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			Chapter One

			On a Train Going South

			I admit I did not plan my escape very well, but the fact is that I had not planned it at all.

			It was the end of June, 1893, and I had been in Scotland for barely two weeks, a guest in a grand – if somewhat ominous, chilly and under-populated – country house, where I had intended to remain for at least another month along with my friend Miss Gabrielle Fox. Or, rather, my erstwhile friend. The thought of Gabrielle, who must have discovered my defection by now, made my stomach plunge. I felt sick with nerves and unhappiness as I sat, shut in alone in my sleeping compartment while the night express rocked and swayed and rattled through the border country. I could ill afford the extra five shillings for a private compartment, but I had paid because that is what a lady must do. Even though I did not expect to be able to sleep, I lacked the energy to remain as alert and vigilant as one must be in a third-class carriage against importunate strangers.

			Gabrielle Fox, known to readers who follow the reports published by the Society for Psychical Research as Miss X, had been my closest companion for nearly four years. Although she had originally been my employer, by the time economic difficulties forced an end to that arrangement, a sympathetic understanding had developed, and our relationship became a partnership in which we shared work and its rewards equally. When she was hired by the SPR to conduct investigations into various types of supernatural phenomena, or to test the claims made by mediums and spiritualists of all kinds, I went as her assistant, and wrote up our findings for publication.

			Then Miss Fox was put in charge of an official SPR investigation into a haunted house in Perthshire. Instead of being part of a larger team, she had absolute authority to decide how to conduct the affair, when or if to bring in experts – and of what sort – and told expense was no obstacle. The house was turned over to us as the owner had gone abroad, leaving only a small staff to manage the upkeep at our direction, and a coach and horses, also at our disposal.

			Throughout the first week, although we were both aware of certain atmospheres – a cold spot in the hall, a room in which neither of us could bear to stay for more than a few minutes – and heard noises to which we could assign no source, there was nothing so definite as an apparition, nothing that might not be explained away as the product of imagination.

			For the second week, Gabrielle had invited others, including a well-respected psychic medium, to join us, and planned a séance.

			I never doubted her honesty; I had not the slightest reason to suspect she was planning any trickery. So I cannot explain why, on the morning of the day that our guests were to arrive, I felt driven to enter the drawing room, go to the heavy round table made of dark wood that we intended to use for our séance, crouch down on the carpet, look up at the underside of the table and run my fingertips across it.

			Thus I discovered the thin wires with the hooked ends – so useful for making objects appear to move through the air – tucked away out of sight, attached to the wood with bits of wax, as well as other hidden things: long strips of the finest, lightest gauze, a piece of charcoal, a stick of chalk, a small rubber ball, a baby’s rattle.

			These were not random objects, such as might have been secreted there by a visiting child. I knew their meaning and their purpose, for had I not seen these things and others like them used by the pretenders we had revealed to be fake mediums?

			We.

			From the moment of this discovery, I understood that I could no longer use the word ‘we’ with reference to Miss Fox, for no one else could have hidden such things in this place. Whether she had done so in collusion with the medium who would be arriving later that day, or with the intention of using them herself to create illusions of a ghostly haunting, I did not stay to learn.

			While Gabrielle still slept in her room – she was for preference ever late in rising – I hurried up to mine and swiftly packed my bag. I knew that the carriage was to be sent to the station to meet the 11:15 train, and if I was quick enough, I could catch a lift.

			I was, and I did, and from the local station I took the next train bound for Edinburgh, and from there boarded the night express to London.

			Shut in for the long hours of the night on a train speeding south, I had plenty of time to reflect and regret my impulsive actions, to reconsider and know I had done the right thing, and to make resolutions for the future. There was nothing else I could do.

			Eventually, I fell into a restless sleep until the knocking of the porter woke me, as he announced: ‘Next stop, King’s Cross Station.’

			I was back in London, which I still thought of as home, although I had nowhere to go. My sister was, at present, out of the country, and I knew that the furnished rooms I had shared with Miss Fox, in a street near the British Museum, were now let to someone else. There were a few old friends who might have taken me in, but I did not wish to impose – certainly not by turning up on their doorstep unannounced. Most of the people that I knew in this city I knew in connection with Miss Fox, and naturally I did not wish to approach them.

			After paying the train fare I had little more than twelve shillings left in my purse. I had no bank account, no property and nothing of any value that I might easily pawn or sell. My most urgent need was for gainful employment. Until I knew what my income would be, there was no point seeking lodgings.

			I set off from King’s Cross Station for the ladies’ employment bureau in Oxford Street. It was a fine, dry, warm morning, so I went on foot rather than spend any more of my limited funds on cab or omnibus fares.

			The bag that had been light enough when I took it down from the train grew heavier with every step, until I was obliged to stop and set it down for a few moments. As I caught my breath and rubbed my aching arm just outside a newsagent’s shop in Gower Street, I casually read the notices on display in the window. Amidst the descriptions of lost pets and offers of rooms to let, one gave me pause:

			Consulting Detective Requires Assistant

			Must be literate, brave, congenial, with a good memory

			& willing to work all hours.

			Apply in person to:

			Mr J. Jesperson, 203A Gower St

			Why not? I thought. I had always enjoyed solving mysteries, and had nothing to apologise for where brains, observation and memory were concerned. The advertisement said nothing about the use of weapons or physical strength. After all, he was not looking for a bodyguard, but an assistant.

			I looked from the number on the card to the two doors immediately right of the window where it was displayed. One door, marked 203, led into the shop. The other, painted glistening black, bore a brass plate inscribed Jesperson.

			My knock was answered by a lady in early middle age, too genteel in dress and appearance to be mistaken for a servant.

			‘Mrs Jesperson?’

			‘Yes?’

			I told her I had come in response to the advertisement, gesturing towards the shop window as I spoke, and she let me in. There was a lingering smell of fried bacon and toasted bread that reminded me I’d had nothing to eat since the previous day.

			‘Jasper,’ said she, opening another door and beckoning me on. ‘A lady has come to apply already, a Miss . . .?’

			‘I am Miss Lane,’ I said, and walked into a room where I immediately felt at home.

			The general atmosphere of a pleasantly crowded, comfortable, cheerful place, rich with the familiar scents of old books, paper and ink and tobacco, toast and tea, is just what I like, in a home or an office, and this room appeared to be office and living room in one. The floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, crammed with volumes and adorned with small trinkets, oddities, photographs and postcards, gave it the look of a slightly eccentric scholar’s study, as did the very large cluttered desk, piled high with papers and journals, but there were also armchairs near the fireplace and a table bearing the remains of breakfast for two. This quick impression was all I had time to absorb before Mr Jasper Jesperson, springing up from his seat at the table, commanded all my attention.

