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The Mayfair Section of London
Saturday, October 20th, 1888
She was a woman in love.

She angled her head toward the attractive man seated beside her. She was a woman in love with him...Evan Zane.

Her eyes dropped to her left gloved hand, held so possessively in Evan’s larger gloved hand, and she contentedly smiled. Their hands were resting on Evan’s toned thigh attached to legs supporting a lean, athletic build and when standing, towered at six feet above her height of five feet six inches.

The carriage bounced on the cobblestone street, jostling its two passengers, as she lifted her eyes to Evan’s impishly grinning face. She marveled at his handsomeness with his square jaw and piercing blue eyes now peering into her own. His jet-black hair was longer than fashion dictated, tucked behind his ears, and curling ever so slightly from the misty night air.

She still could not believe that this man, whom she loved with heart and soul, loved her and wished to marry her. And, she had accepted. However, with one...caveat.

She turned her head toward the coach window, feigning a composure when in truth, she was so very nervous. Her palms were sweating in her white cotton gloves and she felt a constriction in her chest, a vise gripping her heart and robbing her of her breath.

But Evan had perceptively sensed her nervousness and clasped her hand the entire carriage ride to the Earl of Belfry’s home. To the home of Evan’s eldest brother and his new bride Kiera.

Earlier, a complimenting Evan had told her that she looked exquisitely breathtaking, but she did not feel beautiful. Instead, she felt self-conscious and extremely anxious to be meeting the earl. Thankfully, Evan’s other brother Noah and his fiancée would also be present. She truly liked them and felt comfortable in their presence.

“My brother Zachery and his wife Kiera will welcome you with open arms.” Evan kissed the back of Alexia’s hand which he still firmly held. “They will be charmed by you.”

She turned her face, back toward Evan, tilting her head slightly over her right shoulder, silently appreciating his reassuring words.

The carriage abruptly halted, jostling its passengers once again.

Smiling, tenderly, Evan proclaimed, “We have arrived.”

Alexia mirrored Evan’s smile as she nodded her head that she was ready.

Within a minute, Evan and Alexia stood in Zachery’s massive foyer, with its eighteen-foot ceiling and round centralized table upon which rested a large floral arrangement of pink, white and purple flowers.

The butler divested the couple of their outer garments and announced that the other members of the party were in the front parlor, awaiting their arrival.

Evan proffered his forearm to Alexia who promptly placed her hand upon his arm, accepting his gracious offer to escort her into the room. He smiled reassuringly at her. Together, they entered the salon through the open double pocket doors.

The room, they entered, was tastefully and opulently decorated in shades of burgundy and brown. And, Alexia nearly gasped aloud at the understated but nonetheless, pervading sense of wealth in her surroundings.

“Evan, welcome,” a booming voice greeted. The man, whom Alexia assumed was the Earl, stood by the liquor cabinet, pouring a libation into a crystal glass.

Alexia examined the elder brother and was awed that he looked so akin to Evan and his brother Noah. He looked to be perhaps four and thirty years of age to Evan’s one and thirty. His long jet-black hair was pulled into a queue and his eyes were the same piercing blue, as Evan’s and Noah’s, but with long dark lashes, giving the illusion of being kohl-lined, and eyelids giving the chimera of being brushed with a smoky powder. He exuded confidence, as did his two brothers, but his self-assurance was a more commanding presence with an aura of mystery.

“Alexia...? Alexia Alexander...?

Alexia quickly turned in the direction of a familiar voice. “Kiera...?” She blinked, incredulously. “You are the ‘Kiera’ married to Evan’s brother, the Earl of Belfry?”

Kiera laughed, joyously. “I am but only recently wed. That is why you only know me as Lady Kiera Everett.” Kiera quickly crossed to Alexia and grasped both her hands as she affectionately kissed Alexia on both her cheeks.

Alexia could not believe that the tall, radiantly beautiful woman with the large green eyes and honey-blonde hair, swept up atop her head in ringlets of curls, was none other than her friend Kiera who often volunteered at the orphanage. “When...when did you wed?”

Kiera giggled as her green eyes sparkled, intensifying the golden flecks in their irises. The two dimples indented in each cheek emphasized her full lips in a heart-shaped face. “Zachery and I eloped, to Scotland, less than a month, ago.” Kiera extended her hand to her husband, silently coaxing him to join her.

Zachery immediately crossed to his wife and grasped her hand, smiling lovingly at her.

“Zachery, I spoke of the orphanage where I often volunteer. That orphanage belongs to Alexia’s aunt. Alexia and I are good friends.” Turning to Alexia, she formally introduced the lady to Zachery.

