fool himself. Not today. He had been a nobody all his life, and now he would die a nobody. His name meant nothing. People would forget it as easily as they forgot the stifling warmth of summer when the first snowflakes fell in winter. If he was remembered at all, then only as the murderer of a great man. That, without doubt, was why so many had gathered outside Newgate Prison. They had come here to see the rightful punishment for the brutal murder of a respected member of society. A true gentleman.

When Ezra climbed the stairs to the gallows, his steps never faltered. Behind him came the court authorities, the sheriff, and the under-sheriff of Newgate. John Davis, the ordinary of the prison, followed as promised. As if a reverend could be of any use to him now. He didn’t need a damn clergyman. What he needed—more than any prayer for his immortal soul—was a friend.

His one true fear had always been dying alone. And now it was about to come true. Here he stood, surrounded by hundreds, perhaps thousands, yet feeling more alone than ever before. He looked down from the scaffold and saw only unfamiliar, hostile faces. Not one friendly soul among them. No one cared. No one to take pity on him should he slowly strangle to death. Ezra had seen executions before and knew that friends or family members would often grab hold of the condemned’s legs, pulling them down to end their suffering quickly. But no one would show him such kindness. No family members were left, and, bitter as it was, no true friends either.

Ezra’s gaze swept over the crowd again, though he already knew the face he sought was nowhere to be seen.

He had promised, hadn’t he? So where was he?

Bollocks! Bloody, bleeding bollocks!

“Well, what were you expecting?” a little voice whispered in the back of his mind.

“You’ve been lied to so many times before. So, what made you think this time would be different?”—“Because I believed him. Believed in him. The first person I ever learned to trust—and it was all for nothing.”

Ezra almost laughed out loud when he reached the top of the scaffold. This was his moment, his chance to shine, and all he could think about was that good-for-nothing, stuck-up gent he had come to think of as a friend. Well, no more. He was done with him. Done with all those who had treated him like dirt all his life. Done with everyone.

“Ezra Taylor, do you repent of your sins in the eyes of God?” the ordinary asked again, turning towards him. Ezra bit his lip. He had no intention of answering. He’d never believed in religion, so why start now? What difference would it make?

After a moment’s silence, the ordinary drew a deep breath.

“May God have mercy upon your soul,” he whispered before stepping back to make room for the hangman. The tall man cast a glance at Ezra before loosening his necktie and folding down his collar.

This was it, then, was it? Ezra’s heart began to flutter, and he suddenly gasped for air as the panic set in. He didn’t want to be overwhelmed by fear. Not yet.

His mouth went dry as the rope was tightened around his neck. His hands trembled, and suddenly, he couldn’t breathe. Too soon. Not yet. Not quite.

Ezra closed his eyes, trying to focus on something else. But his mind went blank.

“Can you stand upon the drop?” the hangman asked.

Just a few more steps.

“Do you have any last words?”

Ezra tried to think of something to say. He’d thought about it for days, but nothing came to mind. So, instead of opening his mouth, he pressed his lips tightly together and shook his head.

He forced himself not to tremble as the hangman stepped behind him. “Deep breaths,” he told himself.

The last time he opened his eyes, he looked into the vast, blue sky—a hue like a calm sea, so rare in this rotten city. He caught sight of a swallow darting towards the horizon, soaring higher and higher until it vanished. Then the hood slipped over his head, and he saw no more.

A rush of panic seized him, his chest tightening painfully. But it passed in a heartbeat, and Ezra found his courage again.

“I’m not a coward,” he kept repeating in his mind. “Never been a coward. And I’ll be damned if I start now.”

He felt the rope tighten around his neck. The reverend’s words in the background were beginning to sound like a dull Sunday sermon, washing over him like the last wave of anxiety—until it faded away.

And then silence.

His last thought was of a man, and of one pivotal moment on a cold January day that had forever changed his life.

Finally, Ezra felt the ground vanish beneath his feet…




TO PICK A MAN’S POCKET
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Six months earlier…

A cloud of smoke and soot billowed across Lloyd’s view as the locomotive released a fresh burst of steam. His eyes began to water, and he felt a cough coming on. Reaching for his handkerchief, he was jolted forward as the train rolled into Farringdon’s newly built underground station.

His fellow passengers, all men of name and rank, looked onto the approaching platform. The whistle sounded, and slowly, the train came to a complete stop. More steam was let off, engulfing the entire terminus. As it faded away, they were met by a large, cheering crowd, eager to be the first to see the new subterranean railway.

There had to be hundreds, if not thousands, of people. But they would all have to wait another day for the new Metropolitan Line, running from Paddington to Farringdon, to be officially opened to the public. This first trip was only for the elite: the Lord Mayor, Mr Wilkinson, and the manager, Mr Fenton, sat at the front. Next came the leading shareholders and over thirty representatives of the corporation. Altogether, the five Great Western carriages held about seventy people. Lloyd was honoured to be counted among them.

Together with his friend Granville Harrowgate, he was among the first to step off the train. They smiled and waved at the crowd, as only royalty would. Then they turned their attention to the Lord Mayor, who was dressed in his special ceremonial robes. What a picture he made, stepping onto the platform to address the crowd.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many important people in one place at the same time,” Granville commented, turning his head sideways.

“Oh, really? Then I take it you have never had the pleasure of being invited to my Aunt Mildred’s house for tea,” Lloyd replied, teasingly.

Both men suddenly had to stifle a laugh while clapping at the Lord Mayor’s speech.

“I must say, I am impressed,” Granville added. “I didn’t think it would be such a grand affair, but clearly, I was mistaken.”

They waited for the Lord Mayor to step down before joining the queue that led to the station’s large hallway.

“Are you saying that I was right?” Lloyd asked, smiling.

“I must admit you’re right—occasionally.”

This time, Lloyd had to laugh. No one seemed to mind, though, with the crowd loud and cheerful. Everyone was in a good mood.

Lloyd was pleased with how the entire event had turned out. He hadn’t thought it would be such a great success, but the public’s enthusiastic response proved him wrong.

“I’m glad I was able to win you over as a shareholder,” he said as they slowly moved forward. “Now that you’ve seen it for yourself, you must help convince more people to invest in this endeavour. This is the future, after all.”

