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For the women who kept the workshops running

when the world insisted they could not.

And for the clocks that kept ticking

long after the hands that wound them were gone.

 


Author’s Note on History

Victorian Britain of the 1870s was a society in productive tension with itself. The decade following the publication of John Stuart Mill's The Subjection of Women in 1869 was one in which the question of women's place in public and professional life was being actively contested in drawing rooms, newspapers, parliament, and the streets. The Married Women's Property Act of 1870, the first piece of legislation to give married women any right to their own earnings and property, had passed just two years before the events of this novel, though its provisions were more limited than its advocates had hoped. The campaign for women's suffrage, organized through the National Society for Women's Suffrage founded by Mill and others in 1867, was already well-established.

The clockmaking and watchmaking trade of Victorian London was one of the most skilled and closely organized of the metropolitan crafts. The Clockmakers' Company, one of the City of London's ancient livery companies, had been incorporated in 1631 and maintained its role as the principal trade organization for clock and watchmakers throughout the Victorian period. The trade had its center in Clerkenwell, the northeast London district that had been associated with clockmaking since the seventeenth century and that remained the heart of the London instrument-making trades through the nineteenth century. By 1872 the trade was under significant pressure from imported Swiss and American movements, a competitive pressure that was reshaping the economics of the industry and producing acute anxiety in the established London trade.

The Great Exhibition of 1851 and the International Exhibition of 1862, both held in London, had showcased British horological achievement to the world while simultaneously demonstrating the competitive challenge from continental and American manufacturers. The Paris International Exposition of 1867 had further established the reputation of Swiss precision watchmaking in ways that the London trade found threatening. The industry's response to these competitive pressures produced several of the specific anxieties that drive the plot of this novel.

The Metropolitan Police, established by Sir Robert Peel in 1829, had by 1872 developed the investigative structure that would become the model for modern detective policing. The Criminal Investigation Department, the CID, was not formally established as a separate department until 1878, but plain-clothes detective work within the Metropolitan Police had been developing since the 1840s, and the Inspector rank that Detective Inspector Whitmore holds in this novel was the established rank for investigative officers by the 1870s.

Constance Hartwell, George Hartwell, Detective Inspector Whitmore, Mr. Aldous Fenn, Mrs. Beatrice Aldgate, and all other characters in this novel are fictional. The Clockmakers' Company, the Great Exhibition, the Paris Exposition, the Metropolitan Police, the Married Women's Property Act of 1870, and all historical institutions and events referenced are real. The geography of Victorian London, including Clerkenwell, Fleet Street, Holborn, and the various specific locations mentioned in the text, reflects the actual topography and character of those areas in 1872.
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Prologue

The Clock That Would Not Stop

Hartwell and Son, Clock and Watchmakers, Clerkenwell, London

The Fourteenth of March, 1872

The clock in the window of Hartwell and Son, Clock and Watchmakers of Vine Street, Clerkenwell, kept perfect time on the morning of the fourteenth of March 1872, which was the morning after George Hartwell was found dead in his workshop. This was not remarkable. The clock had kept perfect time for eleven years, since George Hartwell had built it as a demonstration piece in the year of the Great Exhibition, and it had never, in eleven years, been more than forty seconds off the time broadcast by the Greenwich Observatory's telegraph signal. It would have been more remarkable if it had stopped.

What was remarkable, to the handful of people who noticed it as they passed the black-draped window of the shop on that cold March morning, was that someone had wound it. Someone, in the hours since George Hartwell's death, had come to the clock's case, opened it with the small brass key that hung beside it on a silk cord, and applied the winding key to the fusee mechanism with the specific quarter-turn pressure that the clock required. The clock had been wound at its usual hour, with its usual precision, as though the man who had wound it every morning for eleven years had simply done so again.

George Hartwell had been found at half past eleven the previous evening, by the constable on the Vine Street beat who had noticed the workshop light still burning at an unusual hour and had tried the door out of routine caution and found it unlocked. The coroner's preliminary view, relayed to the Hartwell household at seven that morning by Detective Inspector Edmund Whitmore of the Metropolitan Police, was that Mr. Hartwell had died of a blow to the head, delivered by a person or persons unknown, sometime between nine o'clock and eleven o'clock the previous night.

Constance Hartwell, who had been George Hartwell's wife for fourteen years and who had spent eleven of those years learning the clockmaking trade from the inside out, received the detective inspector's report in the front parlour of the house on Vine Street that connected to the workshop at the rear. She received it in the specific stillness of a person who has already received the larger news and is now receiving the administrative details that follow large news, processing the information carefully, storing it in the place where useful information was stored.

The Metropolitan Police constable who found George Hartwell was named Thomas Bream, and he had been on the Vine Street beat for six years. He was a careful man of the specific kind that the beat police produced: accustomed to the rhythms of his area, attentive to the deviations from those rhythms that indicated something worth attending to, and experienced enough in the consequences of such deviations to manage the discovery of a dead man with the combination of practical efficiency and personal composure that the situation required.

He had tried the workshop door at eleven-thirty because the light was unusual. The workshop light typically went out before ten; George Hartwell was not a man who kept late hours in the workshop, being instead a man whose working day was organized and regular in the way of a person who had spent thirty years developing the habits of a craft that rewarded regularity. A light still on at eleven-thirty was a deviation from the rhythm.

