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~ * ~ * ~

 

Join Cassie Pengear on her first three cases in London.

 

The Affair of the Accused Cousin - Cassie arrives in England expecting to join her cousin Milly for a vacation spent having tea and visiting museums.  Instead, she finds Milly is the only suspect in the murder of a shopkeeper.

 

The Mystery of the Mechanical Bird - Cassie goes to send a letter home letting everyone know she’s arrived safely, only to end up accused of murder herself.

 

The Inconvenient Inspector - Cassie was planning on helping her new London friends move into their new flat, but when she arrives, she finds a policeman on the front step and a landlady accused of murder.
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The Affair of the Accused Cousin

 

WHEN MY COUSIN MILLY’S LETTER announcing her pending engagement to a corset maker arrived at Aunt Lydia’s Cleveland townhouse, I was persona non grata with the family. Still, the fact remained that Aunt Lydia’s fiancé was trying to kill her, only no one wanted to believe me. And yet no one could provide a single convincing reason for there to have been a massive amount of arsenic in her jar of Lady Viola’s Patented Face Cream, other than my theory that Mr. Farmington was setting up to murder her. 

And he nearly got away with it. If I hadn’t mentioned to her doctor that what he was seeing as signs of gastritis that wasn’t responding to anything he did might also be symptoms of arsenic poisoning, no one would have bothered to check for it, and as Mr. Farmington was hanging about the sickbed in the most irritating manner, Aunt Lydia would have been married, murdered, and Mr. Farmington would have inherited whatever it was he wanted to inherit, with no one the wiser. But fortunately, the doctor did have the sense to check for arsenic—after I flattered him a bit by pointing out that if it really was gastritis, surely his cures would have worked—and everything she had used and eaten had been tested, the arsenic had been found in the face cream, and she made a full recovery. And Mr. Farmington was still free.

Aunt Lydia insisted the mistake had been made at the pharmacy and Mr. Brentwood had most likely confused her cream with something he was making up for Mrs. Woodly; after all, arsenic was common in beauty preparations when she was a girl. But I had run into Mrs. Woodly at the lending library, and as I had a copy of Emma in my hand at the time, it seemed only natural to start talking about her girlhood and the odd things people had used then and did any of them really work? She immediately began telling me of all the dangers idiotic debutantes in her day risked for their appearance, and when I finally extracted myself from the conversation, I had a long description of the various disfigurements her friends had suffered from using poisonous products, three recipes for what she considered proper beauty treatments—all of which contained enough alcohol to poison a Navy vessel—and the certainty that she would never order anything with arsenic unless she wanted it to kill rats.

So when Milly’s letter arrived a month after she’d left for London, everyone was quite ready to be rid of me, and I was more than happy to leave them to their fate and murderous fiancé. After all, I’d prevented one murder and done my best to expose it. And so, one fine September morning I boarded an airship for New York and then a cruise ship bound for England and whatever adventures Milly was having there.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

I would be the first to admit the main reason I had been eager to go to London was not to escape difficult relatives, but the vast number of delicious murders I had read about—all completely fictional, of course—but I had not expected my trip to start off with the Mystery of the Missing Cousin. But there I was, standing on the dock at Southampton, alone. I had read every sign held up by waiting drivers at least twice, just in case she’d sent someone to fetch me, but each sign was quickly paired up with its matching passenger. 

When it became clear there was to be no cousin or driver, I did the only logical thing I could think to do and went in search of the information booth. I couldn’t be the first stranded relative here in Southampton; someone there would know what to do. Fortunately, the information booth was easy enough to find by following several large signs with arrows that turned as the sign changed to indicate the direction of someplace else. It was clear one of the gears had been damaged at some point, as the sign caught every few turns and pointed in not quite the correct direction. Still, it was enough to figure out roughly where I ought to be going. The information booth had several windows, all of them busy, but with a line that was moving, slowly but consistently. Eventually, I made it to one of the windows where the woman looked at the schedule book in front of her. “No other ships from New York today, and none scheduled for tomorrow. She knew you weren’t coming from, say, Halifax or Portland?”

“New York was the closest ocean port. She’d know that.”

“Well, there is a ship from Halifax due at three, and one from Portland tomorrow. She could be meeting one of those if she was mistaken. Are you sure she knew you were coming on a sailing vessel? Could she be waiting for you at the airship dock? There are three scheduled to arrive from New York today.”

“She was the one who suggested the boat.” She’d said it was more romantic and the only way to really experience the White Cliffs of Dover. Which I hadn’t seen as I’d docked in Southampton. “And I told her when I was leaving too, so it would have to be a very long airship ride.”

“I see. Well then, the best I can suggest is for you to leave your name here with me, and at the airship information desk in case she is confused, and find yourself a room nearby to wait for her, or make your way to London on your own.”

I nodded. Milly being confused was quite possible, although it was more likely about the date I was arriving than how. So was her forgetting about me completely. “How far is the train station?”