			He was excessively tall and very young in appearance – the smooth, pale, lightly freckled face beneath a crown of tumbled, red-gold curls was that of an angelic child. But his blue eyes were sharp and penetrating, and when he spoke his voice was deep and well-modulated.

			‘How do you do, Miss Lane? You fancy yourself a detective, do you?’

			‘I do not say so. But you advertised for an assistant, someone literate, brave, with a good memory and willing to work all hours. I am all those things, and I hope you will find me congenial.’

			His eyes met mine and something sparked between us. It was not that romantic passion that poets and sentimental novelists consider the only connection worth writing about between a man and a woman. But there was curiosity in that look, on both sides, and a tentative recognition – or at least the hope – that here there might be a congeniality of mind and spirit.

			Mr Jesperson nodded his head and rubbed his hands together. ‘You have worked before, of course, in some capacity requiring sharp perceptions, careful observation and a bold spirit, yet now you are suddenly cut adrift, in need of employment—’

			‘Jasper, please,’ Mrs Jesperson interrupted. ‘Show the lady some common courtesy!’ Laying one hand gently on my arm, she invited me to sit down and offered me a cup of tea.

			‘That would be lovely, thank you.’

			She lifted the fine white china teapot, assessing the weight of the contents with a practiced turn of her wrist. ‘I will fetch more. Would you like a plate of bread and butter, or anything else to eat?’

			A lady always refuses food when she hasn’t been invited to a meal – but I was too hungry for good manners. ‘Bread and butter would be most welcome, thank you.’

			‘I’d like more as well, please, Mother – and don’t forget the jam.’

			She raised her eyes heavenward and sighed as she went away. Her son did not notice, his attention focused upon me. ‘You have been in the Highlands, in the country house of a wealthy family. You expected to stay there for the whole of the summer, all your needs taken care of, until something unpleasant happened, or – no, you made a shocking discovery, as a result of which you terminated your visit and left at once. You travelled down by the night express train, but once arrived you were at a loss as to where to go in this big city, for you have no family here, and insufficient funds for what might be an extended stay in a good hotel. Thinking of the good and inexpensive lodgings for women students at University College London where, I venture to guess, you may have been a student yourself—’

			I interrupted him. ‘Now you have gone too far.’

			‘Self-educated? I do beg your pardon. I, too, am happily unmoulded by any conventional school or university. But I remain fixed in my belief that you were in search of lodgings when you turned onto Gower Street.’

			‘I was not,’ I said firmly. ‘My first priority was to find employment, and to that end I was headed to Oxford Street, where there is a well-known ladies’ employment bureau.’

			He stared at me, crestfallen. ‘Was I wrong about everything else?’

			‘Well, no,’ I admitted. ‘But anyone with eyes might guess I’d come from a well-to-do country houe in Scotland considering the time of day, my state of dress and that there are no foreign stickers decorating my portmanteau.’

			‘And the abrupt departure? I was right about the shocking discovery, was I not?’ He had recovered some of his confidence.

			But I remained resolutely unimpressed by his deductions, as I explained: ‘I was on foot, alone, there not having been time to send a letter to inform my friends of my impending arrival, and I have no family here at present. I think almost anyone might have made the same assumption.’ I sighed. ‘Though I do not deny that a discovery did shock me – I found I had been wrong to ascribe honesty and strict professionalism to someone I counted as a friend. Perhaps I should not have run away, but stayed to confront her with the evidence . . . but there is no need for me to go into the details now.’

			‘Of course not,’ he said warmly. And then: ‘It’s yours. Do not worry about references – you are your own best reference. The job is yours, if you want it.’

			Although pleased, I could not help feeling he was being a bit rash in offering to hire someone he had known for barely five minutes as his assistant. Or was it my own lack of caution that I queried? I was in desperate need of security, but it was surely foolish to expect it to be supplied by a man I had just met, simply because I felt comfortable in his room?

			‘I should like to know a little more about this job, first,’ I said cautiously. ‘What would my duties be?’

			‘Duties is the wrong word. Your role, if you like, would be that of an assistant-detective, helping me to gather clues, deduce motives and solve crimes by doing whatever that might require. You’ve read the Sherlock Holmes stories?’

			‘Of course. I should point out that, unlike Dr Watson, I’d be no good in a fight. I have a few basic nursing skills, but—’

			‘Don’t worry. My mother’s the nurse. I’m a crack shot and have mastered certain skills practised in the Orient, which give me an advantage in unarmed combat. I cannot promise to keep you out of danger entirely, but if that does not frighten you . . .?’ He took the answer from my face and broke into a broad smile. ‘We’re agreed?’

			How I longed to return that smile and take the hand he offered to shake upon it. But without a home and only twelve shillings to my name, I must have more. ‘This is awkward,’ I said. ‘But again unlike Dr Watson, I have no medical practice to provide me with an income . . .’

			‘Oh, money!’ he exclaimed, with that careless intonation possible only for people who have never worried about the lack of it. ‘Of course, you should receive a percentage – depending upon the extent of your contribution, it might be twenty or even fifty per cent of whatever the client pays. And if you wished to write up the more interesting cases and sell them to the magazines, you’d keep whatever you made from that.’

			Mrs Jesperson came back into the room with a laden tea tray as her son was speaking.

			‘I cannot pay you a salary,’ he went on. ‘The best I can offer is an equal share in whatever comes our way.’

			My heart was sinking fast. ‘I wish I could afford to agree,’ I said sadly. ‘But my financial circumstances are too precarious – I cannot even afford a week’s rent on a furnished room in Bloomsbury; not if I wish to eat, too.’

			‘But you can stay here!’ exclaimed Mrs Jesperson. She looked up from pouring the tea to frown at her son. ‘Didn’t you explain?’

			He took a teacup from his mother and handed it to me. ‘I thought you might have deduced as much from the wording of my advertisement,’ he said to me calmly. ‘The part about working all hours – my assistant must be close by, ready for any eventuality. It’s no good if I must write you a letter every time I want your help, or send someone to fetch you.’

