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MAY 23, 1895

THE LENOX LIBRARY

“LET ME show you a secret.”

Elizabeth B. Rowley liked the man’s confidence. She usually mingled with balding walrus types or younger men, who were as awkward as the monkeys in the Central Park Zoo. This one was different… wolfish. She liked the way he’d removed her from the boring herd. While silk-stockinged men and fine ladies with grand hats and gowns swarmed about the high-ceilinged main hall, here they were among overflowing bookshelves, containing who knows what secrets.

“Won’t we be missed?” she asked. “I wouldn’t want to be rude.”

He smiled. “By all means, don’t let me lead you astray. I’m sure the party is far more interesting.”

Beyond the stacks, Astors, Guggenheims, Rocke fellers and other prominent families talked of this and that. Business culture. The weather in May. The new police commissioner, Roosevelt, and if he would make any difference in a police force so corrupt, one could hardly distinguish it from the street gangs.

“Where is your secret? Close by, I should hope, Mr.… ?”

“Just downstairs. It’s a bit dark, I’m afraid.”

“Then I shall count on you to guide me.” She slipped her hand into the crook of his arm, impressed with how thick his muscles felt. He was tall, too.

He led her farther from the tedious crowd, deeper into the stacks, until they reached an old door that wobbled sadly on its hinges. Beyond it lay a steep staircase. Though lit by an electric bulb, it emptied into darkness.

He walked down first. Her hand was still in the crook of his arm until they neared the bottom. There, he moved ahead, vanishing. She managed the last two steps alone and stuck her head into a wide space thick with the smell of books.

“They couldn’t afford to electrify the entire building,” his bodiless voice said.

“Pity,” she answered. She found his silhouette, watched as he twisted the valve of a rickety old gas lamp mounted in the wall. As a gentle hiss of gas emerged, he fished in his pockets.

“Not for me,” he said, withdrawing a safety match. “I’ve always loathed Mr. Edison’s bulbs. Too harsh.” He scraped the match against the plaster wall, causing a spark, curls of smoke and finally a small, hot flower. When he touched it to the lamp, a yellow flame appeared, bobbing at the nozzle. “This is so much gentler.”

Rows of tomb-like shelves appeared in the light. They seemed to extend forever. As the light quivered, the shadows pulsed. “Makes the dark livelier, too. Like a heartbeat.”

Before she could think of a clever response, he led her down the central aisle. He stopped a quarter of the way down and ran his finger along the mottled spines. Worried she’d been silent for too long, she struggled for something interesting to say.

“Are you in publishing? An author?”

“Me? No, no. I’ve written a few… letters, but that’s all.”

He withdrew a thick book.

She edged closer, feeling the warmth of his coat. “Is this your secret? Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“How silly of me. Elizabeth Rowley, meet The Crimes of Jack the Ripper, published 1891.”

She swallowed a nervous laugh. “Oh my! Talk about lurid dime novels! Isn’t that the Whitechapel killer who butchered those poor women in London seven years ago?”

“Poor in more ways than one,” he said, flipping through the pages. “They lived in the worst circumstances, barely scrounging enough to eat. He never touched a wealthy woman.”

“Of course not. He wouldn’t dare.”

He turned to her. “They didn’t catch him, so it’s hard to tell what he might dare, don’t you think?”

“What is it about such a horrible murderer that interests you?”

“It’s just this particular book,” he said. “It’s terribly done, full of factual errors and grammar that would make a schoolboy blush. That’s why there aren’t many copies. It does, however, have the distinction of also being the only book about Saucy Jack with… this.”

He handed it to her, open to a photographic plate. Even in the light of the distant flame she could make out the words written in a crude hand.
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“I’d read about this, but never saw the actual note,” she said.

He took the book back. “Not many here have. This is the only copy someone in New York could easily get ahold of without contacting Scotland Yard in London.”

With a sharp snap, he tore the page out and slipped it into his pocket. “Now… there are none.”

Her eyes went wide. The destruction was daring, but he must have his reasons. As he slipped the book back into place, her mind searched for an explanation.

“Are you in law enforcement, Mr.… ?”

“Depends on what laws you’re referring to. I follow my own.”

A glint turned her head down to his side. His hand now held a long, sharp knife, its silver mixing with the gaslight’s yellow. By the time Elizabeth B. Rowley looked back up, his right hand was at her throat. Any sound she might’ve made, any objection she might have raised, was stifled by his grip.

He lifted steadily until first the heels, then the balls of her feet no longer touched the floor.

“And please, let’s not get all tangled up in formalities,” he said. “Call me Jack.”


2

SURROUNDED by unsettling sounds, Carver Young struggled to keep his hands still. He had to focus. Had to. He could do this. He wasn’t some infant, afraid of the dark. If anything, he loved the dark. But the cracks in the attic let the wind run wild. Old papers fluttered like hesitant birds. Musty clothes rustled as if touched by spirits. And then the cleaver, wedged in the ceiling right above him, wobbled.

It was too much. He stumbled back, making the floorboards creak.

No! If someone downstairs hears me…

Cursing himself, he crept back under the blade. It’s not going to fall. It’s been there for years. No reason it should fall now. Taking a breath, he studied the lock again. The keyhole was thin, the pins that held the cylinder tough to reach. Of course this would be the only lock in Ellis Orphanage that ever gave him trouble.