“Hmm,” Granville replied. “It is an intriguing invention, I give you that. Though I hardly see the need for it. We have trains already, don’t we?”

“But this is the world’s first train to travel underground,” Lloyd countered. “Just imagine—people will be able to commute into central London within a few minutes. There’ll be no need to worry about congested streets; they’ll simply travel beneath them.” Lloyd could barely contain his enthusiasm. His friend, however, frowned sceptically.

“Hmm. Perhaps. However, I think we still have a long way to go before such a vision can be realised. And I, for one, prefer to travel above ground, where the engine’s smoke does not sting the eyes or catch in the throat. The Metropolitan Railway Company must surely address the issue before long.”

Lloyd sighed in agreement.

“True. But the key point is that this new railway leads further into the city than any before, without disrupting traffic. Of course, as with all new inventions, there are issues to be overcome—but I’m sure they will be, in time. Just wait and see.”

“Let’s hope they do—or else both our investments are in danger.” Granville paused when they finally made their way into the grand hallway. Here, extravagance met ingenuity, with beautiful neoclassical columns bearing the weight of the high, vaulted ceiling.

“Well, I must admit, this station is something to behold.”

“And why shouldn’t it be?”

Granville shrugged. “Well, this isn’t a grand terminus like Paddington or Victoria Station. No trains from outside the city will ever come here. Won’t Farringdon be only for those travelling within the city?”

“What are you getting at?” Lloyd asked cautiously.

“Just that many commuters might prefer to travel above ground rather than below it. No fresh air, no light except for the poorly lit carriages… Need I continue?”

Granville always had his doubts about anything new.

“Time may prove the more decisive factor when choosing one’s way of travel,” Lloyd argued.

“True. That is why I believe this railway line was built more for the working class. They have to travel great distances daily to and from work. It will undoubtedly be beneficial to them. But for us? Or do you want to tell me that you would rather take a train instead of your own carriage?”

“Of course, my carriage offers greater comfort. But that’s not the point.”

“Then what is?” Granville asked, resolute.

Lloyd needed a moment to gather his thoughts before answering.

“You must admit that the city’s traffic can be horrendous at times, with all the omnibuses, cabs, and carriages about. Surely, this new train line is a huge improvement in that aspect, at least. Just think, people can travel from Paddington to Farringdon in less than twenty minutes.”

His friend shrugged at the remark.

“True, I guess. Well, we can only wait and see what the future brings. Now, enough talking. Come on, let’s get something to eat— I’m starving!”

It made little sense to argue with Granville. He could be very stubborn at times, though he always managed to hide it under a coat of politeness. And he did have a point, to some extent.

Lloyd could hardly imagine people like his father or aunt using this new railway. But who was to say that people of their social status wouldn’t do so in the future? Ever the optimist, Lloyd wanted to believe in this new invention. That was why he had convinced Granville to become a shareholder. Lloyd was sure that if more people of means invested in the railway, they could one day transform the city’s entire infrastructure.

“Well, this is more like it,” Granville said as soon as they took their seats at one of the large tables set up in the middle of the hall.

An opulent banquet was spread before them to celebrate the new line’s opening. And what a grand affair it was. Huge platters filled with all sorts of delicacies were laid out: rich meat dishes with venison, rabbit and lamb, all types of seafood, and almost every side dish one could imagine. For the sweet tooth, there were custards, Turkish delight, sugar sculptures, and exotic fruit from all over the Empire. And there was as much champagne as one could drink.

Whilst Granville greedily filled his plate, Lloyd took the time to look around the room. Large chandeliers were hanging from the ceiling, illuminating every corner. Surely, they weren’t a part of the usual décor of this station, he thought. Could they have been installed for this singular event?

In addition to a large number of guests, Lloyd observed at least half as many servants running around the room, ensuring every wish was catered to. After the drinks were poured, the Lord Mayor gave another short speech, followed by the manager, Mr Fenton, who proposed a toast to the upcoming success of this venture. Lloyd and Granville also proudly raised their glasses and saluted a promising future. Then, the banquet officially began.

Granville, as usual, ate for two. He looked half-starved, though it was barely past two o’clock. Lloyd suspected he hadn’t eaten anything earlier. They’d met around ten, but Granville was never one to rise early.

Lloyd’s appetite wasn’t as great. He was much more eager to converse with some of the other shareholders and discuss their views on the opening of the new railway line. So Lloyd shifted his attention to Mr Seddon, the fellow shareholder seated beside him, keen to hear his thoughts.

“Mr Seddon, are you pleased with today’s outcome? I dare say this first train ride was a real success,” Lloyd said.

The elderly gentleman turned towards Lloyd and smiled.

“Oh, indeed! It was a fine opening, wouldn’t you agree, Webster?”

“Oh, yes, a fine opening,” Lloyd said. „Let’s hope everything goes as smoothly tomorrow when we open to the public.”

“I’m sure it will. And judging from how well this new line was received today, I think we can expect fairly high passenger numbers.”

What started as a light conversation soon became a lengthy discussion when other shareholders and board members joined in. Some men attempted to estimate the number of daily passengers required to make the venture a true success. Estimates ranged from thousands to tens of thousands. Indeed, this wasn’t the first time this topic had come up at board meetings. Still, in light of the enormous number of people who had gathered at the station just hours before, the matter seemed more pressing now than it had a few weeks prior.

About two hours later, lunch was almost over, and most men were beginning to say their goodbyes. Lloyd was still talking to Mr Seddon when Granville looked at him with weary eyes. Lloyd pulled out his pocket watch to check the time. It was just past four o’clock. As he let his gaze wander towards one of the windows, he saw that it was already starting to get dark outside.

“It has become rather late,” Lloyd commented, seeing a spark of hope reappear in Granville’s eyes. His friend was already getting up to collect his coat.

“Why, it has indeed,” Mr Seddon agreed. “I suppose we should be going.”

A few minutes later, they were all standing in front of the station on Farringdon Street.

“Looks like rain. Shall we call a cab?” Granville asked, looking toward the dark clouds above their heads.

“You do that. I think Mr Seddon and I will take a little stroll,” Lloyd replied.

“Are you sure? Where to?”