“Ten minutes down the road once you clear the docks. I’ll get you a map. The airship information booth is at the top of the stairs there.” She handed over a small map with both routes marked on it.

I left one of my American calling cards with Milly’s name written on the back and a note that I’d gone on to London alone. I left another card at the airship information booth, then went to find the train station.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

The train station was an easy walk from the docks. It had clearly been planned to allow travelers to get there easily. As it seemed everyone else was pushing their bags along the sidewalk on the trolleys from the docks, I did the same. Before I could buy a train ticket, I had to change my American dollars into British pounds, then I stopped at the telegraph office to send a note to Milly’s address in case she was still in London, letting her know I was on my way and not to bother coming to Southampton, and finally the ticket office. At least trains to London were plentiful and frequent.

Once I’d found the correct platform and managed to get my luggage up the three steps to the train and stowed in the shelves at the end of the car, I picked a car with one other woman in it, a tourist I took to be German since her newspaper was written in that language. She glanced up when I came in, then went back to her news. I settled into my seat and pulled out my letter from Milly. 

 

Dearest Cassie,

Come by all means. The husbands are not as thick on the ground as Mamma said, and I’m not sure she realizes that the American girls all had the money; the lords over here are all land rich and cash poor. Although I don’t think that’s why I’m really here. Is Mr. Farmington still hanging around the place? He called on her five times before I left. I think she wanted to get me out of the way so he could improve on that, and me catching a husband would make it seem like it was for my benefit. Anyway, come and I’ll show you the sights: tea in the Cotswolds, Shakespeare in Stratford, maybe even try a trip to the Highlands or Hadrian’s Wall. There’s room for two in my apartment, if you don’t mind the couch. I’m sure Mother’s told you it’s quite a respectable place, run by Lady Fitzpatrick’s former governess so it’s all very well-chaperoned. Feel free to show this to your mother so she doesn’t fret. 

Looking forward to seeing you, 

Milly

 

No mention of anything that would keep her in town, and no mention of a suitor. Milly became quite forgetful when there was a suitor of her own choosing involved. I folded the letter and put it back into my handbag. It was most likely that she’d forgotten the date, even without a gentleman caller involved. The only question was whether it was the date I was coming or the date itself. I took out the novel I’d been reading on the boat and sat with it on my lap, watching the green hills and white blobs I assumed were sheep pass by.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

My first London train station and I couldn’t properly enjoy it. Dragging my cases down to the platform was easier than getting them onto the train had been, in spite of the ridiculously high last step from the train to the platform far below, but I decided it was worth the extra expense of a cab to get my bags to Milly’s flat. Otherwise, I’d be dragging them down even more, although properly sized, steps while trying to figure out the map of the new underground steam rail system and figuring out where Nell Lane was and which stop would take me there.

I found the address Milly had sent me easily enough, helped by the fact that the cab driver set me down directly in front of it, but when I saw the building, I rechecked the address on the letter she’d sent. She clearly said the building was run by a respectable former governess to a Lady Fitzpatrick. The house I was standing in front of was a perfectly normal red brick boarding house in a less than perfectly respectable neighborhood. I went to the front door and knocked.

The door was opened by an older woman. She seemed respectable enough, not particularly neat, and definitely not related in any way to Lady anything. I was beginning to remember how Milly’s mind worked. “Mrs. Fitzpatrick?”

“That’s right. But I’m not letting the room yet. After the trial, you can try again.” She moved to close the door in my face.

“I’m looking for my cousin.” I stuck my smallest suitcase in the door to stop her from closing it. “Her name is Milly Prynne.”

She flung the door open and grabbed my small suitcase. “Oh love, it’s good you’re here. She needs a friend. Come in, come in.” There didn’t seem to be much of an option besides following her inside and dragging the rest of my cases behind me, across a small foyer with yellow wallpaper that had seen better days, and up a flight of stairs, all the while trying not to trip on the threads sticking out of the faded carpet runner where it bent over the edges of the steps.

As we climbed the stairs, Mrs. Fitzpatrick rambled on. “I’ll put you in your cousin’s rooms. Room only, no meals, but there’s space to cook, just don’t burn the place down. She’s paid through to the end of the month. That’s why I will not rent her room, no matter who asks. And it may all work out. We must keep hoping. It may all work out.”

That did not sound good. “What may work out?”

“Isn’t that why you’re here? For the trial?”

I was getting a bad feeling about all of it. “What trial?”

I almost ran into Mrs. Fitzpatrick as she stopped in the middle of the staircase.

“You don’t know about the trial? What about the arrest?”

My bad feeling got worse.

Mrs. Fitzpatrick turned sharply on the stairs and began to descend. “We’ll go to my flat, and have a cup of tea, and I’ll tell you about it.”

I wasn’t sure which sounded worse, arrest or trial. I tried to press myself against the railing so she could pass me. Now the question was, did Aunt Lydia know about any of this when she suggested I come? 

