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Synopsis

For once, Ira Adler has it easy. He has money in his
pocket, a comfortable arrangement with an undemanding young man,
and no one’s punched, chased, or shot at him in years. Suddenly, an
explosion turns everything upside down.Eager to leave London, Ira
accompanies his friends to America to settle a family matter. But
though a handsome lawman and a trip aboard a luxurious ocean liner
provide welcome distraction, Ira soon finds himself embroiled in a
plot that stretches from London’s back alleys to the dusty dirt
roads of California. Before he knows it, Ira is up to his neck in
train robbers, rattlesnakes, unscrupulous cattle kings, and
persistent young women driven to frenzy by his exotic accent.Just
when he’s ready to flee back to Britain, Ira gets a fistful of
second chances. But London is calling. Will Ira answer? Or will he
embrace a new life abroad?


Praise for Jess Faraday

Turnbull House

 


“With characters who are layered with charm and
complexity, settings that play out visually like a full color
series of daguerreotypes on the mind, a mystery that reveals how
far apart Ira and Goddard have grown since Ira walked out two years
before, and a fluid prose that draws the reader into the lives of
the characters and the time of the story, Turnbull House is
as flawless a historical novel as I’ve ever read.”—The Novel
Approach

“Turnbull House was special. So addicting. I
needed to read more. The characters were distinct, sexy, and
believable.”—Books A to Z

The Left Hand of Justice

 


The Left Hand of Justice “is an exciting book
with drama, romance, and mystery. The characters were interesting
and strong. Once you get into the story, it is hard to put the book
down.”—Curve magazine

The Affair of the Porcelain Dog

 


“The Affair of the Porcelain Dog is an
excellent mystery. The characters are complex and in general not
what they seem on first sight. Many unexpected twists and turns
keep the novel intriguing right up to the end. The historical
setting of late Victorian London is portrayed accurately. It is
recommended for mystery collections at public libraries, especially
those in gay- and lesbian-friendly areas, and college and
university collections.”—Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender
Round Table of the American Library Association

“Jess Faraday takes you into a very bleak, dangerous,
and inhuman realm. A world without mercy. But despite all this,
she’s able to deliver a beautiful and romantic story…This clever
multi-layered mystery skillfully combined with some very strong
characters will definitely keep you in suspense until the very
end.”—Booked Up Reviews

“The author builds a credible plot through the
actions of diverse, fully-nuanced characters, which keeps the
reader interested…Excellent first novel by a promising new author,
which I give five stars out of five.”—Bob Lind, Echo
Magazine

“Sherlock Holmes Meets Oscar Wilde. Faraday has
written a brilliant Victorian mystery…The careful plot is arranged
like a set of nesting boxes. With Faraday’s smashing writing and
research, Victorian London comes alive through the eyes of a 19th
century outlier.”—The Bright List


Fool’s Gold

© 2015 By Jess Faraday. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-62639-384-4

 


This Electronic Book is published by

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, New York 12185

 


First Edition: April 2015

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in
any form without permission.

 


Credits

Editor: Shelley Thrasher

Production Design: Stacia Seaman

Cover Design By Gabrielle Pendergrast


By the Author

The Affair of the Porcelain Dog

 


The Left Hand of Justice

 


Turnbull House

 


Fool’s Gold


For my uncle, Jim Bradley, who loved trains.


Chapter One

June 1895

 


My friend Bess Lazarus once said that some people
come into our lives to teach us a lesson. I’m quite certain she
wasn’t talking about Cain Goddard when she said it—Bess being a
cornerstone of her church, and Cain Goddard being, aside from my
most memorable former lover, one of London’s most feared crime
lords. But the idea fit nonetheless. Goddard had come and gone from
my life too many times in the past seven years, causing too much
havoc each time, for any of it to be a coincidence. And though I
wasn’t quite ready to start seeing a Divine Hand behind it all,
when I truly thought about it, I knew there had to be a reason,
even if it was just my own stubborn nature, that I hadn’t been able
to dismiss him completely from my mind.

“Somebody’s thinking deep thoughts,” Lawrence said,
stretching lazily in the patch of sunlight streaming through the
bedroom window onto his naked form. A compact twenty-five-year-old
with muscles rippling under creamy skin dusted with golden hair, he
knew he was appealing but wasn’t smug about it. I rolled over and
kissed his perfect pointed chin.

“Nothing worth worrying about.”

“Nothing is, I find.”

“And that’s why I enjoy your company so much.”

“Deep thoughts give you wrinkles.” He traced the
creases at the edge of my right eye with his square finger. “Though
I must say, they suit you.”

“You just like older men.”

Smiling sleepily, he shrugged his wide shoulders.
His main accomplishments at Cambridge had been leading the rugby
club to glory and sleeping his way through his college. He led his
adult life in much the same way. “What can I say? Men my age are
empty-headed, flighty, and only after one thing.”

“Which is why I like you,” I said.

He stared at me for a split second in mock affront,
then clouted me with his pillow.

I’d met Lawrence several years earlier, at the
American Bar. My life had been a screaming mess at the time, but
I’d remembered his open smile and the kind twinkle in his eyes. I’d
gone back every now and then to look for him, and one of those
times I’d found him. He was as easy a companion as his smile had
suggested he would be. Enthusiastic and undemanding. Exactly the
balm my bruised spirit had needed after Cain Goddard had turned my
life upside down—again. We looped in and out of each other’s orbits
a couple times a month—always companionable, never deep enough to
argue over anything. He probably maintained a handful of similar
companions, and I didn’t mind. What we had was pleasant, ephemeral,
and limited.

Lawrence would never, for example, see my flat.

We always met at his—that is, the set of rooms his
parents maintained for him in Chelsea. Lawrence came from money and
would have been horrified at my single room on Aldersgate Street.
My room horrified me at times. But we never discussed my lodgings,
or the fact that I supported myself as a secretary-typist, or spent
my free time educating street children in Spitalfields. Our days
and nights passed like spun sugar and the smoke from fine tobacco.
Theatres, restaurants, the occasional party—always ending up
between the starched, lavender-scented sheets of his overstuffed
bed. If I were to disappear, he wouldn’t miss me for long before
the next handsome face caught his eye. And I liked it that way.

“What are your plans for the day, then?” he asked,
his gentle way of indicating that our time was coming to an
end.

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “Perhaps I’ll go for a
walk in the park.”

It wasn’t a grand lie, but my answer hadn’t been
completely honest. The reason I’d been thinking about Goddard was
folded twice and tucked into the breast pocket of my waistcoat.
After a little less than three years of silence, Goddard had
summoned me back to the home we’d once shared on York Street. At
one point, the invitation would have filled me with dread-tinged
excitement. After all this time, though, all that remained was mild
curiosity. Goddard’s ill-gotten riches held no more temptation for
me. Neither did the idea of his company, though I’d loved him once.
Yes, it was an excellent morning for a walk, and I would indeed
take the route through Hyde Park—because it was the most direct
path to the house on York Street, but more importantly because it
pleased me to do so.

