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      The family of Brereton had long been settled in Buckinghamshire. Their estate was large, and the residence was at Briary Park, where they had, for the most part, lived in so respectable a manner as to engage the good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance. Only twice had the reputation of the Breretons been threatened: once, nearly forty years before when a daughter of the house had had the poor judgment to elope with a half-pay lieutenant of good family and poor morals, and a second time some five-and-twenty years later, when that lady’s niece had run off with her brother’s fencing master. In both cases the family had closed ranks, deeming the lost children ungrateful and their reputations unsalvageable. The first Miss Brereton had, as is often the case, gone from man to man until, being a woman of intelligence and enterprise, she became the owner of the most expensive brothel in London.

      The second Miss Brereton, more fortunate in her lover, had fled with him to the continent where, despite the war, they had taught fence and lived happily until the man’s death some years later. In a daze of grief, she had returned to England and taken refuge with the only relative who would have her: that same aunt whose ruin had presaged her own. But despite her aunt’s urgings the girl had proved unwilling to join her aunt’s enterprise. Instead, using the skills available to her—a ready wit, a facility for puzzles, and the swordplay which she had learned and taught, Sarah Brereton changed her name and set herself up in a profession all her own, as an Agent of Inquiry.

      Thus it was that on a chilly September evening, Miss Sarah Tolerance, formerly Brereton, found herself impersonating Destiny, or perhaps Nemesis. She had been about a client’s business since very early that morning, making visits to many of London’s less savory neighborhoods and interviewing a number of suspect characters. Now she was prepared for the final act of the day’s drama. She sat in the parlor of a retired courtesan, upon a chair that seemed to have been stuffed with dried peas. Her client, Mrs. Caroline Jones, reclined upon the more comfortable divan with a scented kerchief over her eyes and her smelling salts to hand; from time to time she made a noise which might have been characterized as a tragic sigh. An instinct for drama went far to explain why Mrs. Jones, thirty years before, had been a popular actress and a more popular fille du joie, rejoicing in the nom d’amour of Caro Bawdy.

      Also in the room, but seated well to the rear by the heavily draped window, was a pawnbroker, Mr. Varsey, a tall, raw-boned man of middle years with a large nose and dense blond whiskers, dressed with neat shabbiness in an old-fashioned skirted coat of brown broadcloth.

      Mrs. Jones sighed again. “Why does he not come?

      “There was no urgency in the message you sent,” Miss Tolerance pointed out. “But I am sure he will come soon. We are in agreement? I shall talk, and Mr. Varsey, if it is necessary. You need do nothing but tell your nephew, if he asks, that we are here at your request. He will very likely resent our interference.”

      Mrs. Jones nodded beneath the kerchief, releasing a burst of rose scent into the room.

      There was a stir in the hallway. Mrs. Jones’s maid-of-all-work appeared at the door.

      “Mr. Hasbrow, ma’am.”

      The girl stepped back and her place was taken by a tall young man in a tightly-fitted coat of bright blue superfine wool with large brass buttons. His neckcloth was high enough to scrape his ears, his watch had two fobs, and his boots shone with blacking. He came into the room smiling, very sure of his welcome.

      “Good afternoon, aunt!”

      Mrs. Jones, at the sound of her nephew’s arrival, righted herself upon the divan and pulled the kerchief from her eyes. Her face was round and much lined, but it was possible to discern how very pretty a young woman she had been. Her lips trembled but she said nothing. If Mr. Hasbrow was disturbed by her silence he was not long stopped.

      “How do you do, ma’am?” Hasbrow approached his aunt and bowed and kissed the air above the hand she extended to him with a practiced air. “And who is your charming companion?” He turned to smile upon Miss Tolerance. He was very certain of his power to please.

      “Mr. Walter Hasbrow?” Miss Tolerance rose.

      “I am entirely at your service, ma’am.” Mr. Hasbrow bowed. When Miss Tolerance did not return the courtesy, his smile dimmed. He looked from Miss Tolerance to his aunt and back again.

      “You have the advantage of me, ma’am. You know my name, but I have no idea how I should address you.”

      “My name is Tolerance, Mr. Hasbrow. I have been helping your aunt to discover the whereabouts of several pieces⁠—”

      “Treasured pieces,” Mrs. Jones said, tremulously.

      “Several pieces of jewelry which she has lately missed.”

      “Jewelry, ma’am?” Hasbrow’s expression was so bland as to compel suspicion. “Where have you looked? I am sure I could have helped you to find them. My aunt—” he spoke confidingly to Miss Tolerance. “Her eyes are not what they once were, and⁠—”

      “It is difficult for even the sharpest eyes to discover a necklace that has been removed from the house and is not to be found in Clapham, Mr. Hasbrow.”

      The skin on Mr. Hasbrow’s jaw just above his neckcloth was suddenly a mottled red. “Not in the house?” After a moment’s pause, he laughed. “Oh, of course. Aunt, we have both forgotten that you asked me to have some of your jewelry cleaned. I owe you an apology; I ought to have fetched it back to you from Asprey’s⁠—”

      Miss Tolerance placed a leather wallet that had been resting beside her onto the table. “We have saved you that trouble, Mr. Hasbrow.” She unfolded the wallet and poured from it three necklaces, a pair of earrings, and a bracelet. “However, none of these were found at Asprey’s.”

      Hasbrow coughed. He meant to play the game to the end, Miss Tolerance realized. She did not know whether to admire his nerve or dislike him more.

      “Did you inquire at Asprey’s how they came to be elsewhere? I took my aunt’s jewelry there because of their reputation, but by God, if they can lose property in this fashion—” as he warmed to his lie Hasbrow’s tone became self-righteous. Miss Tolerance interrupted.

      “You have not greeted Mr. Varsey, sir.”

      The pawnbroker had been sitting so quiet that Miss Tolerance thought Mr. Hasbrow must not have noticed him at all. Hasbrow looked up, took in the man by the window, and nodded in Varsey’s direction with the brisk, blank courtesy of a gentleman to a person of inferior standing. “Good evening, sir. Now, to this misunderstanding⁠—”

      “Mr. Hasbrow, there is no misunderstanding, and you will try your aunt’s patience very much if you continue with this pretense. Mr. Varsey is a pawnbroker. It was to his shop that you brought jewelry⁠—”

      “I never saw that man in my life!” Hasbrow sputtered.

      “But I seen you,” Varsey said. He had a deep, resonant voice that was loud in the small room. “Gents don’t generally look at a man when they comes in to pawn their pretties—they takes their money and hoofs it. But I got yer name in me book.” Mr. Varsey stroked a ledger lying on his lap with long, red-knuckled fingers.

