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A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR


While it is well known that Dr. John Watson’s accounts of Mr. Sherlock Holmes’s exploits contain nothing save the utmost veracity in spirit, the recent discovery of these documents penned by the friends and colleagues of the Great Detective unfortunately lead to still greater confusion as regards the good doctor’s chronology. That this occurrence is all too predictable does not make it any less confounding.


The letters and diary entries presented here were found collected in a long-abandoned safety deposit box by the linear descendant of a Baker Street Irregular. The lady has asked to remain anonymous, but she was the first of her clan to deduce the bank that housed the box that housed the papers that had been passed so faithfully down, as it were. As to why this volume was never published, who can say? Though it is possible that Sherlock Holmes himself, highly private during his years of retirement, forbade it for public consumption. One cannot very well doubt he would have been much moved by reading it with his friend Dr. Watson in a more private setting, however.


Dr. Watson’s recorded dates having been for over a century the source of both fascination and hair-pulling mystification, I’ve ordered these stories in the way they seem most fitting as stories. Since they stand alone, having been penned by so many, this proved a simple enough—not to mention thoroughly enjoyable—task. They are themselves dated, however, in typically Watsonian helter-skelter fashion. Despite the fact there is much herein to debate as regards historical accuracy and its intersection with genuine calendar months (or even years), you will find nothing quite so maddening as the canonical Watson writing of Holmes solving crime in 1892, for instance, when the noble gentlemen was by most accounts dead at the bottom of a waterfall and by truer accounts fleeing for his life in various guises. While I’d hoped that this remarkable project would clear up some of the more thorny issues caused by Watson’s biographies, I’m afraid all it did was muddy the waters further. And the sole wife mentioned is the tragically deceased Mary Morstan Watson, with whom we are already well acquainted from The Sign of Four and various short stories. Even Watson’s matrimonial status, therefore, provides no valuable clue for the canny Sherlockian investigator.


As these tales in the purely temporal sense contradict not merely the canon as we know it, but Strand Magazine dates when Dr. Watson’s manuscripts were published—and the stories even, in occasional cases as written here, battle with each other insofar as time is concerned—it is suggested that they be savored for their insight into the character of Sherlock Holmes rather than into his schedule. Should, however, playful arguments arise between scholars attempting to tinker with the queerly inconsistent clock which appears to be ticking, thereby making sense of the whole, the very best of luck and enjoyment is hereby wished to all participants.


Finally, it has been a heady privilege to be allowed to oversee this volume. Since all we definitely know of Sherlock Holmes has spilled from the pen of Watson—and, in two cases, Holmes himself, who can hardly be trusted on the subject of himself—this trove is sure to offer unique insights. I hope its readers derive as much joy from these words as I did.


Yours most sincerely,


Lyndsay Faye




INTRODUCTION


Dear Reader,


While this piece may seem eccentric to some for a practicing solicitor to produce, it has been one of the greatest joys of my existence to create it. The life and career of Sherlock Holmes, it is well known, have long held a fascination for me. He was my mentor. He is in fact rather revered. I dare say, even, he is my friend, which is an honour few can claim.


The current publisher of the Strand Magazine, therefore, desiring to publish more about Sherlock Holmes long after Dr. Watson retired from the practice of doing so, and after Sherlock Holmes took up beekeeping in Sussex, approached me as a man closer to the renowned figure than most. But sadly, unlike the wonderful doctor, I am no biographer. I would have no facility with such a project. I am not worthy of such a task alone.


Thus, I have taken it upon myself to collect other people’s accounts of the man. Some of these were easy to come by. Others were not. The project in fact took years to complete. In each case, I asked for a favourite memory, a shared adventure, and for that person to consult any personal documents they retained and then tell the tale in their own way. This may seem like foisting my own assigned work onto others (though I, too, have made a humble contribution). But I instead think of it as expanding the full scope of the man, as he is seen from differing perspectives—his mind, his humanity. I congratulate myself on my approach, in fact. For when I asked these friends and acquaintances for their memories, none of them hesitated.


They all had plenty to say about Sherlock Holmes.


Most of these offerings regard events that happened long ago, and so appear in the form of diary entries and letters, the writers returning to the occasion wistfully upon remembering it, and then making the pieces much more expansive upon my explicit behest. Very few people would ever have written in their journals quite so effusively. I encouraged this technique, so that people might know that as outlandish as his life has been, that it was all true, and I am not a single witness, but rather part of the sea of people who remember Sherlock Holmes very well indeed following his retirement.


I deeply hope he will be beekeeping for several more decades, though I dread a bit to think what he will make of this project. It’s just as well. Sherlock Holmes can be offended when you didn’t notice a stray eyelash, let alone published an epistolary tribute to him.


The words in this volume are unedited save for small concerns to aid the eyes of the beholder. I added quotation marks, etc. But the rest is simply various authors’ true stories regarding a great man who lived a great life and can now indulge himself in a little peace. Finding myself quite proud, I hope he shall not be angry over it. He deserves the acclaim ten times over.


From the Office of Mr. Henry Wiggins


Wiggins, Perry, and Tilton, Solicitors


4 Grosvenor Place, London




OBSERVATIONS
 BY GASLIGHT




THE ADVENTURE OF THE STOPPED CLOCKS


(Irene Adler)


Entry in the personal journal and scrapbook of Mrs. Irene Norton, née Adler, Thursday, May 31st, 1888:


Goodness, I haven’t had so much as a second to scratch down my thoughts!


We closed our concert’s two-week run on Sunday 27th. To universal good notices, I add with a rousing huzzah! Here, I’ve my brush and paste at the ready, and this review of my performance is too sweet not to insert immediately—it’s always better writing to the aroma of glue and newsprint anyhow:


Den zutiefst berührenden Höhepunkt des Abends bescherte uns Kontraaltistin Irene Adler als Fidès mit ihrer fesselnden Interpretation von “O prêtres de Baal” im 5. Akt, welche den Zuhörern wohl noch Jahre im Gedächtnis bleiben wird.


Or, as it would be said in my native tongue:


The deeply touching climax of the evening brought us contralto Irene Adler as Fides with her captivating interpretation of “O prêtres de Baal” in the fifth act, which the audience will remember for years to come.


Isn’t that darling? How could any singer not adore performing in Vienna, their being so deeply appreciative of our art? There was also a particularly nice sentence or two in Deutsche Volksblatt, but then again Meyerbeer always sits well with me.


Excellent accommodations, better programme, and the artistic company I kept best of all. And then chaos like a nest of hornets, and at my own instigation!