The weather was delightful. Undiluted sun bathed the
chic streets of Chelsea, filtering through the trees and caressing
the manicured grass as I entered the park from the south. The air
was still—warm and moist, like a kiss—but not yet hot enough to
make me want to toss my jacket into the Serpentine. It had been
under the great weeping beech tree near the grand entrance—could it
really be six years ago?—that Goddard had bared his feelings and
asked me to stay on at York Street permanently. And I…I had
hesitated. A fortunate thing, for it had become clear, not long
after, the price at which my life of luxury was being purchased. If
that hadn’t forced me to realize I’d outgrown being kept by Cain
Goddard, then our catastrophic reunion a few years later would
have.

For an instant I was back in that alley off Fleet
Street, the noise of passing revelers echoing in my ears while
Goddard vented his anger on my flesh. The assault had been a sharp
reminder of Goddard’s darker side. For while I’d once known him
privately as a kind and generous benefactor, I’d lost sight of the
fact that he was also the dreaded Duke of Dorset Street, with
discipline to maintain and a reputation to uphold. I’d broken
discipline by prying into his business affairs. Worse, I’d injured
his pride on a very personal level. His retaliation had been, of
course, completely out of proportion. But in the framework in which
Goddard operated, it had been both logical and fitting.

He’d made some extraordinary gestures of apology
since then. I’d consented to meet him twice. But even after nearly
three years, in his warm, reasonable tones I heard only the tight
echoes of anger. The gentle brush of his fingers was, to me, as a
steely, bruising grip. His eyes were the worst, though, for the
unbearable mixture of arrogance and shame was as fresh and real as
it had been when I’d stood over him at the end of that terrible
night, my fist throbbing as his split lower lip swelled and purpled
in the moonlight.

Goddard knew I’d never forgive him, never trust him
again. It had been ever so long since he’d last contacted me, and I
certainly hadn’t reached out to him. It was curiosity that was
causing me to respond to his summons now, that was all. And to my
credit, I was deliberately an hour late. Even so, suddenly drenched
in sweat and clenching my fists until my knuckles went white, I
nearly turned back.

The air brushed my cheek with another kiss. It was
fruitless to keep reminding myself of these things. Too much had
passed, both good and bad, between Goddard and myself, for there to
be any profit in weighing the panic coursing through my veins
against the sentimental tightening in my chest. Every time
Goddard’s world and mine overlapped, it was always to remind me of
our fundamental incompatibility. Best to have done with it, once
and for all. Turning, I headed north and exited the park through
the marble columns of the grand entrance.

Cain Goddard lived near the intersection of York
Street and the Baker Street made famous in those stories in The
Strand. To the east of that lay Regent’s Park, then City
University. From there, my own home was a sharp drop south.
Goddard’s house was three stories of brick, polished glass, painted
wood, and scrubbed steps. He maintained three servants, all women,
and to a person discreet, hardworking, and exorbitantly paid.
Though he’d given up the academic ambitions that had been scuppered
by a scandal involving one of his students, he hadn’t abandoned his
passion for knowledge. It was a sure bet that those three women
were the best-educated servants on York Street.

I reached the corner at Gloucester Place, waited for
a lorry to rumble past, and then crossed the road. York Street was
sedate that morning, while up ahead, Baker Street, perpendicular,
bustled with activity. A movement in the front window of Goddard’s
house—a twitch of the lace curtain, the flash of a face in the
glass—caused my pulse to race. I’d not have expected Goddard to be
waiting in the vestibule like an excited child, but rather sitting
in the morning room with his Literary Quarterly, waiting for
his housekeeper to deliver me to him. I walked faster in spite of
myself.

It’s hard to say what stopped me just short of the
front stairs. The street fell suddenly quiet, as if all of London
were holding its breath. Behind the lace curtain, I could make out
Goddard’s profile in silhouette. He had turned away from the window
and was examining his watch. The silence was so complete at that
moment, I swear I could hear the gold timepiece ticking in his
hand.

And then the building exploded, outward and up,
showering the street and lamps and houses with burning chunks of
brick and glass.


Chapter Two

“Fire!” I shouted. Blinded and burning, I scrambled
to my feet. “For God’s sake, someone fetch the fire brigade!”

Windows screeched open. Doors slammed. Well-shod
feet slapped the pavement all around me. Everything sounded faraway
and muffled, as if my ears were stuffed with cotton wool. My face
felt on fire, and I had shards of glass like needles in my scalp
and hands. My hat. Where was my hat?

The municipal fire alarm wailed. At least forty such
alarms were positioned around London, and Regent’s Park had more
than its share. People streamed out of doors and alleys, and the
pavement was suddenly clotted with neighbors and Baker Street
idlers drawn by the promise of excitement.

“Blimey, Mr. Ira, sir!” Two arms pulled me out of
the way as a chunk of smoldering debris crashed to the ground where
I’d been standing. As my vision began to clear, I made out the thin
form of Goddard’s housekeeper, Eileen. Her brown hair was swept
back into a serious bun, and her pinched features were grave.
“What’s happened, sir? Did you see? Good Lord, Mr. Ira, your
face!”

“The house…Dr. Goddard…” I stammered as she picked
bits of glass from the side of my neck. Something warm and wet
slithered down my left cheek. Absently I wiped at it with my
sleeve.

“Lord, is he inside?” she demanded, looking up from
her work.

I nodded. “What about your cook? The downstairs
maid?”

She gestured behind her, toward two young women—a
plump, ginger-haired lass and a scrawny brunette—who were clutching
each other in fright. “We’re all here. Me, Annie, and Daisy. It’s
our day off. We were on our way to the zoo when we heard the
noise.”

“He gave you a whole day off?” My ears were still
ringing. I couldn’t have heard right. Two afternoons a month was
what Goddard allowed, and never all three servants at once.

“Can you credit it?” She glanced toward the burning
wreckage that had been her home…and had once been mine.

A discomfiting thought began to take shape in my
mind but scattered as four draught horses thundered up York Street,
pulling a pumper wagon behind them. The ladies and I moved to the
side as the crowd parted. There wasn’t much in the way of flame, at
least from where I was standing, but the air was heavy and hot with
smoke.

“Oh, Mr. Ira, your face,” she wailed
again.

“Is it really that bad?”

She squinted at me appraisingly. Then she licked a
thumb and drew it down my cheek.

“Ouch!”

