19th Century Sitting Room

Notes

Don't break anything, as usual. I think that's it for this one! No quirky rules, just a straightforward escape. More or less.
Introduction

The wide door opens in front of you mere seconds after you begin knocking, and a maid ushers you inside. She leads you to an opulent sitting room where you stand, waiting, raising your eyebrows with impatience. Your host was the one who arranged this little meeting. The fact that you are on time and she is late, in her own house, is rather rankling. 

It goes without saying that you don't touch anything while you wait, but you certainly take a good look around the room, appraising the décor. A large rug covers a significant portion of the floor, and sitting on it are a large lounge chair and an end-table with a box of sweets on it. A fireplace features on the wall to your left, and a large painting hangs above it. There's another painting, too, on the opposite wall, and it hangs above a small shelf of books. Against the wall in front of you, right in the centre, is a modest china cabinet. This wall is also ornamented with two mounted lights and a clock. The remaining wall has no decoration besides a window and the patterned wallpaper. Elsewhere in the room you see a large standing mirror, and above your head is a chandelier – but the item that catches your eye most of all is a life-sized marble sculpture standing proudly beside the door.

Soon the door opens, and your hostess enters – the town spinster, Miss Eliza Flavisham. She gives you a curt nod to acknowledge your presence but doesn't apologise for being late. She also doesn't invite you to sit down.

“Let me be direct,” she says. “I have a task for you. Your skills of observation and reputation of discretion have been made known to me, and I wish to utilise them.”

You say nothing. This wasn't entirely unexpected; Miss Flavisham isn't known to see people for social calls often.

She continues, “You are familiar with Mr and Mrs Southridge, of course? I have reason to believe they intend to send an agent here to steal some... property... which I have acquired. Naturally I have no inclination whatsoever to allow this to happen, so I have concealed it. I wish for you to search this room for this property. No, I do not care to reveal its nature at this time. I only wish to be assured that even the cleverest minds are unable to locate it, let alone some foolish spy in the pay of the Southridges. Is this a simple enough request?”

It sounds simple. Truly it does. Unfortunately, one small fact gets in the way: you are a spy in the pay of the Southridges.

Miss Flavisham isn't telling you everything. The property of which she speaks is blackmail material. Both Mr and Mrs Southridge separately approached you, offering you endless pounds to retrieve documents that would pose public embarrassment to them. Miss Flavisham is a notorious gossip and likely stole these documents from the Southridges' own home. Not only have they asked you to retrieve the documents, they have requested out of spite that you search for anything they could use to blackmail Miss Flavisham in return.

Miss Flavisham's maid hurries into the sitting room. “Miss,” she says, “There is another guest at the door. He requests a private audience with you in the dining room.”

You know who this guest is. He is your partner; your distraction, to keep Miss Flavisham out of the way for as long as possible while you search the room for what you need. You have perhaps an hour to locate the blackmail materials regarding Mr Southridge, Mrs Southridge, and Miss Flavisham herself. Then, of course, you will have to leave the house without attracting any attention. Hopefully the door will be left unguarded.

As soon as the maid and Miss Flavisham exit the sitting room and close the door behind them, you begin your search.
Observable items

Books: The titles are uninteresting fictions and non-fictions with the occasional classic thrown in, and the authors' names are equally as dull. It's all Smith, Brown, Grey, Roberts and the like. Quickly flicking through does not reveal obvious secrets inside any of them.
Chandelier: You look at it with an appraising eye. Great glass ornamentation, held by bronze fixtures, and right in the centre is one of those electric light bulbs you've heard so much about. It's off, of course; probably burned out after ten minutes. It's gaudy, with pieces you don't understand. Balanced around the bulb is what looks like tongs. You don't understand this device at all.
China: In this china cabinet, there are two neat stacks of plates. One stack consists of eight identical bone-white china plates with an intricate swirl decoration around the rim. The other consists of clear glass plates with colour staining around the rim. Each of these has a different colour – red, blue, green, yellow, black, white, purple and orange. In your opinion, these are rather gaudy for display.
Clock: It's wall-mounted, like the lights, and imitates a grandfather clock in that it has a pendulum swinging at the bottom. At present it is functioning well and shows the current time.