Alexia gracefully dropped into a curtesy while keeping her hand on Evan’s forearm, for both balance and emotional support. “It is a pleasure to meet you, my Lord.”

“Ah, you come highly recommended, Alexia. Not only by my two brothers but now by my wife whose character analysis I highly respect.” He leaned in closer to conspiratorially whisper, “I do not always trust my brothers’ character assessments especially when it comes to women.”

Alexia giggled, delighting in Zachery’s playful remark.

“But apparently, in my absence, they have both chosen well. Welcome to our home, Alexia.” Turning toward Noah and Isabel, Zachery politely asked, “Have you met Noah’s fiancée Isabel?”

“Oh, yes, my Lord, and we are becoming fast friends.” Alexia warmly smiled at the petite woman with the brunette cylinder curls, on both sides of her thin, angular face. She possessed large brown eyes, almost too large for her delicate face. And, those eyes were now twinkling as she smiled engagingly at Alexia.

“Please call me Zachery. There are no formalities here as we are all...family...or soon to be family, if I may be so bold as to predict.” He playfully winked at Evan.

Evan looked down at Alexia as he excitedly announced, “I have asked Alexia to be my wife.”

Noah guffawed, deepening the solitary dimple on his upper right cheek. “Hooray! Well done, brother!” He and Isabel eagerly approached Alexia, each planting kisses on both her blushing cheeks.

“Evan, that is wonderful news,” Zachery enthusiastically stated.

“But...” Evan raised both his hands, trying to gain everyone’s attention.

Noah chuckled. “But...? Did she refuse you, Evan? Granted you are not a lord, like our elder brother Zachery, nor are you as handsome and witty as I am. But surely, she can find some merit in you worth marrying.”

Evan echoed Noah’s laughter. “She has agreed to marry me but only after The Zane Brothers Detective Agency determines her real identity.”

Zachery, Noah and Isabel stood staring at Evan and then, at Alexia. Only Kiera stood with a knowing grin on her comely face.

Finally, Zachery spoke, “I do not understand. Is not Alexia Alexander your real name?”

Gently touching her husband’s forearm, Kiera softly spoke before Alexia could respond. “However, Zachery dear, I do comprehend.” She then stepped forward and looped her left arm through Alexia’s right arm, guiding her to the plush brown divan dominating the room. “Alexia has a story to share, one to which I am privy but am bound by confidentiality. Only she can choose to recount her tale.”

Alexia was feeling less self-conscious and warmly welcomed into this family. And, the supporting presence of both Evan and Kiera eased her nervousness and gave her courage to candidly express herself. “Yes, I will gladly explain what little I know.”

Isabel hurriedly sat on a cushioned chair directly across from the divan, eager to hear what Alexia wished to share. Noah crossed and planted himself beside Isabel’s chair, placing his left hand on his fiancée’s shoulder, sipping his brandy.

“So, gentlemen, listen carefully as we are about to embark upon another case, one which will determine certain aspects of both Alexia’s and my future.”

“You do mean, Evan, to say...listen carefully, ladies and gentlemen, as we will all embark upon another case,” Kiera calmly corrected as she gracefully sat on the sofa with Alexia beside her.

Evan laughed as he sat on the divan, next to Alexia, grasping her delicate hand in his reassuring grasp. “I stand corrected. We, as a family of detectives, will embark upon this adventure to discover who Alexia truly is.”

Alexia slightly tilted her head over her right bare shoulder as she explained, “There is not much to share. Only what my Aunt Hattie has told me. But I do not believe that she has shared all the facts with me. She is very protective of my sensibilities.”

Zachery crossed to the fireplace and planted an elbow onto the white Italian marble mantle, standing in a casual pose, as he encouraged, “Please, share what you do know. It will give us a starting point.”

Alexia nodded. “I was a child of perhaps four years of age...”
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Evan sat beside Alexia, grasping her tremulous hand in his, watching every facial nuance as she shared her tale and his heart ached for her.

Earlier in the evening, when Evan had arrived at the orphanage and first spied Alexia at the top of the staircase, he stood mesmerized, knowing that both admiration and desire were evident in his eyes. She was dressed in an evening gown, made of emerald green satin and silk, which alluringly clung to her shapely torso, revealing an enticing cleavage, and flowed into a long, layered skirt. The color drew forth the green hue of her eyes. Green eyes locked onto Evan’s smiling face as she had gracefully descended the staircase.

Her auburn hair was pulled into a chignon, at the nape of her long neck, and captured in green netting peppered with sparkling jewels. The red highlights, in her luminous hair, reflected the candlelight in the many sconces housing lit candles and attached to the wall along the length of the staircase.

Evan had thought she looked exquisitely breathtaking and he had readily told her so.