It wasn’t his first crime, but it was the only one that could change his life. Breaking into the kitchen or nabbing some school supplies could be forgiven, chalked up to what Miss Petty called “youthful indiscretion.” This time, though, he could be thrown in jail.

Wouldn’t Finn and his gang have a great laugh at that? Scrawny Carver locked in the Tombs, trapped among murderers and robbers, while Finn, a real thief, stayed free. But wouldn’t Sherlock Holmes or Nick Neverseen do the same thing? Bend the law to get at the truth?

The cleaver creaked again as if eager to punish someone. Until Carver saw it for himself, he thought it was a lie the little ones used to scare each other. The story went that a nameless boy was caught stealing cookies by Curly, the cook. Drunk as a skunk, mad as the devil, Curly grabbed a cleaver and chased the boy up to the attic. But when he raised it to strike, the poor sap went to his knees bawling. The cook relented and hurled it up instead.

Maybe it was left as a warning, like the skull and crossbones on a pirate’s treasure. No, it was more like that old Greek legend, the Sword of Damocles. How’d it go? Damocles envied a king, so the king offered to switch places. “King” Damocles was thrilled, until he looked up and saw a sword over his head, hanging by a thread. He got the point. Fear was the price of power.

Was that why Carver’s hands shook?

Beyond the door were the private files for all the orphans at Ellis, those who’d left, those who, like him, had been here over a decade. Carver knew nothing about his own parents, not their names, not how they looked, not how they lived or even if they had died. His last name, Young, was something Miss Petty made up because he was an infant when he arrived. Ever since he’d started picking locks, he’d thought about coming up here and finding out if there was anything Miss Petty hadn’t told him. She was always so hesitant about discussing his past. Now, with the headmistress gone for the day, he had the time he needed.

Or so he thought. After an hour of trying, the lock would not yield to his collection of bent nails. They were either too thick or the wrong shape, and he had no way to bend them now.

He stepped back and looked around for anything else he could use. The long, wide space was cramped with helter-skelter boxes, clothing racks and trunks, a graveyard of mementoes. A bit of color in the gloom caught his eye. Among some chewed, weathered alphabet blocks sat what was once his favorite toy, an old windup cowboy mounted on his horse.

It’d come from Europe, a rich person’s toy, donated because it was old and broken. Miss Petty marveled when Carver, only five at the time, fixed it. Cowboy Man, he called it. Now fourteen, he picked it up. The windup key turned freely. It was broken again, but maybe it could help him one last time.

Using his thickest nail, he pried off the side of the horse. It looked like someone had poured milk inside it years ago, but the pieces were all intact. He could fix it again, but he didn’t need a toy. Instead, he pulled out the wire that moved the horse’s legs back and forth. It was thin enough, but rust came off between his fingers. It would probably snap. Still, it was worth a try.

He bent it carefully and, once satisfied with the shape, slipped it into the keyhole. Slowly, he turned it. Something clicked. The cylinder turned. The door swung inward. He had it!

Snickering at the cleaver, he moved into a room full of gray file cabinets. It was too dim to read their labels, but he guessed the bottom-right drawer would hold X-Y-Z. When he pulled it open, the dry metal squeaked loudly. It didn’t seem right this should be illegal. The only thing he wanted was his, anyway.

He pulled all the files out and carried them into a scant beam of sunlight. As he sifted through the awkward pile, a breeze snatched a bit of paper from the last. Afraid he’d drop the pile if he bent to pick it up, he put his foot on it and left it there as he worked.

No X’s, but a few W’s, Welles, Winfrey, Winters. There it was, at the bottom: Young, Carver.

He set the pile on an old steamer trunk and weighed it down with a birdcage. Excited, he opened his file. Nothing. It was empty except for an annex card, the same sort he’d seen in Miss Petty’s office, listing the orphan’s name and any belongings that had arrived with them. Spaces for the parents had been left blank. It didn’t even mention the woman Miss Petty told him had brought him to Ellis as an infant.

The card had only one entry, in the headmistress’s small, neat handwriting. It was dated 1889. A letter had been received from England. From his parents? It didn’t say.

Carver looked down. The folded paper was still lying under his foot. Dropping his file, he snatched up the small, imperfect rectangle. It was a letter. The paper was thick. The fountain pen ink blotched in spots. The handwriting was harsh, almost garbled.

[image: ]

He read it again, then again. The fourth time, pieces began to make sense.

Thought she died too quick to have our one and only, but no, he’d be eight now.

I hear he has a cut ear on the shoulder…

The writer thought his son died in childbirth, along with his wife. Carver was eight in 1889 and he had an ear-shaped birthmark. The letter was written by his father!

Carver’s father had tried to come for him… What if he was still alive? What if his father was out there still, trying to find him?
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AFTER STEALING a few apples from the larder, Carver sat on his too-small bed in the boys’ dorm. Before bedtime, the lonely hall was empty, everyone working or playing, making it the perfect place to be alone with his prize.

He was so engrossed, studying the letter line by line, memorizing every curl of the ink, that he almost didn’t notice Miss Petty had appeared at the doorway. He’d barely shoved the letter in his pocket when the long thin woman crooked a finger at him and sullenly commanded, “Come with me.”

Had she found out? Already? He’d been so careful.

He followed in silence as the matriarch marched him downstairs to the narrow hall between the dining room and kitchen that held her office. She was always stiff, but not like this. She must be furious. This was it, then; he’d gone too far.

