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In loving memory of our wonderful son, Chris.
 We will always believe.
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[image: Image]




  
  



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Many thanks to my niece, Melody Bennett, for being one of Sarah Woolson's most steadfast fans, and for inspiring the Melody Tremaine character featured in this book. What would I do without your loyal support, Mel, even if it's all too frequently accompanied by your outspoken opinion concerning which man should win Sarah's heart? Love you, sweetie!




  
  



CHAPTER ONE



The nightmare began early on the morning of Sunday, December 4.

Upon reflection, perhaps I ought to rephrase this statement. By nightmare, I do not refer to the frightening dreams each of us suffers upon occasion. Rather I am describing the horrific events which sent ripples of fear through the inhabitants of Rincon Hill—nay, through the entire city of San Francisco—shortly before Christmas, in the year of our Lord 1881. Unarguably, the murder which set the horror in motion that morning was a tragedy, yet none of us could have possibly foreseen the carnage which was yet to follow.

I had retired late the previous evening, and was in a deep sleep when I was abruptly awakened by an odd noise. I sat bolt upright in my bed, but it was several moments before my groggy mind comprehended the source of that sound; some fool was throwing rocks at my window!

Pushing back my bedcovers, I arose and, without bothering to pull on slippers or robe, hurried across the room to the window facing the west side of the house. I was reaching for the edge of the drapes when another handful of pebbles bounced against the pane. By now thoroughly awake, and not a little irritated, I angrily pulled up the sash.

Below me, a pool of light emanated from a kerosene lantern, held aloft by the dark figure of a man. Regarding him in some surprise, I realized he appeared to be wearing the dark blue frock coat (appearing nearly black in the dim light) of the San Francisco police department. I should have known, I thought, expelling a sigh of relief. The man peering up at my window was George Lewis, my brother Samuel's good friend and a sergeant on the above-mentioned force.

“George,” I called down to him, “would you kindly explain why you are throwing rocks at my window? And in the middle of the night?”

“I apologize, Miss Sarah,” he said in a loud whisper. “Your back fence prevented me from reaching Samuel's window. A body's been found in the Second Street Cut, and I knew he'd want to be the first reporter on the scene. Would you—could you please wake him?”

I thought for a moment I had misheard. “Did you say you found a body just two blocks from our house?”

“Yes, and I'm in something of a hurry. I have to return there as quickly as possible.” His voice grew more urgent. “I hate to bother you, Miss Sarah, but would you please tell your brother?”

I made up my mind on the instant. “Yes, I'll fetch him right away!”

In my bare feet, and still not bothering with a robe, I left my room and padded quickly down the hall. The way was but dimly lit by several small sconce candles hung on the walls, requiring me to watch carefully where I stepped in order to avoid the squeakier floorboards. Samuel's bedroom was located at the rear of our house, overlooking the back garden. The gnarled old oak tree that grew just outside his window had for years provided my brother with a convenient method for coming and going without our parents being any the wiser. Even now I knew he occasionally utilized the tree for this purpose, especially if he were pursuing a newsworthy story.

Unknown to my mother and father, or any other member of the family, for that matter, Samuel—who had completed his legal education some five years previous—had invented endless excuses to postpone taking his California Bar examinations. In those intervening years, he had become far more interested in the life of a crime journalist, for which he had unarguably been blessed with considerable talent.

The reason for this subterfuge was because our father, the Honorable Horace T. Woolson, superior court judge for the County of San Francisco, nurtured a deep prejudice, not to mention mistrust, toward anyone in the newspaper business. It was Samuel's profound hope that Papa would never discover the real reason why he continued to avoid taking that last step en route to becoming an attorney. He had, you see, been busy forging a career in journalism under the name Ian Fearless, the noted San Francisco crime reporter much in demand by a variety of publications, ranging from the Police Gazette to the city's well-established daily newspapers. George Lewis was right. Samuel would undoubtedly do anything to scoop the town's other reporters when it came to a good murder.

Not stopping to knock, I boldly entered my brother's room and crossed to his bed. Samuel was an especially sound sleeper—it was a family joke that he'd even managed to sleep through several significant earthquakes—and I was forced to shake him by the shoulders before he could be roused from his slumber.

“What the hell?” he grumbled, pulling the bedcovers over his tousled head. “Go away and let me sleep.”

“Samuel, wake up,” I said, continuing to shake him. “George is waiting for you outside. They've found a body in the Cut. He thought you'd want to cover the story.”

At this, he sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “What time is it?”

By the faint glow of candlelight spilling through the open door to the hall, I could just make out the hands of his clock.

“It's a few minutes after two o'clock,” I told him. “Hurry up and get dressed if you want an exclusive story.”

Without waiting for him to agree, I scurried back to my own room. Hastily, I tore off my nightgown and pulled on the first dress that came to hand. Not bothering with petticoats or stockings, I threw on a pair of old boots and tossed a long, hooded wrap over my shoulders. I gathered my thick mop of tangled hair into a bun as I raced down the stairs and, grabbing hold of one of the lanterns kept at the ready in a downstairs cupboard, flung open the front door. Leaving it slightly ajar behind me, I joined a startled-looking George Lewis who stood waiting on the street.

“Miss Sarah,” he protested, “you can't mean to come with us. The victim is . . . that is, it's not a pleasant sight.”

“Never mind about that, George,” I said, straightening my cape so that it covered me more securely. “You should know by now that I am not faint of heart.”

Before George could find more reasons to object to my presence, my brother came flying out of the house, pulling on his topcoat with one hand, while attempting to balance a note pad and his own lantern in the other.

“I might have known you'd insist on coming along,” he said, spying me standing next to his friend.

“I tried to tell her she should stay here,” George said, regarding me unhappily. “Where I'm taking you is no fit place for a lady.”

Samuel gave a dry little laugh. “Save your breath, George. You have as much chance of stopping her as you'd have holding back a wild boar.” Striking a match, he lit both our lamps, then blew out the flame. “All right, my b'hoy, lead us to this body of yours.”

George flashed me one more uncertain look, then silently turned and set off at a brisk pace toward the Harrison Street Bridge. This structure, which the noted author Charles Warren Stoddard referred to as “a bridge celebrated as a triumph of architectural ungainliness,” had been erected to span Harrison Street across the gap caused by the infamous Second Street Cut. Many San Franciscans—my father and I included—considered the cut a greedy and ill-advised scheme, which had signaled the beginning of the end to Rincon Hill, until then one of the city's finest districts.

Tonight, the bridge loomed before us like a long, graceless serpent, barely distinguishable against the dark sky. A god-awful eyesore, Papa was fond of saying, and I must admit that I heartily agreed with this sentiment.

As we drew nearer, I spied a one-horse chaise parked to the right side of the road leading onto the bridge. A man I assumed to be the driver moved out of the shadows and signaled to us with his lantern, then turned and directed us to yet another light burning on the dirt slope below the bridge. Stepping closer, I could make out the figures of three men standing some thirty feet beneath us. The man waving the lantern up and down was wearing a police uniform. Two more dark forms stood off to the side, silently watching our approach.

“The men standing next to Officer Kostler are the ones who discovered the body,” explained George. “They were crossing the bridge when they heard screams coming from below. They say they saw the figure of a man scrambling up the opposite embankment. When they investigated, they found the victim lying under the bridge with his head bashed in. They sent the driver to summon the police, then agreed to wait with the body while I fetched Samuel.” In the lantern light, I could make out a wry smile. “Kostler owes me a favor, so I trust him to keep his trap shut about my little side trip to your house.”

Admonishing us to watch our step, George picked his way cautiously down the eastern embankment of the overpass, a precarious, hundred-foot side hill prone to mud slides during the rainy season, and sloping steeply to the bottom of the “cut” and the redirected Second Street below.

About a third of the way down, I spied a dark, unrecognizable shape sprawled in the dirt, partly hidden by one of the concrete bridge supports. As George held up his lantern, it was possible to make out the line of a leg, and just above it, a hand. Drawing closer, and raising my own lantern, I could see that the victim was a man, and that he lay facedown, his arms stretched out as if attempting to ward off the blows to his head. His legs were flung out to either side of his trunk at awkward angles.