Now, as he sat beside her, listening to her begin her tale, he thought that she looked almost childlike...vulnerable and apprehensive...reminiscent of the child she had been on that fateful night.

“I was a child of perhaps four years of age...when my Aunt Hattie found me...on the streets of London.”

Noah grimaced. “Your aunt found you? Had you run away from home and she found you, lost?”

Alexia wanly smiled at Noah. “Was I lost? Yes, I was indeed lost, and I remember being so very frightened...and hungry...starving. But as to whether I ran away, I cannot say. I do not know. But, according to Mrs. Lennon who I now call Aunt Hattie, I was...homeless.”

“So, Mrs. Lennon is not actually your aunt,” Zachery immediately deduced.

Evan silently sat, watching Alexia’s beautiful face contort into a distraught visage. She appeared truly tormented. He squeezed her hand in reassurance.

“No, my Lord...Zachery...she is not. Aunt Hattie is a truly loving and giving woman. She is the only aunt I have ever known. Regardless that we are not blood relatives.” Alexia paused before candidly stating, “I do not know who my relatives are. I do not know who I truly am.”

“You are a beautiful, sensitive, loving woman, Alexia,” Evan definitively stated. “You are the woman I wish to marry.” Evan lifted her hand and lovingly kissed her palm.

Alexia tenderly smiled at Evan before turning her head to face the others. “My aunt took me into her home. Initially, I spoke not a word, trapped in a world of silence. But Aunt Hattie was patient. She allowed me time to find my voice, granting me the freedom to communicate through mimed gestures.”

“How long were you silent?” Isabel sensitively asked in her characteristically raspy voice.

“A little over a year...until finally, I spoke my first words. I do not remember when I finally spoke. But Aunt Hattie assures me that my first words were... ‘thank you’.” She laughed softly. “Once I began to speak, I never seemed to stop. I chattered and chattered, much to Aunt Hattie’s chagrin, I am sure.”

“By your poise and cultured speech, your aunt obviously saw to your education,” Zachery observed.

“Ah, yes. Aunt Hattie sent me to the finest schools and I was educated in proper diction and social graces. She wished me to be a lady with the finest comportment.”

“And you are,” Evan matter-of-factly stated.

“Yes, I strive to conduct myself with grace and style. But I cannot forget from whence I have come...the streets of London. And the questions prevail...always haunting me. Who were my parents? Am I the unwanted child of a prostitute plying her trade and miscalculating with a man who simply wanted a quick romp?” Alexia shrugged. “Logically, that is probably the case.”

“Logically speaking, I agree that could possibly be the case,” Zachery concurred.

“But, then, there could be another equally plausible explanation for a lost child trying to survive on the streets,” Kiera optimistically added.

Alexia smiled. “Aunt Hattie placed numerous advertisements in various broadsheets, but no one stepped forth to claim me. So, the most logical assumption is that I am the offspring of a prostitute or mayhap, a poor woman who could not afford to raise me. “

“Possibly...” Zachery murmured.

“Whatever the scenario, I was left to fend for myself. By the grace of God, Aunt Hattie found me and offered me food and shelter...but most importantly, love.”

“Did your aunt share the particulars of where she found you?” Isabel softly asked.

“Approximately sixteen years, ago, she discovered me crouching in an alleyway, fearful of her as she slowly approached me. The alley was in...Whitechapel.”

Isabel’s brown eyes widened. “Why was Mrs. Lennon in Whitechapel...the slums of London?”

“Mrs. Lennon was widowed at the age of fifty. She told me that her husband had financially provided for her, but she lacked purpose. So, she began visiting the prostitutes who lived in Whitechapel, bringing them food and clothing. And when opportunity presented itself, she found employment for this woman or that woman, saving her from a life of prostitution.”

“That was very admirable of your aunt. And most likely quite perilous, at times.”

“Yes, Isabel, it was. But my aunt is a rather remarkable woman.”

“How did Mrs. Lennon arrive at your name...Alexia Alexander? Why not give you her surname of Lennon?” Noah probed.

Evan smirked, sensing that Noah had now assumed the role of detective and was probing for all information pertinent to the case.

“Mrs. Lennon had no children of her own and her husband had no brothers. But she had a sister whose married name was Alexander. She and her husband had moved to Paris and sadly, she died young in childbirth. The baby was stillborn, and they had hoped to name their daughter Alexia.” Alexia shrugged. “So, Mrs. Lennon told prying individuals that I was the daughter of her late sister. She christened me with the name intended for her belated niece.”

Zachery nodded. “Yes, I imagine Mrs. Lennon did not want gossip mongers to know from whence you came and ultimately, hurt your reputation when you came of age.”

