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The Blue Girl


	
		
			From the personal diary of Constable Colin Pringle, October 1889.

			The girl’s skin was a delicate shade of blue, the color of a robin’s egg. Her white dress rippled and her outstretched arms and legs spread out over the canal’s surface, one of her hands resting on a furry pale frond of milfoil that stretched up from the bottom of the canal seeking the hidden sun.

			It was a grey Sunday morning and fog had settled everywhere like dust. Even from the canal’s edge, and even through the mist, I could see that the blue girl’s eyes were open, staring up at the indifferent sky. She could not have been older than eighteen. A crew of ditchdiggers, interrupted on their way to some public project, stood nearby leaning on their shovels, their hats in their hands.

			I waited on the east bank, shifting from foot to foot, dancing awkwardly with the cold. When Dr Bernard Kingsley finally arrived, pushing through the onlookers, his black bag swinging like a cudgel, I let out a sigh of relief. Kingsley paused to take the arm of a young girl who had followed him through the crowd. She nodded at him and folded back the cardboard cover of a large tablet of paper. I watched as she produced a chunk of charcoal and began sketching the scene.

			“I sent for you an hour ago,” I said.

			“I’m busy,” Kingsley said. “Why haven’t you got the body out of there yet?”

			“I thought you’d want to see where she was in relation to . . .” I stopped and looked around, gestured at the water, the high muddy banks, even the people standing above the girl, looking down on her. “You know, the area.”

			“What I would have liked to see is in this mud we’re standing on. If there were footprints here, shoe prints, they’ve been obliterated by you lot of bloody herd animals.”

			“Most of these people were here when I arrived. There was nothing I could have done.”

			“Perhaps. But your first duty, when there is a murder, is to preserve everything so that the detectives and I may observe what there is to see.”

			I nodded, but said nothing. I thought I had been preserving things, but I didn’t want to argue the point. I could feel my cheeks growing warmer, but Kingsley seemed not to notice. I picked up a long stick from the bank and shoved it out into the water. I pulled it back up and frowned at the water that dripped from the end of it.

			“Fiona?” Kingsley said.

			“I’m finished here, Father,” the girl said.

			Kingsley nodded and gestured to the water. “Then let’s get her out of there, Constable,” he said.

			“I can’t,” I said.

			“Why can’t you?”

			“My shoes will be ruined.”

			“Your shoes?”

			“Yes, they’re new.”

			“Take them off.”

			“I would, but then the hems of my trousers would be ruined.”

			“Why are you wearing new shoes and trousers on duty if you’re so concerned about them?”

			“What else would I wear?”

			Kingsley shook his head and ran a hand through his prematurely grey hair. “Is there another policeman we might persuade to wade into this canal?”

			“Inspector Tiffany was here, but he’s gone. Between the strike at the docks and the other murders last night . . .”

			“Other murders?”

			“They seem to be unrelated to this one. Only the usual crime.”

			“More bodies for me to deal with today.”

			“I suppose so.”

			“No matter. There are always bodies. You’re alone here?”

			“To guard the scene, yes sir.”

			Kingsley sighed and looked around at the crowded bank. He pointed to the ditchdiggers. “You there, would any of you be willing to get wet for a penny a man?”

			Without a word, three of the men set down their shovels and lowered themselves carefully down to the water’s edge. They moved out into the frigid canal as if in a trance, their legs invisible beneath the brackish surface. They stopped when they reached the girl. They stood at her side for a long moment, unmoving, until one of them reached out and touched her face. When he drew his hand back, her eyes were closed. A tear of canal water rolled down her cheek and disappeared into the tendrils of her hair.

			The men floated her across the water, barely touching her, and her hand slid from the milfoil as she drifted toward shore. More onlookers waded in and gently took the blue girl’s arms and legs and guided her in. A large angry-looking man with a fine ginger beard stooped and lifted her and she came free of the water’s surface. He turned and carried her to land, where an old woman laid a blanket on the ground. The big man set his burden down and stepped back. More blankets were produced for the dripping men as they emerged from the canal. Some of the women in the crowd made the sign of the cross, moving their fingers quickly from their foreheads to their lips and then their chests as they looked down on the dead girl.

			Kingsley held out a handful of pennies to the men, but none of them took their payment or even looked at him. Then the crowd broke and the onlookers began to drift away, disappearing in the morning fog, one after another, moving off to their homes and churches, and perhaps they had been changed. Kingsley, Fiona, and I were left alone with the dead girl.

			Her features were plain and her limp, dark hair splayed across the blanket, hanks of it falling across her forehead. Her sodden white gown did little to disguise the shape of her body, the darkness at the tips of her breasts and between her legs.

			“She’s lost a shoe,” I said.

			“Pardon?”

			“She’s only got one shoe.”

			It was true, the girl’s left foot was bare, but Kingsley shrugged off my observation. It was probably irrelevant. Kingsley’s daughter Fiona set her tablet on a patch of dewy grass and knelt by the body. She reached out and removed the shoe from the girl’s other foot. She pushed the soft pale legs together and pulled the girl’s dress down to cover her knees. I averted my eyes and found myself looking at the sketch on Fiona’s tablet. Despite the speed with which I’d seen her draw it, the likeness was incredible; the position of each limb sketched out accurately, but with a sort of loose poetry of movement, as if the dead girl were dancing in air rather than floating. It seemed to me that Fiona had casually captured the girl’s absent soul.

			Fiona saw me staring at the tablet. She snatched it up and stood, clutching the tablet to her chest, hiding the sketch from view. She handed the girl’s shoe to her father and then looked away over the water, into the fog.

			Kingsley took the shoe and frowned at it. He shook it and turned it over and a small silver coin fell into his palm. I craned my neck to see. On the coin was a raised portrait of the young Queen Victoria. He turned it over. The words “six pence” were surrounded by a garland and topped with a crown.

			“A silver sixpence,” Kingsley said.

			“She was robbed,” I said. “She hid her sixpence away in her shoe so the thief wouldn’t get it, but he killed her anyway.”

			“That is a possibility.”

			“No,” Fiona said. She was still looking away from us, toward the muddy canal. “She was getting married. Silver sixpence in her shoe. It’s a superstition meant to bring good luck on her wedding day.”

			“Oh, of course,” I said. “I’ve heard that before.”

			“If she was a new bride,” Kingsley said, “that may give you a clue in trying to identify her, mightn’t it, Constable?”

			“It’s not much of a clue, but it’ll have to do, I suppose.”

			“It’s Sunday,” Fiona said.

			“Yes?”

			“If she got married yesterday, she’s already had all her bad luck at once.”

			“Whatever do you mean?”

			“The rhyme. The one about the days of the week. Saturday’s bad luck for a wedding.”