At the foot of the stairs, Mrs. Fitzpatrick shifted my suitcase to her left hand, put her right firmly around my waist, and steered me back down the hallway. She didn’t stop hovering until she had me settled in her kitchen with a cup of tea and a plate of some kind of thin cookies.

I sipped the tea and nearly burned my mouth. As I put it aside to cool, I asked, “Where is Milly?”

“I wish I didn’t have to be the one to tell you, but you have to know. She’s at Scotland Yard, or wherever it is they keep the murderers.”

“Murderers?” That sounded even worse than I had been imagining.

“I’m afraid so, my dear. They came two days ago and arrested her. She’s supposed to have killed some shopkeeper, but I didn’t hear why she did it. Why they said she did it, I mean.”

“You say she’d being held at Scotland Yard?”

Mrs. Fitzpatrick nodded.

“Then I’d better try to see her.” After getting myself safely to London and Milly’s rooms, the last thing I wanted was to go out again, but someone had to sort Milly out.

“I have a spare set of keys to Milly’s flat here so you can let yourself in. Just leave your bags there, dear, and I’ll bring them up.”

And probably go through them, but I took the keys, thanked her, and left.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

It turned out visiting a prisoner at Scotland Yard was far more involved than I’d expected. It seemed much simpler in books. But once I had navigated the Underground and managed to find Scotland Yard itself, discovering in the process that people give you very odd looks when you ask them where it is—as if a criminal would be looking for Scotland Yard— the tedious part began. There were lines to wait in to get forms, then other lines to wait in to submit the completed forms, then yet another set of lines to discover whether or not I would be allowed in to see Milly. I pointed out as often as I could that I was her cousin, as it seemed being family might give me the best chance of being allowed in. Something worked, for, when I got to the head of what felt like the hundredth line I’d stood in that day, I was given a stack of papers stamped with the word “visitor” and pointed in the direction of another line for a very small elevator. At least that seemed to be progress.

Once I was out of the elevator, things seemed to move a bit faster. I was lead to a room with a bare table, two hard chairs, and shabby paint on the walls. I sat in the nearer chair and waited, imagining all kinds of horrors for Milly. I had just gotten her picking oakum in a damp dungeon when I heard,

“Cassie, how nice of you to call.”

I turned to see Milly all but bouncing into the room. She was accompanied by a far less cheerful matron. Milly sat across from me and waited while the matron unlocked her handcuffs. “Keep your hands in sight at all times.”

“Yes, yes, I know.”

I moved mine from my lap to the table. “Of course, ma’am.”

Milly seemed all right. My worst fears seemed unfounded: she wasn’t starving and the grey dress she was wearing was plain, but far from rags. She interrupted my musings with a cheery, “So, how are you enjoying London?”

“It’s fine, but what about you?”

“Oh, this is just a little mix-up. I didn’t actually kill Mr. Hilliard.”

She didn’t seem to be taking this quite as seriously as she ought to, even for Milly. I tried to begin with the most basic worries. “Does your mother know?”

“I haven’t told her.”

“Would you like me to write to her? Send a telegram?”

“No, no. She didn’t want me hanging around, so she can find out from the newspapers same as everyone else.”

I closed my eyes. Aunt Lydia couldn’t find out something like this in the newspapers. “Are you sure this is big enough to make the American papers?”

Milly shrugged.

I let that go. “What about this corset maker you’re engaged to? Can he help?” At least he would know more of the legal system than what was found in novels.

“Corset maker? Oh, him. He isn’t real. I thought it would give Mother quite a turn to hear I was engaged to someone like that instead of a duke or something.”

I should have known. I decided against telling her Aunt Lydia had been looking forward to free underthings and tried to think of the next practical step. “Do you have a lawyer?”

“There’s a barrister that’s visited me. Is that what I want?”

“What’s his name? I’ll check him out.” I scrawled the name on a page of my notebook after carefully extracting it from my handbag, being sure to keep it in full view of the matron at all times. “What happened?”

Milly scrunched up her nose. “I suppose I may as well tell someone in the family. I was going to see Mr. Hilliard about a job in his shop. If I’m planning on staying in London, I’ll have to get money from somewhere until I get my shares sorted out. But when I got there, he was on the floor.”

“Dead?”

“Well obviously. But I didn’t know that, did I? So I went into the room and turned him over, and that’s when I saw the blood on his shirt. I tried to take his pulse, but I couldn’t find it.”

“But surely that wasn’t enough for them to arrest you. What did the police say when they arrived?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t there.”

“You didn’t wait for the police?” My bad feeling was coming back, worse this time.

“Are you going to let me tell this story?”

“Fine, fine.”

“So I rolled Mr. Hilliard’s body over and saw the blood, no pulse. And then I saw the dagger lying on the floor under him. It was small, with a silver handle with gears engraved on it.”

At least she’d noticed some details. “Tell me you didn’t pick it up.”