      “He’s lying.” Hasbrow smiled at his aunt. “I am certain I can discover where⁠—”

      “You need not trouble yourself, Mr. Hasbrow. Your aunt, Mr. Varsey, and I have already satisfied ourselves upon the matter. The only question⁠—”

      “Who the Devil are you? What business is all this of yours? You dress respectably, but from your name, I’d hazard you were⁠—”

      “Fallen? I am.” Miss Tolerance agreed. “That has nothing to do with the matter currently before us, sir. I earn my living assisting people with inquiries such as your aunt’s. To return to Mr. Varsey⁠—”

      “I told you, the fellow is a stranger to me!”

      “You may say so, but Mr. Varsey has your signature in his book, and your aunt has verified it. Too, Mr. Varsey had possession of the jewelry. It would be much quicker and more pleasant for everyone if we could turn our attention to resolving the situation. I believe your aunt has no wish to involve the authorities since her jewelry has been returned to her. But Mr. Varsey requires to be paid.”

      At the mention of the authorities, Hasbrow’s bluster deserted him and he became sullen. “He may whistle for it, then. I’ve no money to give.”

      Miss Tolerance smiled. “We understand that, sir, else you would not have found yourself stealing your aunt’s jewelry and pawning it.”

      For a moment it appeared that Hasbrow would object to this characterization, but he sank back in his chair and Miss Tolerance turned to Mr. Varsey.

      “How much is owed you to redeem the jewelry, sir?”

      Varsey stroked his fair whiskers with one large hand. “Matter of thirty pound ten shillin’,” he said at last.

      Hasbrow sneered. “Might as well ask for the moon in a silver basket.”

      “There is my fee to be added in,” Miss Tolerance said thoughtfully. “I do not feel that your aunt should be made to bear that cost, do you, sir? That’s an additional three guineas, plus—” she took a small notebook from her reticule, consulted it, and returned it. “Two shillings ninepence halfpenny in expenses.” She rose and gestured Mr. Varsey forward. “How do you reckon we should get our money, sir?”

      Mr. Varsey had come around the divan so that he now stood between Hasbrow and the door. He looked the younger man up and down consideringly.

      Miss Tolerance nodded. “How much is that gold pin worth, do you think?”

      “Just a minute!” Hasbrow looked from Varsey to Miss Tolerance in horror. Unmoved, Mr. Varsey leaned forward and pinched the gold stickpin set in Mr. Hasbrow’s reckcloth between his thumb and forefinger. The younger man was pulled forward into a half-bow. “That’s fine work. I’d say it might fetch six guineas.”

      “This is thievery! The Law⁠—”

      “The Law will reckon that we are within our rights as creditors, Mr. Hasbrow. And summoning the Law would doubtless expose your financial situation to the bailiffs and others who might not be as sympathetic even as Mr. Varsey and myself.”

      “But I bought that pin for twelve guineas!”

      Varsey clicked his tongue against his teeth. “Matter of the market, mister. Ye don’t get what ye paid, ye get what ye’re offered. Now, about that ring.” Miss Tolerance suspected the pawnbroker was enjoying himself. He kept one hand upon the gold pin; with the other, he circled Hawbrow’s right wrist and raised the hand up to examine a signet ring set with a green stone. “Maybe ten guineas.”

      “Ten!” Hasbrow’s voice ascended an octave. “That was my father’s!”

      “Can’t eat sentiment.” Varsey tugged the ring off Hasbrow’s finger, then loosed the pin as well and laid both on the table by Mrs. Jones’s elbow.

      “Aunt, will you permit this?”

      The old woman pursed her lips and said nothing.

      “That makes—” Miss Tolerance mimed calculation. “Sixteen guineas from a total of 33 pounds, 10 shillings, ninepence halfpenny. The balance still outstanding is sixteen guineas, fifteen shillings, ninepence halfpenny. What else have we, sir?”

      In a quarter hour, Mr. Hasbrow had been divested of his fobs, coat, boots, hat, and waistcoat. Mr. Varsey and Miss Tolerance decided they were satisfied before the man was forced to strip off his shirt and breeches. Varsey, taking possession of Mr. Hasbrow’s goods, paid Miss Tolerance her fee and bowed to Mrs. Jones. “A pleasure doing business with you, madam. And you, miss.” He bowed to Miss Tolerance. “Ever you’re needful to dispose of a trinket or so, you just let me know.”

      Miss Tolerance thanked the pawnbroker and escorted him to the door. When he was gone, Mrs. Jones, who had been dead to her nephew’s entreaties and insults during his ordeal, now looked him up and down. “I am very disappointed, Walter,” she said. “I had thought you were different from the rest of the family, and I was foolishly eager to mend fences with them through you. I see now that I permitted sentiment to outweigh good business sense.”

      This was apparently too much for Mr. Hasbrow. “Business! What does an old whore know about business?”

      Mrs. Jones tilted her head and smiled. Her eyes glittered. “A woman who survives to be an old whore keeps her wits about her, Walter. You may think, sometime, of what you have lost. I had meant to make you my heir; you would have had my fortune, soon or late. But I will see my solicitor and leave my money elsewhere⁠—”

      “Your fortune! What will that be? Earbobs and a box of letters from your fancy men?”

      The old woman had become steely. “I loved you because I thought that you, out of all our family, were able to see past my lapses of so many years ago. How do you imagine I live, stupid boy? My whore’s fortune is safe in the Navy Funds, and if I live quiet it is because I live upon the interest. The capital—well, whether I leave it to a reformatory or a school for sailor boys, you will never see a farthing of it.” Mrs. Jones rose shakily to her feet, less affected by age, Miss Tolerance thought, than by grief. There were tears in the old woman’s eyes.

      “Ma’am, shall I show your nephew out?”

      Mrs. Jones nodded. “Good-bye, Walter. Thank you, Miss Tolerance.”

      “It has been my pleasure to assist you, ma’am.”

      “No, wait, Aunt—” too late, Mr. Hasbrow extended a conciliatory hand, ignoring Miss Tolerance’s gesture toward the door. Recognizing that he would not leave except under compulsion, Miss Tolerance took his outstretched hand, twisted his arm behind his back, and marched the man out of the house.

      Outside, Miss Tolerance released her hold and Hasbrow shook himself like a wetted cat. He shivered in the evening air and shifted from one stockinged foot to the other. Miss Tolerance, for the first time that day, felt a little pity for the man.

      “Would you like to share a carriage back to town, sir?”

      “Go to Hell.”

      “For this day’s work? I think not. Come, Mr. Hasbrow. It is chilly, you are bootless, coatless, and without money. It would take you several hours to walk back to your lodgings.”

      “Why would you assist me? You think I am a thief.”

      A carriage rattled down the street. Miss Tolerance raised a hand to hail it, noting that a stitch had come loose on her glove “Are you not one?”

      The carriage halted. Miss Tolerance raised her skirts out of danger from the mud and crossed the road. “Are you coming, sir?”

      She had climbed into the carriage and was about to close the door when Hasbrow dashed across the road and jumped in beside her.