“Oh, just down to Blackfriars Bridge,” Mr Seddon answered. “You see, that’s one of the possible route expansions I’d hoped for, though it seems less likely to be realised now.”

Lloyd turned to his friend, feeling the need to explain himself.

“Mr Seddon has been telling me all about the plans he’s drawn up for the company. And now he wants to show me the route himself. Perhaps, if I see a need for it, others might as well.”

Granville raised his eyebrows at Lloyd, then sighed.

“All right then. Suit yourself. I’ll see you tomorrow at the shareholders’ meeting. I’ll come by in the morning and pick you up in my carriage.”

He quickly tipped his hat in passing. “Mr Seddon. Lloyd—a good evening to both of you.”

“And to you, sir,” Seddon said.

After Lloyd had also said goodbye, they saw a hansom cab pull up. As the driver flicked the reins, Lloyd could feel the first raindrop fall on his face. He quickly opened his umbrella and turned to his companion. “Well then, shall we continue?”

They set off southbound, passing Fleet and Ludgate Street. From there, they headed towards the Thames. There was a chill in the air as they neared the river, and the wind picked up. At least the rain had let up by the time they reached the riverbank.

Patches of snow and ice covered the foreshore at the water’s edge. Lloyd recalled a childhood winter when the Thames had been almost completely frozen. Nowadays, that had become a rare occurrence. Still, it was bitterly cold, so Lloyd pulled out his leather gloves. Seddon had wrapped a thick scarf around his neck and buried his hands deep in his coat pockets as he spoke.

“So, you see why I was arguing for an expansion south rather than east. But alas, it seems the board has decided against it.”

“Well, it’s not off the table just yet. I’m sure I can talk to some of the other shareholders and get them to see the benefits of this expansion.” And a true benefit it would be, Lloyd thought. A train taking passengers down through the city, right to Blackfriars Bridge, would mean easy access to the river and Southwark. Many workers commuted to this part of town daily, working in the City Gas Works or the hospital.

As they stepped closer, they surveyed the ongoing construction work on the bridge and the riverbed below.

“Just imagine,” Seddon went on, “with the new embankment now being built, the station’s entrance could be right beneath our feet.”

When Lloyd looked down, he saw nothing but the city’s filth washing onto the riverbank. It was hard to imagine a grand terminus like Farringdon at this spot anytime soon.

The Thames had long been London’s largest open sewer, carrying much of the city’s waste. It was awful in summer when the smell could reach horrendous levels. Much was already being done to provide a more modern sewage system. However, as the new tunnels weren’t completed just yet, the Thames remained hardly more than a waste deposit.

Though the smell wasn’t as bad at this time of the year, the sight was hardly any better. Lloyd saw a group of boys and a few older men among all the dirt and rubbish. River scavengers, most certainly. Mudlarks, some called them. They combed through the shallow waters for anything they could sell or trade: pieces of metal, old rags, and even bone.

They could be seen along the riverbank for miles when the tide was low. Only three of them were wading through the ice-cold water that evening. Lloyd felt slightly disgusted by the spectacle, yet he couldn’t take his eyes off them.

As he watched, he caught sight of a small boat coming closer to shore. An older, scruffy-looking man aboard shouted to the boys in the water. One of them reacted immediately and leapt forward to pull the boat in.

“What’ve ya got?” one of the lads on the riverbank asked as he came closer.

“Something I found in the river.”

Even from Lloyd’s position, he could see the tarpaulin covering a large object.

“This ain’t pretty, boy,” the man warned the young one before pulling back the cover.

As Lloyd spied what was beneath it, he quickly turned away, fighting the urge to retch.

“Webster, are you all right?” Seddon asked, concerned.

Lloyd merely gestured towards the boat, struggling to breathe through his nausea. Seddon, unaware of what was happening below, shrugged and turned back to Lloyd.

“Why, it looks like a body. Horrible business, river scavenging. Usually, all they find are dead animals. It’s uncommon to come across a human corpse. But you should have seen the ones I saw floating down the River Fleet before that section was put underground. Now, that was a sight to behold!”

Slowly, Lloyd turned back again, letting his gaze wander towards the small boat. Despite what Seddon had experienced, Lloyd had never seen a body floating down a river nor had he ever seen one being pulled from the water. He was horrified at the sight, though he couldn’t make out any details. Yet for once, he was glad for the weak light the gas lamps provided, barely enough to illuminate the bridge, let alone anything beyond.

Though Lloyd couldn’t see the bluish-tinted skin of the poor wretch, the stench filling the air around the riverbank was more than enough to turn his stomach. At last, he couldn’t take it any longer. Shocked, he blindly stumbled a few feet backwards.

New Bridge Street, being as busy as ever, was full of people that evening. A steady stream of construction workers and tradesmen passed close by. Before he realised it, Lloyd had bumped into someone. He instantly stopped and turned around to have a look. The man grumbled something before continuing on his way.

“Oh, I’m sorry, please excuse me,” Lloyd called out, but the man didn’t seem to notice him. Lloyd was taken aback by such behaviour. Instead of moving with the stream or stepping back, he remained frozen in the middle of the street. Then another man ran into him.

“Sorry, sir,” the stranger mumbled, his head pulled down. All Lloyd saw of this man was his grey bowler hat. He brushed briefly against Lloyd’s sleeve as he tried to move away.

The man was too close all of a sudden—so close that Lloyd caught a whiff of his stench, hardly any better than the smell coming from the river. That was it. Something within Lloyd snapped.

“Watch out where you’re going!” he shouted, suddenly unnerved.

The man slowly turned around. This time, his head was raised. And then his mouth quirked into a crooked smile.

“Like I said, I’m sorry, sir.”

There was something odd in the way he grinned at Lloyd. Something was off.

Lloyd watched the man walk away with a strange feeling in his gut. Instinctively, his hand slipped into the small pocket of his waistcoat, where he usually kept his watch. Not just any watch, but his precious family heirloom that could never be replaced. It was gone.

He had been robbed! How could that have happened?

Before the shock set in, he jumped into action.