			“Luck is for people who don’t know any better,” Kingsley said. “We’ll need to transport this poor girl’s body to my laboratory.”

			“I’ll have some of the boys bring her around,” I said.

			“Please take care when moving her.”

			“Of course. What do you think did her?”

			“Well, it wasn’t only bad luck. Take a look at her throat.”

			I looked and saw deep purple marks in the translucent flesh. “Strangled?”

			“Indeed. It looks as though someone choked her and threw her away.”

			“She wasn’t an especially pretty girl, was she? For a bride, I mean.”

			“Every bride is special, Constable. This one is no exception.”

			I nodded and looked away at the tendrils of milfoil on the canal. Asinine comments about defenseless women are a particular specialty of mine.

			•   •   •

			Let me be clear: I have no illusions that I’m a good man, or a good policeman. I joined the Metropolitan Police Force in order to impress the sort of girl who likes a man in uniform. I’m not a bad-looking fellow, charming enough and, if there is work to be done, I prefer to shirk it. I generally get away with ducking responsibility through the judicious use of a wink and a smile. I’m doing my best to be a better person. When it occurs to me. I suppose I’m very much like everybody else in England, but at least I’m honest about myself.

			The murder of the girl in the canal bothered me for reasons I didn’t entirely understand. Perhaps it was the funerary atmosphere that had surrounded the discovery of her body. Maybe it was the mixture of pity and disgust I had felt while looking down at her body. Whatever the reason, I felt an unfamiliar sense of duty.

			I sent a runner to the Yard, but no one was available to help me. There had been six other murders in London the previous night and a dead girl in the water was too common a sight to warrant pulling an inspector off another job. Two men were sent from the workhouse instead. It was evident that neither of them had shaved in days and they both smelled of stale beer. I would not have used their jackets to polish my shoes. The men lifted the blue girl onto a stretcher and bore it away for delivery to Dr Kingsley’s laboratory at University College Hospital. I accompanied them to ensure that no liberties were taken with the body during transport.

			Fiona was waiting for me at her father’s laboratory.

			“Father’s had to go out again. The other bodies.”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“Have them put her on one of the empty tables.”

			“Which one?”

			“It doesn’t matter. Wait right here, I have something for you.”

			She scurried through a door on the other side of the room. The two men tipped the stretcher and toppled the blue girl onto a table near the wall. One of them touched the brim of his hat, nodded at me, and they were gone.

			I looked around the room. It was large, but the space was filled with a dozen long wooden tables, their surfaces burnished and copper colored with use. Each table had a hole in the middle and the floor gently sloped to a drain. Corpses already rested on five of the tables. Now six. I tried not to think about what went on in that room. My stomach has never been strong.

			I looked at the blue girl. But for the pallor of her skin and the terrible bruise on her throat, she might have been napping. The laborers had left her in an awkward pose and I eased her onto her back, smoothed her sodden white dress, and crossed her hands over her chest. I concentrated on posing her. I only knew that I didn’t want to look up and see the rest of those bodies again. One was missing a head.

			“That’s kind of you.”

			I turned and smiled at Fiona. She brushed a pale strand of hair away from her face and looked at the floor. Her tablet of paper was gone and in its place she clutched a small, well-worn book to her chest.

			“Idle hands,” I said. “I thought I might make her more comfortable. That’s ridiculous, I know, but . . .”

			“Not at all. My father says that the way we treat the dead is an indication of how we treat the living.”

			“Respect, you mean?”

			“Perhaps. Sometimes I only half listen to the things my father says.”

			I chuckled. “I should be going. My shift ended long ago.”

			“Here.” Fiona held the book out to me. Its dull blue cover was blank, splotched and folded down the middle. There was no title on the spine. I thumbed it open. The pages were dog-eared and yellow. Marriage Custom and Practise was printed in faded letters on the first page. By Robert Cream.

			“Um, thank you, but I’m not much of a reader.” In my experience, ladies don’t care for a man who reads. They prefer a man of action, no matter what they say to the contrary.

			“It might help you.” Fiona nodded at the silent blue girl. “She was superstitious. The silver sixpence in her shoe. There might be something useful in the book.”

			“But I’m not a detective. And even if I were . . .”

			“Nobody’s going to investigate her death, are they? Maybe they’ll take a quick look along the bank of that canal, but if no witnesses come forward, if nobody confesses to the crime, she’ll be forgotten.”

			“I know it’s difficult, but these things happen every day.”

			“But it isn’t every day this time. It was her wedding day. When she was killed, I mean. Someone killed her on her wedding day.”

			“It would seem so.”

			“She put sixpence in her shoe and she picked out a white dress and she was getting married. And then someone choked the life out of her, and if the last thing she saw was her new husband, there was no love for her in his eyes. She was discarded like rubbish, tossed in the water and left there.”

			“It is a shame.”

			“It’s more than a shame, Mr Pringle. It’s a crime. And don’t you have something to do with solving crimes?”

			I looked away from her and my gaze fell on the limp hand of the blue girl. It had fallen from her chest again and now rested on the table, the fingers beginning to curl as rigor took hold. The blue girl, I realized, wasn’t much older than Fiona.

			“You think the husband did it?” I said.

			Fiona leaned forward and whispered. “Isn’t it always the husband?”

			I laughed. I couldn’t help myself.

			“I’ll look into it,” I said. “I have an hour or two to spare.”

			“You may need this, too.” Fiona drew a folded sheet of paper from somewhere in the pleats of her dress and handed it to me. I opened it. She had sketched the blue girl’s face as it must have been in life. It was still not a face I’d describe as pretty, but there was vivacity and dignity and hope captured there in a few deft charcoal lines. There was something compelling about that face.

			“I’ll show this around and perhaps someone will recognize her,” I said. “We should at least have a name for her stone. I make no promises, but you’re right. She’ll be lost if nobody takes up her cause.”

			“That’s all she needs,” Fiona said. “Just someone to care.”

			•   •   •

			I had never noticed before how many churches there are in London. Now that I was looking, it seemed I couldn’t turn a corner without bumping into a place of worship. I bought a cheap map of the city and marked it with the place the blue girl’s body was found. I borrowed a drafting compass from my flatmate and drew concentric circles outward from the scene of the crime. I’d been walking a beat for nearly two years. My territory had been plotted out in a fifteen-minute radius, which I was expected to patrol four times an hour for the duration of every shift. As I said, I wasn’t the best policeman in the service, but I was most definitely accustomed to walking.

			So that’s what I did.

			There were three churches on my beat, and I knew the priests and pastors well. By the time I called on them, services had ended, vestibules had cleared of their congregations, and the buildings seemed smaller for their silence. I stayed in those places just long enough to determine whether the blue girl had been married there. She had not. The fourth church I found was outside the fifteen-minute circle of my beat and it was deserted, locked and abandoned, its masonry forbidding against the grey early afternoon sky. Then I got lucky. In the fifth church I found a person to talk to.