      Miss Tolerance gave the address of Mr. Hasbrow’s lodgings in Charles Street and sat back.

      “It wasn’t my fault! It’s the damned duns, if I had known⁠—”

      Miss Tolerance leaned forward and put her finger to his lips. “Hush. I will talk about politics or art or commerce, but not your innocence.”

      “My aunt—” Mr. Hasbrow began a muttered catalogue of insults directed at the absent Mrs. Jones.

      “None of that either, sir. You are the author of your problems, not your aunt. As a matter of fact, you might do well to emulate her.”

      “Emulate her!” Hasbrow’s eyes, wide with outrage, shone in the dim light.

      “Consider, sir. Your aunt has done what you have not. However you may despise her moral lapses, she found a way to support herself, selling only what was hers to sell.”

      “You suggest I should prostitute myself?”

      “Not in the least. ‘Tis a difficult profession, not one I could contemplate. But you have an advantage Mrs. Jones did not. You are a man. There are many opportunities open to you by virtue of your sex. You might consider selling your energy and your wits; you might find occupation.”

      Hasbrow drew himself up. “I am a gentleman.”

      “And a thief.” Miss Tolerance reminded him without rancor. “Hardly gentlemanly behavior, is it?”

      There was silence for several minutes. At last, barely audible over the creaks and rattles of the carriage, Hasbrow muttered sullenly that he would have no idea how to find employment.

      “You have family, sir. Ask for advice. There is honest work to be had, and I imagine you have at least one relative who will be happy to help you to it.”

      Mr. Hasbrow shivered and sank back against the seat. Miss Tolerance watched out the window as the carriage rattled through the silky gray dusk. At Charles Street the carriage pulled up and Hasbrow descended, shivering, into the frankly chilly air. He said nothing to Miss Tolerance but did sketch a bow before he turned toward his lodgings with as much dignity as a bootless, coatless man can muster on a public street. Perhaps he would take her words to heart; she was unlikely to know if he did so. Still, pleased with her evening’s work, Miss Tolerance rapped on the roof of the carriage and gave the driver directions to Manchester Square.

      She alighted at the meeting of the Square and Spanish Place; here she saw a cluster of people gathered on the green to observe the immeasurably slow progress of the Great Comet across the sky. Miss Tolerance had viewed the Comet often enough; it was cold and she wanted to be indoors. A few paces along Spanish Place and she reached a gate set in the ivied wall; she unlocked the gate, stepped through into the moonlit garden, and looked to her left, at the great house to which the garden belonged. Yellow candlelight shone from the windows of Mrs. Brereton’s brothel—for such it was—and filled the garden with light to rival the rising moon. The sounds of conversation, a pianoforte, and voices raised in song, drifted over on the autumn breeze, the civilized prelude to the evening’s less civilized activities. Miss Tolerance locked the gate behind her and turned toward the small house half-way down the garden. This structure was no more than a cottage, one room above and one below, whitewashed and ivied; it belonged to the larger house and had been Miss Tolerance’s home for the past five years. She was always pleased to return here; as her work often took her to the foulest and most hazardous precincts of the city, the cottage was her haven from dirt, disorder, and danger. Miss Tolerance unlocked the door and made her way through the darkness to the fireplace, where she stirred up the banked coals and caught a light for her candle.

      Within a few minutes she was comfortable, with the kettle on for tea, a plate of cold ham and a sliced apple beside her, and her ‘counts book at her elbow. The music across the way stopped and she heard increased laughter, by which Miss Tolerance gathered that the girl playing the pianoforte had been solicited for some other activity. She rinsed out her teapot, set the tea to steeping, and began composing a letter to a former client who had been for months promising faithfully to pay her fee “at my earliest opportunity,” but had thus far failed to do so.

      She picked up her pen, sharpened it, and began to write.

      Dear Mr. Cartmare:

      You will recollect that it has been some time since I completed the service for which you engaged me…
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Miss Tolerance, at liberty with the conclusion of Mrs. Jones’s business, stopped at Mrs. Brereton’s house to see if her friend Marianne Touchwell was likewise free and wished to accompany her to Bond Street. Mrs. Touchwell approved the outing and went up to fetch her pelisse.

      “Is today for looking or buying?” As with all Mrs. Dorothea Brereton’s whores when venturing away from the house, Mrs. Touchwell was dressed with a propriety that would have done credit to a bishop’s wife; behind them, a maid followed to lend them consequence and carry their parcels.

      “Today is emphatically for buying. I have only one decent pair of gloves to my name,” Miss Tolerance admitted. “My work seems to be particularly hard upon them.”

      Mrs. Touchwell grinned. “Assume an air of disinterest or the glovers will double the price.” As they stepped out of the gate Miss Tolerance observed a spare older woman in a coat and hat from the last century, waiting at the servants’ door to the kitchen. She raised an eyebrow in query at Mrs. Touchwell.

      “One of Cook’s friends, I imagine.” Mrs. Touchwell was incurious. “She keeps up with a number of women who left Mrs. Brereton’s service.”

      “What do they do when they leave here? Do they cease—” Miss Tolerance faltered.

      “Working as whores?” Marianne was unconcerned. “Some set up in business for themselves as madams. Some take their savings—if they’ve been clever enough to have savings—and assume a new name and retire quietly. My first year with Mrs. B—that was before you returned to England, Sarah—we had a girl who married her favorite client. All respectability she is now; they live in the North, and never come to London. Well, that’s rare, of course. As for the rest—” Marianne shrugged. “It’s hard to know. A woman who leaves Mrs. Brereton’s without the intention to retire must find work somewhere else.”

      Somewhere else, Miss Tolerance knew, meant somewhere meaner, where the prostitutes were likely to be ill-treated, diseased, and drunk. Although Mrs. Brereton did not run her house for the convenience of her employees, she had told both Miss Tolerance and Marianne that treating the staff fairly was, in the long run, worth the money it cost her.

      Miss Tolerance considered the retired courtesans she knew personally; many of them, like Mrs. Jones, took a new name and lived the quiet, respectable lives that had eluded them in their youth, with perhaps fine embroidery or china-painting to eke out their savings. As many, she suspected, died within a very short time of quitting the life.

      “I trust you have money saved against such a day,” Miss Tolerance said.

      “Me? I keep my money locked away tight, never fear it.”

      “The Funds?”

      Marianne shook her head. “Nothing so fancy for me. I’ve a box in my room I put my money in.”

      “In a box?” Miss Tolerance disapproved on professional grounds, but Marianne would not be scolded.

      “I suppose I ought to take it to a bank, but I don’t like the risk of them funds and investments. No, not even if ‘tis in the Navy and supporting our sailors. The Navy won’t support me when I’m too old to please. What d’you do with your earnings, then?”

      Miss Tolerance admitted that her savings were earning five per cent per annum in the same Navy funds that Marianne so disdained.