The stranger was still in sight, barely a few yards away. Lloyd could catch him if he tried. Within a second, he decided to pursue the man who dared to pick his pocket. Everything else seemed to be forgotten. He left Seddon standing by the riverbank, shouting something Lloyd didn’t catch. It didn’t matter. Full of newfound energy, Lloyd quickened his pace. Suddenly, the stranger turned around and noticed what was going on.

And then the chase truly began.

Ezra glanced over his shoulder. Damn! The tall, blond man was still following him. How was that possible? Ezra was already running as fast as his legs could carry him. Usually, that was enough to outrun any posh gent, but not this one.

Then Ezra heard him shout out, “Stop that man! He’s a thief! He’s stolen my watch! Someone, stop him!”

Luckily for Ezra, no one dared to interfere. People just didn’t care. That’s what usually made pickpocketing in London so easy. Everyone minded their own bloody business. Even so, Ezra couldn’t slow down. He forced himself to continue at a relentless pace, though he was panting and his heart was pounding.

And to think, he hadn’t intended to pick someone’s pocket that day. But it had been a golden opportunity, had it not?

Ezra had crossed the street at the perfect moment to see the gentleman stumble into the crowd. He’d looked so lost and clumsy, the poor fool. Just what had startled him so, Ezra did not know. It didn’t matter. Ezra had seized the moment when it came. After years of practice, his fingers instinctively knew what to do. It was just a damn shame the bloke had noticed so soon.

Now, all Ezra could do was try his best to escape. But it turned out to be harder than he’d assumed.

Feeling the sweat pouring from his brow, Ezra knew he had to change his strategy. So, he turned away from the main thoroughfares and headed into the back streets. This was his playground: the narrow, shabby alleyways and shadowy courtyards of this district were his domain. Where else, if not here, could he rid himself of this annoying pursuer?

Taking a sharp right turn at the corner of Dean Street, he looked back. Ezra couldn’t see the gentleman anywhere. For a moment, he thought he’d succeeded in outrunning him.

Ezra slowed down, breathing rapidly. What a chase! It had been ages since anyone had even made an effort, let alone been able to keep up with him. He smiled gleefully—but then the tall man came into view again. Bugger! This one was determined, wasn’t he?

Ezra had no time to think. He leapt forward again, not caring about where he was going. He only knew he had to get away.

Running past a costermonger on the street, he accidentally bumped into the basket strapped across the lad’s chest. It was filled with oysters, most of which tumbled out and rolled onto the pavement.

“Ere, watch where ya going! The least ya could do is pick ‘em up!” The boy shouted angrily, but Ezra didn’t have time to stop. Shame about the oysters, though, he thought, as he increased his speed again. His legs were starting to hurt, but his pursuer seemed undeterred.

A moment later, Ezra turned onto another small street, where he almost ran into a hansom cab. The horse shied immediately and reared up. Ezra barely managed to get out of the way fast enough before he heard the cab driver shout more angry remarks at him. But Ezra didn’t care. There was no time. He had already spotted the blond mop of hair just a few yards away. So, he had to keep running. He didn’t have a choice.

Although Ezra hated to admit it, he had underestimated this particular gentleman. He looked like a real swell with his neat coat and expensive topper, which he had lost somewhere along the way. Most men of his social class didn’t walk, let alone run through the city. This stranger was definitely the exception to that rule.

Ezra took a few more turns, hoping to lose the gentleman on the busy streets. But no matter what route he took, he couldn’t get out of harm’s way. Slowly, desperation crept in. And then he did the only thing he could think of: he headed for a dark alleyway—a dead end—hoping to scale a fence into an adjoining yard. He was sure the gent wouldn’t be able to follow him there.

Ezra smirked when he found what he was looking for a minute later. He took a sharp left turn into the narrow alleyway between two houses. It was barely visible from the street, shrouded in near- complete darkness. Perhaps this was enough to throw his assailant off track. Ezra headed for the fence at the back, but he heard someone approach before he could reach it. He started to panic. What could he do? There was no time to attempt a climb, so he did the next best thing he could think of: hide.

He spotted some old boxes and other rubbish in the right-hand corner of the alleyway. It might just be enough to help him vanish from sight. Swallowing his pride, Ezra squeezed into the tiny space between the wooden planks and the waste. The smell was foul. But he’d known worse. Now all he had to do was remain absolutely silent.

His right leg twitched nervously as footsteps drew nearer, slower this time. For once, the stranger seemed to need to catch his breath. He looked around for a moment and then sighed in frustration. In the darkness, Ezra couldn’t see the man’s face. All he could make out was his silhouette. A tall man indeed, at least a head taller than Ezra. His coat, which had been flying in the wind while he was running, was now hanging on him, perfectly hugging his slim figure.

Ezra nervously bit his fingernails, waiting to see what would happen. Nothing did at first. The man stood in the middle of the alleyway, looking ahead. Then he started to move closer to the fence. Was he trying to figure out if Ezra could have scaled it? Did he think he had escaped? The most pressing question was: would he finally give up?

“If you can still hear me,” the man shouted. It startled Ezra, and he nearly jumped out of his hiding place. Stay calm, he told himself, and tried to do just that.

Suddenly, there was a noise coming from the other side of the fence. A rattling of some sort. For all Ezra knew, it could have been caused by a cat or a mouse. The gentleman, it appeared, took it as a sign of much greater significance.

“Are you still there? Please listen to me, I beg you.”

What was he trying to do? Talk him into giving up?

“I know you think you’ve made a great catch today. And you’d be right. Of course, the watch is worth a lot. But to me, it’s worth even more than its weight in gold. It’s a family heirloom with many memories attached to it. It is very dear to me. So, I make this proposal.”

He moved closer to the fence. If he’d been just a few inches taller, he could have looked straight over it. But luck was on Ezra’s side.

“I can give you money if that’s what you want. Do you hear me? I’ll give you anything you want, anything. I’ll give you my word. The word of a gentleman… if you just…” The man dropped his head and let out a frustrated sigh.

“What am I doing here? I must have gone mad!”

Ezra waited to see what would happen next. The man was clearly talking to himself now. For a moment, he almost took pity on him. That was something he hadn’t felt in years. Odd that he should feel this way now. Perhaps it was simply because Ezra admired the man’s endurance. Or maybe because he respected what the man was trying to do.