			“Can I help you?” an old man said. He came down the aisle toward me, in no particular hurry, as if he’d been expecting me.

			“I hope so,” I said.

			“I don’t know you. You’re not of my flock,” the old man said. He was short and fat, and his knuckles were popping balls of activity that belied his gnarled fingers. Great tufts of hair sprouted from his ears. He was head to foot in black, but he wasn’t wearing his collar and I hadn’t identified him immediately as a priest.

			“I’m afraid I’m not of any flock,” I said.

			“It’s not too late. It’s never too late, you know. Until it is, of course.”

			“What does that mean? When is it too late?”

			“When you’ve passed beyond this life. By then you’ve missed your chance.”

			“Ah, of course. Doesn’t that seem awfully final?”

			“It does seem so,” the old priest winked. “It certainly does. But there’s much to be said for faith.”

			“Not by me, I’m afraid.”

			“Well, as I said, it’s never too late.”

			I smiled, but the smile was automatic. That old Pringle charm at work. “I’m here with a question,” I said. “I need to know about any weddings that may have been performed here yesterday.”

			“Are you an inspector?”

			“No, but I’m police just the same.”

			“I thought you weren’t. An inspector, that is. They don’t wear the blue, do they?”

			“No, they wear ordinary suits.”

			I looked down at my blue uniform. There was much to be said for a nice suit, but I’d never move up in ranks if it meant giving up that uniform.

			“I’m sorry, what were you asking about?” the priest said.

			“A wedding.”

			“Ah, yesterday, you say?”

			“Yes.”

			“Which wedding do you mean?”

			“There was more than one?”

			“Of course. It was a Saturday.”

			“Isn’t that bad luck?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Saturday. It’s bad luck to be married on a Saturday.”

			I had skimmed through the slim volume that Fiona Kingsley had given me. An entire chapter had been given over to the days of the week. The chapter had begun with a popular rhyme:

			Monday for wealth

			Tuesday for health

			Wednesday the best day of all

			Thursday for losses

			Friday for crosses

			Saturday for no luck at all

			It went on to enumerate the many other superstitions involving marriage. The groom mustn’t wear new shoes; if the bride touched something blue, her wish would come true; the groom mustn’t see his bride in her dress. There was a lot to keep track of and none of it made me want to get married.

			The priest nodded. “I think I know what you’re talking about. I’ve heard the rhyme. But that’s superstition. It has no place in a house of the Lord.”

			“But isn’t this house built on superstition?”

			“There’s a difference between faith and superstition.”

			“I don’t see it.”

			“You’re the poorer for it, then.”

			“Perhaps. You said there was more than one wedding?”

			“Yes.”

			“How many?”

			“Three. I don’t perform weddings any day but Saturday, so there are always several to get to when the weather is nice.”

			“What can you tell me about them?”

			“I wasn’t the groom at any of the three.”

			The priest laughed, his shoulders bouncing up and down. I watched until the laughter was interrupted by a fit of coughing. Finally, he settled into a steady hiccup.

			“Isn’t it funny?” the old man said. “All these weddings and yet I’ve never been married.”

			“Why is that funny?”

			“Just think of all the funerals I’ve officiated. It seems there’s a double standard at work.”

			“So you don’t remember anything about those weddings?”

			“I certainly do. I remember that I had only two breakfasts.”

			“Two?”

			“I look forward to wedding breakfasts.”

			“And you only had two.” I was confused. I had barely eaten a single breakfast, but I wasn’t complaining.

			“There were three weddings. There was no breakfast before the last of them, which disappointed me. If I’m not to be the groom, I should at least be fed.”

			“So they dispensed with tradition.”

			“In many ways.”

			“At any of those weddings did the bride look like this?” I showed him Fiona’s sketch and he squinted at it.

			“Yes, I believe so.”

			“What can you tell me about her?”

			“Very little. This is a good likeness, but I’m afraid she wasn’t terribly remarkable. Except that she was a child of Our Lord. Unremarkable, but she was happy. Beyond happy.”

			The priest broke off, his face a placid tableau of memory.

			“And him?” I said. “The groom?”

			“Him? He was not happy.”

			“How could you tell?”

			“I have been watching people get married for half a century now. You can’t surprise me anymore.”

			“Would it surprise you to know that this girl was found dead this morning?”

			“No. Sadly, that wouldn’t surprise me at all. I don’t suppose she slipped in the bathtub.”

			“It doesn’t appear so.”

			“Policemen rarely investigate things like that, do they?”

			“We have enough to do already, thank you.”

			“Murder, then?”

			“It’s a strong possibility.”

			“Such a shame.”

			“Do you remember her name?”

			“Hers? No. As I said, she clings to my memory like a windblown rag. By tomorrow, she’ll be gone. Perhaps by this very evening. Poor thing.”

			“And him?”

			“I didn’t like him. Not at all. Had a bit of the Robber Bridegroom about him.”

			“What about his name?”

			“I want to remember his name. It’s something to do with breakfast. Or perhaps it reminded me of a place.”

			“Breakfast or a place?”

			“Come,” he said. “Let’s find out, shall we?”

			He turned and walked down the long aisle to the altar without looking back to see if I was following. I considered leaving, but finally went after him. He briefly genuflected at the altar, then led the way through a low door to the vestry. I had no idea how to genuflect without affecting the crease in my trousers, so I nodded respectfully at the cross on my way past.

			The vestry was a small room, even cozy, with high timbered ceilings and dark wood paneling. There was a booth in the far corner with heavy burgundy curtains. A big table stood in front of a cold fireplace. There was only one chair. The most notable feature of the room was the bookcase that covered one entire wall. It was filled to bursting with books and, to my untrained eye, they didn’t all look like religious texts.

			“Have a look,” the priest said. “If I were you, though, I’d avoid those old volumes with the marbled paper covers. The stories inside them are quite lurid. Erotic romance. Meant to appeal to the baser sort.”

			Two of the long shelves were given over entirely to the marbled tomes he professed to dislike.

			“Why do you keep them here?”

			“They remind me of what goes on out there.” He poked a finger randomly in the air. “People are lonely.”

			“I suppose they are.”

			“And I like to read. Do you?”

			“Not particularly,” I said.

			“Pity.”

			The priest stepped around the table and opened a big black book that was propped on a stand in the corner of the room. “The registry,” he said, “ought to tell us their names.” He flipped through a number of pages that were filled with line after line of names and dates, some of the handwriting small and cramped, some confident with swooping flourishes. I wondered whether we might be able to tell who had ended up in happy marriages, based strictly on their signatures. The priest stopped at a blank page and turned back to the last side with writing on it.