“Aunt Hattie was and still is very protective of me. I was raised by a loving woman who claimed me as her niece. But I could very possibly be the progeny of a mad woman or a criminal mastermind, for all I know. Still...when I am in a crowd, I search for any man with dark red hair and wonder, is he the one who sired me?”

“So, you have a burning desire to learn the identity of your parents,” Zachery sagely observed.

“Yes.” Alexia lowered her head, dropping her eyes to the hand Evan still possessively held. “You are Evan’s brother, an earl of the peerage. But, I...I...come from humble beginnings and am not of your social class.”

“I have explained to Alexia that she and only she matters to me. The circumstances of her birth are of no consequence.” Evan lifted Alexia’s chin with the knuckle of his right bent forefinger. He loved her, and he did not wish for her to feel any misplaced unworthiness. “We have no class distinction in our family.” Wishing to lighten the mood, Evan facetiously added, “If we did, Noah would be delegated to the role of fool and kept hidden from the censoring tongues of the Ton.”

Everyone, present, laughed heartily. Except Noah who simply grinned, knowing full well his younger brother’s ploy to lighten the mood at Noah’s expense.

“Is there anything more you are able to share? Any memories surfacing perhaps in your dreams?” Zachery perceptively queried.

Alexia shook her head. “If I dream, I never remember those dreams when I awake. So, my mind is not transmitting any images while I sleep. But...” Alexia paused as if hesitant to convey her thought.

“But...” Kiera encouraged with a hopeful lilt to her voice.

“I have fuzzy memories of...a porcelain doll dressed in a pink dress...and of a beautiful, red-headed woman kissing me ‘good night’.” Alexia shrugged her bare shoulders, grimacing. “But perhaps, it is but fanciful thinking, something I have conjured in my imagination.”

Zachery frowned. “Possibly and then, mayhap they are actual memories of a life lost.”

“I can understand why it so important for you to discover who your parents were. But, why accept Evan’s marriage proposal with the conditional proviso that our detective agency discover from where you hail and from whom you were sired?” Noah pointedly asked.

Isabel subtly shook her head as she peered tenderly at Noah. “Her reasons are her own, Noah, and not for us to insensitively question. And as Evan earlier stated, solving Alexia’s case will determine certain aspects of Evan and Alexia’s future.”

Noah frowned, perplexed by Isabel’s cryptic statement which mimicked what Evan had earlier stated.

Evan smiled at Isabel, silently thanking her for her sensitivity regarding a private matter between he and Alexia. He then shook his head as he angled his face toward Noah. “Delegated to the role of fool...”

Noah began to counter his brother’s teasing phrase but Zachery tactfully interrupted.

“Alexia, you stated, earlier, that you do not believe that your Aunt Hattie has shared all the facts with you because she is overly protective of your sensibilities.” Zachery abandoned his casual pose, near the mantel, and now stood with legs braced slightly apart and arms crossed against his vested chest.

“I sincerely believe that there is more to the tale which she has intentionally withheld from me.”

“Then, our first course of action is to speak with your aunt.”

Evan nodded. “Yes, we must interview Mrs. Lennon. I shall take on that task.”

The dinner bell was heard dinging in the distant dining room across the wide foyer from the parlor.

Kiera gracefully rose, and Evan stood in polite deference to his sister-in-law.

Playing the gracious hostess, Kiera gaily suggested, “Dinner is served. Shall we dine?”
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Sunday, October 21st, 1888
West End of London
“The gent is on the move again, Will,” the seven-year-old urchin whispered as he shook Will’s boney shoulder, forcing him awake.

Will rubbed his eyes with his fisted hands, smearing soot beneath his eyes in the process. “Oiy wish the bloke would stay home just one night, Sparky, so Oiy could get m’ sleep,” Will mumbled.

Sparky pushed the brim of his felt cap upwards, pushing the cap further to back of his head of dirty hair. He peered through the bare spot in the hedge lining the walkway, across the cobblestone street opposite to where a man was stealthily exiting his house. The man was dressed in black from bowler, pulled low over his eyes, to polished boots and cloaked in a long cape while carrying a black bag pressed close to his chest. A full moon gave Sparky the illumination needed to watch the man descend the stairs. Although he appeared shadowy, Sparky could easily identify the man by his bearing. He was the man Master Evan Zane had hired Sparky and Will to follow...Dr. Gilbert, Lord Warrington.

The doctor halted on the walkway, surveying his surroundings as a tower clock, in the distance, chimed twelve times, announcing the midnight hour. Sparky and Will were well concealed behind the shrubbery as they observed the man turning his head from left to right, searching for anyone noticing his presence. As the tower clock’s final chime dinged, he removed a whistle from his vest pocket and blew a shrill sound, summoning a cabriolet for hire which he had just spied turning the corner onto his street.