      “Well, you must tell me, some day, how that investment worked for you,” Mrs. Touchwell said, as they turned the corner onto Oxford Street.

      Miss Tolerance invested in two pairs of gloves. Mrs. Touchwell found a length of silk for a new gown. They refreshed themselves with a cup of tea and biscuits at a shop on Bond Street and made their way companionably back to Manchester Square.

      The door to Mrs. Brereton’s house was opened by Cole, the junior of the two porters. “Miss Marianne.”

      “I trust all is well?” Marianne was Mrs. Brereton’s second, and the first to hear—from the employees or her employer—if anything was out of order.

      “All’s right and tight, miss.” He took Marianne’s parcel and turned to Miss Tolerance. “Good afternoon, Miss Sarah.”

      “How do you do, Cole?”

      “Tolerable well, thank you, miss. Oh, Cook was wishful to have a word with you when it’s convenient.”

      “Did she say why?”

      The porter shook his head. “Not Cook, miss. If it was just, she had gooseberry tarts or some other treat she knows you favor, she’d have told me. Ah, if you’ll excuse me, miss?” The knocker on the front door had dropped. Cole turned to admit a patron.

      Miss Tolerance bid Marianne adieu and made her way through the green baize door that represented the division of the upstairs and belowstairs precincts of the house. Cook she found standing over the stove, instructing the kitchen maid in proper whisking technique.

      “You mind careful at that, Jessie Cleese. If I find there’s lumps in that saucing there’ll be lumps on your brow!” Cook, a massive woman, tall, broad, and of respectable years, might have made four of Jess; the girl stirred her sauce with an eye upon her mistress, but Miss Tolerance had come to believe that Cook’s threats were merest bluster.

      “Good afternoon, Cook. Cole said you wanted a word?”

      Cook turned away from the heat and wiped the sheen of sweat from her forehead with the back of her arm. “Miss Sarah! Deed I do. Are you hungry? Jess, when that custard’s smooth, put it aside to cool, and you get me a plate of cakes for Miss Sarah⁠—”

      “No, please, I entreat you!” Miss Tolerance laughed. “Marianne and I had tea while we were out. I cannot possibly eat more.”

      “You’re all skin and bone!” Cook shook her head. “’Ow can you do your work proper with no food upon your stomach?”

      “I promise you faithfully: when I am hungry I will apply to you. I have a great appreciation for the excellence of your kitchen. But now: how may I help you?”

      Cook admonished Jess to keep whisking the custard without fail until it was ‘just so,’ then took Miss Tolerance’s arm and drew her out of the kitchen, past the doors to the still room and pantry, and out into the tiny kitchen garden, where a cold breeze was stirring the herbs. “You just get me a handful of that thyme, Miss Sarah, will you?”

      Miss Tolerance bent, obedient, and picked a dozen wiry sprigs of thyme. Cook took them into her plump red hand and looked from side to side.

      “I know I can trust you, miss,” she said at last. “Do you remember a girl name of Annie Pouter?”

      “Annie Pouter?” Miss Tolerance shook her head. “Not by that name. I collect, from the styling, that she is Fallen?”

      Cook nodded. “Oh, yes, Miss Sarah. Fallen for years, Annie is. Worked for your auntie for almost ten years, and left—” she held out the hand that did not have thyme in it and wiggled her fingers as if counting upon them. “Ah, well. A’ course, she left before you come to us. See, Annie and I is friends,” Cook went on. “Some of Mrs. B’s girls hold theyselves too high, thinkin’ because they work with the custom and I’m in the kitchen that they’s better than I am. Not Annie, though. Annie and I got to be very good friends indeed.” Cook looked over the garden, shading her eyes as if from a forceful recollection.

      “And?”

      Recalled to the present, Cook continued. “Annie needs some ‘elp, miss, and I tol’ ‘er you was the one would be able to take care of the matter.”

      “And what is the matter?” There was an edge to Miss Tolerance’s voice; between the glare of sun in her eyes and the chilly wind, she was aware of a strong desire to be in her cottage with her bonnet off.

      “Someone’s stole ‘er nest egg,” Cook said. “Left ‘er with naught. She come round ‘ere today ‘oping there might be work for her. Happen five year ago she might ‘ave squeaked back into the ‘ouse—there’s some gennelmen like a older woman, I’m told. Mrs. B might ‘ave found something for ‘er to do out of sentiment and such⁠—”

      Miss Tolerance, who had never known her aunt to permit sentiment to interfere with her very acute business sense, considered the problem. “Is there nothing else she could do to sustain herself but⁠—”

      “Cept whorin’?” Cook shook her head. “Annie ‘as ‘er standards, like. ‘Avin been rather a favorite of the gennelmen when she was younger, she sees anything’ else as a step down.”

      Miss Tolerance had encountered this attitude before and, regardless of how inexplicable she found it personally, she did not debate the matter.

      “Do you know the details of the theft?” She entertained the image of Marianne’s box beneath her bed.

      “Not I, miss. I tol’ Annie she must talk with you. She’s going to come ‘round tonight—you ain’t going out, are you, miss?”

      “I have no plans to do so.” There had been a time not long past when she had often gone to the theatre with her friend, the magistrate Sir Walter Mandif. But since the day when Sir Walter had laid proposals before her—honorable proposals of a sort Miss Tolerance had never expected to hear, but which she had felt herself honor bound to refuse—their friendship had been much reduced. Miss Tolerance, when not working, stayed at home.

      “Then I’ll just ‘ave ‘er come knock upon your door,” Cook suggested.

      “No, please.” At Cook’s look of surprise, she explained, “I prefer to keep business out of my cottage when I can. Do you think she could come to Tarsio’s Club instead? Is there a time convenient for her this evening?”

      Cook allowed that this was possible. “I don’t know when she means to come, but when she does I’ll direct her there. What street’s the club in?”

      “Henry Street. The white building with columns. I shall tell the porter there to look for her. Any time after six?”

      “That’d be fine, Miss Sarah. I’ll tell Annie when she comes. And I thank you. Now, cannot I give you just a wee plate of something to eat?”

      Miss Tolerance smiled. “No, no. I promise you, Cook: I am not likely to starve between here and my own door. And you must return to see how Jess’s custard has turned out.”

      Cook, with an oath, turned and hurried back to the kitchen, brandishing the thyme in her fist like a pennon. Miss Tolerance retreated to her cottage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      At three-quarters past the hour of seven, Mrs. Annie Pouter was escorted into the Ladies Salon at Tarsio’s Club by Steen, the senior of the club’s porters. Mrs. Pouter had clearly dressed with care, in a gown and bonnet that had been of good quality several years before, and were clean and neatly maintained. There was nothing vulgar in her appearance save perhaps for her hair, a shade of dark brown given the lie by the silver at her parting. Miss Tolerance recognized her as the short, wizened woman she had seen waiting at the kitchen entrance to Mrs. Brereton’s house earlier that day. The porter observed Mrs. Pouter with suspicion that seemed, to Miss Tolerance, excessive. But Mrs. Pouter clearly disdained Steen quite as much as he did her.