			“Here they are,” he said. “I was right.”

			“You were?”

			“They reminded me of breakfast. Mr and Mrs Cream. I always have cream with my morning meal.”

			“No other names? Just Cream?”

			“None.”

			“Is that unusual that they didn’t list their given names?”

			“Somewhat, but not entirely. The registry is signed after the ceremony. By then, they were Mr and Mrs Cream, weren’t they?”

			“I suppose so. Is there anything else there? An address, perhaps?”

			“Oh, that would make your job easier, wouldn’t it? No, I’m sorry. Just the names here.”

			“What’s the other thing you mentioned? The robber fellow?”

			“The Robber Bridegroom? You’ve heard of it, of course.”

			“I haven’t.”

			“From the old story. It’s quite sordid, full of intrigue and taboo.”

			“One of your marbled editions there?”

			“Not at all. Borrowed from the library. I’ve only just read it, which is why it sprang into my mind, I suppose.”

			“Did you think the groom, Mr Cream, did you think he was a thief?”

			“I thought he wasn’t in love with the girl.”

			“What does that have to do with a thief?”

			“Not a thief, sir. A Robber Bridegroom. You really should be better read.”

			He saw the look on my face and smiled. “But I mean no insult,” he said. “Lord knows I have more time to read than anybody, I’m sure. No wife to keep me from it, I suppose. In the story I’m speaking of, the innocent girl is lured to a house in the forest where her groom intends to eat her.” The priest shuddered. “He doesn’t love her, you see. But she gets away from the monster and she takes with her the wedding ring of another victim, and he’s caught in the end. That’s quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

			“How so?”

			“I mean a coincidence about the name. I have that book from the library on the very day that a Mr and Mrs Cream are getting married here. I would say that’s quite likely, unless you believe in coincidences.”

			“I do. But how is that a coincidence?”

			He hurried over to the bookcase and searched the shelves, turned back with a slim volume in his hand. “Here it is,” he said. “The Robber Bridegroom. Borrowed from the Cream Lending Library.”

			“The Cream Library?”

			“I’ve finished it, if you’d care to return it for me.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him. I felt like he was leading me along, but he didn’t seem clever enough. Or perhaps I wasn’t clever enough to figure out his game. I took the book.

			“I hope you catch whoever killed her.”

			“I’ll do what I can.” I folded the portrait of the blue girl and put it back in my pocket. “Where might I find this library?”

			“It’s around the corner to the east and down four blocks. You’d do well to avoid all those volumes with the marbled paper covers. I haven’t found one yet that didn’t shock me to my core.”

			“Thank you.” I couldn’t help glancing at his bookshelves again. “I may return if I have further questions.”

			“I’ll be here. I’ll be praying for your success.”

			•   •   •

			I went home, napped, and changed my clothes. My shift had been over for hours and my uniform hung limp on my body. I looked good in it, but the old priest had made me think of my suit. The uniform is good for many things, but when my shift’s over, I’d rather be in a suit.

			I feel confident that I’m the only policeman in London who owns a bespoke suit. I saved for months to get it, drinking used tea and eating penny pies. The suit is beautiful, dark blue with a subtle pinstripe. It’s my proudest possession and if my flat ever catches fire, that’s the thing I’ll run into the inferno to save.

			Fortified with a bit of sleep and tea, I headed back out. I still had some time before my date with Maggie, an adorable shopgirl I’d met on my rounds the previous Tuesday.

			I did not question why I still pursued a murderer when I didn’t have to. To my knowledge, I was the only one pursuing him.

			•   •   •

			I was expecting a bookstall, something tucked into an alley or a train depot, so the district library surprised me. It was housed in a small two-story building with a high pointed roof and a cheery porch off to the side. A bell tinkled over the door as I entered and there was an immediate hush, as if the insides of the place existed underwater. The entrance hall was dark and empty, but light spilled from an open door to my right and I stepped through it into a visual paean to literature. A bright green carpet was dotted all round with knee-high tables, each stacked with books. Elegant but comfortable-looking chairs ringed the tables and more chairs were set out under the tall windows in a reading nook. The rest of the walls were windowless and bookcases stretched up to the two-story-high ceiling. A brass railing enclosed the gallery that circled the room. I had never seen so many books in my life. I studied the shelves carefully, looking for those lurid books bound in marbled paper that the priest had collected.

			“It was a private library at one time.”

			I jumped and smiled in the direction of the voice. A young woman was standing behind an escritoire at the back of the room. She was holding a pen with an extravagant plume and I wondered whether she might want to tickle me with it. The writing desk was littered with papers and note cards and the woman had an ink smudge on her forehead that somehow accentuated her beauty.

			“I’m sorry?” I said.

			“A writer,” the woman said. “He donated this library upon his death.”

			“I see.”

			“You looked overwhelmed and I thought you might like to know a bit of the history of this place. I haven’t seen you in here before, have I?”

			“No. And I certainly haven’t seen you or I’d remember.”

			The woman blushed and sat back down, using the plume to hide her face. She had her auburn hair done up in a chignon and she wore glasses on a chain around her neck. Even with those standard accoutrements, she didn’t fit my notion of a librarian.

			“I’m Pringle.”

			“And I’m Veronica. Are you new to the neighborhood?”

			“I was thinking of moving to the neighborhood and now I’ve made up my mind.”

			“What’s decided you?”

			“I’ve met you.”

			“You may want to look at the rest of the neighborhood first. Or perhaps another neighborhood entirely.”

			“I’m quite decisive.”

			“As am I. That’s why you may want to look elsewhere.”

			Ah. But I am resolute in the face of rejection. A woman’s mind is easily changed. So the saying goes, and I believe it.

			“I’m returning something for a friend,” I said. I held up the book the old priest had given me.

			“Leave it on that table.” She waved her feather in the general direction of the entrance.

			I set the book down. I had skimmed through it, but it wasn’t the sort of story I like. All the girls in it are ill-used, poisoned, even dismembered. I prefer women who are whole and happy, and who enjoy my company. Veronica the librarian didn’t qualify. Not yet. But adjusting one’s tactics often helps. As does the occasional outright lie.

			“I haven’t been honest with you,” I said.

			“Men rarely are.”

			“I’m Inspector Pringle of the Yard.” I was glad I’d changed my clothes. My suit was not the sort that a detective would wear every day on the job. It was much too nice, but I didn’t expect her to notice that. She was a librarian, after all.

			“Is that so?” she said.

			“It is. And I’m on the trail of a dangerous killer.”

			“And it’s led you to my library? Goodness.” But Veronica didn’t appear the least bit concerned. She turned her attention to the pile of cards on the desk and the white plume of her pen bobbed and weaved as she scribbled. She wore a diamond ring on the third finger of her right hand and it clicked against the shaft of the pen. I saw no ring on her other hand and my hopes rose.