Door: It's closed, and you can hear Miss Flavisham's loyal maid shuffling outside. She'll alert her mistress in an instant if you try to leave this way. You'll never escape with what you need.
End-table: It's made of perfectly kept wood and has two small drawers, one on top of the other. Each drawer has a large, brass lion's head handle. If you pull on the handles, the top drawer opens easily (though sadly it reveals nothing but dust), but the bottom drawer seems to be stuck. Or else it never functioned in the first place and is purely decorative.
Fireplace: While not currently lit, warmth radiates from the embers. Amongst the ashes your keen eyes spot a fragment of paper – and another, and another. But it's much too hot for you to reach in. And you also don't want soot on your hands.
Lights: The cast-iron claws hold candles aloft, each one burning brightly, casting ligt on all the corners the sunlight doesn't quite reach.
Lounge: The lounge is large and familial; its leaf-patterned surface could comfortably seat four. One such as Miss Flavisham couldn't possibly shift it, so you feel assured you will not need to do so.
Mirror: It's perfectly polished silver, with a stylishly gnarled frame. Your reflection stares grimly back at you.
Paintings: The painting by the fireplace is pleasant, and the signature in the corner indicates that Miss Flavisham herself was the artist, some years ago. It depicts a simple kitchen scene, a female cook hard at work at the counter, while a male servant kneels to pick up a dropped plate from the floor. The painting by the door is much larger, and much more professional: it's a sitting family portrait, of two parents, two older children, and one infant. You can tell immediately the infant is Miss Flavisham from the pursed lips and piercing blue eyes. The artist shaded her face a vivid shade of pink, accurately capturing the moment right before a tantrum. Perhaps the imminent tantrum is due to the outfit – all family members are wearing grotesque matching clothes, brown hats for the men and bonnets for the women, and pale green scarves and shawls.
Rug: Draped across nearly the whole floor, it depicts several renowned scenes from Greek mythology. Prometheus stealing fire from Hephaestus's forge, Pandora opening her vessel, and Persephone consuming Hades's pomegranate seeds.
Sculpture: An original Gilbert piece, one of a kind. It's a Greek figure holding aloft a gold circlet, but he's looking away. Miss Flavisham has deigned to cover his shame with a small cloth.
Sweets: The first layer has all been eaten, but there's an untouched second layer underneath. There's a fine dust over them, indicating their age, and you don't dare sample any. A delicate paper between layers tells you the flavours – various fruits, nuts and fudges – and gives a recommended flavour to pair it with. For example, the hazelnut chocolate recommends being paired with honey.
Wallpaper: To your smug satisfaction, this is, in a word, cheap. Instead of an ornate floral pattern, it simply has circles, each with a dot in the middle and a straight line bisecting it vertically. In the corner, you even see a spot where the paper is peeling off.
Window: The curtains are lace, simple and uninteresting. The window is bolted shut and to your surprise and dismay, a key is needed to open it.

Actions

Books – reading Chapter 2, sentence 8 of Brown's book as indicated by the plates: The book is a memoir of Charles Brown's many international expeditions, and chapter 2 details his experience in the heat of the African savannah. The eighth sentence reads: “To those who have never witnessed two lions simultaneously circling, a sleek rotation of malevolent masculinity, you have not witnessed enlightenment.”
Chandelier – knocking it with the extendible rod: The tongs fall from the chandelier and land with a thump that the rug barely muffles. They are mostly made of metal, though there is wood covering the loops where one's fingers would sit. The gripping end has a slight blackness coating it.
China – stacking plates in the order china, red, green, white as indicated by the fireplace note: The colours of the stained glass plates mingle together when placed one on top of the other, making a murky brown. The pattern on the china also looks different with colours layered over it – it looks like letters and numbers. On one side, you see Ch2, and on the other you see S1.  

Clock – turning the hands to 6 o' clock: The hands move, but they raise an uncomfortable objection in the form of a high-pitched squeaking noise. You have to use a small amount of force to get them into the 6 o' clock position, and when they finally get there, the internal mechanisms give a horrible lurch – and the pendulum swinging at the bottom detaches and falls to the floor! You pick it up and hastily try to correct your error, but to no avail. It will not reattach. You look it over to make sure you haven't missed anything... and you frown. This is unlike most clock pendula. [Show image of candle snuffer – if players don't recognise it, you can hint at it.]

End-table – twisting both lion's head handles simultaneously: They twist much more easily than you expected, and after several rotations, you feel a shift in the lower drawer. You pull the handle, and as if nothing were ever wrong with it, the drawer slides open. Inside are two brief letters.

The first reads: Dearest Katharine, I am overjoyed to hear of your marriage to Mister Clarke. My warmest regards and sincerest congratulations to you. Your affectionate friend, Mary.

(To be honest, you are curtailing the message slightly for brevity's sake. Mary went on perhaps too much.)

The second reads: To my dear friend Helen, I sympathise with your confusion! However, there is a simple explanation as to why the residents of my childhood village appear to have no memory of me. You were asking after me as Emily Barrett, but I must confess, this is not the name with which I was born. Back then I was known as Katharine Manning. I have since changed it for personal reasons. Warmly yours, Emily.