First the flurry of telegrams between Vienna and London on Monday. Then the wild packing, kissing my chuckling stage-fellows’ cheeks at a farewell breakfast Tuesday before I dashed for the train, flinging myself upon Channel-chopped waters Wednesday, the glad reunion last night.


And now here sit I in this clean, featureless hotel bedroom.


Unsure of myself, after all.
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Well, it has been a year since I’ve seen London—nearly to the week. Anxiety is natural. And Godfrey, bless his beautiful heart, is anxious enough for ten people. (He’s worth ten men, so that’s hardly shocking.)


And all is quite as it should be! The empty shell of an egg in its porcelain cup at my elbow, my pen in hand. Silvered city light glinting over both. Carpets soft, pale blue velvet chairs plump, Godfrey returned to his former offices in the Temple.


Myself incognito, as needs must. Since Godfrey is so very anxious over my ever coming across a certain consulting detective hired by a certain Bohemian.


Perhaps the prospect of enduring my husband’s brother this evening might account for my minor jitters? Or that I cannot freely be myself, swan about with my feathers agleam in St. James’s Park? It cannot be fear of Siggy, for he is long gone away home. And what a poor home the hereditary King of Bohemia’s was, for all its riches!


I trace these irksome quivers to last night.


Champagne in bed at three-thirty in the morning may sound indecent to some, but Godfrey is not among their number. Our reunion deserved celebration. Anyway, what harm has decadence ever done anyone? In moderation, of course. He grinned at me from the headboard, snug in pyjamas and a shawl-collared robe. Its sable colour made his black hair blacker, mussed from where I’d mussed it. He gazed at me sitting Hindu-style in an emerald velvet dressing gown and silk shift, ensconced in about fifty pillows like the veriest Jezebel.


“There is to be champagne in the middle of the night upon every Wednesday last of the month henceforth, in perpetuity, to celebrate the month.” Sipping, I savoured yeast and green pears.


“Vox Regina, vox Dei. You do look rather like a queen just now,” he murmured.


“Mmm. Hearty thanks—we should buy me a sceptre. I’ve plentiful paste tiaras already, so that’s not at issue. Ooooh, I should go fetch one.”


“By George. It still troubles me on occasion.” Godfrey’s handsome face darkened.


“What does?”


“Your . . . situation. Oh, I comprehend full well what a cad the King was,” he continued.


“Beg pardon?”


“Only . . . to think you might have been a monarch in truth once, and here you are, bride of a humble solici—”


“Bride of a king among men instead of in outmoded hereditary claptrap!” I exclaimed. “I’m a freeborn citizen of the United States of America, might I remind you. Don’t tread on me! Live free or die!”


Godfrey scoffed charmingly.


My champagne splashed as I launched myself across the bed.


“No, no, listen to me! Not a wax effigy in a crown, to be revered and exalted. Not a figurehead on the prow of a ship, to inspire and—”


My spouse of just over a year stopped my protestations. Pleasantly, too.


“You must know by this time how I adore you,” I breathed.


When I met his deep brown eyes, a smile appeared. “For heaven’s sake, I ought to. You’re the one outwitted all the king’s horses and all the king’s men to win my hand.”


“I did, didn’t I? Did I sweep you away on a white charger?”


“No, that should have been far too noticeable. It was a white steamer.”


“How awfully clever of me. You helped, though, let’s not forget.”


“I haven’t finished. To continue. Whisked us away to the continent, supposedly never to return to London and Sherlock bloody—”


I sat upright, indignant. “Is it my fault that my beloved has pressing business dealings in my favourite city?”


Godfrey frowned. I could write entire adagios for his frowns. “Is it my fault that my darling is wretchedly unsafe here following certain all-too-recent adventures? For heaven’s sake, Irene, he could still want you arrested for blackmail. The man certainly tried his best.”


“Well, is it my fault that you’ve a taste for women with a taste for life? While I don’t regret my past . . . entanglements, I do detest the way this one hobbles us.”


“Ha! The day I see you hobbled is the day Marianne Brandt outperforms you at ‘Re dell’abiso.’ ”


“That’ll never happen. But I am geographically hobbled, awfully so!”


“No, darling, you’re right here actually, against all safety injunctions. In London. With me.”


“How terribly vexing for you. You ought to have married a maiden in a tower,” I sniffed.


“Should I desire such a dreadfully tedious wife, I’ve no doubt we can procure you a blonde wig and you can enact her for me.”


Shaking out my chestnut hair, I tried to remain miffed. I failed.


Who could possibly not love such a man as Godfrey Norton? To reemphasise: it’s always an honour to give a concert in Vienna, especially with my old pals from the Vienna Court Opera. But now I realise—no matter that Europe, improbably, was safer than England thanks to its lack of Sherlock Holmes. No matter that Godfrey and I had travelled the Continent for eleven happy months.


He was called back to London Town. I was in Vienna.


And I hated it.


I was sick to death of the loneliness and the loveliness, wanted no more of clean grey Austrian streets and only good British mud, no more pillowy sausages and merely a bowl of buttered peas.


So I wired him. I’d paste the entire exchange here, but I was too frantic after the concert ended to save the initial telegrams. Most are irrecoverable, in my Austrian fireplace.


Prepare a parade in my honour, for I’m joining you quick as I can, I wrote.


You cannot return to England and you know it, he responded with undue urgency.


I’m going to though, so don’t get rattled. I always sound more American when I’m very determined. I’m not afraid of Sherlock Holmes.


Please do not risk your safety on a whim.


You are no whim. You are the light that causes my soul to bloom.


This last response, though, I saved for posterity. Of course I did:


LONDON, ENGLAND to VIENNA, AUSTRIA, 


Monday, May 28th marked URGENT:


IF YOU DON’T RUIN MY HEALTH WITH WORRY YOU’LL RUIN IT TEARING MY HEARTSTRINGS  STOP FOR GOD’S SAKE TAKE A SHIP AND DON’T SWIM THE CHANNEL STOP I LOVE YOU—GN


Anyhow, I hopped out of bed to refill our champagne glasses, I called, “What’s got you so bothered over the whole business with Siggy tonight anyhow? Don’t spare the scoundrel a thought. I rarely do, and then it’s only to recollect that he had a nightdress with a white fox fur collar and laugh myself senseless.”


Godfrey’s face grew still more troubled.


“Godfrey!” Abandoning the glasses, I clasped both his hands. “You haven’t moped over Siggy in . . . no, strike that, I don’t figure you’ve ever moped in your life. This cannot be about Sherlock Holmes, I’ve already outwitted him. Spill it at once.”