It shames me to admit to such squeamishness, but I confess that I recoiled at the sight of the man's wounds. His dark hair was matted with blood, and the right side of his face had been battered in beyond recognition. As Samuel drew closer, the combined light of the three lamps revealed a three-foot section of a two-by-four lying half a dozen feet above the body on the steep slope. From the blood-soaked look of it, I concluded that this must be the murder weapon. George obviously concurred, although he made no move to pick it up, or indeed to move it.

“He hasn't been touched,” Officer Kostler told his superior. “And no one else has come along, or even crossed the bridge, for that matter.”

One of the two men standing apart from the policeman regarded George in some distress. His round, full face appeared very pale in the spill of lantern light.

“It's late and damn cold,” he said, his voice none too steady. “Can we be on our way now? We know nothing more about this horrible crime than we've already told you.”

“Just a minute,” said George. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a pencil and notebook. After jotting down their names and addresses, he informed the two men that they were free to leave. “But we may want to speak to you again at a future date, so please inform us if you plan to leave town.”

The men nodded gratefully, then scampered up the hillside as quickly as they dared, given the dim light and unsure footing.

When they were gone, Samuel moved closer and felt the man's face. “He's still warm, and this is a chilly evening. Most likely he was murdered within the past half hour.”

“Yes,” George agreed. “That skews with the witnesses's account. Too bad they weren't here a few minutes earlier. Might have scared off whoever did this, and saved the bloke's life.”

My brother peered down at the sad figure who, a short time earlier, had been as alive as any of us standing here now. “Who is he?” he asked his friend. “Have you gone through his pockets?”

George nodded. “That was the first thing I did when I realized the poor sod was beyond mortal help. Whoever did him in took his wallet, but left his gold pocket watch and the two gold rings he's wearing. There were a few bills stuffed into one of his pockets. Of course it's hard to tell if anything else is missing until we speak to his family.”

“So you think it was robbery then?” asked Samuel.

“Looks like it,” George replied. “Probably a case of the poor bugger being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“But, George, that makes no sense,” I said. “Why would a thief leave behind cash and valuable jewelry?”

“That's easy enough to explain, Miss Sarah,” George said with a cheerless smile. “The knuck sees this fellow crossing the bridge and decides to take advantage of the opportunity. He takes the mark's wallet, but before he can grab anything else, he hears a carriage on the bridge and the sound of voices. He very sensibly skedaddles off before anyone has time to see his face.”

“I don't know,” I said, still not convinced. “Why kill the poor man? Surely the thief ran little risk of being identified on such a dark night. Why not just render his victim unconscious, rob him, then leave before he came to? Surely there was no need to beat the man's head in, er—” Out of my side vision I caught a glimpse of the victim's battered upper torso and swallowed hard. “Like that.”

“Who knows, Miss Sarah?” said George. “Sad to say, we see this sort of thing all too often. These rounders care little enough about their victims. Just as soon kill them as not.”

I knew what he said was true, but I continued to be troubled by the excessively violent nature of the crime.

Before George could respond to these concerns, Samuel nudged my arm and nodded up the slope. Following his gaze, I spied a stout figure making his careful way down the hill with the aid of a kerosene lantern. As the light swung back and forth in front of his face, I was dismayed to recognize the newcomer as our father.

When Papa grew closer, I saw that he was wearing the old topcoat he kept on the back porch, along with the gardening boots which were also stored there. I suspected that beneath his coat he might well be wearing nothing more than his nightshirt. His hair was mussed, and he looked none too happy. I glanced quickly at Samuel, who shared my surprise at this unlikely addition to our group.

“Papa,” I called out. “What are you doing here?”

My father did not immediately respond, seemingly busy saving his breath for the arduous descent. Even when he finally reached us, he spent several moments taking in deep gulps of air before endeavoring to answer my question.

“I heard the two of you leave the house,” he said, once his breathing had steadied. “You made enough noise to wake the dead. Couldn't imagine why in tarnation you were stomping hell-bent down the stairs in the middle of the night. I managed to follow your lanterns, although there was no need for you to walk so blasted fast!”

His eyes fell on the crumpled body lying beneath one of the bridge supports, and he stopped short. “Who is this?” His voice was less strident as he regarded the unfortunate man.

George was the first to answer. “We don't know his identity yet, sir. Whoever did this made off with his wallet.”

My father moved closer to the body. He appeared to be paying particular attention to the man's clothing and shoes. For the first time, I realized the victim was wearing evening dress; he had evidently attended the theater, or a soiree of some kind that evening.

“May I turn his head?” Papa asked George. “I'll try not to disturb anything else.”

George nodded, but seemed puzzled why my father should make such a request. We all watched silently as Papa pushed up his sleeves and gently moved the man's head until he could more clearly see his face. Bringing his lantern closer, he studied the victim's features for several long moments.

“I think I know this man,” he said at last, stepping almost reverently back from the body. “His condition makes it difficult to be certain, but I believe his name is Nigel Loran, no, wait, it was Logan, Nigel Logan. If I am not mistaken he is—was, rather—a botanist or biologist of some sort. My wife and I met him for the first time last night, at a party we attended in honor of the Reverend Erasmus Mayfield's twenty-fifth ordination anniversary. Mayfield is the rector at the Church of Our Savior.”

“Do you happen to know where Mr. Logan lives?” George asked Papa. “It can't have been too far away for him to walk home so late at night, instead of taking a cab.”

My father thought for a moment before replying, “I believe I heard someone say that he had a room in a boardinghouse on Harrison Street, several blocks beyond the bridge. I seem to recall that he taught science at the University of San Francisco. You know, the college run by the Jesuits?”

Indeed I did know. This renowned institution had been established in 1855 by the Jesuit fathers. Located on Market Street between Fourth and Fifth, it was now widely regarded as one of the city's foremost academies of higher education. If Mr. Logan had taught classes there, he must have been an accomplished scholar.

“Tell me more about the party you attended last night, if you would, Judge Woolson,” requested George. “I've sent for some of my men and a wagon to transport the body, but while we wait I'd like to hear about this Logan fellow.”

“I can't say that I know much more than I've already told you,” Papa said thoughtfully. “In fact, the only reason I remember the young man at all is because of the argument he had with the Reverend Mayfield.”

“And what argument was that, sir?” asked George, once again opening his notebook and moving closer to Samuel's lantern. Pencil poised, he regarded Papa with keen interest.

“It was just the usual folderol between the church and the scientific world, this time over Charles Darwin's theory of evolution.” Papa harrumphed, displaying grave misgivings that the human race could possibly have developed from a lower form of animal species. “Logan began quoting from Darwin's latest epic, The Descent of Man, and not surprisingly the Reverend Mayfield took exception to this reference, as well he should. I'm sorry to say, the two of them went at it hammer and tong for some little time before our host managed to break them up.” He chuckled. “I thought for a while the two might actually come to blows over the idiotic book.”

“You said the Reverend Mayfield became upset?” inquired George, looking up from his pad.

“I'd say he was a damn sight more than upset,” answered Papa, still smiling at the memory. Then, for the first time he regarded the younger man as if just now realizing where his questions were leading.

“Wait a minute, George,” he went on. “What are you getting at? It's true that both men were agitated, but if you're trying to imply that the Reverend Mayfield was so angry he followed Logan and murdered him because he disagreed with his beliefs, you're barking up the wrong tree. I've known Erasmus Mayfield for fifteen years, and he's one of the few ministers of my acquaintance that I consider to be a true man of God.” He nodded toward the crumpled body. “I assure you, sir, that the Reverend Mayfield is incapable of violence, much less the degree of brutality visited upon this unfortunate soul.”

George raised a hand, obviously in an attempt to calm my father. “Please, Judge Woolson, I didn't mean to imply that I thought Mr., er, the Reverend Mayfield killed Mr. Logan. I'm just trying to collect information about the victim, particularly the time leading up to his murder. It occurred to me that maybe someone else, someone who overheard the argument, say, might have been so het up about Nigel Logan's support of Mr. Darwin's book, that he thought to teach the young scientist a lesson. And maybe that lesson went too far and the man accidentally killed the fellow.”

I considered this highly unlikely, and said so. “Come now, George, churches have been railing against Darwin's hypothesis for over twenty years. I can't imagine anyone at the Tremaines' party becoming so distraught over Logan's argument with the Reverend Mayfield that he would bludgeon the man to death.”