She cracked a smile. “Ain’t as bad as I thought.
It’s going to hurt plenty, though. And you really should wash when
you get home.”

A pair of canvas-swaddled firemen jumped down from
the wagon and pushed past me. Nudging Eileen out of the way, I
grabbed one man’s thick sleeve as he passed.

“There’s a man in there. On the ground floor.”

“We’ll do what we can, sir.” His voice was muffled
by the hood that hid his head. His words were puffs of condensation
against the dark glass faceplate.

“I’m sure he’s alive. Can’t you go any faster?”

“I said we’ll do our best.” He pushed me gently but
firmly to the side. I ran after them and was nearly up the stairs
when a section of the front wall collapsed at my toes.

“Sir, you can’t be ’ere.” A pair of hands grasped me
roughly this time and pulled me down the steps.

“But—”

“Keep ’im away!” the first fireman snapped.

“Mr. Adler? What are you doing here?”

I whirled to face the familiar voice, the comforting
but unyielding hands grasping me by the shoulders.

“Mr. Watkins!” I cried. Henry Watkins was Goddard’s
second-in-command. A good man. This wasn’t the first time he’d kept
me from chasing Goddard into a burning building. Beneath his tidy
bowler and ginger whiskers, Watkins looked grave. What was he doing
there?

“Come away, now, Mr. Adler. Ain’t nuffin’ you can do
here ’cept get yourself hurt. And I guarantee Dr. Goddard wouldn’t
want that.”

Wouldn’t he?

What kind of a thought was that? And yet my initial
apprehension was fast coalescing into an idea that turned my blood
to ice. Goddard had sent the servants away for the entire day. He’d
instructed me to come at ten o’clock. If I’d been on time, I’d be
lying under a pile of burning rubble with him. Had that been his
intent? It was insane, and yet…

“Let me go,” I said, twisting away from Goddard’s
man. Watkins was strong enough to have kept his grip, but he turned
me loose without a fight.

“They found someone!” a man cried.

Sparing Watkins a brief glance, I ran toward where
two firemen were emerging from the wreckage, dragging a third man
by the arms. It was Goddard all right. I could tell from his suit,
though his face had been mutilated in the blast, and every inch of
exposed skin was burnt black. As the firemen set him down, his gold
watch—the one I’d given him years ago on his birthday—spilled out
of his ruined waistcoat.

“Be careful!” I cried, my suspicions fading to
insignificance in the presence of Goddard’s very real injuries.
“What do you think you’re doing, dragging him like that? This man
needs a hospital!”

One of the firemen looked at me for a moment, his
expression unreadable through the tinted faceplate. Through the
darkened glass, I thought I could make out heavy, slab-like cheeks
and a nose that had been broken too many times.

“Sorry, sir,” the man said, his gravelly East End
voice at once familiar and strange. “’E don’t need no ’orspital.
Not no more. Wot ’e need is a coffin maker.”

I squinted at the badge pinned to his protective
jacket. The metal was fire-blackened to the point where the
engraved name and number were almost indecipherable.
Stimson, I thought. And was it 949? Or 494? Or were some of
those eights? Then his words registered.

“A coffin maker?”

My chest contracted painfully. I fought the hot,
cinder-laden air for breath. Whether Goddard had set the blast and
whether he’d intended to take me with him was unimportant. Whatever
conflicts remained between us were immaterial. He was dead, now,
and I’d never see him again.

“Mr. Adler,” Watkins said, suddenly at my shoulder.
He spoke softly and rapidly. “Mrs. Murphy and her young ladies
shouldn’t be seein’ this up close, like. Help me get them
somewheres safe.”

He set a hand on my shoulder but didn’t force the
issue. A few seconds passed, and then Watkins knelt down, unhooked
Goddard’s watch from the chain, and set it in my hands. The crystal
was cracked, the metal burnt black, but it was still ticking. I
staggered back while more firemen rushed up the stairs with a
canvas litter and a sheet. As they loaded Goddard onto the
stretcher, none too gently, Watkins said again, “Mr. Adler, the
ladies is waitin’.”

*

We ended up in the back room of a middling teahouse
on Baker Street. Watkins looked out of place there amid the lace
and flowers, though the ladies seemed comfortable, which was the
important thing. Eileen and her girls looked surprisingly well for
having lost both their home and their positions. I, on the other
hand, was very close to being sick.

Watkins nudged my arm with his elbow, nodding toward
the cup going cold in front of me. “Hot, sweet tea for a shock. Me
mum always swore by it.”

Normally I abhor sugar in my tea, but I forced a bit
down. It did make me feel better. Eileen had dabbed at my cuts and
abrasions with a moist serviette. They still stung, but at least
they were clean. The ladies sipped politely as Watkins poured
himself a second cup. No one had touched the biscuits.

“Well,” Eileen ventured. “That’s that, then.”

The resignation in her voice—much too much of it for
someone just turned twenty—pulled me out of my misery. She exhaled
heavily, tucking a strand of mousy hair back into its
now-disheveled bun. She suddenly looked very slight and fragile in
her once-crisp housekeeper’s dress. Where would she go now? What
would she do?

“Do you have a place to stay, Eileen?” I asked. “And
your girls?” My mind raced. Where could I put them? Surely not in
my single room.

Eileen’s thin fingers twisted the black fabric of
her skirt. “I got an auntie in Brixton I can stay wiv’. Annie and
Daisy, too, for a bit. Pity we can’t get no reference.” Her
careful, precise speech, cultivated through years under Goddard’s
tutelage, was fast slipping back into her native East End
dialect.

“I’ll check with the solicitor, miss,” Watkins said.
“I’m sure Dr. Goddard made some sort of provision, like. You
remember how he always had fings planned.”

“I’ll write you a reference, Eileen,” I said. After
all, she’d worked for me, too, while I’d lived at York Street. I
handed her my card.

“Thanks, Mr. Ira.”

The door of the private room opened then, and an
apologetic waitress informed us that the cab Watkins had ordered
for the ladies had arrived. Watkins and I walked them to the curb
and bid them farewell. As the carriage pulled away, he set a hand
on my shoulder.

“Now that the ladies is seen to, there’s business to
discuss.” He ushered me back into the private room of the teahouse
and shut the door behind us.

I sat, and he lowered himself onto the chair across
from me. I hadn’t been in Goddard’s inner circle for many years,
but Watkins had been instrumental in the business Goddard and I had
conducted since then. I doubted he knew about Goddard’s and my
intimate history, but instinct seemed to have informed him that I’d
been a close personal acquaintance.

“I’ll send a message to the coffin maker.” He ticked
off the points on one hand as if he’d memorized them. “An’ another
one to Mr. Wiley at the Necropolis Company. Dr. Goddard wanted
cremation wiv’ a second-class nonconformist burial. No service. All
paid in advance.” He gave me an apologetic glance. “I’m sorry, Mr.
Adler, there weren’t no mention of a rail ticket for you.”