			‘There’s a room upstairs, furnished and waiting for an occupant,’ said Mrs Jesperson, handing me a plate of white bread, thinly sliced and thickly buttered, and then a little glass bowl heaped full of raspberry jam. ‘And I provide three meals a day.’ My worries vanquished, I gave Mr Jesperson my hand and thus began a new chapter of my life.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Porridge in Gower Street

			Before my fortuitous sighting of Mr Jesperson’s advertisement, my new occupation had never occurred to me as a possibility. And yet, why not? A detective solves mysteries. The fact that they were not the sort of mysteries that had drawn me to join the SPR was a positive attraction to me after the disillusion that accompanied my hasty retreat from Scotland. Now, forced to wonder if any of the supernatural events I had investigated with Miss Fox were anything more than frauds or fantasies, I found it a relief to turn my attention to mysteries of a material, worldly nature.

			In my new career, I imagined stolen objects would be recovered, missing persons found, villains outwitted and evil plans foiled. Mr Jesperson and I would solve straightforward crimes, and present clear and satisfying solutions to problems without any connection to the troubling, ambiguous world of spirits and spiritualism.

			That is what I thought – but the reality of the cases we were asked to investigate was quite different.

			Over the next few months there was nothing to make me regret my decision. Life on Gower Street was comfortable, and if our fame did not grow as rapidly as Mr Jesperson had so confidently expected, there were yet clients enough to keep us busy throughout that summer. We solved a number of strange and puzzling cases, but our reward was largely in the work itself, for our first clients were not wealthy, and some of them begrudged paying for unwelcome information.

			Lack of income did not worry me as much as perhaps it should, or as it had in the past. For once I was comfortably situated, living rent-free and with all meals provided. The household was run so smoothly and competently by Mrs Jesperson that I never stopped to wonder what it cost. The truth is, I did not wish to question it for fear of disturbing my new-found happiness.

			Mrs Jesperson was the sort of unappreciated marvel who works behind the scenes of many fine establishments. She kept things going by clever contrivances and sheer hard work. There were no servants – she claimed she did not need them – and because our surroundings were always clean and comfortable, and she was such a good cook, I believed her. Of course, there was a charwoman who came regularly to help with the heavier tasks, but I rarely saw her, and did not notice when she ceased to appear.

			It was only on the first day of November, a day that began, inauspiciously, with porridge, that I understood how wilfully blind I had been.

			Porridge is, of course, a healthful, nourishing breakfast, no doubt greeted with smiles of pleasure in many households throughout the land, but familiar as I was by now with Mr Jesperson’s fondness for bacon and eggs, and with his mother’s natural wish to please her only son, the sight of the lumpy beige mass in three bowls on the table struck me as an augury of doom.

			There was no cream. Mr Jesperson anointed his liberally with milk and sugar, but I refrained, sprinkling mine with salt in the Scottish way.

			No one remarked on the absence of toast. We had, after all, dined together the previous night upon boiled eggs – one each – and toast of remarkable thinness. There was only one conclusion to be drawn: we were now so hard up that even the cleverest, most economical housekeeper – as was Mrs Jesperson – could not keep up a pretence of plenty.

			After breakfast, I helped clear away and do the washing up, and took the opportunity to peek inside the larder. Milk was delivered daily and there was still a bit of butter, but apart from a sorry-looking cabbage and canisters for flour, oats, rice, sugar and tea – I did not enquire within – the cupboard was as bare as Old Mother Hubbard’s.

			Although I tried to be discreet, Mrs Jesperson saw me snooping and said calmly, ‘I’ll pick up something for dinner when I go out.’

			But when she came downstairs again a little later, she did not have the appearance of a woman bent on begging the greengrocer or the butcher to let her have a little more on tick. She wore what looked like an entirely new hat, having managed to achieve a most pleasing and fashionable effect with a few cleverly placed trimmings, and from her ears depended a beautiful pair of blue faïence and gold Egyptian earrings.

			I was impressed, if surprised, but the same sight caused Mr Jesperson to throw down his newspaper and leap to his feet. ‘Mother – no.’

			‘There’s nothing else for it,’ she replied, her manner serene.

			‘I forbid it.’

			A touch of exasperation tightened her lips. ‘Jasper.’

			‘Please, don’t.’

			‘What, then, would you have me do?’

			‘Give me a little more time – that’s all – just a little more time.’

			The earrings swung as she shook her head. ‘I told you last week – there is no more time. We could all be out on the street tomorrow morning, starving, unless—’

			‘I’ll move,’ I said quickly, turning to Mrs Jesperson. ‘I’ll stay with friends; you can let my room.’

			She smiled at me sadly. ‘Thank you, Miss Lane, for the offer, but unless we were to let out every room and sleep in the cupboards ourselves, I’m afraid it would not suffice. Last month, although our lease was renewed for another year and the landlord was kind enough to agree to monthly payments, I was unable to make the first instalment. And not only is the rent outstanding, I owe the butcher, the baker, the greengrocer, the . . . but no, the coal man doesn’t give credit.’ Her gaze softened when she looked at her son, standing still and silent, his shoulders slightly bowed. ‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ she said. ‘But life in London is too costly. I’ve done what I can to economise, but there are limits. In the country, we could have a garden, and keep chickens—’

			‘You want me to give up my life to dig potatoes and tend poultry?’ The bitterness startled me; I had never heard him speak less than kindly to his mother.

			She felt it, too. ‘No, Jasper. I meant that I would do those things for you. I want you to be happy. You are very gifted and I have always felt it best to allow you to pursue your own course. I know it is what your father would have wished. You must have your chance. But in the meantime, we must have a roof over our heads.’

			‘I’m sorry, Mother. I’m a beast.’ He went to embrace her and I looked away, giving my nose a sharp rub against a rush of useless sentiment. What must it be, to have a mother like that? My own mother had blamed me for not being the beautiful little fool she had expected to console her for the lack of a son – she could never see me for who I was.

			Mrs Jesperson pulled away from her son with a regretful sigh and straightened her hat. I asked her what she meant to do.

			‘Jasper doesn’t like it, but I mean to go to his uncle to ask him for a loan.’

			‘Another loan,’ Mr Jesperson corrected. He looked at me, his usually bright blue eyes darker, smouldering with unhappiness. ‘He made a condition: if there were a “next time” I would dance to his tune. He thinks it disgraceful that the mother of a grown man should have to go begging . . . and of course he is right! Only I won’t – I can’t – accept his condition. He’d put me in a solicitor’s office and have me copying documents night and day . . . or he’d article me to an accountant, or make me a clerk – something well below my abilities, and deadly dull – no, Mother, don’t object; I know what he intends and I know why: hasn’t he told me often enough I’m too clever by half and need to be taken down a few pegs? And if I suffer in silence, if I’m a good boy for six months or so, I’ll be allowed to climb the ladder, to gain a little more responsibility and more pay, year by year, until I’m nearly as well-paid and respectable as himself, with a good position in Her Majesty’s Civil Service.’