Samuel nodded in agreement. “Sarah's right. Excuse the pun, George, but the severity of those blows to Logan's head strike me as overkill. This attack has the feel of a more personal crime, as if the killer bore an intense grudge against the fellow.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” commented George, unconvinced by this argument. “I see cases like this every day, more than I care to recall. And I've come across many a rough who'll beat a man to death for the sheer love of the kill. Doesn't seem to matter if he knows the bloke or not.”

Samuel seemed about to offer another objection, but was distracted by the sound of a police wagon clattering across the bridge. Papa, Samuel, and I remained standing by the body, while George and Officer Kostler went to meet the men. A few minutes later, they returned with three uniformed policemen, two of them carrying a stretcher.

Before George would allow them to move the body, however, he asked one of the new arrivals to sketch the scene, paying particular attention to the position of the corpse in relationship to the bridge support, as well as its rough distance from the top of the dirt embankment.

“This isn't exactly police procedure,” he commented, directing a self-conscious look at my father. “But Fuller here has a good eye and does a bang-up job with a sketch pad. I find it helps me remember the condition of the body and where we found it. I've heard that some police departments back East have actually started to take photographic pictures of crime scenes, but so far we haven't been able to convince the commissioner that it's worth the expense.”

“I think it's a wonderful idea, George,” I said, regarding him with newfound respect. Ever since he had made sergeant earlier that year, he seemed to be developing into a fine detective. “Imagine how helpful it would be to have a true repre sen ta tion of a murder site, one that could be examined at a later date for missed or overlooked evidence?”

Papa looked skeptical. “Considering all the time it takes for one of these photographer fellows to get a halfway decent likeness of their subject, I can't see the process being of much use to the police for years to come, if ever.”

With this somewhat cynical pronouncement, my father turned and commenced the laborious climb back to the top of the embankment. Samuel and I waited where we were until Fuller completed his sketch (which was remarkably good considering how quickly it had been rendered), then watched as the remaining policemen loaded the victim's body onto the stretcher. Given the steep grade leading up to the waiting police wagon, George and Samuel were forced to lend a hand in order to prevent the stretcher bearers from losing their precarious foothold and sliding down the hill, taking their heavy burden with them.

I followed this procession, steadying my lantern in an effort to see where I was placing my boots. Even then it became necessary for Samuel to take hold of my hand and pull me up the final half-dozen feet or so. As he did, I was dismayed to see a taxi pull to an abrupt stop by the side of the bridge. I recognized the man who exited the carriage as Ozzie Foldger, a crime reporter who frequently competed with Samuel for stories.

“Who do you suppose tipped him off?” murmured my brother, eyeing the short, tubby little man who had a well-earned reputation for the ruthless tactics he all too often employed in his quest to scoop other reporters. “Sometimes I think that man has a telegraph machine installed inside his head.”

Foldger gave Samuel a mocking smile, nodded in some surprise to me, then blinked in astonishment when he recognized our father standing by the police van. The reporter acknowledged Papa's presence with a polite tip of his cap, then pulled out his own notebook and pencil and set off to corner Sergeant Lewis. George shot a helpless look at my brother, then with unhappy resignation began to answer Ozzie's rapid-fire questions.

With a muttered oath, Samuel kept a wary eye on his rival, as the stretcher bearers loaded the body into the police wagon. Seemingly using this as an excuse, George broke away from Foldger, bid my father and me a hasty good morning, and joined Kostler and their fellow officers for the ride to the city morgue. With another sardonic smile, Ozzie Foldger pocketed his notebook and got back into his waiting cab.

As Papa, Samuel, and I started for home, I was unnerved to see our father silently considering his youngest son, a perplexed look on his face. I could tell that Samuel, too, felt the tension which hung over our heads like a heavy swirl of morning fog. Indeed, the unspoken strain between my brother and father seemed to build with each step we took, until the short, two-block walk home felt closer to a mile.

It was a relief when we finally reached our house and were once again inside the quiet foyer. I headed immediately for the stairs, suddenly very weary and looking forward to the comfort of my bed. My brother followed closely upon my heels, eager, I was certain, to escape Papa's probing gaze. We had gone only a few steps, however, when we were halted by our father's voice.

“Wait a minute, the two of you,” he said, his tone pitched low enough not to awaken the rest of the family, but with a sharp bite of authority. He regarded us levelly from the hallway below. “You must think me remarkably naïve to accept without question how my two youngest children came to be standing beneath the Harrison Street Bridge in the middle of the night, examining a brutally murdered young man. I heard no police bells or other sounds of alarm, and even if I had, I would hardly expect the two of you to rise from your beds at that ungodly hour and chase after them.”

I glanced nervously at Samuel who stood a little below me on the stairs. His handsome face betrayed his agitation as he struggled to come up with some rational explanation for this admittedly irrational act.

Before he could manufacture an excuse, however, Papa sighed and gestured dismissively with his hand. “Oh, never mind. I'm too tired to listen to what are sure to be a litany of woeful excuses.”

He used his thumb and forefinger to rub the bridge above his nose, a gesture he often performed when he was suffering a headache. “Your mother and I plan to spend the day with friends in the country. I'm going to try to get what rest I can before it's time to leave.”

He lowered his hand and stared deliberately at each of us in turn. “But don't either of you think for one moment that this marks the end of our discussion. I know you two are up to something, and I have every intention of finding out what it is.”




  
  



CHAPTER TWO



Samuel and I spent Sunday afternoon creating—and just as quickly discarding—a number of mostly ridiculous reasons to explain our presence at a murder scene that morning. The simple truth, of course, was that we had no good excuse for being there. Short of telling Papa an outright lie, which neither of us cared to do, we were forced to admit that we had done a pretty thorough job of painting ourselves into a corner. To make matters worse, our father had always possessed an uncanny ability to see through our fabrications, a decided disadvantage for any child, much less an adult.

In a cowardly attempt to avoid Papa, Samuel spent Sunday evening at his club, while I judiciously retired to my room before my parents returned from their visit to the country. Although this was, strictly speaking, my brother's problem, we had long been (in Papa's words) partners in dev ilment, and I felt a certain sisterly loyalty. Despite the provocation, I vowed not to betray my brother's secret identity as the infamous Ian Fearless, intrepid crime reporter.

In a continued effort to avoid the inevitable confrontation, I set off for my Sutter Street office earlier than usual the following morning. I arrived to find my downstairs neighbor, Fanny Goodman, speaking to a strikingly lovely girl outside her millinery shop. The young woman was holding a baby in her arms.

“Ah, Sarah, I'm glad to see you,” Fanny said with a welcoming smile. “This young lady has come to consult you on a legal matter.” She made a soft, clucking sound with her tongue, and gave the girl a look of mild reproof. “I offered to take her inside where it's warmer for the baby, but she insisted on waiting for you out here.”

I gave the young woman my full attention, and was surprised to realize that she was younger than I'd first assumed; certainly she could be no more than eighteen or nineteen. This observation alone was startling, since I could think of little reason why someone hardly out of childhood should seek my professional services.

“My dear,” Fanny went on, “may I introduce Miss Sarah Woolson. Sarah, this is Miss Brielle Bouchard. And this little darling”—she tickled the baby under its chin until it gurgled happily—“is Emma.”

I was well aware of my neighbor's fondness for children, an affection undoubtedly sharpened by the unhappy fact that she and her late husband had remained childless throughout their marriage. In this instance, however, I had to agree that little Emma was very pretty indeed, with pink cheeks, a button nose, wispy blond curls that surrounded her chubby face like a halo, and wide, amazingly attentive blue eyes. I judged the child to be no more than three or four months old, and was struck by her remarkable alertness.

Miss Bouchard smiled and bounced the baby proudly in her arms, as both Fanny and I made much of the tyke. Indeed, she appeared to be the most loving and solicitous of mothers, somewhat unexpected, I thought, for one of such tender years. At length, however, Fanny reluctantly excused herself and I led my prospective client up the stairs to my office.

Perhaps I should pause briefly in my narrative and explain how I came to acquire the above-mentioned workplace. I have already stated that I am a lawyer, having passed my California Bar exami-nations some eighteen months earlier. Since woman are still unfairly excluded from most of the country's law schools—California being no exception—I must thank my father for his evenhandedness in exposing his only daughter to the same quality of education he aff orded my three older brothers, Frederick, Charles, and of course Samuel, whom you have already met.