I nodded. Goddard would ride that last train—to the
sprawling necropolis outside of London—with essential personnel
only. No ceremony, as little expense as possible. Ashes to
ashes.

“But you’re going with him?” I asked. “He won’t
be…alone.” Why this thought should bother me when I hadn’t seen the
man in years, or wanted to, I couldn’t say, but I suddenly found
the thought of it unbearable.

“That’s right, sir.”

“Good.” I paused. “You seem to know a lot about
Goddard’s plans for this particular contingency.”

“It were me job to know,” he said with a shrug.

“It were?” I asked. “I mean, it was?” Of course it
was. And Goddard’s number two would be moving up, now. “Oh…yes…I
suppose congratulations are in order.”

I didn’t know if that was the right thing to say to
someone who had just ascended to the head of a criminal
organization, but Watkins seemed to appreciate the sentiment. I
doubted he was rapacious enough to expand the empire Goddard had
started, but he would maintain it well. He would be especially
good, I realized, at settling any remaining conflicts between
Goddard’s organization and its rivals before those conflicts
erupted into war.

Which opened up another explanation for the
explosion. Goddard wasn’t the only shark infesting the murky waters
of London’s underworld. Though he found it a waste of resources to
initiate conflict, I’d personally seen Goddard stab some very
dangerous people in the back when it seemed expedient to do so.
Such people were not in the habit of turning the other cheek.

“Any idea who might have done this?” I asked.

Watkins’s expression sharpened. He gave one curt
nod. “I got me ideas. But you know I can’t say nuffin’ ’bout that.
Dr. Goddard—”

“Would have wanted me kept out of it entirely.”

“For your own safety.”

His tone betrayed no deception. If Goddard had
planned, for whatever reason, to blow us both to eternity, he
hadn’t let Watkins in on it. And a dramatic murder-suicide was
hardly Goddard’s style. Yet I couldn’t shake my suspicions
regarding the timing of the explosion, or the fact that Goddard had
sent the servants away for the day. If he hadn’t intended to
deliver us both to a fiery death, what had he, after a disastrous
parting and two and a half years of silence, actually intended?

“There’s the matter of the will,” Watkins said. “I
ain’t read the document, but Dr. Goddard’s solicitor were under
instructions to contact you. Name of Caruthers.”

Now that was curious. I had no idea what to make of
it.

“I’ll…expect him,” I said. “Well, I suppose that’s
that, then, as Eileen would say.” I rose, reaching into my pocket
for some coins, but Watkins shook his head.

“Already taken care of, Mr. Adler.”

“Thank you.” They say there’s no honor among
thieves, but Watkins was as solid a man as I’d ever known. That
he’d worked for the Duke of Dorset Street was no matter. He carried
out his duties faithfully, with good judgment and alacrity. Had
things gone differently between Goddard and myself, we might have
been friends. As we shook hands, I said, “And good luck, Mr.
Watkins. I always knew you’d get on.”


Chapter Three

I tried to go back a few times to Turnbull House,
the youth shelter I’d built with Tim and Bess Lazarus. But the way
everyone walked on glass around me just made me more aware of the
unreasonable degree to which Goddard’s death was affecting me.
Perhaps I was mourning what might have been, had events not
conspired to push me out of Goddard’s nest. More likely I was
feeling the death of illusion. For unless I’d maintained a wall of
deliberate ignorance, I could not have remained at York Street
indefinitely, knowing the human cost of my silk sheets and Egyptian
tobacco. And I didn’t know if I would ever completely forgive his
inexcusable assault in that alley off Fleet Street. Goddard’s death
should have meant nothing by this point. A few lines at the back of
a newspaper. At one time the news might have even made me
happy.

Yet the finality of his absence sat heavy on my
shoulders. It wasn’t merely that he was gone from my life—he had
been for years—but now it would always be so.

My desk at home was piling up with paying work, but
I found it impossible to concentrate. A good fuck might have
cleared my head. Then again, it might have shattered me completely.
The gossamer spun-sugar threads that connected Lawrence and myself
would never have weathered the strain. I ended up spending the next
few days walking the sun-dappled streets, and the evenings
staggering around the smoke-filled cider house around the corner,
slopping sour beer onto the sawdust floors until they threw me
out.

It was inevitable, perhaps, that my peregrinations
should lead me back to the burnt-out shell of the house on York
Street. That, and my own curiosity. I was no stranger to
explosions, having investigated, not long ago, a sugar refinery
that had been gutted when a makeshift laboratory blew up in the
basement. I was no expert, either—for that, I’d have had to defer
to my friend Andrew St. Andrews, who had explored the refinery with
me and advised me of the story told by the ash and residues. But I
was in no mood for company during that first week after Goddard’s
death. Nor for a proper investigation, if it came down to it. No, I
just wanted to see the place again, to make sure I hadn’t,
perversely, imagined it all.

Nearly a week had passed since the explosion. The
city had cleared the rubble from the pavement and erected a token
fence around the property, with a warning sign or two. However, it
looked as if it would fall to the new owners of the property—should
Watkins manage to unload it—to tear down the building. The
neighbors couldn’t have been pleased. Still, at least the vagrants
and vandals had left the place alone. I could see part of the
inlaid entryway table buried under a pile of books and rubble.
There was no food debris, no telltale whiff of urine. One of the
perks of living in a neighborhood like Goddard’s, I supposed,
though it was more likely due to the mountain of a man standing
guard just inside the ruined entryway. I didn’t recognize him, but
he looked like someone Watkins might have chosen for the task—tall,
hard-bodied, gruff-featured, and wearing a wicked knife at his
belt. When I stopped on the pavement before Goddard’s house, he met
my eye but didn’t acknowledge my nod.

The sun hadn’t yet set, but it was on its way down.
I stood at the base of the front steps, trying to ignore the
guard’s hard stare. The explosion had torn the front door off its
hinges and blown the entryway and the front half of the morning
room to Kingdom Come. The damage extended to the base of the
staircase leading to the upper floors. However, the stairs at the
top appeared unscathed. Much of the facade had come down on the
right side, and if I stood on tiptoes, I could look all the way
down where the servants’ stairs had been, into a basically
undamaged kitchen. The left side of the house appeared almost
entirely intact. Goddard’s private office was back there. If
Watkins had any sense, he’d have cleared it out the minute the
firemen had disappeared.