			“I wonder if you’d mind answering some questions?”

			Veronica didn’t look up. “Are you still here?”

			“There’s no need to be rude, is there?”

			She set her pen back down on the desk and looked up at me. “Are you really a police inspector?”

			“Would I lie to you?”

			“You lied to me when you said you were moving to the neighborhood.”

			“But that was only meant as a conversation starter.”

			“Well, it didn’t work. Anyway, your killer isn’t here. There’s nobody here except you and me, and I’m not sure why you’re here.”

			“You’re still being rude.”

			She sighed. “What can I help you with, Inspector?”

			“Thank you. I’m looking for a Mr Cream.”

			There was a clear shift in Veronica’s attitude as her attention was engaged. Even her hair seemed to shimmer and I was tempted to reach out and set it free of the chignon.

			“Which Mr Cream?”

			“This is the Cream Library, no?”

			“It is. But, I believe I mentioned that Robert Cream donated this library upon his death. You’ll have some trouble speaking with him now.”

			“Did you say Robert Cream?”

			“Yes.”

			“Surely not the same Robert Cream who wrote Marriage, Custom and Practise?”

			“You know it?”

			“I’ve read it.”

			“You surprise me. You hardly seem like the marrying kind. Or even the kind that reads.”

			“We are all full of surprises. Do you have that book here?” I gestured at the multitude of books around me.

			“Of course I do.”

			“I’m wondering whether a young woman might have checked it out recently.” And learned from it to put a sixpence in her shoe. “Is that something you can tell me?”

			I expected her to look at the cards or go to a shelf, but she shook her head. “No. We have three copies of that book and they’re all right here on the shelves, where they belong.”

			“You’re certain about that?”

			“I know everything about everything in this room.”

			“What about the things outside this room?”

			“I know virtually nothing of the things outside this room. Nothing that isn’t in a direct line to my home.”

			“That seems a shame. Perhaps a nice dinner and a stroll along the . . .”

			“Inspector, I don’t understand how you could possibly mistake my intent. I’m not the least bit interested in your company.” She held up her hand to be sure I saw the diamond ring. I decided not to point out that it was on the wrong hand. Custom dictates that a wedding ring be worn on the left hand, not the right. I didn’t need to consult Robert Cream’s book to know that. I had no idea what the ring signified to Veronica, but she clearly hoped it might ward off any Pringles who stumbled into her library.

			“I see,” I said. “Well then, we were talking about a book. Marriage, Rot and Bother.”

			She rose and walked to the far side of the room. I watched her carefully as she climbed a ladder and reached out. A moment later, she descended and held two books out for me to see. Her frown had become more pronounced and I tried to picture her with a smile. My imagination wasn’t up to the task.

			“You said there were three copies,” I said. “This is only two.”

			“Oh, so you’re one of those detectives who is also a mathematical genius. Yes, one of my copies is missing.”

			“And you’re sure nobody’s borrowed it?”

			“Quite sure. I’d know.”

			“So someone has stolen it.”

			“I don’t see how. I know everyone who comes in and . . .”

			I watched her face as she broke off and stared out the big picture window. Pearly fog moved behind the glass.

			“You know who has it,” I said.

			“I don’t.”

			I took out the sketch of the blue girl and held it out for her. “Have you seen her in here?”

			“No. Never.”

			“You’re sure.”

			“Quite.”

			I folded it again and slipped it back into the pocket of my waistcoat. “Do you know something that might help me?”

			“Nothing.”

			“I think you do.”

			“I don’t like to say anything. It’s perfectly ordinary, nothing suspicious about it. Certainly nothing to warrant the attention of a detective.”

			“Shouldn’t I be the one to determine that?”

			“Do you know how a circulating library works, Detective?”

			“Of course I do.”

			She told me anyway. “Every resident of this district, upon paying a modest subscription fee, is eligible to borrow a reasonable number of books for a reasonable amount of time. Here, one might pay a pound and a shilling or one might pay as much as five pounds for a year, depending on how many books one would like at a time. I keep track of every book that comes in and out of this library.”

			“And yet someone has borrowed Marriage, Foolishness and Folly without your knowledge.”

			“Nobody has borrowed the book you mean. I’ve simply misplaced it.”

			“I don’t think you’ve ever misplaced so much as an errant thought. Who else is employed here?”

			“Nobody.”

			“What about Robert Cream? Did he have relatives? I imagine they would be allowed to roam free here, graze where they like amongst the books.”

			She returned to the ladder without answering and began to climb, the books in one hand. I held out my hand and stopped her.

			“I’d like to borrow a copy, if you don’t mind. Brush up on all that custom and practice.”

			“You’re not a member of this library, sir.”

			“Let’s call it official police business then.”

			She sighed and appeared to weigh the two copies of the book, deciding which to give me. To my eye they were identical, twin volumes with cheap blue bindings. Finally, she settled on one and handed it over. I tucked it under my arm and smiled.

			Something borrowed, something blue.

			“Thank you,” I said. “And not just for the book. You’ve been terribly helpful.”

			“I certainly have not.” She kept her gaze on the shelves. “I haven’t said a word to you.”

			“Of course. I may come back if I need more help. I’ll have to return anyway. To give back the book.”

			“Please keep the book. I hope never to see you again.”

			Sometimes they protest too much.

			•   •   •

			Dr Kingsley was in his laboratory when I returned to University College Hospital. He looked up when a white-collared nurse ushered me into the room.

			“Ah, Constable, you’re just in time to see what there is to see.”

			“I only came to return something your daughter lent me.”

			“I thought perhaps you were here to learn more about the young lady you found.”

			“Is there more to learn?”

			Kingsley beckoned me forward. Sometimes the hazards of my job have nothing to do with physical injury. There are things people aren’t meant to see. But there was no way for me to leave without finding out what the doctor had discovered. I reluctantly followed him. The blue girl lay on her wooden table. She was small; the table stretched on beyond her feet and her long hair spread out over the other end of the table without draping over the edge. Kingsley had been at work on her body. Her chest cavity was open and many of her organs had been removed to shallow metal basins. I glanced at the body and looked away, swallowing hard as my gorge rose. But there was nowhere I could look without seeing something horrible. My gaze fell upon a mottled purple organ that rested on the table next to her. It looked like something that might be waiting for a butcher to wrap, some dense piece of freshly washed horse meat resting in a shallow pool of pink water. It glistened in the lamplight.

			“The body is only a shell, Constable,” Kingsley said. “Only a machine that has wound down and ceased its work.”

			“It all seems a terrible indignity.”