For the first nine months of my legal career, I worked as an associate attorney for Shepard, Shepard, McNaughton, and Hall, one of San Francisco's most prestigious law firms. It was during this time that I made the acquaintance of Chinatown's most dangerous and mysterious tong lord, Li Ying. You may well wonder why I choose to call such a villain my friend, nay, my benefactor; I have certainly asked myself the same question innumerable times. Suf-fice it to say that Mr. Li is, in his own way, one of the most honorable and brilliant men I have had occasion to meet.

In fact, it was the generous fee I was paid for representing one of Li's countrymen that enabled me to leave Joseph Shepard's narrow-minded law firm, and take up quarters here on Sutter Street. While it's true that I cannot state with certainty how long I'll be able to maintain my two-room office over Fanny Goodman's millinery store, I have adopted as my motto, “sufficient unto the day,” and try not to worry about the future.

It was into the main room of this small, second-floor suite that I led the young woman. Seating her on one of the room's three chairs, I removed my wrap and took a seat behind my fine old cherrywood desk. I frankly admit that I was curious to hear what had brought Miss Bouchard to my place of business. (Since I could see no wedding band on the third finger of her left hand, I was forced to assume she was unwed).

“Now, then, my dear,” I said, assuming a reassuring smile. “How may I help you?”

Settling the baby comfortably in her lap, she looked me straight in the eye. Her gaze was uncomfortably direct for such a slip of a girl.

“I would like your help enforcing a contract which was signed by a gentleman and myself nearly two years ago,” she stated without preamble.

Again, I was taken aback by the girl's poise and self-confidence. Her voice was well modulated and pleasant, and her speech pattern indicated that she had enjoyed a better than average education. Now that I had the opportunity to examine her muted violet gown, I could see that it was not only the latest Paris fashion, but that it perfectly fitted her slender but shapely figure. Her neat little black boots, lace reticule, and matching parasol complemented her dress. An abundance of soft blond hair was styled in shiny ringlets to frame a beautiful face, and was topped by a small black hat which she had tipped becomingly to one side. Her wide violet eyes, I was surprised to note, closely matched my own in color, if not in shape, hers being of a more oblong curvature than mine. Taken as a whole, I decided, Brielle Bouchard was an exceedingly attractive young woman.

My curiosity could no longer be contained.

“Miss Bouchard,” I ventured, “please forgive me for asking such a personal question, but may I inquire your age?”

“Certainly, Miss Woolson,” she replied without the least discom-fiture, “I will be twenty next summer.”

I gestured toward the baby contentedly resting in her arms. “And little Emma is—”

“Yes, Miss Woolson, Emma is my child. And no, I am not married to her father. He is, in fact, already married and the father of three children.” She shifted her right elbow to rest more comfortably against the arm of the chair, the better to support the baby's weight. “I was his mistress for just over eighteen months. He arranged for me to live in a fashionable house on Pacific Avenue, where he employed a most adequate household staff, and provided me with a generous weekly allowance.”

It shames me to admit that I was by now staring at the girl in astonishment. “Good heavens, Miss Bouchard. That means you were barely seventeen when—when you—”

“When I became a kept woman, Miss Woolson?” She regarded me with those lovely, far too experienced violet eyes. A brief smile curved her lips, revealing delightful dimples to either side of her graceful mouth.

“Please do not appear so mortified,” she continued. “And do not attempt to prettify my profession. I know full well what I became then, and what I remain to this day. However, I must assure you that I was entirely an innocent when I agreed to become the gentleman's mistress. That was, in fact, one of my benefactor's conditions. He feared contracting a disease from any woman who had been with another man. He went so far as to have me examined by his personal physician, to ensure that I was telling him no less than the truth.”

To my chagrin, I felt my face flush. This child was nine years my junior, yet she was able to discuss with perfect aplomb a subject abhorred, and as far as possible ignored, by polite society. Naturally, I was fully aware of the many houses of ill repute which flourished in San Francisco. Yet to hear it discussed with such casual abandon, by this angelic-looking creature, was astonishing to say the least.

“Miss Bouchard,” I said, endeavoring to mask my discomfiture. “Perhaps if you were to relate the circumstances which led you to your present, er, occupation I might—”

“I think not, Miss Woolson,” replied the young woman, quietly but with firm resolve. “My past can have nothing to do with the matter which has brought me to your office this morning. I read about you in the newspapers and, given the rather sensitive nature of my business, decided that I would prefer to be represented by a woman rather than a male attorney.”

Her lips formed an attractive, if slightly crooked, smile. “I regret having shocked you, but any sort of prevarication would be counterproductive. As I say, this gentleman and I signed a contract, and I have faithfully adhered to the document in every detail. As long as I agreed to see no other men, and made myself available to him any time of the day or night, he promised to keep me in the manner we had agreed upon for a period of no less than three years.”

“Miss Bouchard, if as you say you did nothing to break the contract, may I inquire what has persuaded you to initiate this lawsuit?”

She gave an ironic smile. “It was he who defaulted, Miss Woolson. We were well into the second year of our arrangement, when he discovered that I was five months with child. He immediately insisted that I rid myself of this inconvenience, as he put it. I refused, upon which he swore he had taken all the necessary precautions to avoid an unwanted pregnancy, and that the child could not possibly be his. He said that my own unfaithful behavior had rendered the contract null and void, and ordered me out of his house. That is the crux of the matter.” The smile vanished to be replaced by a grim line of determination. “Now, what can you do to help me address this injustice?”

Really, I thought, this was without a doubt the most self-assured and blunt young woman I had ever met. I smiled inwardly, not a little amazed to realize that, despite her scandalous occupation, I could not help but admire my lovely visitor. Most of my friends and family considered me too outspoken for a woman. What, I wondered with some amusement, would they make of Brielle Bouchard?

I cleared my throat. “Before I can discuss the merits of filing a lawsuit, Miss Bouchard, I will need to see the contract you signed with this man.” I started to go on, then realized I had no idea whom she wished to sue. “May I inquire the gentleman's name?”

“It's Gerald Knight.” At my look of surprise, she went on, “Are you acquainted with him?”

“Not personally,” I admitted, “although I believe I have heard of him. Is he the same Gerald Knight who owns and manages the Daily Journal newspaper?”

“Yes, that is correct.” She smiled sardonically. “The very proper Gerald Knight, champion of the American family and all that is good and moral. I was his third mistress, Miss Woolson. If that were made public, I daresay the righ teous Mr. Knight would have a good deal of explaining to do.”

I knew Brielle was referring to Mr. Knight's frequent, and often zealous, campaigns condemning vice and depravity in our city. He had published one or two of Samuel's crime pieces over the past several years, and my brother had confided to me that he sensed something slightly off center about the man. I could not, of course, break client confidentiality, but I would have given a pretty penny to hear Samuel's reaction to Brielle's story.

“Am I to understand that the document was duly witnessed and signed?” I inquired, silently wondering if this case could become any more bizarre. I had never before heard of a man signing a legal contract with a woman of Miss Bouchard's profession; to the best of my knowledge it was without precedent.

“Two of Mr. Knight's employees were present when he and I discussed the agreement,” she calmly replied, as if this sort of thing were an everyday occurrence. “Without actually reading the document, they each signed where Mr. Knight indicated.”

“Did you bring a copy of the contract with you?” I asked, doing my best to match the girl's unruffled manner.

Moving carefully in an effort not to disturb the sleeping baby, my visitor reached into her oversized reticule and pulled out several sheets of paper which had been folded into a cylindrical roll and fastened with a black ribbon.

“Here, Miss Woolson,” she said, handing me the document. “I was certain you would wish to see it.”

I took the spool, slipped off the ribbon, and unrolled the papers. Quickly I scanned the amazing contents. To my considerable surprise, the contract appeared to be properly prepared and signed. What in the world, I wondered, would persuade a man of Gerald Knight's position to risk public censure if this document ever came to light?

“I'm surprised Mr. Knight allowed you to keep a duplicate of the agreement. If your relationship were to deteriorate in any way, your copy could prove embarrassing to him, to say the least. As you say, he's married with a family, not to mention his standing in the community.”

