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PROLOGUE
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LONDON. MICHAELMAS TERM lately begun, and the Lord Chancellor sitting in Lincoln’s Inn Hall. Implacable November weather. As much mud in the streets as in a Flanders field, and almost as little hope, at least for some. It is the greatest city in the world—quite possibly the greatest ever known—but on this dark early-winter day in 1850 you might be forgiven for thinking you’ve been transported, on a sudden, to a circle of hell even the devil has given up for lost. If a single man can ever be said to stand for a city, then it is this city, in this year, and the name of that man is Charles Dickens. But if that name conjures up colour and carol singers and jolly old gentlemen, think again. These streets are no cause for comedy, and know no tones but grim and grey. More than two million souls, and as many as a third of them sunk in a permanent and repellent destitution that will turn your stomach long before it touches your heart. Night and day London moves and sweats and bawls, as riddled with life as a corpse with maggots.

From where we stand, the air is so deadened with a greasy yellow fog that you can barely see three paces ahead, and risk stumbling in the street over milk-cans, shattered bottles, and what look at first like rat-ridden heaps of rags, until they stare back at you with gin-hollowed eyes, and hold out their blackened hands for hard cash. The shops are lit two hours before their time, but the gas gutters, and the windows are sallow and unappealing, the merchandise filmed with the same sticky brindling of soot that will coat your clothes and line your lungs by the time we’re done.

But enough. This is not what you came here for. Muffle your face, if you can, against the stink of human and animal filth, and try not to look too closely at what it is that’s caking your boots, and sucking at your tread. And keep your pocket-book close as we go—this part of town is as silent with thieves, as it is strident with drunks. We have a way to go yet and the day is darkening. We must find him soon, or risk losing him altogether.


ONE
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The Young Man

THE YOUNG MAN at the desk puts down his pen and sits back in his chair. The fog has been thickening all afternoon, and whatever sun might once have shone is now sinking fast. The window before him is as blank as if it has been papered over. For all he can see outside, the room might give on the flat expanses of the Essex marshes, or command the ancient forests of the Kentish heights. Or it might—as indeed it is—be on the first floor of a London lodging-house, in a narrow street not far from the British Museum. That fact is significant in itself, as we shall see, and it is not necessary to be a detective (as this young man is) to make a number of other useful deductions about the character of the person who inhabits this space. He is a single man, this Charles Maddox, since the bed is narrow, the room small, and neither is very clean. He is careless of his appearance, to judge by the waistcoat hanging on the wardrobe door and the tangle of shirts spilling from the chest, but there are other things he does care about, for a large black cat has appropriated the best and warmest chair, which looks to have been placed next to the fire for precisely that purpose. He is a sentimental young man, then, but more than anything else he is a curious one. For by his possessions shall ye know him, and this room is a mirror of Charles Maddox’s mind. He has little interest in languages, so has never come across the word wunderkammer, but he has created one nevertheless—a small but perfect ‘cabinet of wonders’. Every level surface carries its prize—mantelpiece, bookcase, desk, even the wash-stand. An ostrich egg, and a piece of pale grey stone, slightly granular to the touch, imprinted with the whorl of a perfect ammonite; the blank face of an African mask, bearded with woven fibre, and next to it something black and shrivelled and eyeless that looks disconcertingly like a human head; a wooden box of old coins, and a blue jar filled with shells and pieces of coral; a case of stuffed birds feathered in primary colours that cannot be native to these drab shores; and a scimitar blade with a worn and battered handle that clearly once boasted jewels. There are maps, and prints, and charts of the voyages of the great explorers. And one whole wall is lined with bookshelves, many not quite straight, so that the volumes lean against the slope like dinghies in a wind. We are beginning to form a picture of this young man, but before you smile indulgently at the hopeless clutter, and dismiss him as a mere dilettante, remember that this is the age of the gifted amateur. Remember too, that in 1850 it is still possible—just—for an intelligent man to span the sciences and still attain a respectable proficiency in them all. If, of course, he has money enough, and time. If, in short, he is a gentleman. It is the right question to ask about Charles Maddox, but it does not come with an easy answer.

Nor, it appears, does the task he is presently embarked upon. There is nothing scientific about this, it seems. He stirs, then sighs. London is full of noises, but today even the barrel-organ on the corner of the street is stifled and indistinct, as if being played underwater. It’s hardly the afternoon for such an unpromising task, but it can be postponed no longer. He picks up his pen with renewed determination, and begins again. So engrossed is he—so intent on finding words that will keep hope in check but keep it, nonetheless, alive—that he does not hear the knock at the door the first time it comes. Nor the second. It is only when a handful of grit patters against the glass that Charles pushes back his chair and goes to the window. He can barely make out the features of the man standing on the steps, but he does not need to know the name, to know the uniform. He pulls up the sash.