He was about to apologize, to explain, when he saw that her office was already occupied. Finn Walker and Delia Stephens were sitting on a child-size bench, looking terribly uncomfortable.

At the sight of Carver, Finn narrowed his eyes and grunted in his already-deep voice, “If he said I did something, he’s lying again.” Big as he was, Miss Petty silenced him with a glance.

Finn was in trouble more than Carver, but what was Delia doing here? The dark-haired, round-faced girl had been at Ellis nearly as long as he and Finn, but her behavior was impeccable. Her thin cotton dress was too light for the weather, and she was flushed and sweating, as if she’d been yanked from the laundry room in the middle of her chores.

What was going on?

“Sit,” Miss Petty said.

To keep some distance from Finn, Carver wedged himself between Delia and a wall.

After shutting the door, Miss Petty rounded on them. Instead of a royal ear-lashing, though, she cleared her throat and spoke in a quivering voice. “The building’s been sold. We’ll be purchasing a larger facility further north, with a field and gymnasium. The money left over will fund us for many years.”

Finn blurted out exactly what Carver was feeling. “I don’t want to leave the city!”

“Hush,” Delia said. “Can’t you see she’s not finished? There’s something else.”

A tremble ran through the headmistress’s upper lip, but she wiped it away like an error on the chalkboard. “The board has also decided we can no longer house residents past age thirteen. I made a final appeal that our oldest residents, you three, be allowed to remain, but was summarily rejected. I’m afraid you’ll all have to make other arrangements.”

Looking at their openmouthed expressions, Miss Petty rose and stepped closer to them and, in a rare gesture of affection, cupped Delia’s chin in her hand. “I’d gladly offer you a position in our new kitchen, but in your case, I’m confident it will not come to that.”

A more severe expression had been reserved for the boys. “As for you two, I continue to regret I could not be both mother and father. You each need the latter badly. However, if my word means anything, I strongly suggest that if you don’t intend to wind up on the street, you put all mischief out of your minds and focus on making the best-possible impression on next week’s Prospective Parents Day.”

“But—” Carver and Finn said simultaneously.

She cut them off. “I promise nothing, but do as I ask and there may yet be a surprise for both of you. Since his father had been such a friend to Ellis, I’ve managed to persuade our new police commissioner to attend, bringing a great deal of attention to the event. If there is a chance for you to avoid the life of a street rat, it will be there.”

Finn looked puzzled, but Carver grew excited. “Roosevelt? He’s working on the library murder! They say her body was…”

Miss Petty closed her eyes. “Mr. Young, please. I’m delighted that you’re reading, but if you broadened your focus a bit, you might have something less unsavory to discuss.”

“Sorry.”

She grimaced. “I’m sure. Now, leave me please. I still have arrangements to make and you all have some serious thinking to do.”

But as they filed out, the only thing on Carver’s mind was that he might meet a real-live detective who could help him find his father.
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THEY HEADED down the hall, Delia and Finn somber, but Carver’s mind ablaze.

“The rumor is she was butchered,” he said cheerfully.

Delia rolled her eyes. “I read the papers.”

“Everyone dancing and talking. She was screaming right below their feet and they couldn’t hear her.”

Suddenly, Finn shoved Carver into the wall. He pressed his beefy right forearm into the smaller boy’s chest and brought his face close. “Shut up!”

Sick of the years of bullying, Carver refused to flinch. “Or else what? You’re going to beat me up right outside Miss Petty’s office? Even you aren’t that stupid.”

But Finn didn’t release him. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten what you did to me.”

“I’m stunned, Finn, really. I mean, I’m still surprised you can talk.”

Finn pushed harder, squeezing the air from Carver’s lungs. “I did not steal that locket!”

Delia eyed them both with distaste. “Let go of him, Phineas. Haven’t we trouble enough?”

The bully grunted, then lowered his arm. Carver’s ribs ached. He wanted to wince from the pain but forced himself to remain expressionless. He was, after all, in the right.

A week ago, ten-year-old Madeline’s locket, all she had of her dead mother, was stolen. Miss Petty announced that if it were on her desk by morning, there’d be no questions asked. But that wasn’t good enough for Carver. He hid in the storage closet next door waiting, until Finn, without so much as a guilty look, appeared and put Madeline’s locket on the desk.

Bad enough Finn and his gang had the run of the place, bad enough his good looks helped him get away with it. But steal a poor kid’s locket for a smidgen of gold? Carver had had enough. He snuck the locket back to the boys’ dorm, then waited for the deep snoring that told him Finn was asleep. Then he crept up and laid the locket on his barrel chest.

In the morning, they all woke to Tommy, one of the younger boys, shouting, “Finn has the locket!”

As the others sleepily surrounded him, a wide-eyed Finn stared at the chain dangling from his index finger. It was perfect, until Carver ruined it by grinning too widely. When Finn spotted him, even if he couldn’t figure out what had happened, he knew Carver had something to do with it.

Like a steam locomotive, he came for him, shoving the bed back two feet as he rose. But before the lumbering hulk could reach him, Miss Petty arrived. Finn was dragged out by his ear, face as bright red as his hair. Detective Young had solved his first crime. A just punishment would be meted out.

Only it wasn’t. Whatever went on behind the closed office door, Finn seemed none the worse for wear. Carver could only wonder what happened, or why Finn had yet to take vengeance. The whole thing had been very confusing. Even now, as Finn stormed off, instead of thanking him, Delia glared at Carver with disapproval.