Just as Ezra was trying to figure out which of the two it was, the man abruptly turned around and left the alleyway. Had he finally given up? It certainly looked that way.

Ezra should have been relieved. Joyous even. He had finally got what he wanted, yet he didn’t know what to think of the situation. That gentleman was undoubtedly a queer one. In all his years as a pickpocket, no one had ever made Ezra such a tempting offer. But had it been genuine?

Ezra didn’t dare move yet, fearing the gentleman might return. Perhaps he was just waiting for him out on the street. Who knew? So, Ezra stayed put and waited in the dark, dirty corner, thinking about the proposal and carefully weighing his options. Of course, he wasn’t sure if the gent had meant what he had said. Maybe he had just wanted to lure him out into the open? Then again, if he really kept his word, it was something Ezra needed to consider.

Money was always easier to handle than stolen goods. He knew a few jewellery shops and pawnbrokers in Saffron Hill. They didn’t ask too many questions when such valuable items were presented. Usually, that was where Ezra would go when he had stolen a lady’s ring, a gold chain, or the odd bracelet. But it was hard work negotiating a reasonable price. Getting the money straight away was much easier, of course.

Still brooding over the offer, Ezra took the gold watch out of his pocket—a heavy, solid timepiece with a long, gold chain attached to it. As far as he could tell, the lid had some sort of engraving etched on it.

Popping it open, he found a small token inside. A lock of hair— soft. A lady’s, then. Wife? Fiancée? Or perhaps a mistress? One could never be sure with people of the upper class. It might even be the lock of a prostitute, for all he knew. But whoever it had once belonged to, it was clear that this was the sentimental value the gentleman had spoken of. Would he really trade the watch for mere money? It was hard to believe, yet Ezra couldn’t get the thought out of his mind as he sat in the dark alleyway and waited.

“You missed supper,” his father said flatly as Lloyd entered the drawing room. The fire was blazing, keeping the room cosy and warm. That was just what Lloyd needed after a long chase out in the crisp January air.

Sir Lionel Webster, 2nd Baronet of Ashcombe, former Member of Parliament for Westbury and commanding officer in Her Majesty’s forces in India, was hunched over the latest issue of the Evening Standard.

“Good evening, Father. I apologise for the delay. I was…Well, I was held up.”

“Hmm, I see,” he said, his eyes never looking up from the newspaper, not even to light his pipe.

Lloyd waited patiently for a few minutes. He wasn’t sure how or to address the matter of the stolen watch. His father wouldn’t take the news well; that much was certain.

“I’m sure you’ve had more than enough to eat at that shareholders’ banquet,” his father said with a distinct tone of disapproval.

Lloyd knew what his father thought about progress, especially technological progress. His son’s interest in the Metropolitan Railway was nothing more than foolish child’s play in his eyes. Still, it didn’t stop Lloyd from wanting to share his experience.

“Indeed. It was perfect. And you should have seen the new station. A wonder to behold!”

For a moment, Lloyd forgot his worries as he recalled the events of the day.

“Father, you should have been there. The trains were magnificent.”

“Yes, yes,” his father interrupted him impatiently. He folded his newspaper and set his pipe aside.

“I’m sure it was fine. Now, be so good as to call a servant to let the cook know you won’t need her services anymore. I’m sure Mary still has the stove burning.”

Before he had finished his sentence, Lionel rose from the chair and moved in front of the fireplace. He stood with his back towards Lloyd, who didn’t dare say anything else. Unfortunately, he knew this sort of behaviour all too well.

“You may go now,” Lionel added after a short pause.

Lloyd retreated silently, obediently.

At the age of thirty-one, he was an adult, a wealthy one at that. But in his father’s eyes, he was nothing more than a child.

Sir Lionel didn’t take him seriously and never would. A disappointment, that was all Lloyd was. If he had entered the army at an early age, as Lionel had, their relationship might have been different. But Lloyd hadn’t wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps, and thus, he had been punished for it. His father’s disapproval was nearly an everyday occurrence.

But the hour was late, and Lloyd felt too tired to deal with matters that couldn’t be changed. So, accepting his fate, he retreated, heading towards the kitchen. It was located below stairs, next to the servants’ quarters. He could see the gas lamp burning when he knocked on the door.

“It’s just me, Mary,” Lloyd said, poking his head into the kitchen.

“Och, the young lad! Come in, then, come in! The master said you might be coming home late.”

“Sorry for that. I got a bit… sidetracked.”

He sat down at the large table in the middle of the room. Mary had just finished clearing away the dishes.

“What should I make ye? Fancy a bit of roast chicken? Or a meat pie?”

“No, nothing like that. Thanks, Mary, but I’ll just have something cold. Anything left over from dinner will do just fine. Besides, I don’t think my father would approve of you re-heating the oven at this hour.”

“Let me deal with the master. I have these past twenty years. I know how to handle him,” she said, smiling reassuringly.

Mary was the good soul of the house, always cheerful and kind. Even now, she managed to comfort Lloyd. She wasn’t family, but close enough.

A few minutes later, she put a plate with a few slices of ham, cheese, and a bunch of grapes in front of him. Then she poured him a glass of wine and handed him the bread basket.

“Are ye sure that’ll be enough for ye?” she asked once more, worrying over his well-being.

“Yes, quite sure. Thanks, Mary.”

“Right, I’ll be off then. See ye in the morning.”

“Good night.”

After Mary had left, Lloyd sat down to his solitary meal. Nibbling on a piece of bread, he couldn’t stop thinking about the incident with the pickpocket. He almost felt as if he had chased him half across the city. What an exertion that had been! Just thinking about it made Lloyd’s heart beat faster. He hadn’t run like that in years. The unusual effort made his muscles ache. The pain would be much worse in the morning, of course. But it had all been for nothing. In the end, he hadn’t caught the thief. And now, one of the few things in his possession that had meant something to him was gone and lost forever.

Shamefully, he recalled pleading with the pickpocket in that dark alleyway. Lloyd had begged him, unsure whether the man could hear him. What a fool he had been, shouting at a fence. He had done it out of pure desperation, nothing more. And now, all he could do was sit here in this cold kitchen and feel sorry for himself. Pathetic!