“Well, how else was I supposed to see what it looked like? I put it right back. And then I left.”

“And you contacted the police how?” I was afraid I knew the answer.

“Well, I couldn’t be caught there. Mother would have had me sent home if she knew I was involved in something like this. Not home, of course. To boarding school. Or a convent. Or—”

“Too old, not Catholic—” I sighed. “So you didn’t want Aunt Lydia to know you were caught at a murder scene, but now you want her to read in the papers that you were arrested?” I was tempted to collect my things and tell the matron I was ready to leave Milly to her fate.

“Laugh if you want. You don’t know how desperate she was to be rid of me. So I went home and forgot about it, and two days later I was arrested.” 

And Mrs. Fitzpatrick had said she was arrested two days ago, and as this was Monday, that put the murder on Thursday.

“So were you going to help me?”

I knew I couldn’t actually abandon Milly in jail, no matter how tempting it was. “Of course. But I don’t know how much I can do.”

“Thank you, Cassie. I knew I could count on you. And how are you doing? Where are you staying?”

I supposed I should be pleased she was somewhat concerned about me. “Mrs. Fitzpatrick is letting me stay in your rooms.” 

“She’s a great lady, isn’t she?”

I really didn’t want to start discussing Mrs. Fitzpatrick and all the ways she differed from what Milly had told us she was. “We don’t have time for small talk, Milly. Who’s the inspector on this case?”

“Inspector Peterson keeps questioning me.”

“Then I’ll talk to him. And I’ll try to find out if that barrister is a good lawyer. If not, I’ll find you a better one.” And find a way to get old Farmington to pay for it. “And then I’ll try to find a way to get you out of here.”

“I really don’t care. Mother would have a fit if I was convicted, I suppose.” She said that as if it were an advantage to the situation.

“Forget your mother for one minute and think what would happen to you. You would go to prison, possibly for life, unless they decide to hang you.” I didn’t think they’d go for hanging, not for Milly, but I didn’t tell her that. Maybe that would be enough to scare her.

“That would certainly make the papers back home.”

“And then what? What would you do in prison?”

“Refuse to see everyone. Maybe give an interview to the newspapers though. How else would they get the story?”

“And around the glamour of a jailhouse interview? Do you know what you would do in prison all day?” I wasn’t sure myself—novels are not always the most accurate sources of information—but I was certain it wasn’t pleasant.

“I’d agree to see you, of course, Cassie. You’re the only one who supported me through these difficult times.”

So she wasn’t listening to me at all. “Can you think of anything that would help?” When she didn’t answer, I added, “I’ll start a letter to your mother. Is there anything you’d like me to tell her?”

“Be sure you tell her she drove me to this with her—her callous, unfeeling nature.”

“That won’t work; you wanted to come to England.”

“Well, I’ll think about it in my cold, dismal cell. You won’t send the letter until I’ve had the chance, right?”

I couldn’t take much more of her at the moment. “All right. I’ll try to come back tomorrow and see what I can do.” I collected up my gloves and tried to figure out what I was supposed to do to signal that I wanted to leave. The matron was already coming to get Milly. “I’ll see you as soon as I can.”

“Thank you, dear cousin.” Whatever else she was going to say was cut off by the matron steering her towards the door.

 

Outside the visiting room, I asked the first policeman I saw to direct me to Inspector Peterson. The third one I tried finally gave me the information. Apparently, the location of offices was some sort of secret. Inspector Peterson was in his office when I finally found it. He was an average-looking man, probably good-looking when he wanted to be, closer to retirement than not. He seemed the sort who made witnesses feel very comfortable and was constantly underestimated by suspects. He was seated at a small desk that barely fit in his office, studying some papers. He looked up when I came in. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Cassandra Pengear. Milly Prynne’s cousin.”

He gestured for me to sit, and somehow I got myself into the chair that had been wedged into the space between his desk and the door. Inspector Peterson turned to retrieve a file I assumed was Milly’s from the drawer behind him.

“Miss Prynne’s case. It’s good to have a relative to talk to. I can’t quite figure her out. She doesn’t admit any guilt, but she doesn’t seem too put out by being in prison.”

“She’s a little conflicted. She doesn’t want to go to prison, but she wants her family to hear that she has.”

Inspector Peterson nodded as if he’d been expecting that answer. “I thought it was something with the family. It usually is.”

“Is the barrister they’ve given her any good?”

“As good as she can afford, I’m afraid, but very competent. Although, if the shares she mentioned are real, I could recommend a better one.”

“You don’t seem too pleased about this case.”

Inspector Peterson smiled. “There are a few suspects I’d be happy to see in prison. Unfortunately, she’s the only one whose prints are on the weapon, who knew about the body and didn’t call us, who—”

“I get the point.”

Inspector Peterson shrugged. “There’s only so much I can do.”

“I’ll have to tell her mother.”

“I don’t envy you that. Can I help in any way?”