His lips brushed my wrist. “We must dine with Gilbert tomorrow.”


“Haven’t you finished your business with your horrid brother by this time?”


“No, more’s the pity. And I’ve not the slightest capacity of giving you orders, but please darling, don’t go running willy-nilly around London while I’m at the offices?”


“I, Irene Norton, swear not to run helter-skelter. And it isn’t as if I’m a universally reviled figure, when people even do recognise me. I’m just a renowned opera singer. And Siggy poses no threat—the buffoon has all his socks monogrammed and is long married to an albino tadpole. He’s long gone altogether.”


Godfrey muttered something like Sherlock bloody Holmes isn’t. I stroked a wave of his thick hair.


As I mentioned, I’m not afraid of Sherlock Holmes either.


Ever since I spent a week researching him, the man positively fascinates me. He invented a definitive test for identifying bloodstains—I’m no amateur scientist, but the journals do fascinate me.


“Irene, you attempted to blackmail the hereditary king of Bohemia.”


“Nearly managed it, too, by golly.”


“It was quite definitely illegal. Very, very punishable.”


“It was fun. And necessary—who else would have taken that pompous oaf down a peg?”


“Do spare some pity for my nerves.”


“Then spare some pity for mine! They’ll be in shambles after an entire evening looking at your brother!”


He winced at that. “Irene, I flatter myself that you enjoy assisting me. Please help me to work out what the deuce is going on?”


“Oh, my darling. In a heartbeat,” I soothed. “What’s the trouble?”


“That’s just it—I don’t know. Gilbert wanted my help as a solicitor to rearrange some securities, sell others. But you shall hear all about it tomorrow, darling—never allow me to stand accused of ruining a topping bottle of champagne by discussing the Norton finances.”


I reined my temper, which was roused only on behalf of my noble husband rather than against him. Of course when he’d thought I looked queenly, he’d poked at a tender spot in his own heart. As if it isn’t enough that his reprobate father lost half the Norton family fortune at the tables. As if it isn’t enough that Gilbert is the eldest and cut from identical cloth, haemorrhaging money, and second son Gerald is in Sumatra overseeing a thriving peppercorn plantation.


Well, aces for Gilbert and Gerald. It left Godfrey, a half brother from a second marriage, with nothing save a sterling intellect and education, his character, and his determination to prevent his elder sibling from squandering the remainder of their assets. Gilbert insults me whenever he can, and Godfrey responds by—throwing me in his surly brother’s face.


Oh! I should air the sapphire gown immediately; Godfrey will want me in finest fettle this evening!


I’m salivating to walk the streets again. I might have indicated to Godfrey that Irene Norton wouldn’t be glimpsed today, but Irene Norton doesn’t wear Paris-cut trousers and swallowtail coats.


Properly fried cod and chips are to be had nearby, and they aren’t going to consume themselves.


Entry in the personal journal and scrapbook of Mrs. Irene Norton, née Adler, Friday, June 1st, 1888:


Speaking of fish, we are in a fine kettle of one.


Lord above, I cannot bear Gilbert Norton.


Gilbert greeted us in the front parlour of the townhouse, which is populated by the family collection of standing clocks. It is part museum, part showroom to dazzle visitors. The room was eerily quiet. He raked hazel eyes up and down as if I were some back-alley piece of flotsam instead of a headlining prima donna. He licked his lips.


Impudent wretch.


“Why, if it isn’t my dear sister returned to haunt our hallways,” he sneered, already three or four glasses of sherry ahead of us. “How was your triumphal European tour, then?”


My husband took my arm. “It was wildly successful—but had it been a series of decaying railway line inspections, I should still have been blissfully content.”


Preening, I offered my hand. Gilbert had no choice save taking it, emitting a foul stench of snobbery. My spouse and I passed off the elopement as a sudden but necessary prelude to my emerging from retirement—when really we were married in a spectacular hurry to avoid a certain consulting detective and hadn’t wanted anyone there—and I don’t suppose Gilbert’s ever forgiven me for snatching a free (and brilliant) solicitor from his clutches.


Happy thought!


As the brothers spoke, I took a turn around the receiving room visiting my favourite residents: the clocks. A stunning sky-blue Fryksdahl from Sweden shaped like a violin smiled down at me; a mahogany case clock with such a high polish it shone like tortoiseshell seemed to wink. Suddenly I realised why the atmosphere in the room was so strangely still.


“Gilbert, why are none of the clocks running?” I called.


He glowered. “They are all to be serviced and appraised to update the insurance policy. Whatever business is it of yours?”


Dinner passed predictably. Being half siblings, Gilbert is much lighter haired than Godfrey, going to fat where Godfrey is trim and broad-shouldered, with a tendency to stroke his side-whiskers when contemplating how next to snub me. This time it was “little music-hall melodramas” and “your sudden departure produced no . . . happy news for the family, then?”


Godfrey’s mouth seemed carved of stone. Meanwhile I arched my shoulders like a hissing cat and drew my forefinger around my wine glass rim. Smiling all the while.


Yet . . . something more niggled. Sputtering and hissing between the siblings as I hadn’t seen before. It all came out when the three of us retired back to the clocks parlour. Gilbert has neither wife nor real friends, so I joined the men as a trio. They couldn’t exactly pack me off to the library to read Austen.


Godfrey gave me a subtle tilt of his eyebrow, his back to the grey marble fireplace, before volleying at his brother, “I say, Gilbert, you’ve never suggested letting go of the Peters-Carmichael stocks before now. I wondered for what possible reason? They’re perfectly sound.”


Gilbert, loose and louche in an armchair, curled his upper lip around his cigar. “I have it on excellent authority that they won’t be sound in a few months’ time, so don’t fret over it.”


“Are you in need of immediate funds?”


The question was posed coolly, but the elder brother spat, “It would behoove you to mind your own bloody business over what’s mine by inheritance, Godfrey.”


“All right. You’ve changed your opinion of peppercorns then?”


“Questions, questions, questions. Have you no family feeling? No, I know full well where your affections lie. With dance-hall girls and tavern keepers’ daughters.”


Godfrey badly wanted to strike him, but I interjected, “We can all hold multiple people in our hearts, my dear Gilbert. I’m sure Godfrey thinks of you exactly as he ever did.”


Noticing the barb, Gilbert stuffed the cigar back between his teeth.


“Upon whose authority do you have it that Peters-Carmichael is unsound?” Godfrey persisted.