Sparky frowned and Will groaned. The cabriolet was too small for Sparky and Will to jump onto its back, as they could with a hackney, and ride the distance unseen by the driver. But, at the hour of midnight, in this singular neighborhood, their chances of catching a ride on a larger vehicle was an improbability.

But this inconvenient predicament had occurred on many previous nights and the lads knew what was to be their course of action. The doctor always took a cabriolet to Whitechapel and that would be the boys’ destination as well.

Sparky turned to Will, grinning a partially toothless grin, as he announced, “We best be on our way to Whitechapel in search of the gent.”

“Aye, to Whitechapel we go.”

Nearly twenty minutes later, Sparky and Will entered the environs of the slums, walking slowly down Commercial Street, searching for the doctor they assumed had come to this location. Just as they neared Wentworth Street, the boys spied their prey and quickly ducked into a dark alley, pressing their bodies against the exterior wooden wall of a two-story building.

The doctor stood near the entrance of The Princess Alice Pub, conversing with a prostitute.

Will peeked around the corner of the building, squinting his eyes to better see the prostitute in conversation with the doctor. “Oiy see the bloke standing near the entrance of The Princess Alice but the pinchcock’s back is to me and Oiy cannot hear what is being said.”

Sparky inched his body forward, angling his head to view the scene unfolding before their watchful eyes. “Oiy knows that laced mutton. She be Katie O’Leary.”

They observed Katie shaking her head as if something the doctor had said was unacceptable. She then appeared to stiffen as she spied a Bobby strolling down Wentworth Street, directly toward her. Quickly, she turned and hastily walked in the direction to where the boys were hiding and away from the approaching policeman.

This scene mirrored numerous scenes observed by the boys, on the countless nights they had followed the doctor. And, in each instance, they could never hear what was being discussed.

“Katie is headin’ this way, away from the Bobby amblin’ down the street, who would surely arrest her if he caught her sellin’ her cock alley,” Sparky observed as he spied the doctor hastily entering The Princess Alice Pub. “Oiy wants to ask Katie what the gent said to her. You wait here and watch the entrance to The Princess Alice to see if the doctor leaves.”

Will instantly grabbed Sparky’s thin forearm as he was inching around the corner of the building, halting his departure. “Master Zane made us promise to stay together, workin’ as a pair. Remember, the bloke we be followin’ could be the Ripper himself.”

“Aye, we gave Master Zane our oath, we did.” Sparky angled his head toward where the prostitute was walking, now several yards away, and positioned two grimy fingers in his mouth to whistle and gain Katie’s attention.

Katie abruptly stopped, turning to determine who had just shrilly whistled. Instantly, she spied Sparky waving her forward. She furtively looked over her right shoulder, searching for the police officer, but saw no one. She sprinted toward the beckoning lad.

“Oiy have no coin to share with ye, Sparky. Oiy am havin’ me a rough night what with that Bobby walkin’ the streets, breathin’ down m’ neck.”

“Oiy ain’t beggin’ for handouts, Katie. Oiy wish only to ask ye a question. What did that gent say to ye while ye was standin’ in front of The Princess Alice?”

Katie angled her head in the direction of the public house, grimacing. “Oiy got me a bad feelin’ when Oiy was talkin’ with that bloke. He wanted me to share an ale with him but Oiy said nay. And then, Oiy saw the Bobby comin’ m’ way and Oiy made m’ escape, Oiy did.”

“The bloke never asked fer your cock alley?” Will asked, perplexed.

“Nay, but Oiy thinks after he got me drunk, he would have asked for a romp, to be sure.”

“And, that be it? The gent said nothin’ more?” Sparky pressed, wishing to report some juicy tidbit back to his employer Master Zane.

“Nothin’ more but...”

“Out with it, Katie,” Sparky demanded.

“The bloke seemed as spooked by the Bobby as Oiy was. As if he had somethin’ sinister in mind and did not want to be seen by the Bobby.”

Sparky angled his capped head toward the pub, frowning. “Ye have good instincts, Katie. Oiy thinks the gent himself is a mite sinister.”

“Aye, ye have the right of it, Sparky. Oiy thinks the bloke is to be feared,” Will concurred.

Katie nodded. “Somethin’ smells foul, to be sure.”

****
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“Thank you for allowing this impromptu visit, Mrs. Lennon.”

“You are always welcome here, Evan, with or without invitation. After all, my Alexia is betrothed to you and you will soon be part of our family,” Aunt Hattie gaily stated as she achingly lowered her frail frame onto the worn cushioned chair, nearest the hearth housing a warm and welcoming fire. Her pink wig was slightly askew on her head, giving her an almost comical appearance, and her bright chartreuse day dress was greatly out-of-fashion, adding to her whimsical appearance.