Barrett, you happen to be aware, is the former name of Mrs Emily Southridge. You flip the messages over, aghast, and find that one of them has some further writing on the back, although it is in a different handwriting. It says, Reflect on what the sweet one told you.
Fireplace – using tongs to retrieve scraps of paper: You gently lift out the scraps one by one. The heat has made them brittle, but you are able to piece them together into a single legible message:

My dearest John,

From the bottom of my heart I am glad to hear of your safe return from China. I long once again for your embrace. I dare not speak ill of the infirm, and I in no way wish further pain for her, but your wife's disease has indeed progressed in your absence and I do not believe she is in any condition to miss you should you visit me immediately.

I appreciate your offer to show me your photographs of your travels, but I must decline, for you see, the very thought of another photograph makes me see red. I have had a poor experience with such things lately. While lunching with the Southridges some weeks ago, I briefly found myself alone in Mr Southridge's study, and happened upon a collection of photographs in a drawer. The contents positively turned me green. They were images of him, of Mr Southridge himself, in a position of romantic intimacy with another man! My skin went white with horror; I could only imagine the fate of poor Emily Southridge when the township learned of this. Naturally, I took the images and burned them.

It wasn't until later that I learned the shocking truth about Mrs Southridge. I certainly would have reconsidered my decision had I known. I will not be so hasty with my evidence of her misdeeds: I have hidden it away, and the secret will remain between me and my crockery until I see fit to release it.

Forever yours,

Eliza Flavisham.
Lights – attempting to blow out the candles: The thought crosses your mind, but you immediately dismiss it. Fancy doing something so vulgar as to use your breath to snuff a candle! There are devices that do that now. You shan't lower yourself to that level.
Lights – snuffing the candles with the clock's pendulum: Even though sun is still coming through the window, this half of the room instantly darkens by several shades. It's as if you are seeing the space through a bereavement veil. Everything has grown darker – except for one thing. The painting above the fireplace appears to be... glowing somehow.
Lounge – examining the spot under direct sunlight from the statue's circlet: You notice this leg of the lounge is unlike the other three. On its own, it appears to have a wobble – so Miss Flavisham has had it reinforced with some kind of small beam. You tug at the beam, and to your surprise, it slides to the floor. With some manoeuvring, you pull it all the way out and find that it is extendible – an extendible rod that had been folded up and stored inside the bottom of the lounge.
Mirror – getting within kissing distance of the bottom of the mirror: Feeling a little foolish, you bend down to get closer to your point of interest. As your face nears the silver surface, a smell tickles your nostrils. It smells like mint.
Mirror – holding it up to the upside-down family portrait: You peer at the reflection of the upside-down family, and your eyes are drawn to the infant's green shawl. You didn't notice until it was upside-down and backwards, but there is a message written in the lace! Miss Flavisham must have added it herself. You squint and read, third from the r, second from b.
Paintings – examining the kitchen painting when the lights are out: The glow is coming from a corner of the painting that did not have any features of note in the normal image. Now, you see that somebody has painted on something extra, in some kind of phosphorescent paint! You've never seen anything like it. In the dark, this new picture is clear as day: the male servant, who was previously leaning down to pick up a fallen plate, now has a mirror standing in front of him. His face looks almost pressed up against the very bottom of the mirror, like he could be kissing it.
Paintings – turning the family portrait upside-down: It flips around surprisingly easily. You stare at the image intently, but struggle to see anything new that will help you at this stage.
Sculpture – moving it so that its face is staring out the window: It's certainly heavy, and you feel an offensive sheen of sweat forming on your brow as you drag it. You spin it around so its face is staring out the window, just like the image you saw. Once you do, the sun catches the gold circlet in the sculpture's hand and sends a bright beam of light across the room. You follow it and see that it comes to an end on one of the back legs of the lounge.
Sweets – searching the flavour-matching paper for pomegranate: A quick scan reveals that pomegranate does match with certain chocolate flavours. However, there is no actual pomegranate-flavoured chocolate in the box.
Sweets – searching the flavour-matching paper for mint: You find that there are indeed mint chocolates in the box of sweets, and according to the flavour-pairing instructions, mint chocolate matches well with grapefruit, pineapple, coconut or pomegranate.
Sweets – placing a mint-flavoured chocolate on the pomegranate image on the rug: The image of the pomegranate is rather close to the fireplace, and the residual warmth of the embers melts the chocolate quite quickly, leaving an unfortunate smear. The pink circle that represented a pomegranate seed now has a blob of brown underneath it, and a smear of green on top from the chocolate's mint centre.
Wallpaper – peeling back the peeled spot of wallpaper in the corner: There appears to be a different image underneath the paper – you are unsure if it is an old pattern or a single picture that somebody sketched on. It details a tall, muscular man turning his head to look out a window.