Bream had noted it on his previous pass at ten-fifteen and had noted its continued presence at eleven-thirty and had tried the door as a precaution rather than an urgency. The door was unlocked, which was the second deviation, and the workshop light was lit but the workshop was quiet, which was the third. He had entered, calling out the way constables called out in occupied premises in 1872, and he had found George Hartwell at the third bench.

He had not disturbed anything. He had gone directly from the workshop to the police station in Clerkenwell Road, reported what he had found, and returned with a sergeant to manage the scene until the detective who was on call could be reached. The detective on call was Whitmore, who arrived at midnight and who began the formal investigation with the systematic efficiency that had established his reputation in the division.

None of this reached Constance until seven the following morning, when Whitmore came to the house with the official notification. She had been asleep, or what passed for sleep in the light and intermittent way of someone who was aware that something was wrong without knowing what. George had not come up from the workshop, which had happened before when a commission was pressing, and she had told herself it had happened before and had gone to bed at ten and had managed to sleep until the knock at the door woke her at seven.

She dressed and came downstairs and received the detective in the parlour and received what he had to say with the specific stillness of a person whose body has absorbed a shock before the mind has quite processed it. Then she thanked him and showed him out and went to the workshop, because the workshop was where she needed to be.

When the detective inspector had concluded his report and expressed the official condolences and indicated that he would return in the course of the investigation, she thanked him with the composed courtesy that her upbringing and her fourteen years of managing the public face of a small precision trade business had given her, and she showed him to the door.

Then she went to the workshop.

The workshop was at the back of the house, accessed through a corridor that smelled of clock oil and metal and the specific cedar smell of the cases that George ordered from the cabinetmaker in St. John Street. It had three workbenches, each fitted with the racks of small tools that clock and watchmaking required: gravers and pusher pins and tweezers and mainspring winders and escapement gauges and the dozens of specialized implements that the work accumulated over decades of practice. The third workbench, the one where George had been found, was where the large pieces were worked: the mantel clocks and longcase clocks and the occasional commission for a tower clock movement. The surface of that bench had been cleaned by the police, or by someone, and showed nothing of what had happened there the previous evening except for a slight difference in the color of the wood at one corner that she filed for future attention.

She stood in the workshop for a long time, in the specific quality of quiet that a room full of clocks produces when none of them are running: not silence, because the clocks themselves had the faint material presence of wound mechanisms waiting, but not the usual steady sound of the shop either. Several of the movements on the bench were mid-repair. A carriage clock case sat open, its platform escapement removed, the parts laid out in the order George had been working through them.

She sat down at the first bench, the one where she had spent most of her own workshop time in the years since George had begun teaching her properly. She looked at the tools arranged on the rack above the bench. She looked at the order of the tools and the condition of them and the specific placement of each one, which told her things about the state of the work and the state of the man who had been doing it, in the same way that any careful reading of a familiar person's familiar space tells you things about the person and the space.

She picked up a graver. She replaced it. She folded her hands in her lap.

In the window at the front of the shop, the exhibition clock measured out the minutes of the morning with the precise indifference of a mechanism that did not require a person to have an opinion about the quality of the time it was measuring.

Someone had wound it. That someone was not George Hartwell, because George Hartwell was dead.

Constance Hartwell began to think about who had wound the clock, and why, and what they knew about it that she did not yet know.

 


CHAPTER I

What a Widow Inherits

The solicitor arrived at eleven o'clock on the morning of the fifteenth, which was twenty-four hours after the constable had found George Hartwell dead and approximately eighteen hours after Constance had begun the specific process of thinking that would occupy the next several months of her life. The solicitor was Mr. Josiah Fitch of Fitch and Morley, Gray's Inn Road, who had managed the Hartwell family's legal affairs for the twelve years since he had taken over the practice from his predecessor, and who was a small, precise man with the quality of careful deliberation that good solicitors develop through years of delivering complicated information to clients who would prefer the information to be simpler.

He sat in the front parlour with the tea that Mrs. Hobbs the housekeeper had produced with the mechanical efficiency of a woman who converts all crises into manageable domestic tasks, and he set out the contents of George Hartwell's will with the thoroughness that the situation required.

The will was not complicated. George Hartwell had made it three years earlier, and it left everything to his wife. The workshop, the tools, the stock, the outstanding commissions, the house, the furniture, the savings account at Barclay's Bank in Holborn, the investments in the three per cents: everything. He had no children, his parents were dead, and his only surviving sibling was a sister in Bristol who had received a specific legacy of fifty pounds and a carriage clock that she had admired on a visit four years ago. The residue was Constance's.

Mr. Fitch delivered this information with the slight hesitation of a man who expected his client to be surprised, or overwhelmed, or to require explanation of what a married woman's inheritance of a business actually meant in practical terms under the current law. The Married Women's Property Act of 1870 had made certain improvements to the legal position of married women with respect to their earnings and small property, but its provisions were still limited and often misunderstood, and the inheritance of a going business by a widow was a situation that the law and the commercial world had not entirely worked out how to manage.

Constance did not require explanation. She had helped George prepare his tax returns for seven years, managed the customer correspondence for five, kept the stock ledger for four, and had been, for the past three years, the person who handled all commission negotiations with domestic clients while George took the larger institutional work. She knew what the business consisted of, what it owed, what it was owed, and what it was worth. She also knew, which Mr. Fitch did not, that the specific state of the business on the morning of the fifteenth of March was not quite the state that the filed accounts suggested.

She accepted the will's provisions with the composed gratitude that was appropriate, confirmed her intention to continue the business, and asked Mr. Fitch about the practical steps required to formally establish



