			‘Would that be so bad?’ Mrs Jesperson asked softly. ‘To have your talents recognised and use them for good? Isn’t that what you want? Would it be so hard to take a more usual route, like everyone else, to put up with restrictions and being told what to do by people who aren’t as clever as you only for a year or two—’

			He cut her off. ‘It would be too hard. If I didn’t die of boredom after the first month, I’d slit my throat during the second.’

			Perhaps Mrs Jesperson had heard it before; she only shook her head again. ‘He may take pity on me . . . but if he sends me away with nothing, what do you propose we do about the rent?’

			They stared at each other for a moment, in a highly-charged silence, while I twisted my hands together helplessly.

			Then he spoke. ‘Let me deal with it. Don’t go to Uncle today, Mother. I’ll visit the landlord. Perhaps I can reason with him, man to man. It may be we can effect a trade – the barter system may work for us here as it once did abroad.’

			I did not understand until he said, ‘A man with many properties and many tenants is likely to have one or two mysteries he wants solved.’

			She bit her lip. ‘Do you really think he’d pay to find someone who had run out because they were as poor as us – and if he is so vengeful, how—’

			‘I wasn’t thinking of that. There have been three cases of burglary – expensive jewellery taken – reported in the papers this past month.’

			‘From properties managed by Mr Sims?’ She looked as ­surprised as I was by this striking coincidence.

			‘No,’ he said impatiently. ‘That’s not the point. When stories like that are published, people of property become nervous about their own safety. They are more likely to notice suspicious behaviour and might want a detective.’

			‘I think it more likely they’d want a nightwatchman. Oh, very well, Jasper. If you can get Mr Sims to allow us another month, however you do it, I’ll manage the other bills myself.’

			‘Thank you, O most wonderful, glorious of mothers. I shall make certain you do not regret giving me another chance.’ He kissed her soundly on the cheek.

			*

			Outside it was damp, chill, and heavily overcast – typical of London at the beginning of November. There was an acrid flavour to the murky air that made me anticipate fogs, and despite the relative dryness of the morning, everyone hurried past, as if anxious to get indoors.

			Mr Jesperson, too, seemed driven, setting off at such a rapid walk that I nearly had to run to keep up with him. I think he sometimes forgot how much longer his legs were than mine.

			However, as soon as I gasped out a protest, he drew up sharply. ‘Forgive me! I am such a brute.’

			‘I should hardly say that.’

			He took no notice. ‘I can see my faults, just as I can perceive the weaknesses in others. I know I am self-absorbed, devilishly proud, often unfriendly – only consider how I spoke to mother – my dear mother, who has done so much for me and never complains. She deserves better, and so do you. Please take my arm, Miss Lane. You shall set the pace.’

			Pleased yet embarrassed by his consideration, I could think of nothing to say, which was just as well, for he still had much to tell me.

			‘I am sure you will agree if I say that men often like to keep females innocent and dependent, never letting them grow up for fear it will somehow spoil their nature, but perhaps you may not have noticed how women can do something very similar to men? I have been thinking how a woman may look after a man – her husband or her son – so well that he may become a sort of monster . . . like a gigantic baby who takes and takes, never questioning how these good things come to him, at what price they have been purchased. He has only to want and his needs are met. Small wonder if he believes the world revolves around him.’

			‘But that is not you.’

			He went on as if I had not spoken. ‘I had to grow up very quickly after my father died. Under other circumstances, if I had been sent away to school, things could have turned out very differently, but my mother decided to take me abroad – in part, to get away from interfering relations, but mainly because it was cheaper. She thought travel might provide a better education for me than staying here – and she was right!’ He let out a short laugh.

			‘Abroad, especially in the more remote places, I had to be my mother’s protector. I was not treated as a child, as I had been in England. Suddenly, I was the man, and it was up to me to look after my mother, not the other way round. I learned how to work, how to bargain, how to barter, how to trick people and how to steal. It was that or starve. I learned many things that were useful in those distant lands – but then we came home.’

			I gave him a sidelong look. He had rarely spoken to me so personally, and I wondered if he would have said these things to me face to face. Walking along side by side, he might almost have been thinking aloud.

			‘I feel completely British,’ he continued. ‘I couldn’t be more so; this is my home, and yet England is a foreign land to me. There are so many things I don’t know – simple things, important things, like how to behave. My mother takes care of me now and I let her. Our roles have been reversed. For my part, I thought I should be able to earn enough to pay the bills, one way or another, by doing what pleased me. But that has proved more difficult than I expected.’

			He fell silent, yet I found it easy to follow his unspoken thoughts, travelling on the path well-known to us both, of our adventures over the past several months. There had been successes enough to confirm our initial decision to set up in practice together, but although we could be proud of our work, pride did not pay the rent.

			He sighed. ‘I have found the work I want to do. I think I am good at it. We are both good at it – you agree?’

			‘I do.’

			‘There is a need for good detectives, especially in this city, teeming as it is with rogues and rascals.’ We had reached New Oxford Street, its pavements crowded with jostling, noisy crowds, and as he spoke, without a stumble or hesitation, he steered me adroitly out of the way of a red-faced, puffing man barrelling towards us unseeing behind his armful of parcels.

			I agreed; one had only to read a newspaper to become aware of the many sudden deaths, unsolved crimes and mysteries in the city. ‘Perhaps we should take out another advertisement – try a different newspaper this time?’

			His answering sigh sounded more like a groan.

			Of course. Advertisements cost money. Everything costs money in our modern world.

			‘My uncle thinks I am spoilt, a dilettante. He knows I have a brain. Unfortunately, he lacks imagination and doesn’t approve of that capacity in others. He decided I would do well to study law; I had always found it easy to memorise laws and cases, and with my memory well-stocked, could construct glib arguments to impress my tutors. But they did not impress me. I had never realised, until I looked into it, how artificial and absurd our legal system is. And once I had seen the truth I could not bear to continue – I would have had to play a part, to pretend I believed in things I did not, to act as if they mattered – and to do so, I would have been untrue to myself. Even if I did not slit my throat, it would have been another type of self-murder. Do you understand?’