Wallpaper – searching the third clock image from the right and second from the bottom as hinted by the family portrait: You run a finger over the image of the clock, and feel a slight indent. You press, and the wallpaper tears, enough for you to spot a tiny hole in the wall housing a tiny key.
Window`-`using key from inside the wall to unlock it: Ensure players have found scandalous materials on all three people, then efer to conclusion!

Conclusion

Making sure absolutely nobody is able to see you, you hoist yourself through the window and into Miss Flavisham's garden bed. You've successfully found the scandalous material she had on Emily Southridge, learned the fate of the evidence against Richard Southridge, and found a note about Miss Flavisham's own less-than-acceptable behaviour. You are in quite a powerful position. To whom do you have allegiance and sympathy? And whose money appeals to you most?
Puzzle master's explanation

So, we need to find our various scandalous materials (SM) – both those about your hirer and about Miss Flavisham – and then get out of the room before the woman returns. Unfortunately you'll find that she's locked you in, weird old lady that she is, so you'll have to go out the window. On your search for clues as to the SM's whereabouts, you'll want to start with the two interesting things about the wallpaper.

First, the wallpaper is decorated with a pattern that isn't quite as ornate as most of the other fashionable wallpapers around. Instead of an intricate floral pattern, this one is made up of simple circles, each with a dot in the centre and a line passing vertically through the dot. Perhaps you'll recognise that it looks like a clock at six o'clock. You can reach in and adjust the hands on the wall-mounted clock in the room, but winding it to six o'clock breaks the pendulum clean off! Guess you shouldn't have done that. That said, now that you look at this broken pendulum, it looks rather like a candle snuffer. And there are candles in the wall-mounted light fixtures. A regular person might blow the candles out, but you are far too upstanding to do something as common as use your breath on somebody else's candles.

With the lights off, the painting closest to them does something strange – it starts to produce a faint glow. There was some hidden phosphorescent paint on it! How very rare. This paint depicts a whole new image in one of the corners – a very bizarre one. It looks like a person kneeling on the floor, kissing their reflection in a mirror! Why would Miss Flavisham have added this to the painting?

Now, the mirror in the painting looks very much like the mirror in this room, and if you kneel down in the position the painted person was in, you get a whiff of mint. Naturally, some of the chocolates in the box of sweets are mint-flavoured, and in the box is a list of flavour-matching suggestions. Mint, it suggests, can go with pomegranate. But there aren't any pomegranate sweets; in fact, the only pomegranate in the room is part of the Ancient Greek design on the rug. The image of the pomegranate is quite close to the fireplace, so if you place a mint chocolate on the image, the residual heat will melt it, and the brown and green of the chocolate mingle with the pink of the pomegranate, and look sort of like... well, like a pink circle with brown underneath and green on top. Perhaps you'll realise this sounds like the description from the second painting – the child in that family portrait, wearing a brown bonnet and a green shawl. Only that would be brown on top and green on the bottom, wouldn't it? Perhaps this means you'll have to turn the painting upside-down. But why, we can't say yet.

Let's return to the wallpaper. You noticed that it was peeling in one corner; if you peel that part back further, you notice a picture sketched on the wall underneath. It looks like a man peering out a window. Hopefully this tells you to move the Greek statue so that it's facing out the window, because doing so will allow a ray of sunlight to bounce off its gold circlet and point directly at one leg of the lounge. If you have a poke around, you'll find this leg is wobbly and being held stable by something else – a very long stick, folded up. Unfolding it gives you enough reach to jostle the chandelier, knocking down the tongs that were sitting up by the light bulb. These can be used to reach into the still-hot fireplace and pull out the ripped up paper. It's a scandalous exchange between Miss F and another, which explains why Miss F tore it up. You now have some dirt on her, and these notes also indicate some sort of scandal hidden in the patterns on Miss F's china. Finally, it includes a confession that she had letters incriminating one of your clients, but she destroyed it.

You examine the china with this new information in mind, and it further tells you the scandal is written in one of the books on the shelf. But it isn't – you find yet another cryptic clue. This page of the book is about two lions circling simultaneously; it's telling you to turn the two lion head handles of the drawers at the same time. This opens the jammed bottom drawer, and a note is inside. At last, you've found the other SM! And along with it comes a vague hint about reflecting on what someone sweet told you. Someone sweet? Well, the only sweet you've interacted with is the chocolate, and what it 'told' you was to examine the family portrait upside-down... if you hold the mirror up to the upside-down portrait, the painted child's shawl will actually be a reflected message telling you where to find the window key.