Gilbert slurred, “Oh won’t you please shut your stickling head, Godfrey; the Baron tipped me. So I’m shuffling them off to Gerald in Sumatra. Does that satisfy you? Does it satisfy your wife?”


Wife, in this case, was spelled courtesan, and we could both hear it. We left five minutes later, Godfrey in a rage, Gilbert snoring.


So that’s the trouble. The Baron. For all he twits Godfrey about his low company, Gilbert’s moments of disgrace are spent banging his fists against gambling tables and other people’s faces, while Godfrey’s are spent—used to be spent—plying pretty chanteuses and actresses with hothouse roses and then doing their bookkeeping for them the morning after. All right, he was a bit of an adventurer, but so was I, wasn’t I? And it’s vastly better behavior to court an artist than it is to hush up scandals over beaten dogs and ponies. Servants, occasionally. Gilbert’s footman once had the ghastliest black eye.


The Baron addresses these problems for Gilbert Norton. He cajoles, he bribes, he threatens. He fixes things, like a tinker in a toy shop. What are such men called? Well, anyhow, the Baron fixes whatever ails Gilbert.


He’s a fixer, there, I’ve settled it!


Last night under the quilt, Godfrey said, “Forgive me, darling, for exposing you to that behavior. But you see why this vexes me? Why should Gilbert abandon something profitable to benefit a brother he doesn’t give a whit about?”


“Nonsense, I’ve spread men saltier than your brother on toast and nibbled at them for breakfast. And of course I do. What have you tried so far?”


His shoulder shrugged beneath my head. “I can find nothing whatsoever wrong with the Peters-Carmichael holdings, nor with Gerald’s dashed peppercorns neither. It’s like selling a townhouse to purchase its exact copy across the street. The value is essentially identical. Gilbert never gave a fig over Sumatra, so why should he start?”


“Hmm.”


“He never gave a fig for Gerald or me either,” Godfrey continued with a yawn. “He always resented our striking out independently. He only hated it more when we proved competent.”


“The stocks themselves are not what troubles you,” I murmured.


“What does, then?”


“The Baron. Where the devil does he enter into it?”


“The back door, darling, I can promise you that much.”


“And why should all your family clocks have been stopped?”


“It’s been like that for days. I haven’t the faintest idea,” he sighed as he drifted into slumberland.


For my sleepless part, I recalled all I could about Dickie “Baron” Maupertuis, so-called because the scamp claims he’s descended from French aristocrats who fled the guillotine’s kiss. My left boot sole has bluer blood than does Dickie Maupertuis, and I have it on good authority his family is from Seven Dials. When his ugly head first reared up to fret Godfrey, I researched him thoroughly. And he fixes things for plenty of folks, not just Gilbert—gentlemen of leisure, yes, but also art collectors, banking magnates, very rich criminals, and two titled landowners. If you’re wealthy and unscrupulous and have a problem, Dickie Maupertuis makes it go away.


Puzzling how to help my beloved, there in his arms, I came up with nil. Yes, I can pass as a man by night or with my hat low—but I can’t conduct entire interviews with hooligans that way. Some women can turn masculine flawlessly, but my features are too delicate even using paint.


I like my ribs intact, and so does Godfrey. What I need is an ally.


Oooooh, I’ve the most delicious idea. It’s so wonderfully funny that I just long to tell Godfrey about it—but he’d quash it like a bug.


Today I’ve a message to send while dear Godfrey is working down at the Temple. Oh, if I should pull this off! The finest haberdasher in Paris won’t have a walloping enough feather for my cap. I won’t be Irene anymore. I’ll be Yankee Doodle and call the feather Macaroni.


As I drifted off, I couldn’t help but reflect: what troubles my husband’s repose and what troubles mine the most differ entirely. Obviously, the miasma of Dickie Maupertuis puts a right stink over the whole question of stock trading, especially when the transaction seems meaningless.


But why should all the grandfather clocks be stopped, even if they are to be serviced?


I’ve never heard of such a thing.


Entry in the personal journal and scrapbook of Mrs. Irene Norton, née Adler, Friday, June 1st, 1888 (continued):


He already said yes!


How my heart thrills at it! Huzzah! But not in the way it does when I glimpse Godfrey unexpectedly, that grasping glee that makes me want to cling to him like an ivy vine.


This is another thrill altogether. I loathe hurting animals, but I’ve galloped over fen and fencepost enough times to know what a huntress must feel like.


In a brown tweed suit and bowler hat, I crossed the river to send the wire. Giving away our location without due caution would have been unwise to say the least. My missive was so vague I was sure it would net him:


SOUTHWARK to MARYLEBONE, Friday, June 1st.:


OLD FRIEND REQUIRES AID STOP WORK MUST COME GRATIS BUT REPAID IN INFORMATION STOP WOULD ADD REPAID IN SENTIMENT BUT YOU ARE IMMUNE STOP APPLY THIS NAME AND POST OFFICE IMMEDIATELY IF FREE TOMORROW—NIGHTINGALE


And not forty minutes of pacing the tiles later, his reply:


MARYLEBONE to SOUTHWARK, Friday, June 1st.: 


INTRIGUED NOT OVER OLD FRIEND BUT BECAUSE I HAVE NONE STOP AN ENEMY JUST AS DIVERTING SHOULD THIS BE A LURE, AS I’VE REALLY NO IDEA TO WHOM I’M TALKING STOP GLAD TO DISCUSS TOMORROW—SH


Now, to complete my planning!


It’s difficult to separate one’s life from one’s work when one is lucky enough to be engaged in the exact vocation that best expresses her personality. I am that blessed by Fortune. So a certain amount of . . . well, flash . . . tends to be involved in my dealings, be they commonplace or outlandish.


My first official meeting with Sherlock Holmes requires proper staging. It’s not as if I can simply turn up at Baker Street without Godfrey having kittens over it. Less hostile territory is called for, but a park bench or a tea shop would certainly not—


Oh my Lord. I have it, it’s perfection itself! Farewell, dear journal, for I must disguise my writing and scribble two notes for hand-delivery.


One to Mr. Sherlock Holmes of Baker Street and one to the Cupid’s Arrow Club.


Entry in the personal journal and scrapbook of Mrs. Irene Norton, née Adler, Saturday, June 2nd, 1888:


I’ve gone and done it, by God!


What a pleasant morning, and by pleasant I mean thrilling. But no, I’ll write it quite pragmatically, so that in future readings of this journal I can savour it all the better. This may well beat out the occasion I saw Marietta Alboni give a secret post-retirement performance of Fidalma.