Carver felt flustered. “He stole Madeline’s locket. I saw him try to put it back!”

“Phineas has never been a thief,” she said, her eyes narrowing.

“He’s been everything else, hasn’t he? For years!”

“But not a thief,” she calmly repeated. “It’s not in his character. Unlike someone else I know, who never seems to run out of apples.”

Carver stiffened. “Oh, I get it. You’re sweet on him, just like the rest of the girls.”

Her face shivered. “Just because I don’t think he’s a criminal doesn’t mean I want to marry him. And even if he is guilty, Mister Ace Detective, was that the smartest play you could have made? He could’ve beaten you to a pulp.” She sighed. “I suppose you think you were doing the right thing, and Miss Petty says that when a jackass flies, we shouldn’t question how high it flies but that it flies at all.”

Carver felt suddenly small. “You think I’m a jackass?”

She shook her head. “You are different, though. The fact you stood up to Finn at all shows that.” She examined him, as if trying to suss the change, then pointed at his bulging pockets. “Not a great hiding place for apples. Can I have one?”

Grunting, he pulled one out for each of them. She took a bite. “You’ll probably want to stop swiping things from the kitchen until Prospective Parents Day.”

He shrugged. “It’s a waste for me. I’m fourteen, too big to be anyone’s baby, too… scrawny to be a good apprentice.”

She didn’t disagree. “Miss Petty says I’ve never been adopted because I’m too smart. Men don’t want anyone putting ideas in their wives’ heads. It’s also why she never suggested me for an Orphan Train. I think I’d go insane working on a farm.”

“I was too scrawny for the Midwest.” He used the word again, still hoping she’d disagree. “Just as well. I like it here. Tallest building, longest bridge… What else do you need?”

She nodded. “That’s why I took matters into my own hands. I’ve been corresponding with Jerrik and Anne Ribe. They both work for the New York Times. He’s a reporter; she works in the leisure department. They’ll be there to meet me on Prospective Parents Day.”

Carver let loose a loud whistle. “The New York Times? That’s almost as good as the Herald, isn’t it? Good for you, Delia, really.”

She smiled wryly. “There have been a few women reporters, but they say the best I should hope for is to work for something boring like Ladies’ Home Journal.”

“They’d be crazy not to give you some kind of chance. That’d be grand, wouldn’t it? Covering murders, exposing crime.”

“Something like that,” she said. She gave him a mischievous look. “Matter of fact, I’ve been practicing on you. Did you find anything in the attic today?”

She took another bite of her apple.
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“WHAT?” Carver said. “How… ?”

“It’s not complicated. I was delivering fresh linen and heard all that creaking. I thought you were a rat until I stepped in and saw you working at that lock. You were so intent, I could’ve been an elephant and you wouldn’t have noticed. You have to admit you have a funny sense of law and order, turning in Finn, bending the rules for yourself.”

Carver stiffened. “At least you know where your mother is; you even see her once a month. She just can’t afford to take care of you. I was dropped at the doorstep in a basket like in a fairy tale. I love mystery stories, but I’m the biggest mystery I know. What’s wrong with trying to find out about my parents?”

Her expression softened. “Nothing, but I really don’t think Miss Petty would hide anything.”

Without thinking, he answered, “Well, she did.”

“Oh? So what did you find?” she said. Seeing his hesitation, she punched his shoulder. “I won’t tell, Carver. We’ve known each other our whole lives.” She paused, then added, “Well… not if you show me whatever it is.”

Carver was dying to share it with someone. Why not Delia? “Fine, but not here.”

Taking her elbow, he walked her up to an empty second-floor classroom. It was evening now, the only light from an electric streetlamp. As usual, the darkness comforted him. It was cooler here, too. Carver briefly worried Delia would be cold in her thin dress, but when a cool breeze from a cracked windowpane hit her sweaty face, she smiled with pleasure.

He had started thinking how pretty she’d grown when she looked at him sharply. “Well?”

With an exaggerated sigh, he withdrew the letter. She stared at it, aghast. “From your parents? Are they alive? Why would Miss Petty keep it from you?”

He waved her closer. “Read it and you’ll know everything I do.”

Together the pair solemnly studied the paper. Having memorized the words, Carver tried to see past them, to feel his father’s presence, the man who’d held the pen, thought the thoughts. The effort made him nervous, and he couldn’t say why.

He pointed out a word. “He misspells color.”

“That’s how they spell it in London,” Delia said. Her brow furrowed deeper and deeper as she read, until it looked like river waves. “It… seems like it was written by a crazy person.”

Carver felt strangely defensive. “Or maybe it doesn’t make exact sense on purpose, like a clue. It talks about a mark, right? It means my birthmark.”

She scanned his face and arms. “Where?”

Eager to prove his point, he pulled his shirt half-off and turned his bare back to her.

“Not quite so scrawny anymore, are you? You’re getting some muscle.”

He tried not to blush. “See it? On my right shoulder?”

She leaned closer. “When was the last time you took a bath? I can’t see anything except dirt.”

He felt her fingers against his skin. The sensation was pleasant until she rubbed hard.

“It doesn’t come off! It’s a birthmark!”

“Sorry. It does look like an ear. Carver… that really is a letter from your father, isn’t it?”