      “You needn’t give me your airs,” the woman said loudly. “Just point me direct to that Miss Tolerance.”

      Miss Tolerance was on her feet at once, detecting the possibility of calamity and determined to head it off. The relief upon Steen’s face was comical. “Mrs.—”

      “I told you, Mrs. Pouter.” The woman waved her fingers in dismissal. “And you’ll be Miss Tolerance. Laurie Gordon has told me all about you, you may be sure.” She offered her hand. Miss Tolerance shook it.

      “I beg your pardon, Mrs. Pouter—who is Laurie Gordon?”

      “Cook! Mrs. Brereton’s cook! I don’t suppose anyone but me recalls her name, she’s been there that long.” Mrs. Pouter spoke loudly, as if to claim the space around her through sheer volume, since she could not do so by size. “She thinks the world of you, does Mrs. Gordon. What did she tell you about me?”

      Two women who had been engaged in a quiet conversation nearby rose and moved further away. Miss Tolerance beckoned to Steen, who had hovered anxiously in the doorway. “Are any of the parlors available, Steen?”

      With a look eloquent of approval, Steen answered that there were indeed several open.

      “We will be very much more comfortable and private there,” Miss Tolerance told her visitor. “My guests usually prefer to keep their business to themselves. May I offer you some refreshment?” Mrs. Pouter’s eyes lit as Miss Tolerance ordered Jerez wine and a plate of cakes.

      When the two women had been settled in the parlor—a room just large enough to hold a pair of armchairs and two side tables set before a grate in which a small fire glowed—and Miss Tolerance had provided a glass of wine and a plate of the ginger biscuits for which Tarsio’s was justly famed, Mrs. Pouter came to the point. Her savings had not been stolen from a box beneath her bed. “Swindled,” she said flatly. “Mrs. Gordon says you’re the one to help me, though for the life of me, I can’t see how. I give my money over to be invested, and them I give it to has gone and left me with nothing. Frankly, my dear, I’m more in need of employment than of a what-d’ye call it.”

      “A what-do-you-call-it?” Miss Tolerance was mystified.

      “An inquirer. That’s what Mrs. Gordon called you.”

      “An Agent of Inquiry?”

      “If you like. You can poke all you like into the matter⁠—”

      “Suppose you tell me the history of your problem,” Miss Tolerance suggested. “I may be able to help you, or I may not.”

      “Well, there’s honest. Can’t say fairer than that.” Mrs. Pouter paused to select one of the ginger biscuits. “I shan’t mince words, and I suppose you’ll know as well as any what our life is like. I retired from whoring three years ago. I’m not so young as I look. Even when I was working for your auntie I wasn’t in my first blush. And custom begins to thin, and unless you wish to manage a house, which don’t pay unless you’ve a stake in the business, which I couldn’t afford, and beside, I don’t think I’d have cared for the work—well, the long and short is, I’ve worked hard since I was a girl, and I thought I was entitled to a little peace before I die. I was at my bank to ask for the name of a good manager for annuities when I fell into conversation with a woman—too young to be a retired woman like myself, but that’s neither here nor there—who told me about a miraculous fellow named Marvell, who could promise nine per-cent return on my money.”

      “Nine per-cent?” The Navy funds promised no more than five at best.

      Mrs. Pouter nodded. “At the least. She said it might even be more. Well, in course I asked where I might find this Mr. Marvell: I ain’t greedy, my dear, but a difference of a hundred pound a year is the difference between scraping by and being comfortable for an older woman. I got this Marvell’s direction and wrote him straight away; he was in Bruton Street, with everything proper about him. I thought certain when I saw his place that he must be on the square. An address like that—and no, you needn’t look disapproving at me, miss. I know better now. So Mr. Marvell begged that I come visit him, and I did, and he took my money and there you are.”

      Mrs. Pouter folded her hands in her lap and regarded Miss Tolerance as if she might start into action at once. Miss Tolerance shook her head.

      “I think there must be more to the story than that, Mrs. Pouter. You visited him in Bruton Street. Was he in a shop? Rooms? A house?”

      The older woman looked as if the questions made no sense to her, but, “Rooms. Over one of them expensive bootmakers, Cavall and Sons. Brought me into a tidy little book room, furnished neat as two pins, and sat me down and talked to me about the fund. Investments in the Americas: sugar and cotton and tobacco. All safe as houses. All I had to do was give him my nest egg and my return would be paid quarterly to my banker.”

      “And did you ask for references?” Miss Tolerance did not wish to aggravate the woman with criticism, but nor could she imagine handing over savings so hard won to a stranger, simply because his lodgings were in a fashionable part of town and his manner was polished.

      “References? ‘A course I did! I wasn’t born yesterday! And he handed ‘em over, quick as you please. Aside from that Mrs. Brown, he directed me to a Mrs. White and a Mrs. Black.”

      “Mrs. Brown was the woman who first mentioned Mr. Marvell to you.”

      “That’s right. And Mr. Marvell was most particular I should not invest with him until I had spoke with the other two and felt perfectly at ease. A funny-looking little man, but such an open, pleasant manner. If he’d been one of those too-handsome-by-half fellows p’raps I’d have fretted more. I wrote Mrs. White and received a note from her by return. I met Mrs. Black in the public room of the inn where she lives.”

      “It is likely, if these women are not Mr. Marvell’s confederates⁠—”

      “Confederates? In league with ‘im, you mean?” Mrs. Pouter appeared genuinely startled by the notion.

      Miss Tolerance nodded. “It is a possibility we must consider. If they are not, they may be as aggrieved as you and might be very useful allies. Do you remember where you wrote to Mrs. White?”

      “I got better.” Mrs. Pouter took a paper from her reticule and laid it before Miss Tolerance with a click of the wax seal against the marble tabletop. “This is her letter to me.”

      Miss Tolerance unfolded the letter and scanned it. Small, cramped letters and ornamented capitals; flowery praise, and spelling of the most creative sort. Deciphered, Mrs. White wrote that she had been fortunate indeed to find “the amazing churming Mr. Marvel, who has so wunderfly lived up to his promises and made my life a dream of comfort.”

      Miss Tolerance was less interested in Mrs. White’s encomiums than in her address. The letter had been written from Lisson Grove, almost two years prior.

      “Is there anything else you can tell me about Mrs. White, ma’am?”

      Mrs. Pouter shook her head; a scrap of feather detached from her bonnet and drifted slowly downward. “White ain’t the name she’d ha’ worked under, in course. I don’t know what that would ha’ been. The other one, Mrs. Black, I know she was called Arabella Twitchit when she was working. She and I had a glass of gin at the place she was living, an inn called the Dog and Tiger, cross the river near Horsemongers Lane Gaol.”