First, as to participants. I wanted to see Mr. Holmes sans his confederate, Dr. John Watson. For dual reasons: one, that we might converse freely, as I don’t know quite how far their confidence extends (though assuredly as far as throwing smoke rockets); two, that I might concentrate all my own powers of observation on a single target.


Very good. Dr. Watson is in practice and married. I needed only demand a very early morning rendezvous to whisk him out of the picture. Decent men—and he does seem a decent sort, from my research—don’t stand up a leisurely Saturday breakfast with their wives when the week is devoted to furthering their medical career.


My own spouse, at my behest, was engaged at our bank going over the accounts we could only access partially from abroad. At six-fifteen in the morning, I donned my nattiest opera-going attire of the masculine variety, a black suit and white cravat fit for Godfrey himself. I then pointed my boots towards the Cupid’s Arrow Club.


Oh, what a sight it was nestled there in Tottenham Court Road!


My spirits leapt. The cobbles were strewn with manure and nutshells and violets, all smelling of rain and wet hay, and that sweet townhouse rose upwards like a beacon. I didn’t know how badly I’d missed the London theatre district—the double masks of the club’s door knocker almost moved me to tears.


A well-built stripling in white gloves greeted me. The staff are fresh as fields every hour of the twenty-four at the Cupid’s Arrow.


I didn’t bother hiding my face. What was the point when I’d come home?


“May I help you?”


“Is Aunt Cecilia feeling less poorly? I’d like to check in on her.”


“She’ll be delighted to see you.” He smiled, stepping aside.


“Darling lad! I sent a note in advance. Is a room available for a private audience?”


“Indeed yes, it’s quite ready.”


“When a very tall, hawk-nosed gentleman arrives shortly, please tell him that the Nightingale will receive him. If he knows Aunt Cecilia, bully for him, and if he doesn’t, show him up personally?”


So I found myself upstairs in one of the florid private sitting rooms. I’d seen that one before, but always by night. It was precious, though, by daylight—the mauve and green carpet didn’t deserve the crimson drapes, the lucky Chinese hearth dragons growled at the Limoges mantelpiece cats, and the umbrella stand was actually an upturned post box. But it was perfection for an operatic star dressed as a dapper gentleman awaiting the world’s only (so he claims, which I highly doubt) independent consulting detective.


I flicked on a tasseled amber lamp and moved beyond it. It never hurts to light introductions properly. And not a moment too soon, for I heard a quiet tread on the stair. Brisk knuckles tapped thrice.


“Do come in!” I slung my hands in my pockets, lowering my head to gaze sidelong under my silk hat brim.


It’s difficult to convey the impression Sherlock Holmes imparts—a raven just landed, by turns flutters and freezing stares. Except the raven is one of Apollo’s lot informing you that he’s awfully sorry, but you’ve incurred the wrath of a deity. I’d only seen him dressed as himself in Baker Street by gaslight, so I studied him over. Paler and thinner even than previous. Pinstriped trousers; black jacket, waistcoat, and tie; tall hat not unlike mine; thin leather gloves. Immaculately polished boots. He was hard at work lately, then—weary enough to take a hansom the short but muddy distance between Baker Street and the Cupid’s Arrow and prosperous enough not to mind the fare.


“Good morning, Mr. Sherlock Holmes.”


As I looked up, I thought I might have overdone the drama. Then Mr. Holmes’s head gave such a sudden tilt that it resembled a start, and his smile curled almost invisibly. Not from behind his lips, but from behind razor-grey eyes I’d only ever stared into when nursing an injured nonconformist clergyman.


Who was actually trying to rob me.


“You’ve been to the Cupid’s Arrow before, Mr. Holmes,” I remarked. “I never gave you the password, and the butler isn’t with you. You aren’t glancing around the room either. So you’re already familiar with my choice of venue.”


“Yes,” he owned, drawing the tiny word out to extreme lengths.


“Oooooh, splendid! For work or pleasure?”


“I fear that would either disclose personal information about myself or my sources and clients. And the true question on the table,” he replied, “is why did you guess I would know the place at all?”


“I didn’t guess, I reasoned.” It was a passable imitation, at least as Dr. Watson writes him, and I thought he exhaled in amusement. “The ink stain I observed upon the third finger of the nonconformist clergyman’s left hand.”


Black brows swept together. “There was no such ink stain, and even if—”


“That there’s called a joke, where I come from.”


The invisible smile intensified.


“So you’ve been here—you have the permanent password allowing you entrée. Maybe you were here for work. Still. I figured this place wouldn’t discomfit you too terribly.”


“It doesn’t.” As if recalling where he was, Mr. Holmes quietly shut the door. “One cannot help but note that you have staged this, however. I confess myself flattered.”


“You should be. Sometimes folks interest me, and when folks interest me, I research ’em.” I allowed the New Jersey accent to emerge for that single sentence, sweeping aside professional training, and his birdlike head found yet another angle. “The Cupid’s Arrow is a particular haunt of artistic sorts of people. So I thought you might know of this place. You’re as artistic as anything! The casework, the playacting, the violin.”


His thin lips pursed. “That’s hardly research—so much could be gleaned from my friend Dr. Watson’s fairy tales alone.”


“They could, but you don’t know whether or not they did.” I chummily leaned an elbow against the top of the nearest chair. “Speaking of the doc, I was stumped when you said you didn’t have any old friends in your wire. He surely seems as staunch a friend as any.”


“He is, thus my confusion as to the sender of your telegram, Nightingale,” Mr. Holmes said flatly, dropping his walking stick in the umbrella stand. “Upon the instant I had skimmed your communique, I ascertained that he was well, as indeed I know at any given time anyhow. He was. Or there would be severest consequences.”


Remarkable, how he pulled it off! Sherlock Holmes both confided in me and threatened me never to mishandle Dr. John Watson in a few brief sentences.


“Oh, but do you like this place?” I gushed, switching topics. “Truly, I mean, I’m just curious, because I love it to absolute bits—do you like it for itself?”


He smiled. “Indeed so.”


“How shocking, sir.”


“One cannot always rendezvous in palaces, madam.”


Grinning, I answered, “A touch! But we seem to have skipped over the polite pleasantries altogether. How gauche.”


The detective swept off his hat. “Mrs. Norton, what an unexpected pleasure.”


I copied him. “Mr. Holmes! What a predictable one.”


“In my defence, I can hardly help my arrival being so adroitly anticipated—you did invite me here. Still,” he mused as his gloves came off, “apologies if I have disappointed you in any particular regarding the aesthetic value of my entrance.”