A pink flush spread prettily across her cheeks. “Actually, Miss Woolson, the copy Mr. Knight gave me contained no signatures. He said it was simply to remind me of the terms of the contract. He placed the single signed document in a wall safe he maintained in my home.”

I eyed her pointedly. “If the original contract is locked inside the safe, how do you happen to have it with you today?”

Miss Bouchard drew herself up in the chair as far as possible without disturbing the infant in her lap, and lifted her chin defi-antly.

“I did not think it right for Mr. Knight to possess the only signed copy of the contract, while I had nothing but a few pieces of paper to remind me of the terms we had agreed upon.” She wrinkled her small, slightly upturned nose. “As if I required a reminder! Fortunately, he kept other papers inside the safe that I assumed he preferred his wife not see, and was obliged to open it regularly. Each time he did so, I committed to memory at least one number of the combination. By the time I realized I was with child, I could open the safe on my own.”

I decided not to comment upon this confession, at least not at the moment. “Who drew up the contract?” I inquired instead.

“Mr. Knight did, but I insisted upon several changes before I would sign it. He agreed to these modifications.”

At that moment, the baby awoke and shook her tiny fists in the air, then screwed up her little mouth preparatory to a wail. With a series of soothing sounds, Brielle gently jiggled her daughter until the baby once again subsided into a peaceful slumber.

“I see.” Again, I was taken aback to learn that Mr. Knight had allowed Brielle to effect any changes whatsoever in the document. What sort of power did this child wield? I asked myself. It came as no surprise, of course, that the newspaperman would do every-thing possible to insure that no one else ever read that document. All too many men in San Francisco kept a mistress, but it would hardly do to name names and broadcast the particulars to the entire city. Even San Francisco society had its limits!

“You must see why I was so determined to learn how to open the safe,” she said. “It was the only protection I had against the very thing that has now happened.”

“That was astute of you. You appear to have been unusually well educated, Miss Bouchard. Your parents are to be commended.”

“Yes,” she agreed, and for the first time since entering my of-fice, avoided my eyes. “They were extraordinary people.”

“You use the past tense. Am I to understand that they are deceased?”

Her head came up abruptly. Again those unwavering violet eyes stared directly into mine. “I cannot see what my parents could have to do with this business, Miss Woolson. I have been on my own for several years now, and take sole responsibility for my affairs.”

“I apologize, Miss Bouchard. I did not mean to infer otherwise.”

I stifled the urge to inquire why mention of her parents should illicit such a defensive reaction. Had she left home because of family friction? I wondered. Yet she could not bear her parents too much animosity if she did not hesitate to characterize them as extraordinary. Most peculiar. But then there were more than a few things about Brielle Bouchard I found tantalizingly curious.

Unexpectedly, the young woman shifted the baby's weight in her arms and stood. “I'm confident you will require a day or two to study the contract,” she announced matter-of-factly. “If it is agreeable with you, I shall return on Wednesday morning and we can discuss the matter at greater length.”

Startled, I regarded her in surprise. “That won't be necessary, Miss Bouchard. I can look the document over right now and we can—”

“I would prefer that you make a thorough study of it.” Once again, she reached into her reticule with her free hand, this time drawing out several bills and placing them on the desk. “I am prepared to offer you forty dollars as a retainer. We can settle on the remaining balance once you have had an opportunity to examine the papers.” She closed her reticule and turned to leave.

I swiftly rose to my feet, perturbed and not a little taken aback that I had somehow lost control of the interview. “Please, Miss Bouchard, wait. What address may I use if it becomes necessary to contact you?”

“I doubt that need will arise,” she replied coolly. “As I said, I shall return here the day after tomorrow. At the same time, shall we say?”

Before I could answer, the young mother swept to the door, then, once again shifting little Emma in her arms, turned the knob and was gone.



Ispent the next hour studying the contract Miss Bouchard had signed with Gerald Knight. The document itself was easy enough to comprehend; the subject matter, on the other hand, was irregular to say the least!

The contract read much as Brielle described. Gerald Knight agreed to support Miss Brielle Marie Bouchard for a minimum of three years, on condition that she remain his exclusive and devoted mistress. It went on to promise that Mr. Knight would maintain Miss Bouchard in a house on Pacific Avenue, with adequate servants and a generous monthly allowance, again on the condition that she entertain no other gentlemen, or in any way prove unfaithful to him. Finally, the document specified that Miss Bouchard must hold herself available to Mr. Knight at any hour of the day or night, according to his convenience.

After perusing the agreement for the third time, I sat back in my chair, frankly amazed. The girl was astonishing! Not only was she one of the most exquisite young women I'd ever seen, but she possessed a clever mind and an abundant measure of audacity. I could not bring to mind a single woman of my acquaintance—even one twice Brielle's age—who would have had the temerity to coerce a man like Gerald Knight into signing such an agreement.

Unfortunately, I thought, brewing a cup of tea on the brazier I keep in the back room of my office, Miss Bouchard's courage and foresight had likely gained her little. Even if the young woman had, as she insisted, been faithful to Knight, there was no way to prove that her child had been sired by him. In the end, it came down to her word against his, and I knew well enough that few people would side with a prostitute, even if they suspected she was telling the truth.

Unless, I reflected, I could devise a plan to force the newsman to take responsibility for Brielle and her child. To be honest, nothing would please me more than to see men like Gerald Knight—who habitually deceived their wives with an endless string of paramours—held accountable for their actions. I experienced a small thrill of excitement at this thought. Given Miss Bouchard's circumstances, it would be a difficult if not impossible task, I told myself. And yet . . . already my mind was busy churning over possibilities.

I was just carrying the tea back to my desk when my outer door was suddenly flung open and Robert Campbell burst into the room like a spring-released jack-in-the-box. My brusque friend, who was, until several months earlier, my colleague at the law firm of Shepard, Shepard, McNaughton, and Hall, had the regrettable habit of showing up unannounced and uninvited whenever the mood came upon him.

Without so much as a word of greeting, he slapped a copy of that morning's San Francisco Tattler on my desk. “Now what outrageous mess have you gotten yourself involved in?” he said, sinking his tall, muscular frame into the chair facing my desk.

“And good morning to you, as well, Robert,” I said, reaching for the paper to see what all the fuss was about. I did not have to look far. Midway down the front page appeared the headline BATTERED BODY FOUND ON RINCON HILL. Of course, I thought, the discovery Saturday night would have been too late to make the Sunday editions, and so had had to wait until this morning. I was not surprised to find that the article had been penned by my brother's nemesis, Ozzie Foldger.

“Hmm,” I murmured. “I can't believe Samuel allowed Foldger to scoop him on this story.”

With a pleased harrumph, Robert handed over a second newspaper, then leaned back in his seat, his intense turquoise eyes focused unblinkingly on mine. “Scooped, nothing. Your brother's account of the discovery in the San Francisco Chronicle is just as thorough, if not as sensational.”

“There is tea in the back room,” I told him without looking up from the newspapers. “Why don't you pour yourself a cup while I read these?”

I hurriedly scanned Foldger's piece and instantly saw what Robert was referring to. He had described Nigel Logan's unfortunate death in far more graphic detail than had Samuel. His article, along with so many lurid details, was sure to appeal to those of our citizens with a taste for the prurient, and thereby sell more copies than its competitors. It would also boost the Tattler's well-deserved reputation as a scandal rag.

Glancing down the column, I was dismayed to see that Samuel's rival had gone on to report that Judge Horace Woolson and his son Samuel, along with his daughter Sarah, were inexplicably present at the scene. Taking care not to say anything which might precipitate a lawsuit, Foldger nonetheless managed to convey a tone of vague suspicion, going on to point out “Miss Woolson's penchant for involving herself with the seedier elements of our fair city.”

I felt my face grow hot as I dropped the Tattler and pushed both newspapers to the side of my desk. Looking up, I found Robert smiling at me with smug satisfaction.

“So, I repeat, what have you gotten yourself involved in this time?”

I regarded him evenly. “I have not become involved in anything which need concern you.”

“Please spare me, Sarah,” he said, chuckling. “You attract murders like metal to a magnet. I can't imagine another woman in this city leaving the comfort of her bed to go out looking for bodies in the middle of the night.”

“I did not go looking for bodies, as you so colorfully phrase it. George Lewis knew that Samuel would want to be the first reporter on the scene, and brought us there.” I shuddered, remembering poor Mr. Logan's battered corpse. “Actually, it was quite horrible.”