Had Goddard’s crimes caught up with him? Watkins had
certainly thought so. For a moment, I considered hiring St. Andrews
to look into the matter. Of course I probably couldn’t afford him
now. He’d been making quite a name for himself as a consulting
detective, and any past favors I’d done him were long since repaid.
I looked up to the window, beyond which lay the bed that Goddard
and I had once shared. Even with the remains of the house staring
me in the face, it still seemed unreal. As I stepped up onto the
bottom front stair, a chunk of plaster broke free of the ceiling
and shattered on the charred floorboards. The guard stepped out
into full view, his expression challenging me to take one step
closer. Taking my cue, I stepped down, turned, and began the long
walk home.

When I arrived back at my room, I lay down on my bed
and stayed there until some days later, when a letter arrived from
Mr. Caruthers.

The will was to be read the following Tuesday at
eleven. When the day came, I sobered up, put on my best, and went
down to the solicitor’s office in St. James’s. There wasn’t much to
say, and that was good. The solicitor’s words slipped past me like
dream fragments. I tried to concentrate, but the words seemed to
disintegrate before I could attach any meaning to them. Eileen and
the other two received their references, I think, and a bit of
cash—as did Turnbull House. Another lump was set aside for some
sort of fighting-arts club. At the conclusion of the meeting, Mr.
Caruthers handed me an envelope, which I tucked into my pocket. At
this point, eyes burning, and fighting the lump in my throat, I
fled.

The envelope stayed in my jacket pocket for the next
week, at which point Dr. Tim Lazarus, my closest friend and my
partner in the Turnbull House venture, took his life in his hands
and came to visit.

“I say, Adler.” He tucked his picklocks back into
his pocket and walked into the room, dramatically fanning the air
in front of his face. “A bit whiffy in here, don’t you think?”

I shrugged. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d
had a scrub. I’d been wearing the same clothes for days, and I
didn’t care.

“At least open the window,” he said.

Lazarus was, as always, dressed crisply and well,
though not well enough to intimidate the patients in his East End
clinic, or the street children he looked after at Turnbull House.
He smelled of soap and shaving powder, and his salt-and-pepper hair
had been trimmed that very morning. He sported a new and rather
daring set of sideburns. Feeling a flicker of self-consciousness, I
ran a hand over my own black briar patch of a beard.

When I didn’t abandon my little nest of sheets on
the edge of the bed, he crossed to the window himself. I groaned as
he pushed the curtain aside, but even as I pulled the bedclothes
around my head and rolled toward the wall, I secretly appreciated
the rush of fresh air. His lively footsteps came back across the
room to my bed, and he poked me gently with the toe of one sharp
boot.

“Now, get up and wash.”

I glared at him over my shoulder.

“Don’t look at me that way. I’m a doctor.”

I did as I was told. Sometimes that’s the best a
person can do. And the truth was, even I recognized it was time to
pull myself out of my cocoon of self-pity. I just hadn’t known how.
Slowly I peeled off the covers and sat up.

My flat looked different in the light of day. Same
tired desk and chair, same tattered commode-screen, same
traffic-worn rug underneath it all. But while I’m generally tidy,
I’d let the place descend into squalor. Dirty clothes on the floor.
Dirty dishes beside them. I didn’t have enough possessions to
clutter up the place, but what I did have I’d allowed to congeal
into an appalling mess. Good God, had I no pride at all?

I stood and shambled toward the washstand. Lazarus
had already filled the pitcher and the enamel basin. I poked a
tentative finger at the water.

“Not just hands and face. Take your shirt off,
too.”

“You’d like that,” I muttered. But, after splashing
off my face, I dutifully ran a wet cloth under my arms and over my
torso. Surprisingly, my mood began to lift with the grime. I leaned
over the basin and used my shaving cup to pour water over my head.
My scalp tingled as I scrubbed with my fingers. By the time I
toweled my hair dry and brushed my teeth, I was feeling almost
optimistic.

“Better?” he asked, snatching away my old shirt
before I could put it back on. He nodded toward the clean one he’d
taken from my wardrobe.

“Infinitely.”

“Good.”

He smiled. On the cusp of forty, Dr. Tim Lazarus was
the person who had known me the longest. Efficient, quick-thinking,
and eminently logical—at least when he wasn’t overwhelming himself
with the virtuous burdens of charity work and family life—Tim was
my best friend, and I was lucky to have him.

“Now, you’ve wallowed in your loss long enough. It’s
time to decide what you’re going to do.”

“Do?”

“All of London, it seems, has been storming Turnbull
House in an attempt to procure your typing services. Apparently you
haven’t been responding to queries sent to your home.” He nodded
pointedly at the unopened post piled near the wall where it had
been slipped beneath the front door. “And while our messenger
service thanks you for the sixpence each message brings in, I can’t
help but think your ignoring your clients is venturing into the
realm of self-destructiveness. As your friend and physician, I’m
telling you it’s time to make some decisions.”

I dropped back down onto my bed and ran a hand over
my face. He was right. He was almost always right.

“I’ve tried to work, Tim. My desk is overflowing.
But every time I look at it, it makes my eyes cross. I can’t
concentrate. I get so frustrated I want to throw it all onto the
fire.”

Lazarus sat down on the bed beside me. “Believe it
or not, I understand. Tell me, do you actually need the work?”

“What?”

“If you were to toss it all in the bin, would you be
in danger of losing the rent?”

“I don’t think so.” There’d been quite a bit of work
in the past few months, come to think of it. I’d learned to live
frugally and had even managed to put a bit aside. “But some of it
was paid in advance.”

“Then you do have to finish that. As for the rest, I
shall inform your clients that due to a sudden illness, you’re
unable to take on any new projects. Agreed?”

I watched him walk to my desk, sweep the great cloud
of papers into a pile, and tamp the pile into a neat stack. This he
brought back and set on the floor at my feet.

“Now, I’m going to hold up each of these papers in
turn. All you have to do is say ‘yes’ if you’ve already received
payment for it. Can you do that?”

“I’m not an invalid, Tim,” I said, though the
gratitude I felt at this simple kindness was profound. As the
unwieldy mass of paper was gradually reduced to two neat stacks, I
felt the tension drain from my shoulders and neck. The final pile
of obligatory work appeared quite manageable. “That’s all?” I
asked. “I could polish that off in a day.”

“Then do it,” Tim said. “And when you’ve finished,
have a shave, then come see me at Turnbull House. I have a
proposition for you.” He stood.

“Thank you,” I said as he made his way to the door,
though the words didn’t seem even remotely sufficient.

He turned. “Think nothing of it.” He paused. “You’ve
been a good friend to me, Ira. Better than I deserve. I’m glad I
could return the favor. By the way, Dr. Goddard left a generous
bequest to Turnbull House. I’m almost ashamed of all those things I
said about the man over the years.”

“Oh yes, of course. I meant to give you the papers
from the solicitor.” I stood to get to my coat, where Mr.
Caruthers’s envelope still waited in the pocket.