“Oh, I should never dream of criticizing your theatricality, Mr. Holmes. Not when you fooled me once so thoroughly regarding who you really were.”


“Twice.”


“I . . . I beg your pardon? Oh, where are my manners, do sit down.”


Mr. Holmes rounded the settee and sat with hat and gloves at his side, myself settling in the chintz armchair with its back to the light and my hat on my knee. The silhouetted effect still felt useful. He clearly relishes mysteries, and I mightily enjoy being one.


Let us never forego happy accidents! Words by which to live, says I.


Slinging one long leg over the other, Mr. Holmes flicked his eyes up and down my person with all the impassivity of a basking lizard (in the mirror opposite way my Godfrey does) and lifted a cigarette case questioningly. I nodded permission. He’s not a bad-looking sort, and he’s incredibly magnetic, he just carries everything a few notches too far, poor thing—the height, the gauntness, the pallor, the suavity, the tailoring. His tiniest gestures are both calculated and consummate. I’ll be dashed if he doesn’t believe they’re real, these half-lidded expressions and clipped, cool tones. Well, they’re about as real as the “horse” I used to “own” living with my parents, three sisters, and two brothers in a piddling New Jersey village where George Washington once headquartered and the pigs outnumber the humans.


Not to denigrate the place. They even added sewers when I was ten, in 1868. I miss it ever so much.


Anyhow, take it from a professional: I’ve never yet seen Mr. Sherlock Holmes in an unstudied exchange. I ache to know what it looks like. Happy interludes have passed imagining his face when he discovered my promotional photograph replacing the one of Siggy and me.


“Wedlock suits you.” He took a pull from the cigarette. “You are looking very hale indeed, Mrs. Norton, and may I add that I am pleased to say so?”


“Well shoot, compliment how fit I am all you like and be as glad of it as you please.”


“Then I observe that you have returned from the continent in haste and were spending your time there singing professionally, so it appears that further congratulations are in order.”


“Expound.”


Mr. Holmes nodded amiably. “While you have ever been immaculately careful of your dress in our brief acquaintance, white tie attire is notoriously arduous to achieve to perfection. Granted, the light may have been dim this morning. But I rather doubt you’d tolerate holing up anywhere which wasn’t amenable to your tastes, as your Serpentine Mews lodgings were positively riddled with windows, and surely your chamber has lamps. Your cravat is white, your waistcoat very pale ecru. Doubtless you possess two matched sets, but your belongings have been disarranged, probably in packing your trunk, which combined with your presence . . . well, in my presence . . . suggests that you returned rather suddenly.”


“Four matched sets. And the professional singing?”


He lifted one shoulder. “You’ll laugh, I imagine. Lord knows I have. I’ve an uncanny knack for vocal tones, accents, and the like, though I humbly admit I failed to recognise yours when you so charmingly hailed me upon my doorstep. The context was entirely wrong—both your being there and your gender having altered, which led to that appalling gaffe. I’ve played women myself before, you know. Shocking that a logician should be so utterly trounced by setting. But I’ve heard the full range of your voice enough to perceive that it’s in still better training now, meaning no offense whatsoever.”


“None taken! It is, at that. How kind of you. Professionally, though? I could have been amusing myself.”


The merriment drifted behind pale irises again. “I need hardly remind you that you are Irene Adler. If you’re in full training, then surely you would not be so cruel as to deprive the world of hearing you sing?”


“Pish. Flattery is beneath you, Mr. Holmes.”


“Dear me—I never flatter.” He blew smoke at the ceiling. “It’s a vice which benefits neither the speaker nor the listener. You may just as easily have assumed I was casting aspersions on your humility as paying you a compliment, you know.”


“Ha! I grant you. But do explain fooled me twice. You were in disguise multiple times?”


Sherlock Holmes fiddled with his watch fob, a highly polished gold sovereign. “It was within the breadth of my job description to follow you, I regret to confess.”


“Oooooh!” I smiled. “Did I do anything terribly untoward?”


“Not in the least.”


“Were you a fishmonger? A little girl with a lolly? A cart horse?”


“As efficacious as those options sound, not as such.”


“The cart itself then?”


He made a humming sound. “I shall tell you all about it sometime—well, I swear not to discount the possibility of telling you about it, at least. But first, pray inform me, are you in any trouble, madam?”


“It appears that I may be,” I admitted.


The detective’s long lashes drooped, both in calculation and dare I say even concern. It was highly gratifying. I always like to think I’ve left behind a favourable impression. Especially when I’ve soundly trounced somebody sporting. By all accounts, Sherlock Holmes is as sporting as anything—he’s a member in excellent standing of the London Thames Fencing Club, and some of my seedier contacts even claim he goes at it Queensberry rules at least monthly in gambling dens, just for larks.


“Has the king sent further emissaries, then? I confess, I did not worry over such, as he assured me that your word was inviolate, and that the evidence you promised to destroy was as good as burnt. Has your husband perhaps caught wind of the scandal?”


Laughing, I exclaimed, “Godfrey? He knew all about it.”


“Just a moment.” Mr. Holmes raised a bemused hand. “Your husband . . . then fiancé, excuse me . . . was aware of the cabinet photograph featuring you and His Majesty as a couple?”


“Of course. We threw it in the Rhine together. We once discussed turning His Majesty’s face into a Pierrot. I’ve always had a soft spot for commedia dell’arte.”


“But Mr. Godfrey Norton didn’t safeguard it for you last year.”


“Why should he have done? The blasted thing was mine.”


“And Mr. Norton is also apprised regarding the marginally more serious matter of attempted vengeful extortion?” One eyebrow snaked towards the ceiling.


“Extortion fiddlesticks! When did I ever ask him for a red cent? Self-protection was my aim, and if Siggy took it to mean his reputation with his fiancée was in danger, that was hardly my fault.”


His lips twitched at Siggy. “You hinted at no such imminent peril?”


“Well, I hinted like the very dickens, didn’t I, but give a girl some credit, I never broke the law. I’m not a simpleton.”


“No, you are not,” he drawled.


“You have hit upon a point of contention in our small household, however.” I hesitated. “When you say vengeful extortion . . . well, that’s not exactly legal, is it? Godfrey is in quite the tizzy over my being in London again.”


“How so, now the photograph is destroyed and everything peaceably concluded?”


“Because of your being here, Mr. Holmes.”


The poor fellow blinked, then grey eyes flew open as he understood me, and finally fell shut in dismay.