“I'm sure it was.” He nodded gravely toward the newspapers. “According to Samuel and that other fellow, the police have no suspects.”

“Sadly, that's true. The men who discovered the body claim they saw a figure scrambling up the opposite embankment. Unfortunately, it was too dark for them to describe the villain.”

With a rather too theatrical sigh, Robert leaned back in his chair, his body language feigning indifference. “I can see that you're bursting to share all the grisly details, Sarah, so you may as well tell me the story from the beginning. The articles say the dead man carried no identification, yet the police claim to know his name, and that he taught science at the Jesuit university.”

I rolled my eyes, but in the end gave him a brief outline of Saturday night's gruesome adventure.

“And the men who found the body can't tell the police anything about the figure they saw running away?” he asked when I was finished.

“No. It mightn't have even been the killer, but merely a beggar or street urchin they inadvertently frightened off.”

“That's possible, I suppose. And your father says he'd just met this biologist fellow at a party he and your mother attended a few hours earlier?”

I nodded. “He claimed he particularly remembered Mr. Logan because of an argument he had with the Reverend Erasmus Mayfield, who was the guest of honor.”

“Oh? What kind of argument?”

“According to my father, the Reverend Mayfield took exception to Logan extolling Charles Darwin's theories on evolution.”

“Oh, that ridiculous nonsense.”

I looked at him curiously. “Have you read Darwin's work, then? Origin of Species, or The Descent of Man?”

He made a dismissive gesture with his hand, very nearly knocking over his teacup. “Yes, yes, I've read them. Or, at least I've skimmed through as many pages as I could stomach. The whole notion that the human race started out as some sort of amoeba crawling out of the sea is pure nonsense.” His eyes fixed on me. “Don't tell me you agree with that claptrap?”

I admitted that I had not yet formed an opinion on the matter, then added, “However, I'm well aware that a number of religious institutions strongly disagree with Mr. Darwin's hypotheses, given that it goes against the story of Creation as written in the Book of Genesis.”

“And they bring up some valid points. But you can't be seriously suggesting that this Logan fellow was killed because he defended Darwin's wild theories of natural selection?”

“Not at all. I merely offer it as a possibility. Given the timing of the murder, Nigel Logan's public disagreement with the Reverend Mayfield must be taken into account.”

“Just a minute, Sarah. You can't suspect that the Reverend Mayfield had anything to do with this? My God, according to these newspaper accounts, Logan was beaten to death with a hefty section of two-by-four!”

“I know how he was killed, Robert, I was there, remember? I simply believe a victim's last few hours of life must always be examined.”

“All right, you've examined them. Now, try looking at the crime logically. You know the number of undesirables who trek under that bridge every night. Logan was very likely set upon by a group of toughs.” He regarded me through narrowed eyes. “I don't like that look on your face, Sarah. Surely you don't mean to involve yourself in this business.”

“Of course not.” I finished drinking my tea, and pushed the cup aside. “May I remind you, Robert, that you were the one who begged me for all the gruesome details of this murder. Well, now you know as much about it as I do. Am I to understand that information gathering was the only purpose for your visit this morning?”

Robert looked at me blankly, then recollected himself. “No, not at all. Actually, I came here for some advice. It's less than three weeks before Christmas, and I must send presents to my niece and nephew in Edinburgh, not to mention my parents. I wondered if you'd be kind enough to—” He hesitated, then with a slightly pink face went on. “Dash it all, I came to ask you to go shopping with me. You have a nephew and niece roughly the same age as my sister's children, and I haven't the first spark of an idea of what to get them.”

I could not repress a smile. The idea of Robert choosing suitable gifts for two small children was comical in the extreme. However, a shopping excursion suited me well enough as I, too, had gifts to purchase.

“Unfortunately, you have put off your shopping until it is too late to ship it to Scotland in time for Christmas. However, it is better to have the gifts arrive late than never to arrive at all. I'm sure your family will appreciate them.”

His face took on even more color as he added, “I am also in need of a new suit to wear to your parents' Christmas dinner next week. I, ah, that is, I could use your help in selecting something appropriate for the occasion.”

“Yes, of course,” I agreed, stifling a smile. Robert was a private man, and I knew how difficult it must be for him to ask my help in such a matter. I decided the less fuss I made about the request the better.

Picking up our cups and saucers, I started toward the back room.

“Allow me a moment to tidy up and we can be off.”




  
  



CHAPTER THREE



I spent that eve ning in my father's library, ensconced in a comfortable armchair in front of the fire. On the floor by my feet were a dozen law tomes, most of them covering contracts and civil lawsuits initiated in the state of California. The books made for disheartening reading. My initial fears concerning Brielle Bouchard's agreement with Gerald Knight were, if anything, growing more dire with each subsequent text. She had tried so hard to protect herself before becoming Gerald Knight's mistress, it was bound to come as a bitter blow to learn that all her precautions had been in vain.

I was still mulling over possible tactics we might explore when, shortly after nine o'clock, my brother Samuel joined me, bearing a tray containing a pot of coffee and two cups.

“You look as if you could use this,” he said, placing the tray on an end table. He angled a second armchair closer to mine, so that we were both facing the hearth. “What are you doing secreted in here, anyway? Do you have a new client? Lord knows you could use the income.”

“I wish I could say that I did,” I said, closing the last book I'd been perusing. “But not because of the money. This is a case I could really sink my teeth into.”

“Hmm, it sounds interesting,” he said, filling both cups with coffee. He added sugar and cream to his own, then stirred it with a spoon. “Tell me more.”

I considered this for a moment. “You realize I can't give you all the details because of client privilege. To tell the truth, though, I would appreciate your opinion.”

I took a sip of coffee, then proceeded to relate the highlights of that morning's visit with Miss Bouchard.

“An uncommonly beautiful young woman came to my office this morning. And by young, I mean very young, only nineteen.” Without mentioning anything that might compromise Brielle's client-attorney confidentiality, I went on to describe her story in very general terms, ending with an account of the contract she had signed with her lover.

“Good Lord! You're saying this girl is a prostitute?” He laughed. “I must say, you attract some of the most remarkable people. So she was what—only seventeen at the time she became his mistress? She certainly demonstrated a lot of nerve demanding such an agreement. Was it a proper contract? Signed by witnesses?”

“Yes. Apparently it was witnessed by two of her lover's employees. It appears to be in order, but—”

“It would never hold up in court,” Samuel finished for me. “Even if a judge were to uphold such a document—which I heartily doubt—it would be impossible to prove if the girl's child was fathered by her lover, or by some other fellow.”

“Exactly,” I seconded with a sigh. “It just maddens me that a man of money and position can so carelessly toy with a young girl, then discard her like so much rubbish the moment he realizes he has gotten her with child.”

Despite my anger, I could not suppress a smile when I thought of little Emma. “You should see her baby, Samuel, she is perfect in every way. I cannot understand any man who would not be honored to claim that child as his daughter.”

Samuel regarded me with genuine sympathy. “I know it's not fair, Sarah. Yet it's been the way of the world for eons.”

Neither of us spoke for several minutes, but sat in companionable silence in front of the fire. Not for the first time, I felt deeply grateful that I had been blessed with a brother like Samuel. As the youngest two of four children, we had been extremely close all through childhood. In adulthood, that camaraderie had evolved into a bond which often required no words for us to perfectly communicate with one another.

“Is there no one who can help this girl?” he asked at length. “Does she have family in the city?”

“Evidently not.”

“Then where are she and her baby living?”

“She wouldn't tell me. In fact, she was purposely vague when it came to supplying me with any personal details.”

Samuel watched silently as I finished my coffee and placed my cup and saucer on the mahogany end table. “She really is quite a remarkable young woman,” I went on, remembering Brielle's serious violet eyes and the determined tilt of her chin. “Whatever she's experienced in her short life has served to make her resourceful beyond her years.”

“Beauty and brains,” he said, a smile playing across his handsome face. “A compelling combination. I'd very much like to meet this remarkable young woman of yours.”

“She's hardly my young woman. Moreover, given the circumstances, she's not likely to be my client, either. Sadly, even beauty and brains were not sufficient to save her from the very fate she sought to avoid.”

