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“Prestidigitation. Legerdemain. Sleight of hand.” Lady Abigail Farraday was expanding my knowledge and expounding her own as our hansom cab edged its way through the crowded streets towards the Alhambra Theatre. It was our third visit this week, and she had discussed the same subject each time. 

I nodded as if I were interested. To be perfectly honest, I was far more entertained by our surroundings. Leicester Square is always busy, but this evening, the press of horse-drawn and steam-drawn cabs was little short of intense. 

We were attending a performance; it was not pleasure, I do assure you, but business. And our business, as I’m sure you’re aware, is relief.

Relief, in the sense of relieving those with too much plate, too many jewels, too full a purse; we relieve them of their burden.

Our hansom cab was finally nearing the front of the queue. I leaned out the window and read on the long—it had to be long, of course—banner draped from the marquee of the theater and lit with the new and dazzling though quite unbecoming electrical illumination.

‘That world-renowned magician and conjuror, that magnificent showman, that master of the unknown, that amazing, confounding, astonishing Sir Dante Everett Adair Thurston Heller—Sir Death!’ 

I was not impressed by the obvious hullaballoo, and I had no compunctions informing Abigail of the fact.

“Tricks,” I stated as I nipped nimbly out of the cab as our driver, Jeremiah, nipped into the kerb. I dodged a particularly plump matron who was reading a program in ultimate unconcern whilst standing smack in the middle of the walkway and continued to Abigail. “Distraction, no more, no less. And I must protest; that cannot possibly be his real name.”

Abigail snorted. She has the uncanny ability to snort in the most delightful fashion.

“That is precisely my point, you ninny. Distraction. The hand is quicker than the eye and all that. We can learn new things from this Sir Death—what a taste for melodrama!—my dear Simeon,” she replied. “We are, after all, in very near the same profession.”

I stopped, risking a trampling; I turned and gave her my most severe and reprimanding look, and I meant it to sting, by George! “We are not,” I began, then realized my voice was carrying in the hush one gets from time to time, even in the largest crowd. “We are not,” I whispered, “fakes. We are hardly magicians, though I do not doubt there are bobbies who would disagree with me.” I took her hand in sudden fear. “Abigail. Do not tell me, I pray. Do not mention you’ve decided to become one of those bounders, and without advising me of the fact?” 

With a flick of her elegant fingers, Abigail waved my comment away as so much smoke, but I noticed she did not deign to reply. Instead, an uncanny transformation came over her face. Her lower lip extended, oh, the merest trifle, but enough to make her features less than aristocratic. Her eyes widened and seemed to twinkle in delight. 

Let me enter an aside here. Abigail does not twinkle. 

Next, she reached up and tilted her already unhappy hat down towards an eyebrow, the left. And worst of all, her lovely, her mellifluous voice rose in strident and painfully coarse accents as she shouted, “Belle! Here we are!”

I swear, she actually raised her arm and waved. I mean, really! In public!

Then I remembered who we were meeting, and as I turned to speak, I fear my own face shifted, my own voice took on the cadences of one born hearing the sound of Bow Bells. “Miss Belle! Mr. Wilkinson! Here we are at last!”

A plump young woman, in a too-small red velvet dress and corseted to within an inch of breathlessness, was waving her own hand as she tripped forward on the arm of an immense man with a crimson face. The face clashed horribly with the red dress. 

“’Ere we are at last, then,” puffed Mr. Ezekiel Wilkinson, beaming on all and sundry, his enormous face quite split in two only slightly less enormous sections by his—pardon me for saying it, won’t you?—by his grin. “Come along now; we’ve got a box nearly on the stage. Expensive? Of course it is! But isn’t my darling daughter worth it?”

His darling daughter giggled, displaying rather crooked teeth of a distressing dark ecru color. She tapped my arm with her fan—she had, I ascertained by her action, been reading Miss Austen. Why must ladies insist on believing the manners of three quarters of a century gone to be so alluring to those of us in trousers? I mean, I ask you as one friend to another!

“Oh, Papa! One does not discuss prices; it’s so low class!” Miss Belle squealed in an octave so piercing that several horses nearby twitched in agony. I suspect I even saw a steam man wince, doubt me though you may.  

I smiled at the miss as though her screech was purest melody. 

Honestly, the things I must deal with in my chosen profession.

Miss Belle took a deep breath, risking her corset splitting, but all the better to display her pearl necklace. And do not assume, when I say ‘pearl necklace’ that it was a mere simple strand or two of tiny seed pearls, such as any miss might wear to a country dance. No indeed. Think instead of some ancient Roman lady going off to the weekly bout of Christians v. lions while dripping in ropes and ropes of massive snowy pearls the very size of robin’s eggs. This image, if you have managed to create it—not everyone, I say with all modesty, has my own imagination—would fall short of Miss Belle’s pearl necklace. The necklace was a stunner, I will admit...and the reason Abigail and I were there, naturally.