			I frowned. ‘I understand your feelings, but I can’t agree with your assessment of our legal system. Is it not widely agreed to be one of the best in the world, one of the great benefits of the British Empire? And how could a society exist without laws and courts, and barristers and judges to impose justice? It is no mean thing to be a good lawyer – why, if women were allowed to practise law, I have often thought—’ Just in time, I stopped myself from mounting that particular hobby horse, which would certainly have carried me far away from his concerns.

			He said, ‘I agree entirely. Society must have a legal system, just as it must have a financial system – and ours may well be the best in the world – my point is merely that it is highly artificial. Just as the value of paper money is imaginary – a commonly accepted fantasy – so it is with the law. It is a game. A great game, and important, but not one I wish to play. Having seen behind the curtain, I know it is only make-believe. I might pretend to take it seriously, but I should only be acting a part, and sooner or later, if I was not found out first and disbarred, the weight of that pretence would crush my soul.’

			We had reached Holborn, where Mr Sims had his office, and suddenly the futility of our mission struck me and I stopped walking. I had let myself be swept along by my partner’s enthusiasm, but now, anticipating an awkward encounter with a man to whom we owed money, I had to ask:

			‘Do you have any reason for thinking Mr Sims needs our services?’

			He looked down at me with his most guileless blue gaze, and I could not help thinking what a mystery he was to me still. Sometimes he seemed one of the cleverest and most multitalented of men; at others, a mere play-actor. ‘Only what I said before: that a man in possession of several properties and as many tenants must have at least one problem preying on his mind.’

			‘So you do not, in fact, know anything about his personal circumstances?’

			A slight smile hovered about his lips as he shook his head.

			‘Oh, I don’t believe it,’ I muttered. I had not realised until the moment my hope was deflated, that I had been hoping for anything at all.

			‘You must believe,’ he said, holding my gaze. ‘It is our task to make him believe that whatever problem is preying on his mind – and trust me, there will be something – is one we can solve.’

			I began to get angry. ‘What has belief to do with it?’

			‘Everything. If you can believe in our ability to solve Mr Sims’ problem as thoroughly as you believe in money – as unquestioningly as you accept that those grubby bits of paper called bank notes possess an intrinsic value that makes them worth collecting and protecting – he will believe it, too.’

			We were standing in front of a shoe shop, and the people going past buffeted us like waves, pressuring us to move on, but I held my ground, determined to have it out with him rather than let him sweep me along once more. ‘How can you say that when you don’t even know if he has a problem?’

			‘Of course he does! Who doesn’t have problems?’ The provoking man stared at me as if I was the one being absurd.

			As levelly as I could I said, ‘Not problems that require hiring investigators.’

			He shrugged. ‘That is the gamble. Perhaps Mr Sims – unmarried, prosperous bachelor that he is – has no troubles in his life; perhaps it runs entirely smoothly in its well-worn channel. But if there is something preying on his mind – well, then, the purpose of our visit will be to remind him of it and convince him that we can help.’

			‘And if we cannot?’

			He made an impatient noise. ‘My dear Miss Lane, do you not realise that your negativity will ensure the very failure that you fear? You must have a positive outlook! In my experience, people make their own luck. Especially when dealing with others – confidence is all. If our man is worried about something, we must seize the moment and convince him we will solve it for him. And we can do that only if we believe in ourselves.’

			All at once I lost my appetite for argument. He had trust in himself, and so did others. His confidence was justified. But what did I have to offer? I felt myself drooping, and looked down at my feet as I said, ‘Perhaps it would be better if you went to meet Mr Sims on your own.’

			‘No, why?’ Before I could reply, he had seized my hand and given it a shake, making me look up at him. ‘Miss Lane, we are partners. I trust your judgement. If you think this is wrong—’

			‘No, of course it’s not wrong,’ I said quickly. ‘Only . . . unusual. I have never heard of any detective, in fact or fiction, touting for custom in this way. What next? Go from door to door to advertise our services? Why should our landlord have a mystery for us, any more than our coal man, or the shopkeeper next door?’

			‘He has more property than either of those individuals.’

			‘It is . . .’ I had meant to say ‘absurd’, but stopped, not wishing to be insulting, and instead said, ‘It is a gamble.’

			‘Yes, but we have nothing to lose, and will lose nothing by this absurd venture.’ His eyes flashed as he spoke the word, and not for the first time, I wondered if he could read my thoughts.

			Then, lightly, he shrugged and said, ‘Our visit will not be wasted. If he has no reason to consult a detective, perhaps this happy, untroubled man may take pity and agree to give us more time to pay. Or he may find some other sort of work for me to do, even, as my mother suggested, be his nightwatchman. I would turn my hand to almost anything to put off the evil day when I’m a slave in an office.’

			With that, our conflict was dissolved, and we continued along the busy street to our destination.

			Mr Sims’ office was above a stationer’s shop. Climbing the stairs, we could hear a man’s voice, one half of a conversation:

			‘Please, dearest, try not to worry. I’ll call tomorrow and we can— No, no, it might be better if Arthur was not at home.’ A pause. ‘No, of course I don’t mean you to keep secrets from your—’ Another pause. ‘Don’t apologise, there’s no need, you know you can always— I’ll see you tomorrow. About four? Good-day, my dear.’

			Mr Jesperson rapped firmly upon the office door.

			‘Come!’ called the same voice.

			We looked in on a tidy office furnished with a few chairs, two substantial wooden filing cabinets and a large desk, on the surface of which I noticed little more than a pen-set and blotter, a silver-framed photograph of a couple – possibly a wedding portrait – and an unfamiliar, complicated object made of dark wood, black metal and wire, the purpose of which I could not divine.

			Behind the desk sat a dapper, dark-haired gentleman in his mid-thirties. He looked surprised to see us, but his surprise was nothing to mine upon realising that he was alone in the room. Had we overheard him talking to an imaginary visitor, perhaps rehearsing an expected encounter?

			‘Jasper Jesperson, at your service,’ said my friend, removing his hat as he bowed.

			‘Ah, Mr Jesperson.’ The puzzlement cleared away. ‘I beg your pardon; I was not expecting . . . I did not recognise you.’ He rose. ‘Please, come in and take a seat.’

			Mr Jesperson stepped aside so that I could enter. ‘Allow me to introduce my partner, Miss Lane.’

			The man gave a start of surprise, but came around his desk to greet me more formally, then pulled out a chair. ‘Please sit down, Miss Lane.’ He looked over my head. ‘Partner?’

			‘I thought my mother had made you aware of my new line of business. We have formed an agency to conduct private investigations under the name of Jesperson and Lane.’