Samuel displayed the slightly off-center grin that melted so many young women's hearts. “Are you sure you can't tell me her name? Who knows, perhaps together we could do something to help the girl.”

I would have sworn that as Samuel's sister I was immune to that smile, but for a moment I was sorely tempted to give in to his cajoling. In the end, however, professionalism triumphed, and I held my ground. If, after our upcoming meeting, she was no longer my client, I would refund her deposit and that would be the end of it. She would be forced to raise that lovely little girl as best she could, entirely on her own.

Unless, I thought with a surge of what was surely irrational hope, I could come up with a scheme to change Gerald Knight's mind.

“A penny for your thoughts, little sister. What devious plot are you hatching?” He started to say something else, but was forestalled when the library door opened and our father stepped into the room.

“I thought I might find the two of you in here,” Papa said. his eyes moved to the nearly empty coffeepot perched on the table between Samuel and myself. “What, no cup for me? I'll just ring Edis for a fresh pot. And perhaps a dollop or two of brandy,” he added with a wink.

He rang the bellpull to summon our aging butler, then crossed to the fireplace and added several fresh logs to the fire. As I watched him skillfully manipulate the tongs, I realized with a sinking heart that Papa was setting the stage for more than a casual chat. In spite of his convivial manner, there was obviously something serious on his mind.

This fear was substantiated when he turned his back to the fire and studied us both for several long minutes. He was standing just to the right of his prized bronze bust of Abraham Lincoln, and for an eerie moment their expressions seemed to mirror each other.

I caught Samuel's eye, and he returned my look of foreboding. No words were required to convey our suspicion that the discussion concerning our presence at Nigel Logan's murder scene was, as Papa promised, about to resume where it had left off.

Samuel and I obligingly shifted our chairs so that Papa could position a third seat between us. When we formed a comfortable half circle before the fire, he leaned back and amused us with anecdotes from a trial he was currently presiding over. My brother and I dutifully laughed on cue, but I could sense Samuel's anxiety level rising as he waited for Papa to finally come to the real reason he had joined us in the library.

We were afforded a brief respite when Edis carried in a tray of fresh coffee, along with various cookies and pastries from Cook's kitchen. Sure enough, beside the coffeepot rested a bottle of aged brandy.

Thanking our devoted butler, Papa refilled our cups with the aromatic brew, then added a generous portion of the distilled liquor.

“There we are,” he said, stirring thick cream into the dark liquid. “Now we can enjoy a nice little chat.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Samuel stiffen, as Papa turned shrewd blue eyes on his youngest son. “Your friend Sergeant Lewis paid an unexpected visit to my chambers in the courthouse this afternoon, Samuel.”

Samuel's initial reaction to this comment was relief that perhaps he was not to be the primary focus of the conversation after all. Then as he absorbed what Papa had said, he looked puzzled. “What reason did George give for coming to your chambers?”

“That is exactly what I wanted to know,” our father replied. “Evidently he's changed his mind about robbery being the motive in young Nigel Logan's death. He now appears to believe that the murder might be connected to the Tremaines' party that night.”

“The Tremaines?” repeated Samuel, looking puzzled. Then he remembered. “Oh, yes, that's the family from your church who live in the next block. They hosted the dinner party last Saturday night in honor of your rector.”

Papa nodded. “It was the Reverend Mayfield's twenty-fifth ordination anniversary. If you recall, Reginald Tremaine owns the Men's Emporium downtown.”

“I remember now,” my brother said. “But whatever gave George the idea that someone from the Tremaines' party killed Logan?”

“Humph! Unfortunately, Sergeant Lewis did not see fit to take me into his confidence.” Papa reached for his pipe and tobacco pouch. “I, too, was under the impression that—”

“Just a minute, Papa,” I broke in. “Didn't you say that Nigel Logan quarreled with the Reverend Mayfield at the party?”

My father did not immediately answer, as he carefully filled his pipe bowl. When it was packed to his satisfaction, he began searching his pockets for a match. Finally locating one, he lit the tip with his thumbnail and lowered the flame to the bowl. He drew several times on the pipe stem, then leaned forward to toss the match into the fireplace.

“That seemed to be what Sergeant Lewis was getting at,” he answered at length. “However, I cannot see how Nigel Logan and the Reverend Mayfield's disagreement can be connected to the unfortunate man's death. And that was precisely what I told Lewis.” He gestured with his hand, using his pipe for emphasis. “Naturally, he didn't give a dash for my opinion. He actually asked me to list everyone I knew who had been at the Tremaines' house that night.”

I have to admit that I was taken aback by George's uncharacteristic boldness. Whenever he was in my father's presence, he tended to become singularly self-conscious.

My brother evidently agreed with me concerning his friend's atypical behavior. “Well, well, it looks as if old George has found some starch for his backbone. So, did this list of yours turn up anyone of interest?”

“No, because I didn't supply him with one,” Papa replied shortly. “I have no idea how he came up with such a notion, but he's sure as fiddles barking up the wrong tree.”

“You said the Reverend Mayfield and Nigel Logan were quarreling over Charles Darwin's book Origin of Species, didn't you?” I asked.

Drawing on his pipe, Papa said, “I suppose you could say that Origin provided the kindling that started the fire. However, I'll allow that it was the more distasteful—at least in Mayfield's opinion—conclusions Darwin put forward in his later book, The Descent of Man, that gave the good reverend a conniption fit. Still, I hardly think he was suddenly so overwhelmed with outrage that he dashed after the Logan boy and beat him over the head with a two-by-four!”

“All right, I agree that the Reverend Mayfield seems an unlikely suspect,” put in Samuel. “But what if the argument provoked one of Mayfield's supporters to chastise Logan for daring to defy the reverend's public declaration on the subject? I can't think why else George would ask you to list the guests at the Tremaines' party.”

Papa gestured impatiently with his pipe. “Whatever his motivation, it didn't get him from his kitchen to the back stoop. Don't forget that this so-called interview took place in my chambers, and I had no time to be writing out lists for him or anyone else. I told Lewis that if he was so all-fired determined to find out who was at that party, he could jolly well contact Reginald Tremaine and not waste any more of my time with his tomfool questions.”

“Hmm,” I said thoughtfully. “I wonder if George learned anything of interest from Mr. Tremaine?”

“I'd be curious to know that, too.” Samuel agreed. “Grudges can be surprisingly long-lived. If some guest at the party was already hostile toward Logan, his fight with the Reverend Mayfield might have provided the final straw.”

Papa did not look as if he bought this argument. “Nigel Logan was a botanist, Samuel. I find it hard to imagine that someone could carry on a long-standing feud with a man who spends the better part of his day studying grass and onion plants.”

“Logan must have enjoyed a private life,” said Samuel, a bit defensively. “Perhaps he was carrying on an affair with a married woman and her husband had only recently discovered it. Or maybe he had gambling debts and the lender grew tired of waiting to be paid back. Just what do we know about Nigel Logan, anyway?”

“Not very much,” replied Papa, rolling his eyes in amusement at Samuel's imaginative speculations. He drew on his pipe and stretched his feet out until they were closer to the fire. “When Reginald Tremaine introduced Logan to me the other night, he indicated that the young man taught natural science at Saint Ignatius College, you know, the school that just moved to Van Ness Avenue. Anyway, he said that Logan's specialty was botany.”

“Yes, but all of that is public knowledge,” said Samuel. “Surely you must have overheard something about his private life.”

“Why in Sam Hill would you suppose that? I had no reason to care one way or the other about the silly young pup.” Papa's gaze sharpened as he regarded his youngest son. “Samuel, why this sudden interest in what went on at that party, or about the personal life of a man you saw just once, and then only when the poor soul lay dead at your feet?”

My brother's expression instantly changed to one of profound innocence, a transformation he had smoothly perfected over the past several years, ever since giving birth to the Ian Fearless persona.

“No reason, really,” he said, feigning a casual, indifferent tone. “I was just curious. It's not every night someone is killed so close to our house.”

“No,” Papa agreed. “And we can be grateful for that. I told your sergeant friend to take a look at the Chinese coolies who've been attacked in that area more than once since that absurd Cut began. Gangs of young white scoundrels like nothing better than to stand on the bridge and hurl rocks down upon the poor Johnnies coming and going from Chinatown to the docks. That is, when they aren't actually taking sticks and poles to them. Wouldn't blame the Chinese one jot if they decided it was their turn to take a whack or two at any white man foolish enough to be wandering about at that time of night. As far as I'm concerned, that theory makes a damn sight more sense than trying to place the blame on a respectable church minister.”