For a moment, Lloyd considered going to the police. If he described the pocket watch in full detail, they could track it down. The thief was sure to turn it into money at the first opportunity. It wasn’t unheard of for a valuable piece of jewellery to turn up in some pawn shop in the East End. Perhaps offering a finder’s fee might help.

Lloyd took one more swig from his wineglass and suddenly felt lightheaded. Perhaps it was time to go to bed.

As he got ready to retire for the night, he made up his mind. He was determined to go to the police station first thing tomorrow morning. It was worth a try, at least.

Later that day, hours after sunset, Ezra knocked at a familiar back door. A young lady with thick brown curls answered his call.

“Bess!” he greeted her, overjoyed, removing his hat.

The lady seemed less enthusiastic and eyed him wearily.

“Ezra Taylor, what did I tell you last time?”

He was still smiling as he shrugged, trying to look as if he couldn’t recall.

“Remind me, my dear?”

“I told you to never come back here again!” she shouted furiously, ready to throw the door back in his face.

“Ah, ah,” he stopped her, gently reaching for her arm.

“You said if I came back empty-handed. Well, I didn’t. Not this time.” The young woman frowned.

“Well, what is it? Have you brought money to repay your debts?”

“Not exactly.”

Ezra could see her cheeks turning a cute shade of crimson as she took one step forward, about to push him back onto the street. He quickly reached into his pocket and pulled out the gold watch, still dangling on its long chain.

“Well, what do you say now, my dear?”

He placed the watch in the palm of her hand. She let it rest there a moment before turning it over and inspecting it.

“I guess this ain’t so bad.”

“Not so bad?” He snatched the watch from her hand again, safely restoring it to his pocket. “It’s worth a small fortune!” Ezra exaggerated.

“Maybe,” Bess replied coolly. Then she sighed and swung the door wide open, finally allowing Ezra access to the premises.

“Well then, come along. I trust you still know your way around here.”

He grinned, following her along the corridor and up to the second floor.

“So, how’s business these days?” he asked, looking casually interested.

She glanced back at him almost mischievously.

“You know what it’s like in a house of ill repute. We’re always in season!” she chuckled lightly when they made their way towards one of the bedrooms.

Located just under the roof, Bess’s room was relatively small, measuring no more than ten by ten feet. In winter, it was always too cold, and in summer, too hot. Damp and mildew spread in the room’s corners where the cheap wallpaper was peeling off. Bess didn’t seem to mind, though. At least she had a clean bed, a dresser with a washbasin, and a safe place to call home. That was more than most other girls of her profession could boast.

After entering the room, Ezra immediately threw himself on the bed, spreading his limbs. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept on such a soft mattress.

Bess locked the door and slowly turned around, hands on her broad hips.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“Making myself comfortable?”

“Oh no, sweetheart, not in my bed! If you must stay, stay, but you can sleep on the floor.”

“But I thought…” he began pleadingly, slowly rising from the bed.

“What?” she asked. “You thought a gold pocket watch would buy you a way into my bed?”

He tried his best puppy-eyed face on her, but it didn’t work. She just rolled her eyes.

“I said that when you repaid your debts, I might consider it. At the moment, you only have an old watch. That’s why you can stay on the floor. When you’ve turned it into money, we can talk about it again.”

Ezra threw himself back onto the mattress in a dramatic gesture.

“You are a cruel, cruel woman, Bess.”

She quirked her eyebrows and bent down to push his legs off the bed.

“So, how much can you get for it?”

“I don’t know, to be honest. I was thinking of taking it to Perkins over on Charles Street. He usually gives me a good deal. I’ll go first thing tomorrow morning. Will that satisfy milady?”

“For the moment. And now off with you!”

Ezra gave in and moved to the floor. It was hard and cold, but better than spending another night in the open air.

A while later, Bess took pity and tossed him a blanket. As Ezra curled up in it, he closed his eyes and let his mind wander. Once again, he thought about the strange gentleman whose watch he’d stolen. Ezra couldn’t explain why he hadn’t said anything about this man’s offer to Bess. For right now, he wanted to keep it to himself.

As Ezra lay there in the darkness of the brothel bedroom, he decided to drop by Perkins the following morning just to get a quote. Then, he could decide what to do with the watch. A trip to the West End of town would also be nice. He could see where and how such a gentleman lives if he could find out the address. Still contemplating his possibilities, Ezra drifted off into a dreamless sleep.




THE WORD OF A GENTLEMAN
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“So, what d’you reckon? It’s solid gold, ain’t it?”

Ezra was bending over the pawnshop counter, eager to see what would happen. He had made sure to be Perkins’s first customer of the day. That early in the morning, the old man was usually generous or, as some said, still half asleep.

Ezra waited impatiently as Perkins weighed the watch and scribbled the amount in a small notebook. The short, bald man took his time figuring out the exact value. At last, he seemed to have made up his mind.

“Well, I’d say it’s worth about sixty guineas. I suppose I could give you about forty-five? I probably couldn’t sell it for more than fifty-five.”

Ezra’s eyes grew wide upon hearing Perkins’s estimate. It had been a long time since he had stolen anything quite as valuable. In recent months, luck hadn’t been on his side. He had made a few decent catches, but nothing of such significant value. No wonder that gent had pursued him so ruthlessly.

“That’s...” Ezra stammered. “That’s quite a lot.”

“More than you’d hoped for?” Perkins asked, still bending over the watch to look at the engraving. “Though I fear it won’t be easy to sell,” he continued. “I trust you saw the initial on the front?”

“What about it?”

“I believe it is a family crest, not just initials. Dare I ask where you obtained it?”

“What business is it of yours?” Ezra hissed.

Perkins just shrugged.

“I just thought I’d ask. It’s certainly not a common pocket watch. I’d say it might have belonged to someone important. Undoubtedly a gentleman. Maybe someone with a title,” Perkins concluded.

That was hard to swallow. So, the gentleman who had chased him the day before might have been some sort of lord? It almost seemed like Ezra had bitten off more than he could chew this time around.

“Did you get a good look at the chap you stole it from?”

“Who said I stole it?” Ezra snapped.

But Perkins knew him too well. Still bending over the watch, he frowned at Ezra.

“Please don’t tell me you found it lyin’ around at a doss house. I’m not that daft, Ezra Taylor.”