			“Perhaps. But the true indignity was performed on her by someone else. That indignity ended her life and we have the opportunity to restore some of it to her memory.”

			I imagine it was something he told himself every day as he worked at taking people apart and putting them back together. For me, the rationalization didn’t work. Whether she inhabited that broken machine anymore was a question for priests and philosophers. To my mind, she was still a girl and we men had not yet completed our bloody business on her body.

			“You’re back already?”

			I turned at the sound of a girl’s voice. Fiona was entering the room through the door at the far end, her sketchbook crushed to her slight bosom. I moved between her and the grisly sight on the table.

			“I think you shouldn’t be in here,” I said. “Not right now.”

			She smiled, but her eyes were bright and sad, and there was no amusement in them. “I’ve seen her already, Mr Pringle. But I thank you for your chivalry.”

			“She wasn’t choked to death after all,” Kingsley said. But I didn’t turn around.

			“How can you tell?” I said.

			“Will you look at her lungs? I have one of them here on the table to show you.”

			“I have seen it and would prefer not to see it again.”

			“May I describe it to you?”

			“Will you be discreet about it?”

			“You are a strange sort of policeman.”

			“I’ve finished being a policeman for the day. At the moment I’m just a man trying to finish some business before retiring somewhere warm with someone pleasant and drinking my fill of strong ale.” I thought of my shopgirl. She had blond curls that hung loose over her ears.

			“They are spongy.”

			“I beg your pardon.”

			“The girl’s lungs. This is the left lung, if you will only turn around and look at it.”

			I heard the sound of flesh smacking lightly against flesh, but I didn’t move. Fiona set her tablet down on an unoccupied table. She reached out and took my hand and held it. There was nothing romantic in the gesture; it was a simple human thing. I relate this with a certain degree of shame, but I feel sure that decency and propriety are more important traits for a man than a hard heart and a cast-iron stomach. I closed my eyes.

			“Very well,” the doctor said. “When I press on this lung, water gushes forth as if I were crushing a canteen. These lungs have absorbed a great deal more water than they would have done if she had been choked and her lifeless body thrown into that canal.”

			“The marks on her throat?” I said.

			“They are finger marks. But she went into the water alive.”

			“Damn it all.”

			“Yes. She was quite cruelly used by someone.”

			I was surprised by the emotion in his voice. It was soft, but I heard it. I had the realization then that Kingsley took no great joy in his work. In his way, he was doing his duty for the girl. And, of course, I had my duty to do as well.

			I opened my eyes and pulled my hand from Fiona’s grasp.

			“Did you discover anything else?” I said.

			“Only her teeth.”

			“What about them?”

			“They’re nearly perfect.”

			“Good for her.”

			“I mean she’s had quite a lot of expensive dental work.”

			“Money, then?”

			“I’d guess she had a good deal of it. Or her family did.”

			“It didn’t help her in the end, did it?” I said.

			I reached into my jacket pocket and produced the small blue book Fiona had given me. I placed it in her hand and nodded. “Thank you.”

			“You’ve read it?”

			“Parts of it. As I said, I’m not much of a reader and today has been a horribly bookish sort of day. But I have my own copy now.”

			“You surprise me.”

			“You sound like someone I just met.”

			“Who?”

			“Never mind.”

			I left without saying good-bye to the doctor, and without seeing that desecrated blue body again.

			•   •   •

			The Cream residence was enormous, a sprawling castle set back from the road and surrounded by a high wrought iron gate. Shrubberies guaranteed a degree of privacy from passersby, but when I arrived the gate was standing open and I stepped carefully onto the crushed gravel path that led to the door.

			I’d nosed about the neighborhood until I found an old woman who remembered where the writer had lived. She was certain he had died, and almost as certain that his house stood empty now.

			The place did have the flavor of something long abandoned, but there were lights visible in the windows and so I pressed forward. I thought of The Robber Bridegroom and shivered. I pulled my jacket tighter around me, reminded of the girl on Kingsley’s table. The blue-grey fog still swirled about my ankles and crept along the hedges like a feral animal waiting for sufficient numbers to attack, and I could imagine a croaking voice from somewhere up ahead—Turn back, turn back, you pretty thing—but it was only the wind in the trees. Gas lamps were lit all along the path and I followed them to the massive front door, a single panel of oak that must have been imported at great expense. The brass knocker in the center of the door was in the shape of a wolf’s head. I rapped three times and waited, and after several long minutes I heard footsteps from within and the door swung open. A small, silent man in an inexpensive dark suit stood looking out at me. I handed him my calling card and he beckoned me inside. The door closed behind me and I was ushered through a vast entrance hall hung with a handful of colorful tapestries. Between the hangings were rectangular patches of dark bare stone. A chandelier dangled inches above my head and I noticed that the brass arches of it were coated with a heavy layer of dust. The place smelled as if it had needed a good airing out a year or two before and had now given up.

			The man asked me to wait and went ahead of me into a dim room. I caught just a glimpse of dark wood and brown furniture before the door closed in my face. I waited. After a moment, the door opened again and the little fellow waved me in before disappearing back down the hall.

			A man stood behind a desk across the room from me. He was surrounded by heavy floor-to-ceiling shelves, all stuffed with dusty books. A mirror in a gilt frame the size of a small carriage filled half of the wall to my right and magnified the effect of the books across from it. I took a quick inventory of those books. The old priest would have been shocked by the number of marbled spines among them. I recognized the well-worn cover of a book on his desk before the man started speaking and demanded my attention.

			“Inspector Pringle?”

			“Sir.”

			“So good of you to come by.”

			The man stepped around the side of the desk and held his hand out for me to shake. He seemed to have been expecting me. I noted the excellent tailoring of his earth-colored suit. He wore a cravat at his throat and his new brown shoes were stiff and polished to a high sheen. I took his hand.

			“I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name,” I said.

			“But you’re in my house. I assumed you knew who you were visiting.”

			“You’d be Mr Cream, then?”

			“Indeed, I am. Geoffrey Cream.”

			“That book,” I said, “I recognize it.” I pointed at the familiar blue cover of Marriage, Custom and Practise on his desk. “Robert Cream, the author . . . was he related to you?”

			“Our father,” he said. It sounded like the start of a prayer.

			“Then you’re just the man I wish to speak to,” I said.

			Geoffrey Cream took his hand from mine and smoothed the front of his waistcoat before leaning against a corner of the desk. “Yes?”

			“I’d appreciate a few moments of your time, if it’s no trouble.”

			“Of course. Please forgive me if I don’t seem awfully friendly. I’ve had a rather befuddling night and haven’t had a chance to catch up yet. I’m even wearing yesterday’s clothing.”

			“I can’t imagine.” I really couldn’t.