I stared at the desk. A crazy idea was forming in the back of my mind. “I have to sort out what I’m going to tell Aunt Lydia. Present the facts in the best way possible.”

“Of course. Would you like me to inform her? It’s not pleasant, but it is part of what I’m paid to do. I didn’t have an address or I’d have done it sooner. Miss Prynne was a bit reluctant, or she actually has forgotten her mother’s address.” His smile told me how much he believed that.

“No, no. I know how to deal with Aunt Lydia. But the more facts I have—”

He almost smiled again. “So you’d like me to tell you everything I know. It isn’t so easy for an amateur to solve a crime. Not like books. And if there is a murderer on the loose, it is dangerous.”

I gave him my most innocent look. “I must write to Aunt Lydia, so I need to figure out what to say, how to phrase it in the best possible light, how to—”

We were interrupted by the door opening behind us. “Inspector Peterson, the coroner wants to have a word with you on the Earlham Street case.”

“Thank you, Constable.” He looked at me. “I’m going to trust you.” He held out a folder. “This does not leave my desk. Do not say anything to the press. And above all, do not do anything stupid.”

I took the folder. “Thank you.”

I waited until Inspector Peterson had picked up a different folder, presumably the Earlham Street one, and left the office, then I opened the file cautiously. I didn’t want to encounter a detailed drawing of an autopsy or something similar without warning. But I was safe. There were several typewritten sheets inside. I took my purse from the floor and pulled out the small notebook I’d been using to write down directions as I traveled, and settled in to read. 

The first page was a description of the crime itself. No address, I noticed, and very few details about the place, which made me wonder if Inspector Peterson had pulled out a few pages before showing the file to me. The victim was a Mr. Reginald Hilliard. He’d been found in his flat, stabbed to death. Very little of what was written down seemed to have anything to do with anything. The next page was a fingerprint report on the murder weapon. After reading it, I rather wished he’d taken that one with him. The only prints on the knife were Milly’s. How she could have been stupid enough to touch a murder weapon... I put that page aside. Clearly the murderer had wiped it down before Milly found the body and picked it up. The next page was Milly’s interview with the police. I pulled that out and put the rest of the file back on the desk. I hadn’t asked Milly many questions about what had happened when I’d seen her. Hopefully, this would give me enough of the answers that I wouldn’t have to pry them out of her.

 

Inspector Peterson: Please tell me what happened when you entered the room.

M. Prynne: I thought there might be something I could do, so I ran in and knelt beside him, gently rolling him over so I could take his pulse.”

 

I almost laughed when I read that. I couldn’t see Milly gently rolling over a full-grown man. Most likely she’d been shaking him to get him to wake up and accidentally overbalanced him. And even she knew you didn’t need to roll someone over to take their pulse. I made a few notes and went on reading. 

 

Well, as soon as I’d turned him over, I could see that he was beyond help. There was blood all over the front of his shirt. I was trying to figure out where it came from, and there was a small dagger on the floor. I picked it up, and it was covered in blood, so clearly that was what had done it. I put it back where I found it and left.

 

The rest of the interview seemed to involve Milly trying not to answer questions about her family and why she was in England. I sighed and flipped through the file, hoping for more pages of questioning. There weren’t any. So they hadn’t asked her why she didn’t summon help or if she’d tried to find a constable. I wondered if that was because they had asked it earlier or if they simply assumed the most obvious reason—she hadn’t contacted the police because she was the killer. Why couldn’t she have just found a nearby constable and brought him there? She couldn’t be in any worse of a mess than she was now.

Under Milly’s interview, there was a summary of people who they had spoken to from the buildings across the street, all of whom said no one was home or there were servants who were too busy with their own work to be bothered looking out onto the street. Except for one witness, a woman who lived directly across the street from Mr. Hilliard and had been waiting for the postman. The way it was written down, it sounded as if the constable questioning her thought she was just being nosey and watching the street. In any case, she had seen a young woman come out of the building across the street, with blood on her skirt, and hurry off down the street. She gave a description of the woman, which clearly matched Milly, but then I already knew she’d been at the crime scene, so I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised. At least Milly hadn’t denied that she’d been in the building when the police had asked. The rest of the file had paperwork related to the summaries at the beginning, mostly notes from the officers involved. I read through them as best I could with their bad handwriting and technical abbreviations, but there wasn’t anything in them that I hadn’t seen in the rest of the file. I was considering trying to make a verbatim copy of Milly’s interview when Inspector Peterson returned. “You’re still here?”

I glanced up from the file. I hadn’t realized I’d been there so long. “You look tired.”

“Ah, trying to show sympathy, create a bond with the subject so they’ll be more likely to answer. You’re not bad at this.” Inspector Peterson collapsed into his chair and reached for the papers I was still holding.

“But you’re better at it? All right.” I put the papers back into the file and handed it back to him. “I just wanted to ask you one thing. Why was the dagger under the body?”

“He fell on it.”

“But under the body? Not in it?”