“Has Alexia apprised you of the reason for this visit, madam?”

“Aunt Hattie...please call me Aunt Hattie.” She shuddered. “Madam makes me sound so old. Granted, I am chronologically old, but my spirit is still young, I assure you.”

Evan hid a grin behind his hand before concurring, “I have no doubt, Aunt Hattie.”

“As to your question, yes, Alexia has indicated the reason for your visit and for that reason, I have asked her to allow us some privacy. She will join us, later, for tea.”

Evan cocked his head. “We are discussing matters which concern Alexia. Do you not think that the time has come to be forthright with her? She is no longer a child whose sensibilities need protecting.”

Aunt Hattie lowered her eyes to her right hand resting on the handle of her cane held perpendicular to the floor. “You are correct that Alexia is no longer a child but...allow this old woman her desire to lovingly protect her niece. Or rather, her adopted niece as you are now privy to confidential information.”

“Whatever we discuss, I will share the information with Alexia as well as with my brothers.”

Aunt Hattie sighed, audibly. “Yes, I assumed that you would but still, I wish to answer your questions and share my secrets without Alexia present.”

Evan nodded. “Please tell me the entire story of how you found Alexia. You needn’t protect my sensibilities.”

“You are aware, Evan, of my clairvoyant abilities and I am fully aware of your skepticism.”

Evan smirked. “I have learned to suspend my disbelief, Aunt Hattie, as your visions proved both illuminating and accurate in our last case.” He shrugged. “I am still not a proponent of Spiritualism but...I have learned to trust your...instincts.”

Aunt Hattie tilted her head in silent thanks. “Speaking of my instincts, please tell me which of the two men, I saw in a vision, is the Whitechapel Murderer? Remember, I envisioned his next kill to be on November 9th.”

“I have not forgotten. We have exonerated one of the two men you claim could be Jack the Ripper. But we have employees still following the other man, until November 9th, reporting on his movements. He often goes to Whitechapel, in the wee hours of the morning, but so far, has not exhibited any sinister activity.”

“Mark my words, he is your man. My visions are rarely wrong.” Aunt Hattie lifted her chin to emphasize her point before declaring, “It was because of a vision that I searched for and ultimately, found Alexia.”

Evan blinked. “Beg pardon?”

“Sit, Evan, as our conversation may prove lengthy,” Aunt Hattie instructed as she indicated, with a wave of her hand, where Evan should sit.

He readily complied, resting his forearms on his thighs and leaning slightly forward in an attentive pose.

“I have had visions ever since I was a child, but I was taught not to speak of my clairvoyance with anyone. However, after I married, I shared my abilities with my husband who, like you, professed his skepticism.” Aunt Hattie paused, lowering her eyes to her left hand resting on her lap. “I was extremely distraught, one day, after experiencing a vision and I should not have told my George the particulars but I did. I...greatly angered George when I...I...shared a vision pertaining to him, that he would die on a certain date. He thought it pure poppycock.”

“Did your husband die on that date?” Evan sensitively queried.

Aunt Hattie lifted her soulful eyes to Evan’s anxious expression. “No, he died suddenly, the very night I shared my vision. His funeral occurred on the date I had envisioned. I deeply mourned his death and swore that I would never speak again, to anyone, regarding one of my clairvoyant visions.”

Evan wished that he could offer Aunt Hattie succor as she appeared so forlorn. But he remained silent, unable to find the right consoling words.

Aunt Hattie shook her head as if she was brushing away painful memories. When next she spoke, her voice held a hopeful lilt. “Thank God that my husband had possessed the foresight to leave me with needed funds, affording a comfortable if not overly wealthy lifestyle. And as I mourned my loss, my visionary dreams and clairvoyant trances seemed to intensify. The more I tried to deny their existence, the more frequent and intense the visions became.”

“You once explained that you possess precognition, the ability to see future events. But you also, on occasion, have retrocognition, the ability to see past events. Were you experiencing both types of visions at that time?”

“Yes. But, the retrocognition was fuzzy and confusing while the precognition was sharp and dare, I say, the more compelling.”

“Compelling...?”

“Yes, in that there was a sense of urgency in what I was seeing. An undeniable, almost coercing need to act upon what I was envisioning.”

“And, what were you seeing?”

Aunt Hattie’s eyes closed as she sighed deeply. “A child of perhaps four years of age...”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four

[image: ]


“You saw Alexia in your vision.”

“Yes. I saw her, crouched in a corner of an alley, cowering away from someone who greatly frightened her. I could not see the source of her fear. What I saw was a large, ominous shadow reflected on an exterior brick wall of a building, slowly approaching her and as the form inched closer, I could see droplets of blood on the ground. I knew the child was in danger and...and...”