			He raised an eyebrow and nodded. If he hadn’t slept, he had at least taken the time to groom. His hair was oiled and brushed straight back from his wide brow, and his mustache had been waxed and shaped. He looked like an illustration from a men’s adventure magazine. Or something from that fairy tale about the wolf in human guise.

			“Why such a hard night, Mr Cream?”

			“My wife’s disappeared. Is that why you’ve come, Inspector? You have news about her?”

			I took the blue girl’s portrait out of my pocket and unfolded it. I handed it to Cream. He swallowed hard and dropped the paper on the desk beside him.

			“That’s her,” he said.

			“What was her name?”

			“Was? She’s dead?” He seemed, in that moment, like a man genuinely concerned about his wife. The moment passed. He started to fold his arms, then dropped them and looked at the portrait again. “Her name was Lily. Lily George. Well, Lily Cream now, I suppose.”

			“How long were you married?”

			“We were married yesterday morning. I brought her back here and when I checked on her before tea she was gone from her room.”

			“Did you send for the police?”

			Cream hesitated before answering. “My sister thought it best to wait. She thought Lily might come back.”

			“But she didn’t come back.”

			“I thought perhaps she needed some time to herself. To get used to the idea of marriage.”

			“Was marriage so disagreeable for her, then?”

			“Not at all.” That wolf smile flickered across his face. Of course not, it said, she was lucky. Then he remembered that he was supposed to be sad. His mustache bobbed up and down as he composed his expression.

			“Mr Cream . . .”

			“Please, call me Geoffrey.”

			“Mr Cream, you were just married and you were already avoiding your spouse? Because your sister suggested it? Do you always follow your sister’s advice in personal matters?”

			“My sister and I are very close. Our father died too early and we were left with no family but each other, you understand.”

			“And Lily.”

			“Pardon?”

			“No family but each other and Lily, correct? She had just married into the family.”

			He waved his hand, dispelling my remark like a bad odor, and walked away from me around the side of the desk. He sat and leaned back and looked up at me.

			I got the sense that my audience with him was nearing its end. I needed to draw him out. I had no evidence that he had committed a crime, but I didn’t like him.

			“Why did you marry Lily George if you didn’t care for her? Money?”

			“Why would you say such a thing? Yes, she had money, but what of it? I did care for her. Of course I did. She was my wife.” He covered his face with his hands, still trying to muster a human reaction.

			“Did your sister care for her?”

			“I never asked her.”

			“But what do you think?”

			“No,” he said. “I don’t think she did.”

			“Why?”

			“She said . . .” he stopped and I heard a soft gurgling noise coming from somewhere behind his hands. “She once told me we didn’t need Lily.”

			“But you did need her, didn’t you?” I said. “Tell me, just how much money did Lily have?”

			“Don’t be idiotic.”

			“I noticed bare spots on your walls. You’ve sold your paintings. And from the dust everywhere, I imagine you’ve let most of your staff go. The little fellow who let me in the door, he’s all you’ve got left, unless I miss my guess. Lily George had the money you needed, but you didn’t love her. Your marriage was a sham.”

			“That’s nothing but idle speculation. I was quite prepared to make Lily happy.”

			“From what I see here, I very much doubt that. I’m going to have to send round to the Yard for an inspector, Mr Cream. Someone from the Murder Squad.”

			He lowered his hands and looked at me. His eyes were dry.

			“Send for an inspector? But my sister told me you were an inspector.”

			“Why would she say that? I haven’t met her.”

			“Haven’t you? I thought . . .” he broke off and glared at the wall.

			“I’m only walking my beat,” I said.

			“You’re nothing but a bluebottle? Why would they send you?”

			“You weren’t important enough for anyone to send a detective.”

			He stood and leaned toward me over the desk. Finally he showed some real emotion. “This is outrageous!” His voice cracked as it rose and I could see the muscles bunching under his well-tailored white shirt. “You’ll regret this charade. I can promise you that.”

			“That’s enough, Geoffrey dear.”

			I turned and watched the woman drift in through the open study door. She moved around to the other side of the desk and laid a proprietary hand on Geoffrey’s shoulder. He instantly relaxed.

			“Lily is dead,” he said to her.

			“I heard,” she said. “I was listening at the door. I’m sorry.”

			“Are you?” he said.

			“Be calm, dear.” She turned to me. “Very clever, Constable. Were you hoping my brother would confess to killing poor Lily if you angered him sufficiently?”

			“It was a thought,” I said.

			She had changed her dress since I saw her at the lending library and she had freed her long auburn hair from its chignon. I knew she was a spiteful creature, and a librarian to boot, but my heart beat a little faster and I realized that a part of me still wanted to see Veronica Cream smile.

			“You told me you were a detective,” she said.

			“I hoped to impress you. I always hope to impress beautiful women. But it was a useful lie because you ran straight to your brother and warned him that I might visit. Do you think he would have let me in the door if he knew I was a constable?”

			“I doubt it very much. So you knew I was here the entire time?”

			“I suspected you were.”

			“You seem to suspect a great deal. Did you follow me here from the library?”

			“No. Your brother called me ‘Inspector’ before I’d even introduced myself. My calling card says no such thing.”

			“How clever of you. Perhaps you should be a detective after all.”

			“Did you murder poor Lily George?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Perhaps you both killed her.”

			“Not at all. If she’s dead, I’m sure she did it to herself. She was a timid thing, never strong.”

			“Lily drowned in the canal four streets over. But she was choked first. There were marks on her throat.”

			“She must have met with an unfortunate accident,” Veronica said. “My brother and I are devastated, of course.”

			“An accident?”

			“I can only assume. Perhaps she went for a walk last night and was surprised by a ruffian. Some man, some criminal, strangled Lily for whatever she had in her pocketbook and then threw her in the canal. It seems clear enough to me. Perhaps if you were out there doing your job such things wouldn’t happen.”

			“It works as a story,” I said. “But you like stories, don’t you? I prefer the truth.”

			“I suppose the truth is whatever you choose to believe, ‘Inspector.’”

			“Enough, Veronica.” Geoffrey’s voice was quiet and he didn’t look at me as he spoke. I couldn’t see his face. “I did try to help poor Lily, you know.”

			“You tried to help her?” I said.

			“Oh, do be quiet, Geoffrey,” Veronica said.

			He ignored her. “She really was an emotional girl. I thought she might brighten up a bit upon marriage, but she went to her room directly after the wedding and wouldn’t come out for hours.”

			“She was unhappy?”

			Geoffrey nodded. “I don’t know why. I really don’t. I became . . . concerned. When I finally had my man open her door, she was sitting at her vanity, staring into the mirror and she had the most horrible bruises on her neck. She didn’t say anything. She simply stood and left her room, walked right past me as if I didn’t exist, and walked out of the house.”

			“Her throat was already bruised?”