“She pulled it out and panicked and dropped it.”

“But she says in her interview she picked it up, not pulled it out. When she found him, it was on the floor, under the body. Could it have fallen out?”

“Miss Pengear, I appreciate your faith in me, I really do, but I have six other murders on my desk, not to mention the cases that are wrapped up but need to be presented in court, and who knows what will turn up tomorrow. I would like to look into your cousin’s case full time if I could, but I have to go to my superior and tell him why I am spending more time on a case with one suspect who was seen leaving the scene of the murder, who handled the weapon, and who failed to report the crime. If you really want to help your cousin, talk to her; get her to give you some piece of information that I can take to my superiors and say, ‘This warrants my time.’ Until I have that, I have to look at these cases with no suspects or ten suspects or—” He stopped dropping folders on the desk. “You understand?”

“I do. You don’t think she did it any more than I do, but you need to work with proof.”

“Exactly.” Inspector Peterson sighed and rubbed his forehead. “I’ll talk to the medical examiner and ask him to double-check that we have the correct weapon. Will that satisfy you? But in the morning, please?”

“Thank you. I just want to be sure.”

“She is your cousin. I understand.” He glanced at the clock. “They won’t let you see her again today. Come back tomorrow, and I’ll make certain you get in. I’ll even leave your name downstairs and reserve one of the better interrogation rooms for you, all right?”

At least I’d be able to ask her a few more questions. “Thank you. I’m staying at Milly’s place until this is over.”

“Then I’ll know where to contact you.”

I could tell he was ready for me to leave, so I collected up my notebook and did so.

 

During the Underground trip back to Nell Lane, I considered what I’d learned. Milly was in trouble. That was obvious. And as reasonable as Inspector Peterson seemed, it was perfectly clear to me that he was not going to lift a finger to help Milly unless I did something, brought some kind of proof either that she was innocent or that someone else was guilty. Then that was what I would do. Just as soon as I figured out how.

I’d start with the victim. That was how they did it in books. Only I wasn’t sure how much I could do at the moment. Visiting Milly had taken what little of the day had been left after finding her, and as all I had was a name, there wasn’t even much to work with. Unless Mrs. Fitzpatrick knew more than she’d told me.

 

When I got back to Milly’s, I half-expected to see Mrs. Fitzpatrick waiting for me in the front hall, but I’d been gone so long she’d either gotten bored or wasn’t as interested in Milly’s case as I’d thought. I had Milly’s key, so I made my way up to her rooms. When I opened the door, I found my bags piled on the floor near the door, all still locked, but I could see a few new scratches around the keyholes, so somewhere along the way, someone had tried to open them. I told myself not to immediately suspect Mrs. Fitzpatrick, but I still did. I wasn’t sure how long I was staying or what I would need, so I left the bags where they were and went to explore the rest of the apartment, not that there was much to explore. 

The sitting room was the largest, with a table by the window and a chair by a small stove. There was a tiny kitchen just off it, with a sink and a single burner that could be used to boil water, a short wall of cupboards, and not much else. On the other side of that wall was a small washroom. The bedroom was on the other side of the sitting room, and had just enough space for a bed, a wardrobe, and a dresser. It was clear the furniture had all come with the apartment, being mismatched, well-used, and not at all to Milly’s taste. The only thing Milly seemed to have added was a pair of packing boxes on either side of the bed that she was using for nightstands. My tour of my new lodgings complete, it was time to move on to something else constructive. I hadn’t eaten anything since the train, so that seemed a good place to start.

I poked through Milly’s cupboards, but all I could find in the closet that served as her kitchen was some week-old bread and withered vegetables. Not even any flour or sugar I could use to make something. I let the cupboard door slam and went to see where I’d be sleeping. 

Milly’s bedroom wasn’t much more inviting. She hadn’t made the bed the day she’d been arrested, and in the tangle of sheets I found two mismatched socks and a hair ribbon before I gave up and decided to make a bed on the couch. Of course, if I was walking all the way back to the couch, it seemed worth the effort to put my shoes on and go looking for something to eat. At least that’s what I told myself and I retrieved my hat and coat and started out again.

The neighborhood was not one I would have chosen. It was close enough to the theatres that there was a steady stream of well-dressed people about, but it was also close enough to the theatres that I was fairly certain there was plenty of pick-pocketing and other less-than-legal activities around as well. And I was fairly certain Milly’s place was closer to the hub of the latter rather than the former. That opinion was only strengthened by the pub, which was so noisy as I walked past that I kept walking, particularly as I’d never been in one and had no idea how to go about ordering food or finding a table. A little ways further down the street was a small grocers that was preparing to close. The clerk behind the counter put together a cheese sandwich for me while telling me all the other things I could get at his shop when they reopened in the morning, and convincing me to get a small packet of tea while I was there—probably wise as I had no idea what supplies Milly actually had in her flat, although I only bought enough for a pot to go with my sandwich, in case it was terrible. 