			‘Oh! Ah! Yes, I see – or, rather, to be perfectly honest, I don’t. That is, Mrs Jesperson quite naturally discussed your new line of work with me – it sounds most intriguing – but I don’t think, no, I am quite certain she never mentioned that your partner was, er, a lady detective. Surely that is most, ah, unusual? Not that I have any objections, of course, why should I? But a woman investigator . . . well . . .’ He shrugged and gave up the struggle to define his problem as he rounded the desk to resume his usual seat.

			‘I suppose you have come to pay . . . I usually do business with your mother.’

			‘I hope we may do business together,’ said Mr Jesperson firmly. ‘You expressed your astonishment at the idea of a lady detective, yet surely you can imagine situations in which the fairer sex excel, and some in which a man would struggle against obstacles that a woman’s presence would banish. A lady, for example, might find it easier to confide her most private concerns to another lady. Miss Lane would probably get a clearer picture of your sister’s worries and how to solve them than even you might manage.’

			Mr Sims’ eyebrows shot up. ‘What the devil! I beg your pardon, Miss Lane. But, see here, Jesperson, what do you know of my sister’s concerns? How can you know?’

			Mr Jesperson waved an airy hand. ‘I only guessed. Am I right in thinking that your brother-in-law’s behaviour is causing her some . . . disquiet?’

			‘See here, you can’t possibly have guessed! Was it the maid? If she’s been gossiping . . .’ His hands on the desk clenched into fists.

			‘Calm yourself, Sims. There is no gossip. I have never met your sister, or her maid. It was purely a matter of deduction. After all, I am a detective.’

			‘But—’ Mr Sims looked bewildered. ‘How . . . what evidence could possibly have led you to the conclusion that my sister is worried about her husband?’

			Sitting back in his chair, Mr Jesperson wove a tale. ‘My mother is an intuitive soul, as you may have noticed. She told me that she had the impression that you were struggling with a problem not your own, but on behalf of someone else, perhaps your sister.’

			‘I never said anything about my sister to your mother.’

			‘You said nothing; she merely mentioned to me that she had intuited it, and just now, as we came up the stairs, we inadvertently overheard your side of a telephonic conversation.’

			At this phrase, the strange object on the desk revealed its nature. I had, of course, seen telephones before – I had even used one once, telephoning from a central exchange – but never one so compact and elegant as the contraption on Mr Sims’ desk.

			‘You addressed this person as “dearest” and advised her not to worry, and I know you to be unmarried. You suggested meeting when her husband was not present, but there was no hint of anything improper. Do you remember, the first time we met in this office, I asked you about the people in this photograph? You said it had been taken on the occasion of your sister’s marriage, little more than a year previous.’

			‘It will be two years in December,’ said Mr Sims. He looked more friendly now. ‘Well, what a memory you have! You make it sound so simple, but I am sure most people would not make anything from those few overheard words.’

			‘Most people are not detectives. You are trying to solve your sister’s problem yourself, Mr Sims, and you cannot. There is no shame in that; if there is a mystery to it – and I think there is – it will take a good detective to unravel.’

			‘Or possibly two,’ said Mr Sims with a look at me.

			‘Two for the price of one,’ Mr Jesperson cheerily replied.

			From the faint cloud that appeared on the landlord’s face, I feared my friend had rushed the jump. ‘Your services are very expensive, I suppose?’

			‘That depends on the case, and how long it takes us to solve. And since we already owe you a month’s rent . . .’

			Understanding cleared away the cloud, and after a few more words it was agreed: we were no longer considered to be in arrears, and we would have a roof safely over our heads for another month, at least.

			Of course, the agreement of his sister, Mrs Arthur Creevey, must be obtained first, so Mr Sims telephoned to her whilst we waited, and a meeting was arranged for half-past four that very day.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			A Cat and a Snake

			Satisfaction put an extra spring in his step as we left Mr Sims’ office and took the stairs back down to the street, but Mr Jesperson was not one to say ‘I told you so’. I stifled my impulse to apologise for not having trusted him, for the successful outcome did not take away from the absurdity of seeking work in such a manner.

			And was this the sort of job we wanted? Until we spoke to Mrs Creevey we could not guess what worried her about her husband, but if she set us to spy upon him and we discovered something she would rather not have known – a second family, a problem with drink, or some worse vice – I could too easily imagine the outcome. How often the messenger is punished for the bad news he brings. What if Mr Sims, embarrassed by what we had discovered about his brother-in-law, decided to evict us?

			Preoccupied by such worrying thoughts, I followed my partner’s lead through several turnings away from the bustle of Holborn and into a maze of quieter streets without taking heed of where we were going, and it was only when he suddenly stopped that I realised we were in a neighbourhood unfamiliar to me.

			‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

			He stared with narrowed eyes at a row of shops across the road, then shook his head. ‘Not here,’ he said, and moved on.

			‘This isn’t the way home.’

			‘Ah, you are beginning to learn your way around London, at last.’

			It was true that despite having lived here, off and on, for some few years, I still found the great city baffling, and was easily led astray or lost in its warren-like streets, so I made no reply. When he stopped a second time, I noticed that once again he had chosen a position with a good view of a row of shops. It was the same thing the third time, and now I recognised that he was making some sort of assessment of the butchers’ shops. I could not imagine why. Even if he had a few coins on him I doubted they would be enough to purchase a single chop in the cheapest place, and no shopkeeper would extend a line of credit to a total stranger.

			As we watched in silence, a small, scruffy mongrel went into the butcher shop. A few moments later it came trotting out again, clutching a marrowbone in its jaws.

			‘That’s our man,’ murmured Mr Jesperson. He pulled a cloth bag from his coat pocket, took off his hat, stuffed it into the bag and handed it to me. ‘Your shopping, I think . . . Sister.’

			I stared at him, uncomprehending, as he ran both hands through his hair until his curls stood out in a bright, untidy mass. He blinked at me, a shy, tremulous smile widening his mouth, and in a flash I saw a stranger – a hulking, half-witted boy – before he turned to cross the road.

			Suddenly, horrified, I understood what he meant to do and I seized his arm. ‘No! You mustn’t!’

			He turned back. The stranger was gone as his familiar eyes met mine. He said softly, ‘A kind man who gives bones to stray dogs would take pleasure in giving a few scraps to a penniless, starving lad when I show him the hole in my pocket. He’ll feel the warm glow that comes from being charitable, and we’ll be well fed for once.’