“And...?” Evan pressed.

“And, I needed to find the child before she was harmed. I felt compelled to find her. And, the sense of urgency I felt was overwhelming.”

“So, you searched alleyways and found the child who was cowering away from you...not some menacing shadow. After all, that is what you told Alexia.”

Aunt Hattie smiled wanly. “I took a bit of poetic license when explaining to Alexia how I found her. I took the vision and used it as a way of explaining. I thought it best to...bury the truth. But, mayhap, that was not the best approach.”

Evan stiffened. “You withheld the truth from Alexia? Why?”

“The truth held no clear explanation for why Alexia was homeless. Instead, it lent itself to wild imaginings and I did not wish for Alexia to fantasize and resultantly, come to conclusions which might prove too far-fetched.”

Evan grimaced. “You are speaking very cryptically. Please start at the beginning.”

Aunt Hattie nodded her head. “As you may already know, from Alexia, I began to visit Whitechapel, bringing food and clothing to the prostitutes with whom I encountered. I had hoped, that in being in the slums, I would find the child. So, when opportunity presented itself, I would casually ask a prostitute if she had seen a lost little girl with vibrant red hair. My curiosity about a missing child eventually reached the ears of one singular young woman.”

“A prostitute...?”

“Yes.” Aunt Hattie paused dramatically before recounting what had occurred...

She stood in the shadow of a looming building, watching for several minutes before slowly approaching the woman who was offering food and clothing to another pinchcock.

Mrs. Lennon sensed a presence directly behind her and she whirled around to see a painfully thin young woman, perhaps seven and ten years of age, slowly and hesitantly approaching her. She warmly smiled and proffered an apple she held in her hand.

The emaciated woman readily accepted the offering and immediately bit into the flesh of the fruit.

“I am Mrs. Lennon. I do not recall ever seeing you here in Whitechapel. Have you recently settled here?”

The young prostitute shook her head as she continued to ravenously devour the apple.

“I often visit Whitechapel, bringing food and clothing for the...ladies.” Aunt Hattie abhorred calling a woman a prostitute...or a pinchcock...or a laced mutton. She preferred to simply address each by name. “What is your name?”

The prostitute stared at Aunt Hattie for several long seconds before responding, “M’ name is Summer and Oiy know who ye be. The other workin’ ladies tell me that ye be kind.”

Mrs. Lennon softly laughed. “I am happy that my reputation for kindness precedes me.”

“Ye have also been askin’ about a wee little girl with a head of red hair.”

Mrs. Lennon blinked. “Yes, yes, I have. Have you seen the child?”

“Oiy ain’t only seen her, Oiy keeps her with me.”

“The little girl lives with you. Is she your daughter?” Mrs. Lennon calculated that the young woman would have been three and ten years of age when she had given birth to the child. Unlikely but not inconceivable. Life in the slums was horrifically brutal, harboring rapists and nefarious individuals who preyed on the innocent.

“She ain’t m’ child. She was given to me and she has been with me fer nigh onto three weeks. But that be all ye need to know.”

Mrs. Lennon nodded, sensing that if she pressed the prostitute she would balk and Mrs. Lennon would lose the opportunity to find the child. “Where is the child now?”

“Oiy will tell ye after ye agree to take her. Oiy ain’t got the coins to survive on these streets with a child clingin’ to m’ skirts. Will ye take her off m’ hands and...and...give her a good life?”

Mrs. Lennon responded immediately, feeling no hesitation. “Yes, yes, I shall take the child. Where is the little girl?”

Summer paused, thoroughly examining Mrs. Lennon’s face to determine if she spoke the truth. Finally, she nodded before turning toward the opening of an alleyway, in the rear of where she stood, conversing with Mrs. Lennon. “Come here, gel. Come here now!”

Mrs. Lennon watched as a pretty but emaciated little girl, with long straggly red hair, appeared at the mouth of the alley. She stood with averted eyes and the expression on her dirtied face was one of apprehension. She appeared to be trembling, but Mrs. Lennon was not certain if the child trembled from fright or in response to the cold, crisp air of an early November evening.

“Come here, gel. Stand beside me. Oiy wants ye to meet this here lady.”

The little girl hesitantly did as she was ordered. Once she stood beside Summer, she lifted her large, soulful eyes to Mrs. Lennon who was instantly awed by their green hue.

Mrs. Lennon dropped to her knees, unconcerned with soiling her long skirt, and spoke softly to the frighten child. “I am Mrs. Lennon. What is your name?”

The little girl lifted her face, streaked with dirt and soot, and with questioning eyes, silently asked Summer what her name was.