After figuring out how to boil water for tea in Milly’s flat, not the easiest thing in the world as she didn’t seem to have a kettle and none of her pots really fit the burner, I had my dinner, found blankets to make up a bed on the couch by stealing them from Milly’s bed, and settled in for my first night in London. Not at all the sort of night I had been expecting.

As I settled under the blankets, I could hear the carriages outside the window. There were carriages all night back home too, but these seemed louder. The building wasn’t far from the Thames, so there were plenty of noises I wasn’t used to as well. There was the metallic clang of the mechanical horses every half-hour as they made their rounds, moving things between warehouses a few streets away, and I could faintly hear the sound of the airships firing up their balloons to rise above the buildings nearby. The pub closed up just after midnight—and I could hear the patrons yelling to each other as they walked down the street. And then it was quiet except for the dripping of water outside my window. That seemed worse than the noise from the street. A steady drip, drip, dripping that told me I was far from home and the one person I knew in the city, in the whole country really, was in jail and counting on me to get her out. I rolled over and put one of the pillows over my head to block the noise.

~ * ~ * ~

 

I must have slept since I woke up feeling groggy, but knowing exactly where I was and what was wrong. Since everything had seemed wrong the night before, I suppose that wasn’t much of an accomplishment. 

I made another search of the kitchen, but only managed to confirm that there was no breakfast, not even any tea other than the little bit I’d bought the night before, which I had thought was a capital offense in Britain. Then I remembered where Milly was and decided I really shouldn’t be joking about such things. The tea and sandwich I’d bought at the shop on the corner had been reasonable enough, so it seemed a place to start in my hunt for breakfast. By then, I should be awake enough to figure out what to do about Milly. That meant getting into my suitcases and finding something to wear. As I poked through my things, I double-checked that everything was where I had put it when I’d packed, and as the only things that had moved could be accounted for by the suitcases banging around on the ship or the train, I decided Mrs. Fitzpatrick had probably not managed to get into them. That was some comfort, at least.

Once I looked presentable enough, I went downstairs, planning to slip out of the building unnoticed, giving me time to think about Milly’s situation while I walked. But I ran into Mrs. Fitzpatrick in the front hallway. “Off to visit your cousin already?”

I considered saying I was, but if I was planning on buying something for breakfast that had to be prepared, then I would have to return to prepare it, and the way my trip had been going so far, there was no doubt in my mind Mrs. Fitzpatrick would find out that I’d lied to her. Which meant the truth was all I was left with. “Visiting hours won’t be for a while yet. I was going to look at the shops and see if I can find a place that serves tea.”

“Milly was not known for her housekeeping I’m afraid. Come on through, and I’ll fix you some breakfast. I don’t normally include it, but seeing as it’s your first morning here.”

“It’s not necess—” But I was steered through the hall and the chintz-covered sitting room and back into the chaotic kitchen. Mrs. Fitzpatrick set a plate of toast and fried tomatoes in front of me and started frying up eggs before I could tell her that was enough.

“There’s plenty of tea in the pot, just help yourself. Would you like beans on toast too?”

“No, toast and butter is really all I can manage.”

“No eggs then? Mushrooms? Kippers?” She tipped the eggs onto a plate. “Cream? Milk? Sugar?”

My mouth was full of toast so I shook my head.

“All right, then. You’ll need to get yourself some supplies, unless you plan to eat out for every meal like Milly did. Does. Now, I go to Lescott on the corner for staples. You’ll want the market for your veg. I’ll draw you a map.” I allowed Mrs. Fitzpatrick to babble on while I ate and considered Milly’s problem again.

If Milly had been truthful when the police interviewed her and had remembered correctly—and I was going to assume both of those were true for the moment, at least, or I’d have nowhere to start—what did it mean? “Why would the killer pull the dagger out, then drop it on the floor?”

“What, dear?” Mrs. Fitzpatrick had finished drawing the map and was adding still more names to the list on the back of the paper.

I swallowed my toast quickly. I’d have to remember not to talk to myself when I wasn’t alone. “I didn’t realize I was talking out loud. I’m just trying to make sense of what I learned yesterday. Why would the killer pull out the dagger?”

“To hide it?”

I nodded. “That’s what I thought too, but then why did they leave it behind?”

Mrs. Fitzpatrick put a large plate of food down in front of her chair and sat down across from me. “Perhaps Milly scared him away when she came?”

“Then you believe that Milly is innocent?” That surprised me, considering how willing to rent the apartment she’d seemed the day before, before she knew I was related to Milly. 

“I’d certainly like to.” She picked up her fork and tucked into her food.

Having an ally made me feel friendly towards her. I finished the last bites of my toast and took the map she’d drawn for me. “Thank you for this. I think I’ll go out and buy some things, and hopefully, by the time I get back, I’ll have come up with something to help Milly.” 

Mrs. Fitzpatrick patted my arm as I passed her chair. “I’m glad she has a friend in this,” she said, followed by several more suggestions of where to buy things.