      “And she, too, sang Mr. Marvell’s praises.”

      “Oh, aye, she did. So I give ‘im my money, and all went along fine, payments every quarter day—until one day the payment didn’t come. I wrote Mr. Marvell, and when I didn’t hear from him I went back to his rooms, only to be told he’d been gone for months. Then I went across the river to ‘ave a word with Mrs. Black—I’m not stupid, miss, no matter what you might think—but she’d died a month before.”

      Miss Tolerance’s head went up. “Died, ma’am? How?”

      Mrs. Pouter shrugged. “Run down in the street by a carriage, I think they said. Poor old thing.”

      “So you cannot say if anyone else suffered the same sort of losses?”

      “What if they did? It’s my money I’m concerned for.”

      Miss Tolerance sipped her wine. “Quite understandable, but the more people I can find who know Mr. Marvell, the more likely I am to find a clue to the whereabouts of the man himself, and the more chance that we shall have some luck prising your money out of his fund. Is there more you can tell me about him?”

      “About him? Odd little fellow, short and bandy-legged, with yellow hair and a funny nose.”

      “Funny nose? Large?”

      “Not large. Like… like God put his thumb on the bridge of the poor fellow’s neb and pushed it clear up against his brainbox. Not comical. More as if he’d been dropped on ‘is face as a tyke. But a cheery fellow for all of that. Good dresser, and ‘is boots was particularly fine, but in course, he had a bootmaker just downstairs, hadn’t he? A little hard of hearing, but bustling. Told me ‘e regarded it as a blessing to be able to do something to help women situated like me.”

      I imagine so, Miss Tolerance thought, but this she did not say. “Well, thank you for the description. If I come upon him using another name I shall be better able to recognize him.”

      Mrs. Pouter nodded. “But in the meantime, what am I to do for money now is what I want to know?”

      Miss Tolerance was not certain if the question was rhetorical or not. She was certain that Cook had not represented her as some sort of charitable agency. “I do not know what to tell you, ma’am. I will ask⁠—”

      “I can’t go back to the old life. The sort of men you get when you’re my age ain’t worth the having.” Mrs. Pouter wrinkled her nose. “But there ain’t much else left to me.”

      “Many of the retired women I know augment their incomes with⁠—”

      “What? Tatting or china-painting or some such? I never learnt.” Mrs. Pouter dismissed the idea as if to admit to such a skill would be to devalue herself. Miss Tolerance found this willful incompetence unappealing.

      “Employment is outside my scope, Mrs. Pouter. If we are agreed that I should try to find Mr. Marvell for you, I had best let you know my terms.”

      “Terms?” Mrs. Pouter’s voice slid upward an octave.

      “Yes, ma’am. I generally charge three guineas a day and expenses⁠—”

      “Three guineas!” Mrs. Pouter was on her feet. “I didn’t charge so much for a whole night with a man, not even when I was a girl! Laurie Gordon said you’d help me!”

      Miss Tolerance made a little play of drinking the last drops of her wine, giving the older woman a moment to compose herself. Then, “Mrs. Pouter, if a man had come to you in the old days and asked for a night’s pleasure, gratis, because he was needful, would you have granted it to him?”

      The older woman sputtered. “I ain’t got that kind of money—it was taken from me⁠—”

      “I understand. That is a different matter entirely.” Miss Tolerance did not like to work for nothing. Still, some day she would be old, and might be in need, and would hope someone would extend kindness to her then. “Ma’am, if you will undertake to cover my expenses, I will agree to seek Mr. Marvell upon contingency.”

      “’Pon what?”

      “If I find Mr. Marvell and am able to shake your money loose from him, you will pay me my fee. If I do not find him, I shall not charge you beyond the monies disbursed on your behalf.”

      Mrs. Pouter sat again. “That’s fair, I spose. And I imagine the promise of pay will encourage you to work the harder.”

      Miss Tolerance agreed that this might be so.

      “Well, all right then. If there is aught else you’re needful to know from me?”

      “A number of particulars, if you don’t mind. The dates when you first heard of Mr. Marvell, when you met him, when you spoke with Mrs. Black, when you first realized there might be a problem with this fund, and what caused you to believe that.”

      “Oh. Particulars.” It was evident from her demeanor that Mrs. Pouter did not have the sort of orderly mind that revels in particulars. She held out one gloved hand and counted on the fingers. “This is October. I must ha’ met that Mrs. Brown at the bank in September of the year Nine. I remember that in particular, because she and I talked about the dreadful news from Walcheren. I went home directly and wrote to Mr. Marvell that very day. Must ha’ heard from him within another day or so, so I’d have gone round to Bruton Street to meet him—say, within the week.”

      “All in September of ’09, then.”

      Mrs. Pouter nodded. “And I give him my money within a few weeks⁠—”

      “How did you transfer the funds, ma’am?”

      “Draught upon my bank. They wasn’t best pleased to see the back of such a sum; I wish I’d listened to their cautions, I must say. I made the draught payable to Mr. Marvell in the amount of—” The older woman leaned forward as if fearful that the tarnished portraits on the walls of the small room might be listening. “It was a thousand, eight hundred and seventy pounds. I kept a hundred in the bank against emergencies. I brought Mr. Marvell the draught to his rooms and signed a paper, and that was that.”

      “A paper, ma’am? Did you bring that with you?”

      Mrs. Pouter shrugged. “I’ve no idea where it got to, if I’m honest. Might well ha’ gone to kindlin.’

      Miss Tolerance suppressed a strong desire to shake the other woman. “Do you recall what it said?”

      Again Mrs. Pouter shrugged as if to say that matters consigned to paper interested her very little. “Some mumblyjum lawyer’s stuff.” Her vowels were beginning to relax into what Miss Tolerance inferred was their native state. “That I was givin’ Mr. Marvell the money of my own free will, without co—without being forced to it. That ‘e’d pay me on behalf of the fund a sum each quarter, January, April, July, and October, by the tenth of the month. I remember that part but beyond it? Nothing much.”

      “But there was more?”

      “I told you. Lawyer’s mumblyjum. And no use tellin’ me I ought to ‘ave read it more particular. I know that now. Scoldin’ won’t change the thing. So I signed it⁠—”

      “Only the one copy?”

      “Only the one, but Marvell took it and sent me a fair copy a day or two later. But what good would it be to me now?”

      “It might have served as a receipt.” She wondered how Mrs. Pouter had survived in her business well enough to save up a sum near to two thousand pounds. “If I find this Mr. Marvell, what is there to prevent him saying there was no payment, or that it was a gift, or⁠—”

      “What on God’s earth would I pay near to two thousand quid for?”