Lazarus frowned. “But the papers arrived several
days ago, along with the cheque.”

“Then what did the solicitor give me?”

Lazarus shrugged. “Some sort of disposition, I would
imagine. You mean to say you didn’t look?”

“I figured it was about the Turnbull House
bequest.”

“Ira!”

I nearly tripped over myself trying to get to the
coat. My mind raced, wondering what Goddard could possibly have
left to me. When I fished the envelope out of the pocket, the
reminder was suddenly more than I could bear. I thrust it at
Lazarus. He frowned.

“Please,” I said.

Shrugging, he did as I asked. I watched his eyes
travel over the text as he read and reread the letter. Finally he
looked up.

“Well?” I demanded.

“Well.” He folded the letter and held it out to me.
His fingers were shaking. “It seems, Mr. Adler, you are now an
extremely wealthy man.”


Chapter Four

A well-paid butler earns fifty-two pounds per annum
plus room and board. A clerk can pull in around ninety. The
leasehold for the two-story Turnbull House building was purchased
for four hundred eleven quid and change.

The quarter million waiting for me in a strongbox in
St. James’s was enough to render both Lazarus and me incapable of
speech for a full five minutes.

It was poetic justice, I supposed, that I’d have to
go through Rupert Sudworth to get it. One final ironic touch. Or,
more likely, Goddard hadn’t taken into account the inconvenience to
me of dealing with Sudworth in the event of his own unexpected
death.

“Luncheon on me?” I asked.

Lazarus smiled grimly. “For the rest of your
life.”

I shaved, slicked back my hair, and we went to the
Criterion. For me, the place was resonant with memories: the Mecca
for men who preferred men’s company—which is why Goddard would
never take me there; the last time I saw my late friend Nate
Turnbull, for whom we named our youth shelter; the site of many
pleasant evenings with Wilde and his friends; my first meal
following a short stint in police custody; the place I first set
eyes on Lawrence.

For Lazarus, luncheon there was a once-in-a-lifetime
experience of unspeakable luxury, and I was happy to provide
it.

“More champagne?” I asked, tipping the bottle toward
him. He demurred.

“Can’t very well go back to the shelter tipsy.
Perhaps if I were a man of leisure.” He smirked.

“I didn’t ask for this.”

“I know, Adler.” He paused for a moment, then
gestured for me to refill his glass. He raised it. “To Cain
Goddard, a man…of contradictions.”

I tapped my glass against his, and we polished off
the remainder of the bottle. The table was covered with plates
bearing the remains of an obscene number of obscenely expensive
dishes. I leaned discreetly back against my chair, tempted to
unbutton my waistcoat. Lazarus stifled a belch. After a tense
moment of silence, I cleared my throat.

“You said you had some sort of proposition,” I
said.

“Oh, yes. Fancy a trip to California?”

“Excuse me?”

He smirked again, pleased, no doubt, that such a
stolid man as himself was still capable of surprising someone whose
life must have seemed a continuous parade of mind-altering sex,
fancy meals, and explosions.

“Bess, as you know, comes from across the pond—a
little town called Pyrite, in Central California. A distant
relative passed away recently and left her family a gold claim. The
mine was exhausted in the fifties. At least that’s what everyone
believed. But someone’s been pressuring Bess’s mother to sell.
She’s recently widowed, if you remember.”

I did remember. The months after Bess received the
news of her father’s passing a year earlier had been difficult for
everyone. It had really hammered home how dependent we all had
become upon Bess’s indefatigable energy and relentless
optimism.

“There’s a younger sister as well,” Tim said. “But
aside from that, they have no other people in the area, and the
would-be buyer is becoming aggressive. Bess thought we’d go to lend
her some support, and I thought you might like to leave London for
a bit. There’s also the matter of Claire.”

Claire was Tim and Bess’s precocious
almost-four-year-old daughter. Having inherited her father’s
intellect and her mother’s charisma, she was well on her way to
becoming the most appealing little martinet the world had ever
known. She was the only person in the world for whom I’d happily
drop to all fours and bark like a dog, for example. At least
without money being exchanged. I adored her. And yet…

“You want me to go as your nanny?” I asked.

Lazarus shrugged. “Do you have anything better to do
at present?”

I thought for a moment. With the money Goddard had
left me, I was free to do as I pleased. But with the reality of his
death still a raw spot on my soul, I wasn’t sure anything would
ever please me again. Perhaps a change of scenery would do me good.
And if I was spending all my time trying to keep Claire out of
mischief—as Herculean a task as it sounds—I wouldn’t have time to
dwell on my own misery.

“When are you leaving?” I asked.

“Day after tomorrow.”

“So I have quite a bit of time to think about it,
then.”

“I figured I’d put the idea to you the next time you
showed up at Turnbull House. Not my fault you stayed away so long.
But at least we’ve already taken care of your tickets. Quite
expensive, by the way, and not eligible for refund.”

“So there’s no pressure, either,” I said.

Lazarus grinned.

Well, really, what did I have to keep me in London?
Turnbull House was doing fine without me. There were plenty more
talented—and motivated—secretaries than I. And Lawrence? I’d miss
Lawrence. But there was nothing between us that would suffer
irreparable damage by my absence for a month or two. Or even
longer.

I raised my glass again. “I’ll do it.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“But I want something in return.”

Lazarus quirked an eyebrow.

“Go with me to deal with Rupert Sudworth.”

“Who the devil is Rupert Sudworth?”

“Exactly.”

Sudworth was a financier and had been instrumental
in a number of Goddard’s schemes. He was successful, charming, and
also, I believe, a psychopath. I’d known a number of young men who
had come to a bad end after being drawn into his web. Nothing that
could be proved, of course, but I wasn’t the only one who felt the
temperature drop when Rupert Sudworth entered the room. Sudworth’s
particular expertise was making dirty money look clean. Apparently
this included the money Goddard had left me. I’d brushed elbows
with Sudworth some years ago and was not looking forward to doing
it again.

“Seems a small price to pay,” Lazarus said, seeming
pleasantly surprised. “Shall we take care of it this
afternoon?”

“It’s your funeral,” I said darkly.

*

The wood-paneled halls of Sudworth’s building on
King Street were whisper-quiet. Lazarus and I cringed at the heavy
sound of our ordinary boots on the polished floors, as an
impeccably dressed young man led us down a dimly lit corridor to
Sudworth’s office. The lackey knocked once, carefully opened the
door, and then disappeared into the shadows. My discomfort with the
trappings of extreme wealth stemmed from instinct. I didn’t belong
there, and never would. Lazarus, too, harbored a horror of the
corridors of power, though his derived from experience. Glancing at
him, I could see that he was feeling the walls pressing in just as
I was. It was as if we were so small and inconsequential that those
silent corridors could have swallowed us up, and no one would
remember we’d ever existed.