He pulled his shirt back on. “So what do I do about it? I can’t tell Miss Petty.”

Delia shrugged. “I’d try to find some kind of official help. Someone working for the city who has access to records, like…”

Carver brightened. “Roosevelt! If you can write to the Times, why can’t I write to him?”

Delia looked worried. “I was thinking of a clerk or librarian. The police commissioner? You might as well write to Sherlock Holmes.”

But Carver barely heard her. “He’s been a hunter, a cowboy and a sheriff. I know he’d want to help. And if we met… if I impressed him, maybe I could even get a job, like you and the Times. Don’t you think?”

Delia gaped at him awhile before speaking. “I’m sure he’s very busy, you know, trying to eliminate all the corruption in the city, working on solving that murder…”

Carver gave her a grin. “I mean, why not? What do you think?”

“Well,” Delia said slowly. “I certainly think you can try.”
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THAT NIGHT, Carver didn’t sleep at all. Instead, in the light of an old hurricane lantern, he toiled over his letter to Roosevelt, revising it dozens of times before the sun rose. In the morning, he mailed it, and that very afternoon started checking for a response.

Days went by without an answer. After a week, he worried Delia was right—he might just as well have written to Sherlock Holmes. By the time Prospective Parents Day came around, he’d decided Roosevelt was a phony, a stuffed shirt who talked big but who couldn’t be bothered with anything that really mattered.

Rather than even try to meet him, Carver stood in a corner tugging at his too-small shirt and feeling miserable. Aside from the suffocating collar, the pants itched horribly, as if the lining were coated with sand. Worse, the jacket wouldn’t close enough to cover the shirt’s ancient food stains.

Noticing his dour face, Miss Petty said, “Take heart, Mr. Young. Who knows? There could be a surprise in store. Everything changes, after all.”

She was right about that. It had finally dawned on him that his childhood, unhappy as it was, was vanishing. For as long as he could remember, plywood boards covered with Mother Goose characters separated the dining common from the main entrance hall. Now they were gone, creating a vast, open space that took up nearly a quarter of the first floor.

The chipped wooden children’s tables had been replaced with folding adult-size versions, neatly covered in linen. The usually bare windows were covered with borrowed burgundy curtains. There was light all around, too much, leaving no place for Carver to hide from all the strangers.

When Delia joined him in his lonely corner, he worried she was going to criticize him again. Instead, she seemed oddly lighthearted for the occasion.

“You look unhappy,” she said in a playful tone.

Didn’t she get it? He nodded toward the orphans, all milling with a crowd so well dressed that he’d only seen its like strolling down Fifth Avenue on Sundays after church. “It’s like we’re having a… a… what do they call it when the store burns and all the goods have to be sold cheaply?”

“A fire sale?” Delia offered.

“Everyone must go!” Carver said, trailing his hand in the air to indicate the invisible ad.

Ignoring him, Delia tugged at his tight collar. “I offered to let it out for you. Miss Petty thinks I did nicely enough for the others, even if you think I only readied them for some sort of slave trade.”

It was true. She’d done wonderfully matching the children with suitable clothes, then patching and mending them all.

“And me,” she said, modeling her dress. “Do I look fake?”

She didn’t. He’d almost taken her for one of the visitors when he first saw her. The dress was a shade lighter than peacock blue, matched her eyes and looked new.

“I suppose not,” Carver mumbled.

She tugged at his arm. “Come on, you’re not going to meet anyone standing in a corner by yourself.”

Carver shook his head. “No one’s here for the orphans. They’re here to gawk at Roosevelt.”

At the drinks table a crowd had gathered around a barrel-chested man with a bushy mustache and pince-nez glasses. His teeth were big and white, his eyes small and piercing, and his rasping voice carried to every corner.

“I have the most important and the most corrupt department on my hands,” Theodore Roosevelt said. “I know well how hard the task ahead of me is…”

“Nothing but a windbag,” Carver said.

Delia tsked. “How long are you going to stay angry because he didn’t drop every murder investigation to read your letter? You love detectives? Detectives work for him. You might say hello.”

Carver slumped back into the wall. “Don’t let me hold you back,” he said.

She cleared her throat. “I have some news. It’s official. I’m to be adopted by Jerrik and Anne Ribe. Not even adopted, really. Mrs. Ribe, she wants me to call her Anne. Anyways, I’ll be more her live-in companion and assistant. The New York Times! Can you imagine? Look, they’re right over there.”

She pointed to a young couple among the crowd surrounding Roosevelt. They were nicely dressed but not quite as stylish as the others. The man, thin, bespectacled, with close-cropped fair hair, had a pad in his hand. He was working hard to try to get Roosevelt’s attention, bobbing up and down like a ferret. The woman, her curly blond hair tied neatly in a bun, kept putting her fingers to her lips as if trying to stifle a laugh at her husband’s antics. Carver liked them at once.

“That’s fantastic, Delia.” He forced a smile to his face.

“So, good things can happen sometimes. Yes?”

“For you! I’ll be selling the papers you write,” Carver said. “I’ll be a street rat.”

“Stop pouting!” She again pointed at Roosevelt. “Mr. Ribe says all the crime reporters keep offices right across from the police headquarters on Mulberry Street. Whenever something exciting happens, Commissioner Roosevelt leans out the window and gives them a loud cowboy yell, ‘Yi-yi-yi!’”

Carver shrugged. “So?”