Ezra sighed, letting his shoulders drop.

“I might have nicked it,” he finally admitted through clenched teeth.

“And the man you stole it from?” Perkins asked again.

Although Ezra had got a decent look at the man, he couldn’t recall any distinguishing features beyond his clothing and hair colour. And those hadn’t been unique by any means. Just what you’d expect from a posh gent.

“Not really. All I know for certain is that he was tall and blond.”

“Hmm,” Perkins hummed as he turned the watch upside down. When he looked more closely at the casing, something caught his interest.

“Well, well, what have we here?” he said with a smirk.

Ezra leaned in close while Perkins pulled out his magnifying glass.

“See that? That tiny engraving at the bottom? It’s a name.”

He held the watch up to the light streaming in from the window.

“Lawrence Webster,” he said after a moment’s pause.

“You’re sure?”

“Here, see for yourself.”

He passed the timepiece to Ezra, who squinted. Perkins was right. Although the letters were tiny and barely noticeable, they clearly read Lawrence Webster. Was that the name of the gentleman?

“Have you heard the name before?” Ezra asked. He was eager to learn more. Given the gentleman’s proposal, any information might prove helpful.

“Well, I’ve heard the family name Webster loads of times. As far as I know, there are Websters in Bethnal Green and some in North London.”

“Hardly fitting for the aristocracy.”

“‘Ere, I didn’t say the former owner was… it was just… an educated guess, ain’t that what they call it?”

Ezra had to stifle a laugh. Perkins, a man in his fifties, knew a lot about his trade, but was he educated? The man had never seen a schoolroom in his life. He might be streetwise, but that was about all.

“Any Websters in the West End that you know of?”

“I bet there are. Hang on, wasn’t there a Member of Parliament called Webster? Not that I’m saying he still is—just something I read a while back.”

That sounded more like it.

“Anyway, what’s it to be? I’m offering you a good deal.”

Perkins was right. The offer was almost too good to be true, and Ezra would be a fool to turn it down.

“Give me a minute,” he said, turning the watch in his hand again. He let his finger glide over the engraving at the front. Should he take the money and not care a whit about anything else? That was why he had come here in the first place, wasn’t it?

“I don’t have all day. Take it or leave it.”

Why was he hesitating? Ezra knew the answer and hated himself for it.

The chase the day before had left a lasting impression. He was intrigued by the stranger and by the offer he had made. Where was the harm if he kept his word and gave Ezra what the watch was worth? The more he tried to reason with himself, the more Ezra knew what he had to do. Damn it!

He took the watch and slipped it back into his jacket pocket without another word.

“You made your choice?” Perkins asked in disbelief.

Ezra nodded, not trusting the strength of his voice. When he left the pawnshop, he hoped he had made the right decision.

Snow had begun to fall in the early hours, just before dawn. It was still dark outside when Lloyd awoke and looked out his bedroom window, overlooking the back garden. He usually loved this time of day when most of the city still rested in slumber. Everything was peaceful and quiet.

He stood by the window, wearing only his thin nightshirt. Such mornings always felt like Christmas and brought back memories of happier days when his mother had been alive. Oh, Mother!

Thinking of her now was more painful than ever. What would she have said about the stolen pocket watch? Closing his eyes, Lloyd swore he could almost hear her soft voice soothing him. It lasted only for a second, and then the memory was gone, melted away like the snowflakes outside his window. Brushing a stray strand of hair behind his ear, Lloyd let it go.

Half an hour later, he was sitting at the dining table, wearing a pristine white shirt, a velvet waistcoat, and black trousers, enjoying a cup of tea. Mary had his breakfast ready and waiting when he came down at seven. One of the younger housemaids had lit a fire in the dining room, making it cosy on this cold January morning. It helped with his grim mood and, along with his first sip of Assam, warmed him from within.

Lloyd decided to go to the police station on the corner of Kensington High Street and Church Street after breakfast. Before retiring to bed the night before, he had sketched the watch and added a few notes about the thief. He didn’t have much to go on, but he had written down the few details he remembered. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much more he could do.

Just as he was about to set off, a visitor arrived.

“Sir Granville Harrowgate to see you,” his father’s footman announced.

As usual, his friend did not wait to be welcomed in. Instead, he barged into the hallway and greeted Lloyd with a gleaming smile.

“Good morning, Lloyd. You’re already dressed, I see. That’s good. Ready to go then?”

Lloyd was surprised to see his friend up and about at such an early hour.

“Granville—what on earth? I thought you never rose before noon.”

“It’s rare, I give you that, but it does happen every now and then. Besides, we have an appointment, or have you already forgotten?”

Lloyd looked at his friend, trying to push aside the fact that his only plan had been to visit the police station. And he was sure Granville knew nothing about that. In fact, he knew nothing about the stolen pocket watch. Lloyd would have to tell Granville about the whole incident, no matter how embarrassing it might sound. But not right now. All Lloyd could do at that moment was shrug, trying his best to look innocent.

“The meeting at the headquarters of the Metropolitan Railway this morning?” Granville reminded him. “You said you’d come. Remember? I told you just yesterday.”

“Oh—that. Right, of course. Sorry, that must have slipped my mind.”

“Good thing I came by to collect you then. Come, my carriage is waiting outside.”

Lloyd didn’t have a choice. He had promised Granville, after all, and as newly appointed shareholders, they both had to attend. So he followed him outside into the snow-clad street. Any thought of visiting the police station would have to wait.

When they arrived at the Metropolitan Railway headquarters, Lloyd decided to finish this meeting as quickly as possible. How long could it take?

As it turned out, much longer than they both had anticipated. With the official opening having been a success, discussions now turned to passenger numbers, the pricing system, and the problems of the steam engine. Although the trains had special boilers installed to minimise steam exhaust, it soon became apparent that a train ride on the Metropolitan Railway would still be a smoky experience for passengers. This was especially true for the open carriages of the third class.

Mr Swindon, whom Lloyd had left standing by Blackfriars Bridge the day before, quickly offered a solution.

“Well, we can’t do anything about the steam. But what if we can use it to our benefit? Let the public know that the exhaust fumes aren’t harmful to health, but might even be beneficial?”

“A marketing campaign, you mean?” Lloyd cut in.