“What is it?” he calls, frowning. What business has Bow Street here?

The man steps back and looks up, and Charles finds he recognises him after all.

“Batten—is that you? What do you want?”

“Message for you, Mr Maddox. From Inspector Field.”

“Wait there—I’m coming down.”

The message, when Charles gets it, is no more than two scrawled lines, but such brevity was only to be expected from such a man, and in such circumstances.

“The Inspector thought you’d like to see for y’self, sir,” says Batten, stamping his feet against the cold, his breath coming in gusts and merging into the fog. “Before we do the necessary. Seeing as you’re taking such an interest in the Chadwick case.”

“Tell Inspector Field that I am indebted to him. I will be there directly.”

“You know where it is—Tom-All-Alone’s? I’d take you m’self, only I’m on my way home and it’s the opposite way.”

“Don’t worry—I’ll find it.”

Charles gives the man a shilling for his trouble, and returns to his room for his coat and muffler. The former is over the back of the chair, the latter—it turns out—under the cat. There is the customary tussle, which ends in its customary way, and when Charles leaves the house ten minutes later the muffler remains behind. There is probably nothing for it but to buy another one; when he can afford it. He turns his collar up against the chill, and disappears from sight into the coaly fog.

There’s no lamp at the corner of the street, just the little charcoal-furnace of the chestnut-seller. It throws a red glow up at her face, and onto the drawn features of four dirty little children clustered around her skirts. Not for the first time, the woman has a swollen black bruise around one eye. As he steps off the kerb, Charles only just avoids being trampled under an omnibus heaving with people that veers huge out of the dense brown haze into the path of an unlit brewer’s dray. He springs back in time, but not fast enough to avoid a spatter of wet dung from hip to knee. It’s not an auspicious start, and he hurls a few well-honed insults at both ’bus driver and crossing-sweeper before dodging through the traffic to the other side and heading south down an almost deserted Tottenham Court Road. No street-sellers tonight, and the only shop still open is Hine the butcher, who runs no risk of thieving raids in the lurid glare of his dozen jets of gas. A couple of old tramps are warming their faces against the glass, but paying customers are sparse. The afternoon seems suspended between day and dark, and the circles of milky light cast by the gas-lamps dispel the gloom no more than a few feet around. A gaggle of raggedly link-boys follow him hopefully for a while, tugging at his coat-tails and offering him their torches, “Light you home for sixpence!” “Darn’t listen to ’im—I’ll do it for a joey—whatcha say, mister? Can’t say fairer than that.” Charles eventually shakes them off—literally, in one case—and smiles to himself when one lad calls after him asking if he can see in the dark, “ ’cause yer going to need’ta.” Even in daylight, the city changes character every dozen yards. A fog like this plays tricks with the senses, blanking out familiar landmarks and shrinking distances to no farther than the eye can see. Having patrolled these streets for the best part of a year, Charles should know them, if anyone does, but there is something else at work here—an ability he has to render the map in his head to the ground under his feet, which explains the assurance of his step. A modern neurologist would say he had unusually well-developed spatial cognition combined with almost photographic memory function. Charles has more than a passing interest in the new advances in daguerreotyping, so he might well understand the meaning of those last words even if not the science behind them, but he would most certainly smile at the pretension. As far as he’s concerned, he’s been doing this since he was a little boy, and thinks of it—in so far as he thinks of it at all—as little more than a lucky and very useful knack.

Once past St Giles Circus the line of shops peters out and the road narrows. A few minutes later Charles stops under a street-lamp before turning, rather less confidently this time, down a dingy side lane. It’s unlit, with alleys branching off left and right. He stands for a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dark, and wonders if he should have hired one of those boys after all. He rates his chances well enough against a lone footpad, but for a year or more this part of London has been notorious for a spate of garrotting attacks, and the men who use these miserable backwaters for cover ply that trade in threes and fours. No-one but a fool or a foreigner would venture willingly into such a maze of dilapidated houses, seeming blind and yet teeming behind, as Charles well knows, with a desperate human detritus that has no choice but to call the vile haunts of Tom-All-Alone’s home. Even the fog seems more malevolent here. It funnels down from the main thoroughfare, and eddies ghostily into archways and casements. Charles takes a deep breath and starts off again, his ears suddenly attentive to the whispers and creakings of the crumbling tenements on either side. Half a dozen times in as many months the ground round here has been shaken by a sudden crash as one of these structures has subsided, throwing a tower of dust into the dirty London sky. The last was barely three weeks before, and when the scavengers moved in to rake the wreckage they found more than two dozen bodies—men, women, and children—huddled together for warmth half naked, in a room less than fifteen feet square.