She swatted him. “Honestly, how can you be angry with a man who leans out the window and shouts, ‘Yi-yi-yi’? Go talk to him.”

“And say what?”

She sighed. “Has it even occurred to you that he might be the surprise Miss Petty hinted at?”

Carver furrowed his brow. “Really?”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t more encouraging about your writing to him. I was right, but wrong in the way I told you. I mean to say… even if he isn’t your surprise, sometimes you have to make your own.”

She whirled and walked away.

Was it even possible Commissioner Roosevelt might want to meet him? Did he dare hope again?

Leaving the safety of his corner, Carver edged along the wall. What would he say? How would he say it? As he reached a spot directly behind the punch bowl, Jerrik Ribe finally got his question in: “What about the murder of Elizabeth Rowley? There are rumors the body was—”

“Tut-tut!” Roosevelt responded. It was a gentle, educated phrase, but uttered with such authority it sounded more like, “Shut up!”

“Hardly a tale for the children!” Roosevelt continued. He offered the orphans at his feet a wide grin, revealing the substantial gap between his teeth. Out of nowhere, he frowned. Suddenly, the stout man turned back toward Carver, his instincts as a hunter perhaps telling him he was being secretly watched. For a moment, their eyes locked.

Carver felt something powerful pulse from the stocky man. Roosevelt twisted his head curiously and then went back to the reporter. “I will say this much, in the first five months of 1895, we’ve investigated no fewer than eighty murders. I assure you, in each instance, we are on the case!”

“I’ve heard—”

Again, Roosevelt cut him off. “I’ve faced down rhinoceri, lions and even the former head of the New York City Police and always held my ground. Don’t think I can’t do the same with you. Request an interview through my assistant, Miss Minnie Kelly, and I’ll grant it, but only because she speaks so highly of your wife.”

Satisfied but chagrined, Ribe said, “Thank you, Commissioner.”

Miss Petty handed Roosevelt a glass of punch. He sipped it, smacked his lips and said, “Dee-lightful!”

Unable to bring himself to approach, Carver slipped away. Working for the police… what a dream. Sure, Delia could get what she wanted, but maybe dreams weren’t meant for him.
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AS THE party wore on, everyone except Carver looked like they were having a great time. Seemingly haughty women risked getting dirt on their gowns to bring themselves closer to the children. The men scuffed the knees of their expensive tuxedos for a chat or game.

The only other person sticking to the sidelines was Finn.

If Carver’s jacket was too small, Finn’s was ready to burst. He looked like a trained monkey, the kind that worked with organ grinders selling bags of roasted peanuts.

But then his short second-in-command, Bulldog, trotted up to his mentor, speaking excitedly. He was twelve, but wide as Finn. His flat face made him look like his namesake. His looks had put him on the outs with the others, until Finn took him under his wing, earning his lifelong loyalty.

Carver couldn’t hear what he was saying, but he was pointing to a tall bearded man by the sandwiches. Nearly all the boys from Finn’s gang were there, even Peter Bishop. A recent arrival, being part of Finn’s gang made him feel more American, but he had to be goaded into breaking rules.

As Finn listened to Bulldog, his look of misery faded. Curious, Carver slipped nearer.

“It’s legit!” Bulldog squeaked. “That there’s Colonel George E. Waring, the man who designed the Central Park sewers himself. He’s looking for us young men to sweep garbage in the summer and shovel snow in the winter. It pays real money! Fifty cents a week! Guy like you’d probably be a captain or something!”

The red-haired bully’s back straightened. “You think… ?”

A street-cleaner, eh? It was physical work, but Finn would like that. Even more, he’d love being his own man, free on the streets. With a sigh, Carver realized that even his tormentor had found a place in life.

But no sooner did the husky youth take a step than Miss Petty appeared. “Phineas, there are some people here who’d like to meet you.”

At her side stood an impeccably dressed couple. The man was narrow as a piece of cardboard, pinch-faced, and severe. The gown on his well-fed wife was so wide, the hooped hem prevented anyone from getting within three feet of her.

She raised a set of glasses with a long silver handle and surveyed Finn, as if considering having him made into a winter coat.

Miss Petty made the introductions. “This is Mr. Alexander Echols, a district attorney, and his wife, Samantha. I’ve told them a lot about you, and they’re interested in possibly adopting you.”

“Uh…,” Finn said. His eyes were riveted on the colonel and his friends, half a room away.

“Does he talk?” Mrs. Echols asked. “I’d rather he didn’t. But he does have a handsome face.”

Realizing the woman wasn’t joking, Miss Petty said, “He does talk. Isn’t that true, Phineas?”

“Yes…,” Finn said. Carver could feel him sweating.

“Ah,” Mrs. Echols said. “Do you have any handsome ones that don’t? We only need one that looks good in photos.”

“No,” Miss Petty said coolly. Though she clearly didn’t like them, she took Finn’s hand and drew him closer to the couple. They were rich, so of course she’d see that as a good opportunity for one of her residents. So that was Finn’s surprise.

Across the room, Colonel Waring had a little pad of paper out. He was licking the tip of a pencil, ready to write down names. Bulldog shrugged a sheepish farewell at Finn and then rushed off to join the others.

Once Miss Petty excused herself, the Echolses spoke as if Finn weren’t even there.

“His arms look fat,” Mrs. Echols said with disapproval.