“You were the only person who knew what I’d done,” I said gently. “Well, you and your doctor friend. I’m sure you’ve powerful allies amongst the coppers, and I have a very fine singing voice and a spectacular wardrobe. Who am I to challenge Sherlock Holmes should you think me some sort of low criminal who deserved to be brought to justice? Or should you be the vengeful sort, ready to toss me in the brig for the audacity of outwitting you? Far worse things have happened to women who trounce men, and in a very tangible way, I am in your power. My husband is deathly afraid of you.”


I hadn’t thought the poor fellow could get any paler. He could, bless him.


A sort of choking cough emerged. “Madam, I beg you, please do not imagine—”


“I didn’t say I’m deathly afraid of you,” I added, winking.


His shoulders relaxed a fraction.


“Anyway, as I mentioned, there was never any real extortion going on. I’m curious—did my erstwhile beau actually show you any of the correspondence between us? Did you ask to see any of the physical letters?”


Mr. Holmes wanted to flinch but wouldn’t allow himself. “No.”


“Well, then. And you wouldn’t begrudge a wronged woman a bit of her own back?”


“No.”


“Even though you acted as the king’s agent last year?”


“Quite on the contrary, I assure you,” he said with more heat than I’d yet heard from him.


“Then there you are! We neither of us disagree on any fundamental moral principles. Down to brass tacks, Mr. Holmes?”


A sad smile, quick as a river fish, made an appearance.


“Mrs. Norton, considering that you are facing difficulties, nothing could please me better.”


The blithe tallow-haired boy arrived with coffee and brandies (and some lovely almond biscuits). I pulled up my armchair directly across from Mr. Holmes on the settee and unfolded my tale—well, not all of it. But broad strokes with a dot here and a line there of more delicate brushwork. The relative finances and characters of the brothers Norton, the oddly neutral exchange of securities, the sudden regard for Sumatra. Mr. Holmes sipped coffee, and I sipped coffee spiked with a nip of brandy; Mr. Holmes changed his mind despite the hour and followed suit. Throughout, he looked less and less pleased until he set his china down with audible frustration.


I saw this as an opportunity to take a biscuit. The detective sat back, tenting his fingers.


“Mrs. Norton, as whimsical as this transaction may seem to you, what the deuce have I to do with it? I know nothing whatsoever of finance and desire to remain in ignorance. Consult a banker. Or a solicitor. I’m reasonably certain you can lay your hands on one who is eager to please.”


“Do you imagine Godfrey has not already pursued every avenue he could think of?”


“There still isn’t any reason for me—”


“You’re not here because Gilbert wants to exchange valuable securities for a large stake in his brother’s Sumatra pepper concern.”


“Then why the devil am I here, saving the pleasure of your company?”


I’ll admit it: I fluffed up at that.


“You’re here because the Norton family has an extensive standing case-clock collection, the pride of their forbears, and Gilbert has allowed each and every one of them to stop running.”


Mr. Sherlock Holmes spread his full, considerable wingspan along the back of the settee. If anything, he appeared less awake than previous. But the eyes under the drooping lids had sharpened to shears.


“Tell me about it,” he purred.


I did. There wasn’t much to tell.


“And so, Mr. Holmes, I ask you: have you ever heard of stopping clocks so that they might be appraised?”


“If anything, the appraiser or the cleaner would stop them.”


“Godfrey claims it’s been days since they went silent. My hackles are altogether raised.”


Mr. Holmes frowned, pouring both of us more coffee after splashing brandy in each cup.


“Then there’s the matter of your fee,” I continued. “We haven’t . . . much money.”


His active hands paused. “Madam, I assure you that I haven’t the smallest qualm about waiving your fee.”


“Bully for you. But I said I’d be willing to offer information instead. Have you ever heard of ‘Baron’ Dickie Maupertuis?”


“By Jove!” he exclaimed, sharp features lighting up. “Excellently played, Mrs. Norton.”


“See, I thought you might have, and as Gilbert’s . . . advisor of sorts . . . he’s neck-deep in this business.”


Sherlock Holmes, just as I’d hoped, relaxed into the cushions with an electric gleam in his eye. “Baron Maupertuis—five feet eight inches, dresses like a dandy, affects to royal origins, wears a monocle for God only knows what purpose unless half his eyesight doesn’t match the other, has managed to at least partially eradicate his true accent, which is either Earlham Street or Monmouth Street, I can’t decide. He still lives in Seven Dials, despite his hard-earned if also ill-gotten place in society. That lends a certain piquant quality. Not a particularly good pugilist, I’m afraid—I’ve watched him a number of times.”


“At bouts in Seven Dials?” I exclaimed.


“Quite so. He leads with his neck, you understand, which rather telegraphs his intended blows. Where was I? Frequents high clubs where he’s oddly welcome, low pubs where he decidedly isn’t. I cannot seem to put my finger on the fellow—he is remarkably apt at squirming his way out of a fix.”


“Yes, and squirming his clients out of them too. I myself have decided that he is to be termed a fixer. Specifically, he is Gilbert’s fixer.”


“Very apt,” Mr. Holmes approved.


“He’s the one who apparently instigated this queer stock transaction. And if you take on this case, you’ll inevitably learn simply oodles about him. Which I imagine must be of use to you in the future. The man has nefarious ambitions.”


“Without a doubt. And I always appreciate the opportunity to conduct, as you term it, research.”


I added, suddenly anxious, “The good name of the Nortons teeters on a knife’s point already. The matter is . . . it’s of the utmost importance to me.”


“I assure you that I shall treat it as such.” His slender, chemical-scarred hand twitched in dismissal. “Mrs. Norton, I’m the most self-indulgent creature on the planet, only dealing with topics which hold my interest, eschewing all others. Ask poor Watson—it’s ghastly for the fellow whenever he even attempts to tell me about a cricket match. I’m woefully incapable of feigning attention. My fee is, at present, languishing at the very bottom of any such list of my concerns. Somewhere around how many runs Bobby Abel has earned for Surrey this year.”


“Who in blazes is Bobby Abel?”


“I haven’t the slightest notion. A batsman, according to the doctor. You should be conferring an immense favour upon your humble servant by allowing me to look into this interesting little problem of yours.”


“You’re neither humble nor my servant, the very idea. And just why might that be? You’re more eager than I anticipated. Fess up, please.”


This was, I fear, a bald lie. He was exactly as eager as I’d anticipated.


Mr. Holmes’s eyes slit again. “Because I already have an interest in Dickie Maupertuis.” The sleuth overdid the French pronunciation of Maupertuis in such a comical way that I instantly knew he spoke the language fluently. I sing in it often enough.