      Miss Tolerance dropped the subject as one likely to lead to aggravation. “And when did Mr. Marvell first default on the payments?”

      “I was paid all in January of the year Ten, and all through that year and through April in this year.”

      “That would be six payments of⁠—”

      “Forty-one pounds.” Mrs. Pouter produced the sum quickly. “On quarter day in July I went to the bank, expecting to have the money ready like always, and—pfut!” She made a flicking gesture with her fingers. “Nothing, not that day nor the next, nor the one after. And then I went straight to Bruton Street, only to be told Mr. Marvell had not lived there for a six-month. Well, I thought sure that he had only moved from that address and didn’t intend to be out of touch, so I give the matter another week or two⁠—”

      Miss Tolerance was astonished. “You waited? What did you expect the delay to accomplish?”

      “I don’t know!” the woman snapped. “What was I to do? I didn’t know where Marvell had got to. All I could do was hope that it was a mistake. And I had some money in the bank to hold me until I found out where he’d ha’ got to. Only, in course, I’d no idea how to discover it and—well, Laurie Gordon says you’re a bright girl and will find him for me.”

      Miss Tolerance found herself torn between impatience and pity. What sort of fool would give over the proceeds of a lifetime’s work to a man with the improbable name of Marvell, expecting a clearly impossible rate of return?

      “Ma’am, I cannot promise that I will find this man Marvell for you, but I will attempt it. Now, you say you have Mrs. White’s address?”

      Mrs. Pouter fished a piece of paper from her reticule. It was grubby and thrice folded. “Here it is.”

      “And Mrs. Black—Mrs. Twitchit that was—lived at the Dog and Tiger in Bermondsey?”

      “La, what a memory you got. That’s right.”

      “Well, ma’am, I shall see what I can discover. Where may I reach you if I have questions?”

      Mrs. Pouter ducked her head as if embarrassed. “You ask Laurie Gordon. She’ll know.” She eyed the biscuits that remained on the plate. “You’ll not be eating those, will you?” When Miss Tolerance shook her head, the other woman swept them into her reticule, crumbs and all. “That’s our business, then, is it?” She got to her feet and fixed Miss Tolerance with an evaluative gaze. “You ‘ave a way with you. Laurie weren’t wrong in that. I don’t generally trust women, but I shall trust you. I think you’ll see me right.”

      Miss Tolerance was touched and amused by this straightforward encomium. “I shall do my best, ma’am.”

      Mrs. Pouter shook out her skirts and patted her reticule, full of biscuits. Miss Tolerance escorted her to the head of the stairs and watched as the older woman left the house. The expression of relief on Steen’s face as he held open the door was not lost upon her.

      Miss Tolerance was by no means an expert in matters of financial malfeasance, but she had several acquaintances who could make that claim. The evening was not far advanced; it was possible she could find the most reliable among them still at work. Accordingly, she desired Steen to hire a hackney carriage, and once installed therein, gave the direction of Savoy Court and the public house called The Wheat Sheaf. In addition to the usual provisions available at such establishments, the Wheat Sheaf served as an office of sorts for Mr. Joshua Glebb, whose business it was to know all the money lenders, bankers, and money men in the City, licit or otherwise. Mr. Glebb chose to work from the Wheat Sheaf, Miss Tolerance understood, because it was located in the Liberty of Savoy, one of the few neighborhoods still existing where, by law, a debtor could find sanctuary from the bailiff’s staff—and the bailiff himself.

      The barman of the house was wrestling with a tun upon which someone had writ in chalk: DARK. Miss Tolerance watched from the door to the taproom as the bluff, ruddy fellow rolled the barrel behind the counter, called for assistance, and raised the barrel into its place among several others along the wall. The ostler who had come to his aid returned to the stable, and the barman stood, catching his breath and wiping his palms on his apron.

      “Good evening, Mr. Boddick.” The taproom was noisy; Miss Tolerance was not certain at first that he heard her. Then he turned, smiling.

      “D’in’t see you there, miss. Good evening. What might your pleasure be?”

      “As always, a short meeting with Mr. Glebb. But I do not see him here. Did I miss him?”

      “No, miss. ‘Tis ‘is daughter’s wedding day, and Mr. Glebb put off all business until ‘e’d seen the girl safely stowed.”

      “A daughter?” Miss Tolerance had some trouble imagining Mr. Glebb, whose personal charms were not obvious to her, married, let alone the father of a marriageable daughter.

      “Oh, aye. Third daughter of five, Miss Gertrude. First two was married off last year, together—that is, on the same day. I expect Mr. Glebb found it economical that way.”

      Miss Tolerance was amused. “Well, then. We must drink to the health of the bride and groom.”

      “There’s a ‘appy thought. I’ve some madeira come just last week; will you sample it?”

      “If you will join me, Mr. Boddick.”

      Boddick drew off two small beakers of wine. Miss Tolerance slid a coin across the bar to pay for the drinks and raised her glass. “To—” she looked at Boddick. “Do you know the groom’s name?”

      Boddick shrugged and shook his head.

      “Well, to Miss Gertrude and her new husband. Long life and happiness.”

      “And prosperity,” Boddick suggested. “Mr. Glebb wou’nt want that forgot.”

      “Assuredly, prosperity.” They touched their glasses and drank. The madeira was a little sweet for Miss Tolerance’s taste. “What time do you expect that Mr. Glebb will appear, Boddick?”

      “I’d say any time, now. Within the hour, certain.”

      Miss Tolerance looked about her at the crowded room. “I must wait, it seems. Tell me, Mr. Boddick: how does your family?”

      Boddick launched into the tale of his wife’s confinement with his fine new son; about his daughter’s ear-ache, which no number of boiled onion poultices had relieved, and about his brother Bob’s attempts to hold employment despite the ill-health that had dogged him since his service at Walcheren. Miss Tolerance made appropriately sympathetic noises, particularly at the trials of Bob Boddick, with whom she was a little acquainted. Boddick paused to draw ale for other patrons; when he returned his conversation moved from the personal to the public. He had served under General Lord Lake in Ireland, had been invalided out, and had nothing good to say about the current prosecution of the war. Miss Tolerance, who had lived in countries occupied by the French, was equally concerned with matters on the continent.

      At last Mr. Joshua Glebb appeared. He was an elderly man, bald but for a fringe of yellowing white hair that spilled over his collar. He wore today a well-cut suit of black superfine wool with a highly starched collar and neckcloth. This finery did not disguise his pear-shaped body and substantial gut, but it did give him unaccustomed dignity.

      “I am to wish you joy, Mr. Glebb.”

      Glebb smiled thinly. “That’s three daughters of the five turned off in style, and an expensive business it is. But I thank you for your good wishes. You’ve come wanting information?” Glebb took a seat and tapped a finger at the side of his nose, which signal would bring Mr. Boddick over with a tankard of ale.

      “You know me well, sir.” Miss Tolerance took her own seat at the table.