“Perhaps it’s the clothes,” Mr. Echols said with a shrug. “But it will make great press to have him along at charity events.”

“It seems like so much trouble,” Mrs. Echols said. “Couldn’t we just borrow one?”

“I don’t believe so,” Mr. Echols said. “And the adoption itself will look very good. Very charitable indeed.” He leaned forward and addressed Finn loudly and slowly. “We would like to take you home with us. You will be fed, clothed and educated. What do you say?”

Carver could smell the wood burning in Finn’s head. The muscular red-haired boy, used to barking out orders and being obeyed, suddenly looked lost and sad.

Embarrassed for him, Carver stepped away. He thought about Delia. She was right about making your own luck. If Carver cared at all about what kind of life he’d be leading, he’d march up to Roosevelt and give it his best shot.

He moved toward the punch bowl, looking down at his feet. Should he mention his letter or just talk about how much he wanted to be a detective? He was halfway there when he looked up. Roosevelt was gone. He scanned the room, snapping his head faster and faster. The man was nowhere to be seen.

Delia was at the entrance, next to Anne Ribe and Miss Petty. Carver ran and yanked her aside. “Where’s Roosevelt?”

The smile fell from her face. “He left. You never did speak to him, did you? It was only a minute ago; maybe you could still catch him.”

Carver dove for the door. On his way out, he nearly knocked over an oddly stooped salt-and-pepper-haired man. The man growled something, but Carver ignored him. He jumped down the three steps and looked frantically up and down the street. Cool air hit the sweat around his neck.

Horse-drawn hansoms and private carriages clopped and clicked along the cobblestones. Pedestrians strolled along, but none had Roosevelt’s short stature or square shoulders.

Carver had stood by for hours, feeling sorry for himself, and now his chance was lost. How could he find his father alone? For as long as he could remember, Carver felt as if something were missing. Not just his past, not just knowing who he was, but someone who could tell him, show him. A father, if not his own, then someone like him. Now where would he wind up?

He turned back to the entrance and pulled so hard at his collar, it tore. The air that swarmed over the top of his chest felt like winter.

“Don’t they teach manners in this place? I said, watch where you’re going, boy!”

Carver looked up. It was the gnomish older man, still in the doorway, scowling fiercely. “Are you deaf as well as stupid?”

Carver twisted his head for a better look. He seemed the sort you wouldn’t want to mess with. His beard and hair were unkempt as a squirrel’s nest, but his eyes were practically shining with intelligence. His left hand, pressed against the door, looked terribly strong, but his right appeared damaged, mangled. It clutched the black stick of a silver wolf’s head cane with three fingers, as if the thumb and index finger were useless.

What was he? The old cape covering his hunched shoulders might have been formal once, but it was threadbare and wrinkled now. The rest of his clothes looked as if they hadn’t been laundered in ages. If he weren’t so sloppy, he’d look as if he belonged in a funeral home. An undertaker.

Carver was about to apologize, but the man yelled again.

“I said, boy, are you deaf as well as stupid?”

There was something about the nasal tenor that really grated. Aside from which Carver didn’t like being called boy or stupid.

“Neither,” Carver said.

The man looked more curious than offended. Still holding the door, he swayed his body closer. “Neither what, boy?”

Carver held his ground. “I am neither deaf nor stupid. And I hardly think I’m a boy anymore.”

The stranger rolled his eyes. “Are you a farm hog?! When addressing your superiors, whether you mean it or not, you always say sir. And when you nearly knock someone over, whether you mean it or not, you apologize.”

“I do apologize, sir,” Carver said. He hoped his tone communicated how little he meant it.

But the man wasn’t offended. A slight smile brought the edge of his lips into the same light as his eyes. “That you are. You are one sorry boy. Where are you going in such a rush?”

Once more, Carver looked up and down the street. “Nowhere.”

The man cackled. “Just like the rest of the damn fools in this city, eh?” He stretched the cane out. It almost touched the tip of Carver’s nose. “At least you know it. That’s something, isn’t it?”

He put the cane down. “Are you Carver Young?”

“What?”

“I thought you weren’t deaf. Are you Carver Young?”

“Yes,” Carver said. “And who are you… sir?”

Saying nothing, the man hobbled inside, leaving Carver feeling very much like a stupid boy, not knowing what to say or do.
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CARVER stared at the door a good long time. Was that Miss Petty’s surprise? Was he going to be adopted by a… a gnome?

What could he do? Run away and not come back. He’d be thrown out soon enough anyway. He’d joked with Delia about it, but he could become a newsboy, spending nights in one of their lodges. It was better than working in a funeral parlor.

How long would it take to pack?

He headed back in, pelted by body heat and party sounds. Finn was in the same spot, staring enviously as Colonel Waring chatted happily with Bulldog. Mrs. Echols grabbed his chin and turned him back.

“Pssst!”

Delia was waving her hands at him. Maybe he could visit her at the Times when he picked up his newspapers for delivery. He took a step in her direction, but she motioned for him to stay put and frantically pointed in the direction of the back hallway where Miss Petty’s office was. Where was Miss Petty anyway? Or the undertaker? Ah. Delia was trying to tell him they were in her office.

He should just go pack, but the thought of leaving Ellis forever slowed him. Maybe he should at least try to find out what the gnome had to say.