“Oh?”


“Maupertuis does not work merely for Mr. Gilbert Norton.”


“Ah,” I said.


Of course, I’ve a complete roster of Dickie Maupertuis’s employers. That’s how I knew Mr. Holmes would snap at my bait. But there’s no reason Mr. Holmes should realise it.


“You take my meaning, I see,” the detective continued eagerly. “He is the most inveterate ruiner of pies.”


It took me a moment. “What, sticks his fingers in them?”


“Precisely. Maupertuis has poked holes into so many baked goods that I cannot begin to list them for you. He is such a rogue that it’s actually a wonder to me any of these noblemen trust him with their affairs, but then again . . . There is no vice so simple but assumes some mark of virtue on his outward parts.”


“A favorite, as I played Portia not two years ago.” I smiled.


“Of course you did,” he returned with a twinkle in his eye. “Anyhow, I may be inventing connections where none exist. But I fear it may all be woven into a greater pattern, and to prove or disprove that hypothesis, I need all the data I can garner about the blasted villain. Fixer, as you say.”


“Pie ruiner,” I amended.


“Just so, Mrs. Norton,” he agreed, standing. “Here is what I propose: you continue to investigate these mysteriously stopped clocks whilst I do some digging regarding Baron Maupertuis’s most recent misdeeds. The stock securities are rather beyond my purview, but I can try to ascertain what the Baron has been up to. We shall reconvene the day after tomorrow to share our findings—here, say, at nine o’clock in the morning? Seven was a bit of a strain.”


I likewise rose. “Mr. Holmes, I never supposed I’d say this. But I’m most grateful to you.”


He executed possibly the smartest bend at the waist I’ve ever seen, once foot behind him in nearly a balletic posture, and then I knew. Knew it as I often know things, seeing them as if played on bare boards, lit by footlights in my mind’s eye, the whole script of the thing mine to read.


“Ooooooh, you perform!” I cried. “Anonymously, of course. Probably in disguise. How awfully splendid!”


One eyebrow curved like the elegant contour of a violin. I knew he played, everyone did—is there a soul among us who doesn’t read the Strand Magazine? But it was a treat to learn that he thought of the violin as he would a swordfight or a boxing match. Something to be savoured on occasion for purest pleasure.


“What in heaven’s name can you mean? No, of course not.” The hidden smile flickered.


“That’s how you know this place! I’d lay it ten to one that you sneak into the Royal Opera House every six months and take over a violinist’s chair. Which one? Do tell. First chair, so as to show off? Third chair, so as to blend in?”


“Dear me,” he intoned as he donned his hat. “The woman is quite as fanciful as the rest of her sex after all. Au revoir, Mrs. Norton.”


He gave a courtly nod and departed. Lack of sentiment: the reputation is not unearned.


One trivial point, however! Mr. Holmes claimed to be incapable of feigning interest in any dull subject. And he was all attention for the better part of an hour.


How marvellous.


Entry in the personal journal and scrapbook of Mrs. Irene Norton, née Adler, Sunday, June 3rd, 1888:


What a day this has been.


It’s such a jumble of heady triumphs and ghastly mistakes on my part, my head is spinning. And here we are, barely teatime!


As to my failures, I have already fled to see Sherlock Holmes about them. And I plan to go out again this evening. I’ll leave a note for Godfrey, but there’s simply nothing else for it. Today proved that I still crash ahead with no regard for self-preservation, and I frankly see no end in sight. I’m in it to the neck now. Pray god I can swim to safety without any harm coming to me.


Without any harm coming to Godfrey.


The thought alone makes me shudder.


As to my successes, they again prove that I leap ahead of myself too often, too imprudently. Dearest Godfrey claimed once that he saw a huge display of Chinese fireworks years ago, on an exotic business trip to Hong Kong, all pinks and purples and golds exploding, and I remind him of that, and would I please occasionally allow him to rest.


I thought I needed Sherlock Holmes to aid me with tangible progress, not horrid as-yet undreamed-of blunders. But I’ve only gone and solved the mystery of the blasted clocks already, haven’t I?


The remainder of Saturday after meeting Sherlock Holmes I spent secretly calling on old operatic friends, choruses of glad whoops ringing in my ears, because on Saturdays Gilbert’s schedule is quite hodgepodge. Then this morning over tea, Godfrey reached for my hand.


“Irene, I’m grateful that you suggested I do some of our own banking yesterday. There certainly were a number of complex items needing my attention which touring the continent either rendered impossible or entirely invisible. Thank you.”


“Well, you know me.” I sipped my Darjeeling. “Practical to a fault, simply everyone says so.”


He laughed, his head tilted, and my heart twanged like a Jersey fiddle.


“In fact,” he continued as he set his napkin down, “I’m not nearly finished yet. Gilbert has had me so preoccupied with this securities nonsense I’ve given no thought to our own little family. The investments I’ve made, the quest for more funds. Forgive me?”


“Godfrey,” I replied in some surprise, “of course not. Not when you’ve nothing to apologise for. I’ll forgive you when you actually make a hash of something.”


Godfrey gently tilted my head back where I sat, and he kissed me. I felt it in my slippers.


He went to slide into his frock coat. “I’ll be at the Temple, Irene. I know it’s Sunday, but I’ve locked the relevant paperwork in my office. You’ll be able to occupy yourself again?”


“Oh, I’ll think of something or other.”


Our parting was brief and fond. Godfrey shut the door.


I tapped my fingers along the dining table in a simple little allegretto for a minute or two.


The mantel clock informed me that the day was young and the grass was growing under my feet. It likewise reminded me that other, more important clocks stood silent. I thought about what to do for another moment, finished my silent piano tune with a bright imaginary chord, and kicked my slippers off as I went for my boots. A quarter of an hour later, I was hailing a hansom to deposit me at the Norton family manse.


Of course I know Gilbert’s daily schedule. He might be a drunk and a boor, but he still goes to his offices regularly, piddles about on Saturdays, and on Sundays, he idles at his club before eventually migrating to one of two gambling establishments. The Hunter and Hart if he wants slightly more civilised West End fun; Cleopatra’s Necklace if he wants to cross the river and slum about.


I’ve researched him too, naturally. It wasn’t any fun at all.


With a small thrill of apprehension, I knocked at the door. Gilbert’s butler—a kindly, stooped old man with enormous side-whiskers—answered. His name is Glazier and he knows me well enough by sight.


“What ho, Glazier,” I said affably. “Is the lord of the manor here?”


“Mrs. Norton,” he wheezed. “I’m afraid not.”
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