 

Breakfast had not taken particularly long, so it was still far too early for me to set out for Scotland Yard. I felt bad leaving Milly to fend for herself, a little relieved that I could put off trying to drag some information out of her a little longer, and guilty for being relieved. At least I had shopping for supplies to give me something to do while I waited. Most of the places Mrs. Fitzpatrick had recommended were stalls in Covent Garden, so I had my first walk through a London market building. There wasn’t much room in Milly’s kitchen for anything, even preparing food, so there was only so much I could buy, but I enjoyed poking around the stalls, picking out a bit of fruit, a nice piece of cheese, bread, even a nice little bouquet of flowers that would hopefully cheer the place up. When I’d bought enough to last me a couple of days—if I managed to get Milly out of prison, a nice outing to the market would do her good—I walked back past the small shop I’d visited the night before to pick up a few staples now that I had time to look around. 

Walking back to Milly’s building with a shopping bag full of food made me feel like I fit into the neighborhood. I was going to a flat to put away my groceries and later I would cook myself some dinner and do the washing up and act just like a real Londoner, or at least my idea of one. And then I would sit with a cup of tea and try to sort out the mess Milly had made for herself. But that was for later. First, I had to find out just what sort of a mess Milly was in.

 

Once I’d got my shopping put away, I decided Scotland Yard was probably open to visitors and set out. The trip back to Scotland Yard seemed to go a bit faster, although whether that was because I knew my way around the Underground a little better, or because I wasn’t quite so worried about what I’d find when I got there, I wasn’t sure. Inspector Peterson had remembered his promise, and after standing in one line to get the proper forms, I was given a different set of forms than the ones I’d been given the day before and a different window to bring them to once I’d filled them out. The new window had a much shorter line and the forms needed less information. No doubt they assumed that whichever police officer had left the names knew why they wanted the visitor there. Once my paperwork had been approved, I was sent past all the other lines and directly to the one that would lead to the visitors’ elevator. Clearly, an improvement over my last visit. 

The improvement continued when I got out of the elevator and the constable who had been sent to meet me led me to a small room with a table and two chairs. Plain, institutional, but private, and slightly more comfortable than the visiting room I’d been in before. Apparently, this was one of the interrogation rooms. I took the chair facing the door, which I assumed was the one the investigator preferred, and passed the time trying to determine if the room was what I had expected from the interrogation scenes I’d read or not. As most of the interrogations I read about happened in country houses or drawing rooms, I didn’t have much to compare it to. I still hadn’t made up my mind when Milly was brought in by a different matron than the one I’d seen before.

“You’ve been given half-an-hour. If you want to leave sooner, knock on the door. I’ll be right outside to let you out.” She didn’t wait for me to thank her, just left, closing the door behind her. I could hear the heavy clink of the bolt slipping into place as she locked us in. I’d been resenting the idea of her standing outside the door, most likely within hearing distance of what Milly and I said, but hearing the final sound of the lock, I was rather glad to know she was just outside, in case the place caught fire or something and we needed to escape.

“Hello again, Cassie. How are you liking Mrs. Fitzpatrick’s?” Milly sounded as if she were merely staying at someplace else in town and this was a perfectly normal meeting over tea and scones.

“Mrs. Fitzpatrick’s is fine, but that’s not why I came back.”

“The letter to Mother, yes, I do remember. But I’m not sure we should write to her. I mean, I assume you sent a telegram when you arrived to say you’d made it, so they won’t worry about you there. That should be sufficient.”

I added another thing to my list of things to do. I had intended to send a telegram as soon as I’d gotten to London and settled in at Milly’s, but the combination of the Mystery of the Missing Cousin coupled with the Affair of the Arrested Cousin had shoved thought out of my mind. At least everyone at home would probably blame the time difference or something. And as I only had half-an-hour, I had to figure out how to get Milly to see reason, then extract whatever information I could get out of her. Hopefully, somewhere in it, I could find something that would help her case. “Forget the letter to Aunt Lydia for the moment.”

“That’s an excellent idea. But if you know anyone at one of the newspapers...”

I assumed she meant the newspapers in Cleveland. I filed that question away for later. If nothing else, perhaps I could tell her I was sending someone there notes for a story. I still had the newspaper I’d bought to read on the train from Cleveland to New York. I could always grab a reporter’s name from there just in case she was a more diligent newspaper reader than I thought. But even in my head, that plan sounded a little too ridiculous to work, even on Milly. I tried a more direct approach. “Milly, I need to know exactly what happened when you went to visit Mr. Hilliard.”

“It’s kind of you to be curious...”

I cut her off. “Inspector Peterson wants to find the real killer. To do that, he needs all the facts.” That didn’t seem to be swaying her. I sighed. I wasn’t quite ready for the reporter story yet, but I was beginning to worry that I’d need it. But if she thought I was curious... “So how did you meet Mr. Hilliard?”

“He
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