Swindon turned to him immediately. “Exactly, my dear friend. Warm steam could be good for the lungs. Aren’t there places on the continent where doctors send their patients to inhale steam for their health issues? I’m sure I’ve read about it somewhere.”

Lloyd remained unconvinced. Although certain business tactics were commonplace, he thought little of them.

As Swindon rattled on, Lloyd lost interest in the matter altogether. Let the other board members bicker over their petty issues. All he could think about was his stolen pocket watch. Perhaps it was immature of him to dwell on personal matters when much larger problems were being discussed around the table, but he couldn’t help it. That watch meant more to him than anyone could imagine. He had dreamt of giving it to his own son one day. What a foolish notion that now seemed to be.

“Now, let’s come to the plans for the new station,” Sir Cunnings, the discussion leader, announced, finally pulling Lloyd out of his reverie.

Although the new line had only opened the day before, the board was already planning the railway’s expansion. The new terminus was going to be built at Finsbury Circus, much closer to the city. Again, it was an intriguing project with much to discuss. Usually, Lloyd enjoyed meetings such as this. He was eager to add new ideas and see what they would make of them. Today, however, his heart just wasn’t in it.

When the meeting finally ended in the early afternoon, at least some points on the agenda had been addressed. The board went for a late lunch at a gentleman’s club nearby. There would be a three-course meal, followed by a game of pool with cigars and brandy. Although he wasn’t in the mood, Lloyd dutifully tagged along, making light conversation with the other members, as was expected of him.

Granville seemed to be more interested in the latest gossip around the table than in the business plan of the railway. How typical of him. Lloyd wondered if getting his friend on board with this new project had been a good idea. Then again, Granville had contributed a relatively healthy sum of two thousand pounds, so he couldn’t complain.

Lloyd was about to finish his lunch when Swindon leaned over the table.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you, Webster, is everything all right? I was just worried after your hasty departure yesterday.”

After putting his glass back on the table, Lloyd looked up to meet Swindon’s gaze. “I’m… quite all right, thank you. There’s nothing to worry about, I assure you.”

He didn’t know why, but he had no intention of telling Swindon what had happened. Could the man have suspected? In truth, Lloyd was deeply ashamed that a common pickpocket had succeeded in getting away. The last thing he needed was for the whole board to hear about it.

After clearing his throat, Swindon continued, “Well, in that case—I was just wondering. That poor man who stumbled into you… He didn’t get hurt, did he? You followed him so quickly afterwards that I feared something must have happened.”

Lloyd bit his lip and briefly closed his eyes. Why did Swindon have to bring it up now? When Lloyd opened his eyes again, he looked into Swindon’s face and sighed.

“That was nothing. Really.”

Lloyd checked whether any other board member had caught wind of their discussion. But, to his relief, they were all engaged in different conversations. Even Granville was talking to someone else, paying him little attention.

Turning back to Swindon, Lloyd gave him a pointed look, hoping to shut him up. It worked, and soon Swindon switched back to the topic of the railway expansion.

Lloyd let out a sigh of relief as the lunch came to an end about half an hour later. When they took Granville’s carriage back to Knightsbridge, Lloyd realised that he had not said anything about the stolen pocket watch, nor about the fact that he’d chased the thief halfway across town. Perhaps he didn’t want to admit that he had failed—not to his friend, at least. Nevertheless, Lloyd decided he could still go to the police station later that afternoon, after Granville had dropped him off and bid him a good day.

When someone knocked at the front door, Lloyd had just removed his coat and hat. As he was still standing in the hallway, it made little sense to call for a servant. So, he went to answer the door himself.

It had to be Granville, Lloyd thought without a second’s hesitation. He must have left something in his carriage.

When he flung the door open, Lloyd was surprised to find that it wasn’t Granville or any other gentleman of his acquaintance. The man outside was a total stranger. Perhaps one of the servants knew who he was.

“Yes?” Lloyd asked briskly, his form of greeting slightly less polite than usual.

The man, a good head shorter than Lloyd, removed his grey bowler hat and slowly raised his head. He looked like he wanted to say something, but the words stuck in his throat. Who was this man? A beggar, perhaps? Lloyd wondered whilst taking in his shabby appearance.

The man wore an old leather jacket, torn at the right shoulder seam. Underneath was a clean yet outdated waistcoat and brown corduroy trousers that looked about two sizes too small for him.

When their eyes met, Lloyd finally recognised him.

“My God, it’s you!” Lloyd exclaimed, unable to believe his eyes. “The pickpocket from yesterday. You have a nerve showing up here like this!”

He gave the man no chance to explain himself. Instead, Lloyd grabbed him by his sleeve and hauled him into the house. He didn’t want the neighbours to witness the conversation that would follow.

The man looked quite bewildered by this rather rough treatment. Had he expected something different? Though Lloyd was usually the last person on earth to become aggressive, his anger got the better of him at that moment. So he dragged the man and forced him into the nearest reception room, making him sit.

“Now talk. What do you want?”

He grabbed the chair’s armrests and leaned closer, towering over the other man. It seemed to have the desired effect. The stranger looked intimidated as grey eyes met pale blue ones.

“My name is…” he began, his voice low and heavily laced with a Cockney accent.

“I don’t care about your name!” Lloyd hissed, his hands clenching the leather of the armrests. He briefly closed his eyes, reminding himself that patience was a virtue. He took a breath and addressed the man once more.

“You are the man who stole my pocket watch yesterday, correct?”

The man nodded.

“The one I chased half across town?”

Lloyd didn’t move, waiting for the thief’s reaction. Then, when there was none, he drew back, straightening up.

“So, I presume you’ve come here to return the stolen item? I must warn you, however. I don’t take kindly to thieves, even those with a bad conscience.”

“That’s one thing I don’t have,” he said in a cocky tone.

Lloyd raised an eyebrow at that remark.

“I don’t see no wrong in it,” the stranger said, “certainly not when I look around ‘ere,” he continued. Then he pointedly let his gaze glide around the room, lingering briefly on an exquisite painting adorning the opposite wall.

“You really don’t think it was wrong? Stealing from an innocent man?” Lloyd asked. He couldn’t tell if the man was joking or not. He
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