“Oiy ain’t named her. Oiy just calls her ‘Gel’.”

Mrs. Lennon furtively examined the girl who appeared to be about four years in age. The soiled and ripped dress she wore was made of quality fabric. And the scuffed shoes, on her small feet, appeared to have once been a rather expensive purchase. 

Mrs. Lennon gently touched the little girl’s hand, but the child instantly pulled her hand free and stepped backward, with a frightened look on her smudged face, away from the kneeling woman.

“I shan’t hurt you. I would like you to come to my home and enjoy a hot meal, sweet biscuits and a warm bed upon which to sleep.”

The child stared at Mrs. Lennon, seemingly considering her offer before finally lifting her questioning eyes to Summer.

Summer mimed for the child to go to Mrs. Lennon, with the wave of her hands, as she encouraged, “Go, gel.”

The little girl turned her head back toward Mrs. Lennon before slowly, hesitantly stepping forward and tentatively grasping Mrs. Lennon’s right hand. She nodded her agreement, never uttering a word.

“Alexia did not speak until perhaps a year later and her first words were ‘thank you’.”

“When she did speak, did she remember anything about her life prior to coming home with you?”

Aunt Hattie shook her head. “She did not seem to remember anything about her life prior to being with Summer and never mentioned her life, with Summer, other than being cold and hungry.”

Evan felt as if his heart were splintering as he thought of Alexia as that child living in poverty.

“Except...”

“Except...?” Evan eagerly asked.

“Once or twice, she would say the name ‘Beatrice’ and when I would ask who Beatrice was, she would simply smile and say, ‘my friend’. Beyond that, she did not elaborate.”

“Did she suffer from nightmares and scream out in the night?” Evan sincerely hoped that her childhood dreams, or rather nightmares, might hold a clue to who she was.”

“If she suffered from nightmares, she never mentioned them to me. And, certainly I would have heard her screams if she woke in terror. But she never did.”

Evan lowered his eyes to the patterned throw rug at his feet, digesting all that Mrs. Lennon had shared. After several moments of contemplation, he lifted his eyes to Mrs. Lennon as he queried, “Is there anything else you recall which can aid us in our investigation into Alexia’s past?”

“After I brought Alexia to my home, I placed small advertisements in various broadsheets, asking if someone was searching for a lost little girl, approximately four years of age. I never described her as I thought I would let those, who responded to my advertisements, describe her and thus, verify that she was who they sought.”

“And, no one responded to your advertisements.”

“Oh, several responded but none were searching for a red-headed, green-eyed little girl.”

“Did you ever see the prostitute who called herself Summer, again?”

“No. I continued my work with the prostitutes for another several months, often asking about Summer. Some of the ladies indicated that she was faring well. But I never set eyes upon her again.”

“If Summer is still alive, she would be approximately three and thirty years of age. But, the life of a prostitute is hard and often ends in violence perpetrated on her person by a client.”

“Yes, but three of Jack the Ripper’s victims were all five and forty years of age and his last victim was six and forty years of age. So, many women who live a life of prostitution find ways to survive and live well into their forties.”

Evan nodded. “Yes, and it is my hope that this prostitute Summer found ways to survive. Luckily, her name is unusual. So, that will help in finding her.”

“Yes, and mayhap, after all these years, she will be forthright with you and answer all your questions honestly.”

“Let us pray she will.”
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Chapter Five
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Alexia shook her head as she slowly lowered her slender frame onto an upholstered chair, facing the threadbare divan in the front parlor of the orphanage. She was incredulous. “Why did Aunt Hattie withhold this information from me?” She lifted her eyes to a still standing Evan. “She never once mentioned a prostitute named Summer.”

“I think that is a question best asked of your aunt.”

Alexia nodded her head, deciding to further discuss her aunt’s reticence in revealing the full story of how she found Alexia, with her aunt, later in private. Her emotions were in a whirl, anger swirling with confusion.

Evan crossed to Alexia and dropped to one knee, grasping her tremulous hands. “Do you recall anything about this prostitute?”

Alexia silently sat with her brow furrowed, trying desperately to remember. All she could recall of her childhood were moments spent with Aunt Hattie and nothing further back. She shook her head, forlornly.

“And, on your early morning forays into Whitechapel, in search of lost children, do you remember anyone mentioning a woman named Summer? Which, by the by, you have promised not to continue doing without my escort.”

Alexia smiled wanly. “I have kept my promise, Evan, and I have not gone on any recent excursions into the slums. But, perhaps, we can go together, tomorrow morning at dawn, to feed the homeless children and if possible, coax one or two to return here to the orphanage?”

“Yes, of course, we shall. But we digress
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