Sudworth was sitting at his desk. It surprised me
that we’d interrupted his working. I didn’t know where he found the
time between making rentboys vanish and rigging the stock exchange.
Sudworth was a handsome man in his late thirties—dark hair and
eyes, with pointed, imperious features. When he saw me, his wide
mouth spread into a smile, though his eyes were so cold and hard I
doubted a smile had ever touched them. “Mr. Adler, what a pleasure.
I’ve been expecting you. Please, come in.”

Lazarus entered on my heels, glancing around
nervously at the framed oil paintings on the walls, the exquisite
furniture, and the thick, wool carpet beneath Sudworth’s freshly
polished rosewood desk. With a wince, I realized he was probably
reliving his last journey into the white stone bowels of St.
James’s. After nearly a decade of hiding under an assumed name,
Lazarus had found himself face-to-face with an old enemy—a former
commanding officer, whose criminal activities during their service
in Afghanistan, Lazarus had threatened to expose. The officer had
kidnapped Lazarus and taken him to a mahogany-paneled,
Persian-carpeted room much like this one. When I found him, the
officer’s men had beaten Lazarus beyond recognition and were about
to deliver him to a slow and grisly death. Lazarus looked at me,
confirming my suspicions.

Sorry, I mouthed.

“And who have you brought with you?” Sudworth
asked.

“This is my colleague, Dr. Lazarus.”

Sudworth’s smile broadened. “Your colleague.
How splendid. Please, sit, both of you. Would you care for a
drink?”

Lazarus reddened slightly at the implication in
Sudworth’s voice. He tugged discreetly at his cravat, then perched
at the edge of one of the leather upholstered chairs before the
desk.

“No, thank you,” I said, taking the other chair.

I’d known Sudworth by reputation for some time. In
my former line of work, word spread quickly about exceptional
clients—exceptionally generous, exceptionally bizarre, or, in
Sudworth’s case, exceptionally cruel. I hadn’t actually set eyes on
the man until that night in 1891, when I’d helped a friend
extricate himself from Sudworth’s clutches. It was at that time I’d
learned that Sudworth and Goddard were friends. Not surprising,
perhaps, that a crooked financier and London’s best-dressed crime
lord should find more than a little common ground.

What did surprise me was the lack of apparent
consequence, for my friend, for me, or for Goddard, who had
distracted Sudworth while I convinced my friend to leave his fancy
dinner and flee. I’d calculated the risk of the move based on two
factors—first, that Marcus had only just met Sudworth, and Sudworth
probably hadn’t yet invested enough time or money in Marcus to
consider his escape a loss worth pursuing. Second, I’d hoped
against hope that Sudworth, from his seat across the crowded
restaurant, hadn’t seen me urging Marcus to leave, or, if he had,
that he wouldn’t recognize me if he saw me again. That had been
three and a half years ago, and even now I couldn’t be sure.

“Such a pity about Dr. Goddard,” Sudworth said, his
mouth a grim line of studied regret. “You must miss him
terribly.”

Lazarus and I exchanged a look. Goddard had never
been one to gossip about his personal life, though I wouldn’t put
it past Sudworth to fish for information he might later use to
advantage.

“Actually, we haven’t been in contact for several
years,” I said.

“Is that so? Well, considering the sum he left you,
your last meeting must have been memorable.”

I cleared my throat. I’d never forget the last time
Goddard and I had carried out any meaningful interaction, but the
experience had been nothing like what Sudworth was implying.
“Believe me, Mr. Sudworth, the bequest was as much a surprise to me
as Goddard’s passing.”

“Yes. I understand the water heater exploded.
Terrible, dangerous things.”

Something sharp-edged and cold passed between
Sudworth and me at that moment. It was hard to explain. Sudworth
was lying. I couldn’t put my finger on how I knew, but I did.
What’s more, he seemed to know that I knew. He seemed to be waiting
for me to contradict him.

Lazarus, as if sensing the tension, shifted
uncomfortably in his seat. Suddenly, I couldn’t conclude our
business fast enough.

“You’re obviously busy,” I said. “I shouldn’t keep
you any longer. Here’s the letter from Mr. Caruthers.” I produced
the letter from Goddard’s solicitor, belatedly smoothing out the
creases, and pushed it across the table to Sudworth.

He read it through and laid it on the blotter. The
moment had passed. He was smiling pleasantly, now. “Everything
appears to be in order. Would you prefer cash or a cheque?”

“A cheque,” Lazarus answered before I could say
anything. He turned to me. “Surely you don’t want to be carrying
that amount of cash around the city with you.”

Sudworth frowned. “Don’t you have a bank account,
Mr. Adler? I’d be more than happy to set one up for you.”

No, I did not have a bank account. I’d never had
anything to put in one. It might have been wise to take Sudworth up
on his offer, but the realization of his possible role in Goddard’s
death had me panicking inside. If I had to spend another moment in
his presence, I might just jump out of my skin.

“Thank you, but I’ve already made arrangements. A
cheque would be best.”

“Excellent.” Sudworth stood. “Excuse me for a moment
while I draw it up.”

The minute the financier disappeared through the
door, I was out of my seat like a shot.

“What the devil was that about?” Lazarus
demanded.

“He knows something about what happened to
Goddard.”

“What makes you think that?”

“The comment about the water heater. Goddard’s house
had one water heater, and it was in the second-floor bath. If you’d
seen the damage, you’d know there was no way the explosion
originated on the second floor.”

Lazarus’s eyes widened. “Ira, are you sure?”

“Sure that Sudworth is lying? Yes. Sure that he’s
the devil himself? Mostly. Sure that he had something to do with
the explosion? Who the hell knows, but it certainly seems that
way.”

“Was there ever an investigation? Maybe he read
about the water heater in the papers. They often get their facts
wrong.”

The door opened again and I quickly sat back down in
my chair. Sudworth glanced curiously from me to Lazarus. Then he
returned to his seat behind the desk and laid down the cheque for
my inspection. While I looked at it, trying not to
hyperventilate—Pay to the order of Ira Adler: Two hundred fifty
thousand pounds—he produced a thin stack of papers and a
pen.

“Sign where indicated, and it’s all yours.”

It seemed to take forever to read, sign, and initial
the pages, but eventually I was able to lay the pen down. Sudworth
reached a hand over the table to seal the meeting. I had to wait
until my fingers stopped trembling.

“It was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr.
Adler. I wish you success. If you have any questions, please don’t
hesitate to contact me.”