			‘You’re not a lad,’ I said sharply. ‘You’re a grown man, pleased to think you’re cleverer than the average butcher. Would he feel that warm glow you speak of if he knew he’d been tricked? Honest people don’t beg – at least, not from strangers. Not here in England. And we’re not in such desperate circumstances yet. Even if we were . . . do you really think tricking a kindly butcher out of a bit of meat is preferable to going cap in hand to your uncle?’

			By the time I ran out of breath, Mr Jesperson was as still and blank-faced as a statue, and I felt a bleak despair overwhelm me. It was over. I had done it again. For the second time in half a year I had alienated the only friend I had in the world. But at least this time I had not run away. I had spoken my mind. I might wish I could take them back, but I knew my words were true.

			And so did he. After a moment, the life came back to his face as he drew a breath.

			‘Thank you,’ he said quietly. ‘Miss Lane. To my mother I may always be a boy, but you don’t see me that way, thank heaven. I fear sometimes I let the pleasures of plotting – of an idea – carry me away. This is London, not Benares. I am not who I was there.’

			He put out his hand to me and for a moment I stared, wondering what he meant by it – were we to shake hands in agreement? – before remembering I had his hat.

			I gave it back to him and he put it on, then offered me his arm, and we walked on. Again, I was so preoccupied that I scarcely noticed the direction we walked in.

			‘My mother cooks vegetables wonderfully well, yet I still want meat,’ he said. ‘I know it is only a fleshly desire – for flesh! If I were more evolved spiritually, I would be a vegetarian. In Benares, I spent a year refusing to let the flesh of any animal, fish or fowl pass my lips. It was a requirement of the spiritual instruction I had decided to undergo. I was nineteen, then, and believed I had attained my full growth, but the following year when I resumed my life as a meat-eater – lapsed into sin, I suppose my teacher would have said – I grew another inch. So even if meat is bad for the soul, it must be good for the body. Unless, of course, there is something bad about being as tall as I am.’

			I couldn’t help laughing. He bent his head down to give me an inquiring look. ‘Friends again?’

			‘Of course!’ I felt myself blush. ‘Please forgive my scolding.’

			‘Sometimes I deserve a scolding. I am grateful I have you to keep me right.’

			*

			We left the poorer streets for more prosperous-looking ones, where the houses stood proudly three and four storeys high. I had found it to be true of London that almost every street was another world, each with its distinctive atmosphere. This one, with its noble ranks of houses built of brick and stone, came with the sound of weeping and a buzz of conversation where a crowd had gathered.

			As we drew nearer, it was obvious that the crying came from a well-dressed little girl, who could not be consoled by the white-whiskered gentleman in a shiny top hat who was crouched beside her.

			Perhaps a dozen people stood around, craning their necks, looking up towards the rooftops.

			‘Send for the fire department,’ said a man.

			‘Naw, they’ll never come,’ said another.

			‘Leave it alone, it will come down by itself,’ said a young woman in a smart, dark blue coat and hat. ‘Trust me, if it got up there by itself, it can get back down. Cats are wonderful like that.’

			I looked up, following the gaze of others, and at last made out the small black form of a cat perched on a narrow pediment above the top storey window. The pediment – if that was the right name for it – was a sort of inverted triangle jutting out from the wall, and must have been purely decorative. In some other position it might have provided a surface on which to display a potted plant, or to hold a lamp, but in that place, unattached to anything else and so far out of reach, it had no obvious purpose. It was difficult to imagine how the animal had reached it, unless it had jumped down from the roof. But it would surely be unable to jump up so far, and I could see no way for it to get down. Just looking at the tiny, living creature on that isolated spot so high above the ground made my stomach clench in sympathetic fear.

			By asking a few questions, Mr Jesperson quickly established the facts: the cat belonged to the little girl and it had run away from her while she was visiting her grandfather – the prosperous-looking, white-whiskered gentleman – who lived at the far end of the street. No one knew how it had managed to achieve its present, lofty position, but there it was, and there it seemed it would stay, unless – as a short man in a brown suit repeated – the fire department were alerted and would agree to bring one of their especially long ladders with which to rescue it.

			‘It might be reached from the window below,’ Mr Jesperson said. ‘Have you tried speaking to someone in the house? They’d only need to open the window, let someone out onto the ledge—’

			‘There’s no one home,’ said the lady in blue. ‘They’ve gone away and the house is shut up until Christmas.’

			‘Someone must have the keys. Perhaps next door?’ Mr Jesperson looked up, his eyes measuring the distance between the windows on the two adjoining houses. ‘If I could get onto the roof, from either side, then perhaps . . .’ He began to walk closer, staring hard at the building as he went, and I trailed after him.

			I heard the lady say, ‘We might tempt it with a bit of fish?’

			Tempt it where? I wondered. A leap from that ledge would be disastrous. Nor could I imagine how Mr Jesperson could possibly reach the cat from the roof, not even with his long arms. The man insisting on the need for the fire department seemed to me to have the best idea, and when I heard him instructing one of the little boys who’d been attracted by the excitement to run and fetch them, I thought we might leave them to it.

			But I suddenly saw that Mr Jesperson had taken off his shoes and socks, and before I could ask what he meant to do he was in motion, trotting away from me. When he reached the house, he immediately pulled himself up onto the lower window ledge, and then began to climb the brick wall.

			I held my breath. Of course, the wall was brick, rather than stucco or smoothly plastered, but the spaces between the bricks were not deep enough to offer purchase. Yet somewhere, somehow, he must have found hand- and footholds, for he continued, steadily, to pull himself up a sheer wall. It would have been no challenge to a lizard, perhaps, but for anything larger, it should have been impossible; I wondered if even a monkey could have done it.

			The other people around me began to gasp and call out in surprise as they noticed this redheaded stranger in a black suit steadily inching up the wall. Reaching the first-storey window ledge, he scarcely paused, but used that ledge as a launch pad to get to the window above, and then the next, like a swimmer on a sea of brick. And then he was standing on the ledge of the top window and – the stretch might have been too great for a shorter man, but looking up, with his bare feet flat on the window ledge, his eyes were almost level with the cat’s.

			Time dragged in silence; then Mr Jesperson said something I did not understand. Perhaps a nonsense syllable, a name, or only the sort of gentle noise people make to attract a pet, but whatever it was, the cat responded with a slightly surprised-sounding mew.

			When Mr Jesperson raised his hand, the little creature – it was no more than a kitten – stepped confidently into it, and allowed itself to be lowered to his chest and placed inside his shirt.