I took Belle’s arm, while Abigail seized Papa Wilkinson’s elbow and beamed down at him. Abigail is rather tall; what Wilkinson lacked in vertical inches he more than made up in those of the horizontal persuasion. 

“Shall we go in?” I asked.

The theatre was packed and it took us some time to reach our box. We were not speeded on our way by the necessity of maneuvering our charges around others, some nearly as large, and most covered in quite tasty jewels as well. I found the baubles most distracting, and actually assigned quite a few to my mental list of possible future acquisitions. Such a list is de rigueur for those of us in our profession.  

But we managed to reach our box at last. It was, as Mr. Wilkinson had promised, very near the stage. This was a necessity for our plans, but naturally we felt no need to inform the Wilkersons pere et fille of this; what they didn’t know couldn’t hurt us, if you see what I mean? I had simply persuaded Belle, well in advance and with all the subtly of which I am capable, that Abigail and I pined to sit quite near the stage ‘like the toffs’ but had never been able to afford such a treat. I confess, my subtly was wasted. Belle had immediately dashed off, insisted her father reserve a box ‘right near the stage, if possible, Papa, for as you know I dote upon such things’ and we had our box.

We all took some time to settle in while the overture droned on all about us.

“It is most kind of you to bring us, sir; such a treat, isn’t it, Simeon?” Abigail had to nearly shout to make herself heard; Miss Belle’s papa was a bit hard of hearing.

“Not a bit of it, my dear; you and your brother are Belle’s friends, and I can well afford it, after all,” he said complacently. 

I eyed his huge ruby stickpin with calculation in my soul until Abigail gave me a surreptitious kick. 

“We are, Mr. Wilkerson sir, and are honored to be so,” I sputtered.

Miss Belle gave me a languishing look and laid one hand gently on my arm—the nails were bitten to the quick, I could not help but notice, but the gems in her multitude of rings were real. Thankfully, the house lights chose that moment to dim as the curtain rose.

“Oooh,” squealed Miss Belle; her penchant for squealing had more than once gotten upon my nerves, as my perspicacious readers may well have noticed. “I just know I shall faint.”

“Don’t you worry,” Abigail assured her. “Simeon will catch you if you do.”

I threw Abigail a murderous look. She grinned back at me. 

I turned to face the stage, then glanced down at my program. We were to be enthralled by more than Sir Death and his legerdemain tonight, I saw. An Irish tenor came out, looking well-fed and rather bovine, and sang the tragic ballad of ‘The Lady in Love with Her Footman’, a story which did not end well. Then, to restore the mood, he regaled us with some humorous ditties. Next came another singer, Charles Ross, whom I had seen perform at the Gaiety Theater, who secured overwhelming applause by the rendering of a new song entitled ‘She’s a Real Good Mother’ at which I heard Abigail snicker, though Miss Belle looked confused.  

I did not enlighten her, nor did Abigail. 

A pair of dancers dressed the latest mode was next, performing a waltz and then a polka, to uproarious applause. 

We were spared, thankfully, any animal acts. 

Miss Belle turned to me after the dancers had taken their bows. “He’s next, Mr. Simeon, he’s next!”

I patted her hand. When she turned away, I winked at Abigail. She did not deign to reply.

Behind us, Papa Wilkerson snored like a dozen hives of angry bees.

I believe each and every eye—barring Wilkerson’s, of course—was now locked upon the bare stage before us. We were primed, we were ready.

Nothing happened. 

Then, the curtains opened—to an empty stage. The backdrops were inky black, their darkness broken here and there with esoteric symbols, or what passed as such in the theater, at least. To me, they looked as if someone had splattered silver paint accidentally upon the drawing room drapes. 

Then, with a most thrilling flash of flame that succeeded in startling us all, prepared though we were, he was there. Sir Death appeared as if from mid-air in the very middle of the barren stage; I suspected a well-concealed trap door. The magician was a pale, cadaverous man with gleaming ebony eyes, enveloped in a silk cape which shimmered in the gaslight—not his eyes, mind you; his entire body was so enveloped. His head was shaved and gleamed under the electrical lighting. He wore the most solemn expression I have ever seen, much as if his digestion were giving him problems but he was too much of a gentleman to mention his pain.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he proclaimed, tossing his cape back with an elegant air; he was dressed in faultless evening attire. I detected even in those few words a slight accent I could not recognize. “Friends and patrons. You will be amazed.”

Well, the introduction seemed a bit flat, but I must admit, he didn’t lie, and he made up for it at once. A bevy of comely assistants, dazzling in spangles and tights, appeared—not in a flash of light, but rather more prosaically from backstage. They proceeded to set out a clutter of small tables, each bearing various bits and bobs on top. The charlatan proceeded from one to the next, displaying a flurry of card tricks on one, pulling items out of hats on the next, making various objects disappear and reappear in the unlikeliest places at
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