“What did George have to say about that suggestion?” I asked.

Papa shrugged. “Not much, but then no surprise there. I've noticed that once the police get a bee in their bonnet, it takes more than a flyswatter to shoo it out. After more than twenty years on the bench, I've come to the sad conclusion that the San Francisco police squad is not composed of the sharpest tacks in the toolbox.”

Papa drew on his pipe, then once again used it to emphasize his point. “Mark my words, sooner or later even our dull-witted men in blue will be forced to conclude that Logan's death was a tragic but all too common case of a robbery gone awry. Sad to say, even Rincon Hill is not immune to violence, especially at that godforsaken hour of the night.”

I sensed that Samuel was about to argue this point. Fearful that this would only succeed in pushing his foot even further into his too inquisitive mouth, I rushed in to change the subject. I was about to inquire about the upcoming Christmas party my parents were planning the weekend after next, when Papa held up his hand.

“Speaking of the Tremaines, your mother mentioned that Celia has invited the family over on Wednesday night to celebrate Mrs. Tremaine's birthday. Evidently she and Celia have become good friends.”

Samuel looked at him in surprise. “That sounds a bit insensitive. What with Nigel Logan dying shortly after he left their house Saturday night.”

“That's what your mother thought,” Papa replied. “But Celia seems determined that the murder had nothing to do with the Tremaines, and that it shouldn't stand in the way of honoring her friend's thirtieth birthday.” He pulled on his pipe, then chuckled. “When you reach my age, birthdays become a trial to be borne, rather than a cause for celebration.”

“It sounds like something Celia would do, though,” I put in affectionately. “She has such a kind heart.”

“Too kind, I sometimes think. I hope one day it doesn't lead her into trouble.” Samuel stretched and rose from his chair. “I have an early morning, so I'm off to bed.”

“Not so fast, son,” Papa said. “There's something I want to discuss with you.”

My father's expression reminded me of the look he often assumed when he was presiding over a trial. It did not bode well for my unfortunate brother.

Sure enough, Samuel darted me a worried look as he turned slowly back to face Papa. “Of course, Father. What is it?”

Instead of returning to his seat, Samuel walked with contrived casualness to the hearth and stoked the fire that was crackling along nicely all on its own. His show of virtue did not fool our father for one moment.

“Sit down Samuel,” Papa directed in a tone which brooked no insubordination. “Before you come up with a way to sidetrack the issue, I want to know what you and your sister were doing at the Harrison Street Bridge last Saturday night? And this time I would appreciate an honest answer.”

I was thankful Papa's attention was on Samuel and not me, for the rush of heat to my cheeks would surely have given me away. I feared that after several successful years dodging the delicate matter of his future, Samuel was about to have his journalistic alter ego exposed to the light of day.

To his credit—or just plain pigheadedness—my brother seemed not yet ready to admit defeat. Instead of returning to his seat, he stood with his back to the hearth, rocking back and forth on his heels as if nothing could be easier than satisfying Papa's curiosity. Unfortunately, this effort was somewhat spoiled by his clenched jaw and the anxious crease line between his eyes.

“Ah, well it seems Sarah was having difficulty sleeping that night, and happened to see George passing by on the street.” I had to admit that he was doing a valiant job of keeping his tone casual, even if his face was not cooperating. “She called out to him, and he said they'd found a murder victim beneath the Harrison Street Bridge.” He forced a dry chuckle—laying it on a bit too thick, I thought. Be careful, brother dear, I silently told him, before you manage to place your entire foot in your mouth!

“You know Sarah. Once her curiosity is aroused, there's no stopping her. Of course she could hardly accompany George alone at such an hour, so she woke me and, well, you know the rest.”

“I see.” Papa looked dubious. He turned doubtful eyes on me. “So that's your story, is it? Sergeant Lewis was on his way to the Harrison Bridge on foot. That's a considerable distance from his station downtown, don't you agree, especially at that hour of the night? Interesting that he didn't make use of a police wagon—or even a cab.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but could think of nothing to say, at least not without adding yet more lies to an already unlikely story.

“I didn't think to ask George why he chose that way to reach the murder scene,” said Samuel, by way of another pitiful explanation.

Of course, it was no less than the truth, I told myself, as far as it went. The fact that George had arrived at the bridge in one of the police wagons—then walked to our house to wake my brother—was, if only by omission, the lie. Really, I thought, guarding Samuel's covert life was becoming far too complicated!

“Perhaps there were no cabs handy at such an early hour,” my brother finished lamely.

The firelight reflected in Papa's eyes, streaking them with darting shafts of flame, and making his usual jovial face appear sinister. He studied Samuel for a long, uncomfortable moment, then turned his gaze on me. I shifted in my chair, but said nothing which might thrust us any deeper into this hole we'd dug for ourselves.

When it became clear that neither of us was prepared to add to this woefully weak fabrication, Papa shook his head and sighed.

“Evidently I was mistaken when I assumed the two of you had matured beyond the age of ten. Don't think I'm too old or addled not to recognize when my own children are having me on. And it would be a mistake to assume that I won't eventually get to the bottom of this, because I promise you I will.”

He continued to regard us over the rim of his coffee cup as he drained the dark liquid. This time, when he poured fresh brew from the silver pot, he added rather more brandy to his cup than he had previously. Stirring the hot liquid, he once again turned to my brother.

“Although you hardly deserve it, I have good news for you, Samuel. I was speaking this afternoon to Arthur Cunningham, of Cunningham and Brill Attorneys, and he said his firm would be pleased to take you on as an associate when you have passed your state bar examinations.” His eyes narrowed. “You are planning to take the exams in early February, are you not, son? I believe you indicated as much the last time we had this conversation.”

I watched my brother's Adam's apple move up and down as he swallowed hard. “I, ah, actually, I haven't signed up to take them yet.” At our father's tightening expression, he quickly added, “But of course I will—first thing tomorrow.”

“See that you do,” Papa told him sternly. “You have put off taking this last step for entirely too long. You could do a good deal worse than to accept Arthur Cunningham's generous offer. It's all well and good that you've been working part-time as a paralegal for—” He looked at Samuel questioningly. “What's the name of that lawyer friend of yours? I'm always forgetting it.”

“Andrew Wayburn,” Samuel answered a bit feebly.

My brother and I exchanged a quick glance. I was one of the few people who knew that Samuel's paralegal work for Andy Wayburn was more fiction than fact, a handy way to account for the income he actually brought in as a crime reporter. In truth, Andy had inherited a comfortable nest egg upon his father's death, and had engaged in little real legal work since passing his own bar examinations. As one of my brother's old school friends, he was happy to let Samuel use his name in order to explain his mysterious livelihood.

“You know, it's strange that I've never met Mr. Wayburn,” Papa said, giving him a curious look. “You'd think that after all my years on the bench, I would have run into the man at least once.”

“Actually, Andrew handles mostly wills and probate,” Samuel told him. “He spends little actual time in court.”

“I see,” said Papa, although I wasn't sure if he truly accepted this explanation. “Nevertheless, it's time you join a more established law firm. At Cunningham and Brill you'll be able to experience all aspects of a distinguished practice from the ground floor up.”

I started nervously when a log suddenly dropped in the hearth. At the same moment, I heard the lusty cries of Celia and Charles's three-month-old son, Charles, Jr.—or little Charlie, as he was known to his doting family—coming from the nursery. Almost immediately, his sister—four-year-old Mandy—joined her baby brother in a loud, and stridently off-key, duet.

“Oh, dear,” I said, rising from my chair. “I had better help settle Mandy while Celia feeds the baby.”

To be honest, I was relieved to have such a timely excuse for leaving the tense scene which had developed between Samuel and our father. I had long since run out of tall tales to excuse my brother's endless delays in taking his bar examinations. It was high time he dealt with the consequences of this deceit on his own.

Samuel darted me a reproachful look as I took my leave of the library. Ah, well, I thought, repressing a small twinge of guilt. As the old saying went, my dear brother had made his bed, and now he would have to sleep in it!
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