			How it was for my friend I cannot say, but for me, watching him, the descent took far longer and was more tense and nerve-wracking than the climb upwards. Perhaps it was simply that I had been too surprised by his unexpected ascent to realise how dangerous it was, whereas on the way down, every fractional split-second pause as his fingers and toes sought out holds was a moment when he might fall to his doom – and we all knew and feared it.

			Finally though, he pushed himself away from the house and landed, surprisingly lightly, on the ground.

			There was a moment of awed silence from the watchers as he walked the short distance to the pavement where the white-whiskered gentleman and the little girl were waiting. Then, as he scooped the kitten out of his shirt and put it into the eager, trembling hands of its mistress, a round of cheering, applause and whistles rose from the crowd.

			I had to close my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, there he was, standing before me, a bemused smile on his face. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘I should ask you!’ I exclaimed. ‘What you did . . . it looked impossible.’

			‘You should have looked more closely at the house. The original occupants must have dreamed of a flower-bedecked cottage. See those iron hooks above each window, and there by the door? They’re for hanging plants. The remains of the old trellis is harder to make out, but when I saw how high and wide it was, I knew it would enable me to make the ascent. Unless it was so ancient and rotten that it would fall apart at my touch – but that seemed unlikely.’

			I bent down to rescue his hat, which he had left on the ground beside me on top of his boots and socks.

			He was still being cheered when I handed it to him. He put it on, then took it off to the crowd first on one side, and then the other, then bowed to them. After that, he did something I’d seen street performers do at the end of their act: he bowed again and rolled his hat down his arm once, twice, three times. The final, flourishing bow left the bowl of the hat presented to the audience, and this crowd, like any that might gather on a street corner to hear a song or see a magic trick performed, showed their appreciation in the traditional way.

			Coins – silver and copper both – clinked merrily against one another as they landed in the hat. Mr Jesperson looked startled, then pleased, then abashed, and turned his head quickly to see what I thought of it.

			But he had not begged; he’d risked his life with no thought of reward and he deserved it. I smiled at him and held up my hands, lightly clapping them together to show my approval.

			It had started to rain, although only lightly, which was dispersing the casual crowd. The show was over. Mr Jesperson, hat at his feet, hastily resumed his socks and boots. Only the little girl and her grandfather remained. She was too pleased with the return of her kitten – kissing and petting it extravagantly – to pay attention to the man who had rescued it, but the elderly gentleman with white whiskers and a distinctly military bearing approached and introduced himself as Colonel Robert Mallett.

			‘I won’t insult you by offering you money, sir, but I should like to thank you. You have my deepest gratitude for what you have done today, having restored the smile to my granddaughter’s face. And you have piqued my curiosity. Rarely have I seen anyone climb like that – and never in this city! Am I right in thinking you were born on St Kilda?’

			‘No, sir,’ replied Mr Jesperson with a puzzled smile. ‘I am a native of London.’

			‘Then your father, or your mother perhaps?’

			He shook his head. ‘I am not familiar with St Kilda.’

			‘It is a remote Scottish island. The people – quite inbred, of course – have developed peculiarly prehensile toes as the result of climbing the rocky cliffs to supplement their meagre diets with eggs from the nesting fulmars.’

			Mr Jesperson smiled. ‘I do have Scottish relations, but not from the islands. My toes are quite flexible, but I do not think extraordinarily so. As a boy, I was often compared to a monkey, and I have perhaps spent more time honing my climbing skills abroad than most people would consider normal.’

			‘Hmmph! Well, whatever your reason, I am glad of it. Perhaps, on some later occasion you will permit me to invite you to dine?’

			‘You are most kind.’

			‘Let me give you my card,’ said the Colonel, reaching into an inside pocket. His words reminded me of the cards we’d had printed – a necessary investment Mr Jesperson had insisted upon, although we had scarcely made a dent in the box of 200. As my friend made no answering gesture towards his own pockets, I guessed that he had forgotten to carry a supply.

			Fortunately, I had a few with me, and I quickly retrieved one from my purse – worn chatelaine-style from my belt; my sister had made me a present of it on my last birthday, assuring me it was à la mode in Paris, and it did add a touch of style to my sadly worn, workaday dress – and slipped it into the Colonel’s still-outstretched hand.

			‘Jesperson and Lane,’ he read aloud, and then his eyes moved to my face. ‘You are . . . Miss Lane?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘A lady detective! Well, well.’

			‘If you ever have need of our services . . .’ I quickly began.

			‘I hope I shan’t, but I shall remember,’ he said, closing his fist gently around the card. ‘If I should hear of anyone who requires the aid of a detective agency, I shall send him to you.’

			‘We would appreciate it,’ said Mr Jesperson. ‘It is rather more difficult to make one’s name in London than I had anticipated.’

			‘You have lived abroad a long time?’

			At Mr Jesperson’s nod of assent the old gentleman said, ‘We shall have stories to trade when we dine. Au revoir.’

			After they had gone, Mr Jesperson picked up his hat and inspected the treasure within. ‘Would you mind putting this in your purse? I’m afraid I really do have a hole in my pocket.’

			The coins clinked richly and weighed the little purse down most satisfyingly. I decided it looked and felt much better plumply filled than it had when hanging limply flat. By now it had started to rain in earnest, and I regretted that lack of forethought that had sent us out of the house without an umbrella.

			Mr Jesperson recalled a tea shop not far away: ‘We might spend a little of our cash and reward ourselves for a successful morning’s work. It will be quicker, I think, if we go this way.’ He steered me down a narrow passage out of the wide street. Scarcely had we entered it when I felt something tug at my waist; a moment later I felt my purse pulled away, and I whirled around with a cry, trying to seize it and failing.

			A rough-looking young man stood there, blocking the exit, my purse clutched fast in one fist and a wicked-looking knife in the other.

			‘Mine, now,’ he said in a low, threatening voice. ‘And anything else you’ve got, hand it over. Don’t think of trying to fight – my knife is sharp and thirsty for blood.’

			My blood ran cold. I could not have moved for anything.

			‘You’re quite right,’ Mr Jesperson said in a relaxed and conversational tone. ‘It is very sharp, your knife, and you should not try to fight. You would not want to cut yourself, would you? But your knife is thirsty. Better not move. It’s very slippery, in this rain. Your hand might slip; your hand might easily slip. Your hand is wet, the knife is wet, you might slip and cut yourself.’

			The young man frowned and shook his head. He took a step towards us and then stumbled, slipping on the wet ground, and although he did not fall, he jerked his arm to save himself. The blade flashed; he sucked in a sharp breath, and a thin bright line of red bloomed on the back of his other hand – the one in which he held my purse.
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