			“She must have done it to herself.”

			“You didn’t follow her?”

			“I thought she’d come home. I thought we’d talk.”

			“Did your sister follow her?”

			“I did not,” Veronica said.

			“No,” Geoffrey said. “She was here with me. She never left.”

			Veronica smiled and I was disappointed to find I’d been wrong: a smile failed to improve her. “Let’s have enough of this foolishness,” she said. “No crime’s been committed here. Join us for tea, Mr Pringle.”

			She moved around the desk and approached me. One sleeve of her dress had slipped from her smooth white shoulder. She laid her fingers on my chest and I breathed her hair. Lilacs and vanilla. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror across the room and saw that wolf grin and was ashamed. Lamplight flickered across the surface of a diamond. I caught Veronica’s hand and twisted the ring from her finger. I pushed her away.

			“Why are you wearing a wedding ring?”

			“She asked me to keep it for her,” Veronica said.

			“Lily, you mean? Lily asked you to wear her wedding ring? I don’t believe it.” I turned to her brother. “Mr Cream, did you even notice that your sister is wearing your wife’s wedding ring today?”

			Geoffrey Cream blinked and said nothing. His sister’s lip curled at the edge and a throaty whisper echoed somewhere deep in her chest. “It was Mother’s ring, not some stranger’s. It didn’t belong to her.”

			“You took it from her?” Geoffrey said.

			“It was meant to be mine. Lily didn’t belong here. It’s always been the two of us and we’ve been happy.”

			“What did you do, Veronica?” I said.

			“She gave me the ring.”

			“Lily went to her room to freshen up after the wedding,” I said. “And you visited her there, didn’t you, Veronica? Did you tell her that Geoffrey didn’t love her? What else did you say to her? That he belonged to you?”

			“I said nothing that wasn’t true.” I could see the hate in her eyes. It looked more natural than her smile had.

			“You couldn’t stand to share your brother with another woman, could you?”

			“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But the fire had gone out of her. Her brother tried to catch her eye, but she looked away from him at the shelves of books.

			“It must have bothered you when Geoffrey started seeing her. You controlled your emotions, but last night . . .

			“You two have been sharing this house since your father died,” I said. “You’ve settled into a routine here and Lily threatened everything, didn’t she?”

			“I barely spoke to her.”

			“You choked her.”

			Veronica looked worried for the first time. “We disagreed,” she said.

			“You must have nearly killed her.”

			“I touched her, that’s all. She was so fragile, there was nothing to her.”

			“Why would you choke her? And why wait until last night?”

			Veronica’s eyes flicked over to her brother and I realized. Turn back, turn back, you pretty thing. “They would have consummated their marriage,” I said. “That’s why, isn’t it? That’s why you finally attacked her.”

			Veronica swallowed hard and closed her eyes and I knew I was right. My stomach turned.

			“What’s he saying, Veronica?” Geoffrey said. “What did you do to Lily?”

			“You’re hardly blameless, Mr Cream,” I said.

			“I didn’t kill anyone.”

			“I think she loved you. Letting her believe you loved her back was most unkind.”

			“You didn’t know her.”

			He was right. I felt angry and I felt uncomfortable, and I wasn’t certain if it was because the Creams loved each other too much or because they hadn’t loved the blue girl. She had been cruelly used by them and she had taken her own life. Someone needed to bear the responsibility for that. Someone needed to care.

			“You know what must have happened. Maybe she met someone, a ruffian.” I looked at Veronica, but there was nothing human left in her eyes. “But I think Lily threw herself into the canal. Because your sister made it so very clear that she wasn’t welcome here. You inspired her to take her own life.”

			“None of this constitutes a crime, even if it were true,” Veronica said. “And you’ve no proof of any of it.”

			“But I do. I had proof the minute I laid eyes on Geoffrey, sitting here in yesterday’s clothing. The same clothing you were married in, isn’t that right?”

			“What does that have to do with . . .”

			“Marriage is the family business, isn’t it? I mean wasn’t your father an expert?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Marriage, Custom and Practise,” I said. I pointed to the library copy on Geoffrey’s desk. “Written by Robert Cream.”

			“My father wrote many things.”

			“I see that. How many of those did he write?” I gestured at the sea of marbled cardboard on the wall. “But this is the one that mattered to Lily.”

			I took the copy I had borrowed from the pocket of my overcoat and tossed it on the desk. It skidded and stopped when it bumped up against its twin. Two identical library books.

			“She was superstitious. She didn’t have any choice about getting married on a Saturday, but she still put sixpence in her shoe. She was doing her best to balance her luck, wasn’t she? And yet you wore those things.”

			“My shoes?” he said.

			“It’s bad luck for a groom to wear new shoes. Your sister needn’t have said anything to her. Lily left your father’s book out for you and yet you didn’t bother to look at it. If you had, you’d have known and you’d have given her the wedding she dreamed of. You simply didn’t care.”

			“But that’s . . . That’s still not a crime.”

			“Perhaps not, but I hope the scandal ruins you.”

			Geoffrey Cream’s eyes went wide. “What scandal?”

			“You’re going to be arrested,” I said. “That’s sure to cause some talk.”

			Veronica launched herself at me, her nails raking my cheek as I reeled backward. My shoulder hit the door and I fell into the hallway, directly into the path of the Creams’ single servant. I grabbed the little man and threw him at his snarling mistress, and they both went down in a heap. Through the open door I could see Geoffrey, still standing there, looking down at his shiny new shoes.

			I dabbed at my face with my handkerchief and was relieved to see that it came away with very little blood. I smiled. “That’s absolutely perfect,” I said. “As I was saying, you’re both under arrest. For assaulting a policeman.”

			I picked the little man up and apologized for using him as a projectile, and sent him to fetch the police round with a wagon. I kept watch over the strange siblings, but neither moved or spoke another word. They stood facing each other, almost touching, and they didn’t notice when I used Geoffrey’s stationery to write a note to my pretty shopgirl. I was going to miss our dinner date.

			•   •   •

			I didn’t see the old priest when I returned to the church. It was just as well. I didn’t want to have to explain to him that Lily George was dead because she’d had too much faith. It was no one’s fault that she’d placed her faith in the wrong man.

			I stayed there just long enough to light a candle for the blue girl. I didn’t believe a candle would help her, but she had believed. She had believed in a great many things.

			I had her portrait in my pocket, along with her wedding ring. The ring was rightfully hers and I had decided it belonged with her family. I didn’t know where to find them, but I had a decent pair of shoes. They weren’t new, but they were serviceable. I could walk all night if I had to.

			On the way out I dropped a penny in the poor box.

			For luck.

			•   •   •

			For a complete list of this author’s books click here or visit www.penguin.com/grecianchecklist
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