He slipped into the hallway and gently closed the door behind him. Miss Petty’s office door was wide open, its light casting the oblong shadow of two talking figures. Carver pressed himself against the wall and inched along. Two feet from the door he still couldn’t hear them. He did see them, though, reflected in the Humpty Dumpty glass. He dared another foot in time to hear the stranger say, in a dismissive tone, “Of course he writes a fine letter, but in person the boy is not nearly as impressive as I’d hoped.”

Letter? The one he’d sent to Roosevelt? What other letter would there be? Carver’s heart began to pound.

“I’ll leave my card and let you return to your guests,” said the man, rising from his seat. He laid it upright against the desk lamp.

“Thank you, Mr. Hawking,” Miss Petty said.

Hawking. Did he work for Roosevelt? Had Carver ruined a second chance by nearly barreling him over, then being snotty about it?

Any second now they’d enter the hall. He doubted that finding him spying would improve Mr. Hawking’s opinion of him, but he’d never make it out in time. Why had he closed the stupid door behind him? The supply closet he often hid in was just past the office door. It wasn’t far, but he’d have to cross right in front of them to reach it.

When Hawking rose and faced Miss Petty, he put his back to the door, covering her view and giving Carver the chance he needed. He crouched, raced by and slipped into the supply closet. He kicked a mop but caught the stick before it clattered to the floor.

“So sorry to have wasted your time,” Miss Petty said as they entered the hall.

Hawking grunted. “If he puts on some weight, the boy could become a bouncer. At least then his people-shoving abilities would be put to good use.”

Carver bit his lip. He had ruined it. He might never even know what he’d ruined.

The hallway door opened and their conversation melted into the rush of the party. He waited, just to be sure, and then stepped out of the closet. He was alone. He might as well continue with his plan to run away. Then again, he no longer had a reason to run.

Was Hawking with Roosevelt? He had to know. Fingering his trusty bent nails, he approached the door to Miss Petty’s office and unlocked it with ease. It wasn’t the attic lock, after all. Remembering the card the man had left, he snatched it from her desk. It was printed on fine thick paper, but kind of crumpled, as if it had been curled, then flattened. On the front, in raised letters, it read:

Albert Hawking—The Pinkerton Agency

The Pinkertons?! Carver gnashed his teeth. The most famous detective agency in the world! Allan Pinkerton was the first private detective in the United States. For fifty years he and his agents battled kidnappers, robbers, murderers, outlaw gangs and more. He’d passed away, but his agency had offices everywhere. Their logo, a single eye over the motto We never sleep, gave birth to the term private eye.

Maybe Carver could still apologize. Beg. Weep, if it would help.

Was there an address? A phone listing? The front of the card contained nothing more than the name and the agency. He flipped it over. There were numbers and some letters on the back:

40 42.8 (W)

74 .4 (N)

They looked pressed into the paper, typewritten. That was why it was curled. Someone had run it through a typewriter roll. Hawking’s hand was damaged, and he probably couldn’t hold a pen or pencil. But why would he go to the trouble of typing some numbers?

Memorizing the contents, he carefully replaced the card. Rather than be seen walking into the party from Miss Petty’s office, he took the long way, through the laundry area, then back around front.

By the time he reached the entrance, things were breaking up. Carver scanned the milling bodies for Hawking. It was no use—like Roosevelt, he was gone. He couldn’t even spot Miss Petty. He tried to remember every name Finn had ever called him so he could use them on himself.

There was still the numbers on the card. They must mean something. If he could figure out what that was, he might still impress the man. A combination? No, there wouldn’t be decimals in a combination.

As he puzzled over it, Delia came up, buzzing with questions. “Did you meet him? Did you talk? He looked… interesting, like he’d been hurt in a war. Was he important? What did you do?”

When he didn’t answer, she noticed his dark expression. “Or should I say, what didn’t you do? Carver, tell me you did something?”

“Oh, I did something all right. I was in such a rush to find Roosevelt, I nearly knocked over Albert Hawking of the Pinkertons. Then I insulted him to the point where he wanted nothing to do with me.”

“No!”

Carver nodded. “I saw his card, but it didn’t even have a city, or a country, let alone a… a…”

He stopped in mid-sentence, looked briefly at Delia, then bounded down the hall.

“Where are you going?”

“To make my own luck!”
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CARVER hurtled up the stairs that led to the classrooms. He heard Delia follow, struggling to keep up in her long dress and awkward shoes, but couldn’t slow down now. Once inside, he headed to the hanging map of the world and eagerly ran his fingers along the lines.

Delia, shoes in one hand, dress hem gathered up in the other, appeared at the door panting. “You might at least tell me.”

Carver grinned. “The numbers and letters on the back of the card, latitude and longitude coordinates, degrees, minutes and seconds. The degrees put it right here in New York City.”

“Put what right here?”

“I have no idea, but it’s exciting, isn’t it?” He looked around. “I need something that shows minutes and seconds, something more local, a map of just the city… but where can I… Wait!”

He rushed past Delia. Moving faster now that her shoes were off, she stayed right behind him all the way to the kitchen. There she gasped as he began rifling through Curly’s recipes.

“He’ll kill you if he sees you going through those.”

Carver waved her off. “Once he finished cooking, Miss Petty gave him the night off. You know how he’s always getting lost? That’s why, along with his recipes, he also keeps… this!”

He held up a folded tourist map.

Pushing aside dirty utensils and bread crumbs, he unfolded the map. He ran his fingers first horizontally along the top, then
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