      “Well, I’ve spent the day making merry; time to recoup my coin.” Glebb took a long draught of ale, shifted uncomfortably in his chair, belched fragrantly, and patted his stomach. “Beg pardon, Miss T. Let’s to it, then.”

      Miss Tolerance, by force of will, did not wave her hand in front of her face. “Have you heard of a man named Marvell, sir?”

      “Marvell?” Glebb pulled a face. “Half-a-dozen. It’s a family sort of name, you’d say.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Mr. Glebb was rarely oracular.

      “Never expect good from a man named Marvell, miss. It’s a name commonly took by folk on the mace—fortune-tellers, swindlers, cheats. There’s families that pass their secrets, father to son and mother to daughter, along of the name Marvell.”

      An alias. Well, she had feared no better. “I am seeking a particular Mr. Marvell, sir. One who preys upon older women.”

      “Breach of promise suit?” Mr. Glebb was obviously still in a matrimonial humor.

      “No, sir. Not that I know of. This Mr. Marvell has convinced retired dames de joie to invest their savings with him, paid a few quarters’ worth of dividend, and absconded with the balance.”

      Mr. Glebb took another long, deep draught of ale. “Marrying off is a thirsty business.” He wiped the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand, leaving a smear of foam on the cuff of his good coat. “So you’re lookin’ for the sort of Marvell as does impures out of their jointures, as it might be said.” Glebb twitched his nose thoughtfully. “You know nothing else about him?”

      “I know that until some time last spring, he had rooms in Bruton Street and received his clients there.”

      Glebb gulped the rest of his ale, spilled some upon his neckcloth, and sponged busily at the mess with a kerchief. “Well, that’s something. Not much, though.”

      “I know of two women other than my client who reportedly had funds invested with him but I do not yet know whether they were victims or accomplices.”

      “Well, you’ll have to hunt them down, won’t you?” Done with the kerchief, Glebb left it in a sodden wad on the table and peered into his tankard. “I don’t off-hand know of the specific Marvell you’re huntin’ of, Miss T. Give me a day or so and a bit to be goin’ on with and I’ll tell you what I learn.”

      Miss Tolerance took from her reticule a half-crown, which she slid across the table. Upon consideration, she added another sixpence. “To drink the health of your daughter and new son.”

      Mr. Glebb slid the money to him with a stubby finger; his ears were red. “That’s mightily kind of you, Miss Tolerance.”

      “So I may call again tomorrow?”

      Glebb shook his head. “Day after, I’m thinking. It could take me a bit of time to sort the cheatin’ Marvells from the potion-sellers and card readers. I’ve my normal business to be about as well, remember. Daughters is expensive things.”

      “I have heard it said so.” Miss Tolerance rose to take her leave. “I will call upon you the day after tomorrow. Thank you, Mr. Glebb. And again, my felicitations.” She curtsied and left him to his ale.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the Wheat Sheaf, full darkness had fallen. Miss Tolerance gave a boy ha’penny to find her a hackney carriage and rode home to Manchester Square. The night air was damp and smelled of the Thames—the familiar blend of fish, ordure, and sulfur that penetrated the carriage and mingled with the scents of sweat and onion from earlier occupants. The carriage reached Manchester Square just before the smell had become unbearable; she alighted, entered the garden by the door on Spanish Place, and found upon her doorstep the day’s newspapers and a note with her name writ in her aunt’s hand.

      Sarah—

      I am taken again by this tedious complaint and expect to be confined to my room for the next day or so. I hope you will forgive me if I cry off from our engagement to dine tomorrow.

      Your affectionate, DB

      The tedious complaint of which Mrs. Brereton wrote was a recent development, a periodic attack of stomach pain debilitating enough to confine her to her bed. Her physician had diagnosed intermittent cachexy with colic, and prescribed laudanum. This latest spell must be a relatively mild one if her aunt could write of it so composedly. When she was well, Mrs. Brereton attempted to pass off illness as an inconvenience, but even she acknowledged that her formerly abundant health was somewhat reduced since the apoplectic stroke she had suffered the year before.

      Miss Tolerance regretted the dinner; she enjoyed her aunt’s company. But it might be as well, she thought. When she was at work upon an investigation it was often difficult to keep social engagements, and Mrs. Brereton, while requiring that business come first in her own household, had little sympathy when her niece missed a promised appointment.

      Miss Tolerance took up the decanter and poured herself a glass of wine; took a heel of bread that sat in a box on the dresser and, judging it too stale for any other use, toasted it on the fire and completed her supper with some sausage and an apple. As she ate, she took out the slate she used for notes when puzzling out questions in her work, and made a list of what she knew.

      Mr. Marvell: Bruton Street, over Cavall Bootmakers

      Mrs. Brown, whereabouts unknown

      Mrs. Black, deceased. Dog and Tiger, Bermondsey

      Mrs. White, Great Quebeck Street

      Bank?

      As she wrote the last, Miss Tolerance sighed. She had forgotten to ask Mrs. Pouter where she banked. It was sadly possible that a clerk there might have tipped Mrs. Pouter to a confederate as a candidate for fleecing.

      By the battered watch she kept upon her mantel it was barely ten o’clock. The evening was well under way across the garden, but it was possible that Cook was still presiding in her kitchen. Miss Tolerance left her cottage and stepped across hoping to find her. Jess, setting out dishes to replenish the supper commonly offered upstairs, indicated that Cook was in her ‘office’ down the hall.

      “I beg your pardon, Cook,” she began, but paused when she realized that Cook was not alone. Mrs. Pouter herself sat at a deal table covered with neat stacks of paper—bills from victualers, Miss Tolerance surmised—with her face drawn in a mask of tragedy. Cook loomed over her, one large hand cradling the other woman’s cheek as if in comfort. Both women looked up, startled by the interruption.

      “Oh, Miss Sarah! Have you news?”

      Miss Tolerance found Cook’s faith in her both endearing and exasperating. “I have barely begun, Cook. But I am happy to find you here, Mrs. Pouter. There was a question I had forgot to ask. Who was your banker when you met Mrs. Brown?”

      “My—Oh, Child’s Bank, dear, near my last house—it’s in Child’s Place, just south of Fleet Street. Though I’ve no money there anymore, so what good will come of talking to them I’m sure I don’t know.”

      Again Cook put her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “You trust Miss Sarah to ‘ave ‘er reasons, Annie love.”

      “Well, that bank and I, we din’t part on what you’d call friendly terms, what with me takin’ the last of my funds out.”

      Miss Tolerance envisioned a scene in the hushed precincts of Child’s Bank. She thanked her client for the information and took her leave before Cook could offer her some delicacy intended for the custom upstairs. She crossed the garden again, tidied away her supper things and her work, and retired to her bed to listen to the stirring of ivy against her cottage walls until, at last, she fell asleep.
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fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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