I nodded, tucking the cheque into the inside pocket
of my waistcoat. My mind was a swirling mess of conflicting
thoughts and emotions. Had I imagined the current of menace that
had passed between us while we discussed the explosion? Had he
really failed to recognize me from that fateful night at the
Wellington, where I’d convinced Marcus to run? It didn’t matter,
now, I thought, as Lazarus led me by the elbow down the hall. If
Sudworth had wanted to detain us, he would have. And now that we
were walking out the front door, I’d never have to deal with him
again.

Outside, the air was fresh. The sun pressed through
the thin layer of clouds and warmed the cold, white marble of the
buildings that ran up and down either side of the street.

“You understand, now, why I wanted you to go with
me,” I said to Lazarus as we hurried down the front steps and made
our way to the sidewalk. How grateful I was to be out of that
building and away from the festering pile of evil that was Rupert
Sudworth! “Even without that whole business about the water heater,
he still would have put your hackles up. He was a friend of
Goddard’s, you know.”

“That doesn’t surprise me a bit,” Lazarus said
tightly.

Lazarus walked faster, as if to distance himself
physically from Sudworth’s lair—as well, perhaps, as to burn off
the residual panic that must have been coursing through his system.
He averted his eyes as we passed the East India Officers Club on
the other side of the square. Lazarus could not possibly have
forgotten his ordeal there. More than six years had passed, but one
doesn’t survive what he did without some kind of lasting damage.
Lazarus was such a tireless, law-abiding do-gooder, it was easy to
forget he hadn’t been born that way—that his desire to save every
last person, body and soul, stemmed from having been witness to—and
sometimes victim of—some of the greatest evils perpetrated by
man.

I let him walk ahead of me for a bit. I didn’t
begrudge him his solitude when he needed it. When he reached the
corner, he turned and waited.

“I do hope,” he said, leaning in and dropping his
voice as I came up beside him, “that you’ve finally learned your
lesson about rich and dangerous men.”


Chapter Five

Of course I’d learned my lesson. Otherwise I’d have
been back at York Street the moment Goddard had crooked his little
finger. At one point in my life, I did like the dangerous ones.
There had been a time when Sudworth would have been just my cup of
tea. It was a matter of maturity that I’d disciplined myself to
stay away from his type. It would be nice if I could find a
satisfying replacement, though. I patted the cheque through the
breast of my coat.

“You’re not going to carry that around with you all
day, are you?” Lazarus asked.

“I thought I’d ask Mr. Humphrey to deposit it
somewhere or…something.” Mr. Humphrey was the financial manager for
Turnbull House. Tim and I had hired him after the shelter’s
messenger service became so successful we couldn’t keep up with the
accounting. If anyone would know what to do with that kind of
money, he would.

Tim nodded. “That’s a good idea. Let’s do it right
now. Look, the bus is coming.”

A red, horse-drawn omnibus was making its way down
the street. From the sign on the front of the vehicle, it would
drop us very near Mr. Humphrey’s office. Tim started walking toward
the stop on the next block.

“Wait,” I said.

Tim stopped, glanced over his shoulder,
irritated.

“There’s something I need you to see, first.”

He rolled his eyes but started back toward me. It
was a mark of our friendship that he didn’t question me, not even
when I began to lead him in the opposite direction—north, up Duke
Street, toward Regent’s Park. We arrived at the ruins of Goddard’s
home about forty minutes later. It looked exactly the same as it
had when I’d last been there: a scorched hole blasted through the
right side of the facade, through which we could see the destroyed
vestibule, the gaping cavity where the servants’ stairs had been,
and the pristine corridor and office on the left. How fortunate for
Goddard’s books and furniture that the June weather had been so
uncharacteristically fine.

“Look, Tim, and tell me there’s any possibility at
all that this damage was caused by an upstairs water heater.”

The afternoon sun pushed against the clouds, giving
the wreckage an eerie glow. A curl of wallpaper flapped in the
warm, particulate-laden breeze. Tim leaned in closer to examine the
effect of the blast on the stairs—the bottom had sustained some
wood damage, but as one ascended, the damage became less until it
was nothing at all. He turned to me.

“You’re right.” He shrugged. “But that doesn’t mean
the papers didn’t make a mistake. It doesn’t mean Mr. Sudworth had
anything to do with it.”

“Doesn’t mean he didn’t.”

“Very well, as long as we’re playing this game, why
don’t we try to figure out where the explosion did
originate?”

At that moment the guard stepped out from behind the
ruins of the house and pinned us with a hard stare. Lazarus glanced
nervously at me.

“Never mind him,” I said. “Just stay off the
stairs.”

We stood behind the fence for quite a while,
examining the building from different angles. The guard kept us in
his flinty gaze, occasionally touching the top of his knife handle
but, as I’d predicted, made no other move. I’m no detective, but I
did manage to read a few things from the scene.

“From the destruction of the front right side of the
facade, I’d say the blast was centered in the vestibule, near the
doorway of the morning room. The front half of the morning room was
blown away, but the back portion is intact. As is the entire left
side of the house.” I frowned. “Couldn’t have been a very strong
explosion, though, if it didn’t do more damage than this.”

“I agree,” Lazarus said. “Did Goddard keep any
machinery in the vestibule?”

“Aside from the grandfather clock? No. And you can
see for yourself that the kitchen stove is in one piece. And the
morning-room fireplace as well.”

Lazarus nodded. “The clock would have been a good
place to hide a device.”

“Yes, it would have.” I turned to him. “So you agree
the explosion was deliberate.”

“Oh, yes. But did Sudworth set it?”

“Not himself. He’d have hired someone. There’s also
another possibility.”

I told him how Goddard had given all of his servants
an unprecedented full day off, all together. I mentioned that I’d
been an hour late, and that when I’d arrived, Goddard had been
checking his watch.

“What does that suggest to you?” I asked.

“That he was wondering exactly how late you intended
to be,” Lazarus said.

“Possibly. But if he’d planted a time-delay bomb, he
might also have been thinking it was time to clip the wires and
find some other way to do the job.”

Lazarus narrowed his eyes. His expression was
disbelieving, but I could tell that he didn’t find the idea
completely implausible.

“Simultaneous murder and suicide? Forgive my
skepticism, Adler. You have your charms, but somehow I can’t see
you inspiring that level of passion in someone you’ve been
rejecting for nearly six years.”

“Perhaps not,” I said. “But you have to admit it’s a
reasonable conclusion, given the evidence.”

“A reasonable conclusion. One of many.”

“Touché.”

“I wonder if the fire brigade is investigating this.
They have a station in this area, don’t they?”

“In Regent’s Park? I should think so. But why would
they talk to us?”

“That’s a good question,” Lazarus said. “If they
thought it was a criminal matter, they’d have turned it over to the
police.”

“Why would the police tell us anything?”

Lazarus slapped the back of his hand against
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