The farther Charles goes, the thicker the fog becomes, and once or twice he thinks he sees darker shapes and shadows loom and then retreat before him—if they are men they do not show themselves, leaving his agitated imagination oppressed by phantasms. But only too horribly real is the sound of the fever cart, creaking its own slow way through the narrow alleys somewhere nearby, the cries of warning smothered in the dead air. He’s more relieved than he’ll admit to turn a bend in the alley and see the entrance to a low covered way, with a solitary lamp looming at the farther end. He ducks his head and starts along the tunnel, though not without at least one anxious glance behind: If ever there was a place precisely adapted for thieves to waylay the unwary, then this is surely it. The walls are running with moisture that drips into pools on the floor and slides in runnels down the back of his neck, and he wishes, not for the first time, that he’d been firmer with the cat. He quickens his step, but the farther he goes, the more he becomes aware of an all-too-familiar sickly reek. When he comes out into the open it’s to an iron railing and a choked and ruined burial-ground, crowded in on all sides by half-derelict buildings, the gravestones all but level with the first-floor windows, where here and there a dim light still seeps through the cracked and patched-up panes. The gate is standing open, and there are bull-dog lanterns on the far left side, close by what looks like the twisted stump of a stunted yew tree.

The police.

He can’t make out how many there are, but they’re expecting him, and one calls across in a voice he recognises. It’s Sam Wheeler—Cockney chipper and as quick as ginger. They worked together for six months out of St Giles station-house. It was Wheeler who’d taught Charles the ways of the London underworld, and Wheeler who’d been at his side the night Field first took him to Rats’ Castle and the rookeries.

“Hey, Chas!” the constable cries, “we’re over ’ere. Mind where you’re walkin’, though, or you’ll find your body being committed to the ground rather sooner than you bargained for.”

Charles looks around. Humidity hangs like contagion in the atmosphere, staining the mouldering bricks and catching at the back of his throat. He knows all about the risk of infection in a place like this, and finds himself wishing to God he’d never come—never taken a case that has been doomed from the start and can only end in failure. But then he reminds himself that it isn’t just a case, it’s the case—the only one he has. And the only one he’s ever likely to have, if he gets himself a reputation for letting people down. He starts to pick his way slowly towards Wheeler, but the spongey earth sinks and sighs unnervingly under his weight. He swallows his scruples and steps onto one of the mossy half-buried stones, but his foot slips from under him on the slimy surface and he loses his balance and lurches forward, landing heavily on his side. He swears under his breath, but as he shifts his weight to get back up, his fingers push down through the mud into something else—something cold and viscid and putrid that comes away in his hand. He jerks his arm back and gets hastily to his feet, feeling the delayed prickle of cold fear as he breathes through his mouth and feels in his pocket for a handkerchief, willing himself not to retch like a woman. He glances across at Wheeler, wondering if he saw, but thankfully the constable’s attention is engaged elsewhere.

“Look at that rat!” Sam cries, pointing. “Did you see it? What a monster! Almost as big as a dog! Ho—there he goes—there—straight under that stone!”

Charles wipes his hands hurriedly and throws the handkerchief from him in disgust. No amount of laundering will persuade him to use that thing again. Then he steadies himself and sets off once more, and as he comes closer to the light he can see that the ground about the tree stump has been disturbed. He edges closer and squats down, telling himself to forget the stench and the squalor and concentrate on looking carefully, and thinking clearly. That’s what he’s good at: using his eyes and applying his mind—just as he was taught by his great-uncle Maddox, the celebrated thief taker. His parents had named him Charles in Maddox’s honour, though not without some misgivings: Maddox might have made a lot of money out of his chosen profession, but it was not one well-regarded by the middle classes. Not then, when Maddox was practising, in the early years of the century, and certainly not now. But then again, the Victorian bourgeoisie can rely on a properly constituted police force, which is a luxury their grand-parents never had. Thief taking may never have been a particularly respectable occupation, but it was an essential one, nevertheless, and all too often the only bulwark between order and anarchy. ‘Charles Maddox’ he is, then, the second of that name, but his parents could hardly have expected he would want to emulate his predecessor in a far more significant way, and take up the same low calling. When he turned seventeen Charles reluctantly agreed to follow his father into medicine in a last forlorn attempt to salvage their relationship, but he lasted less than a year before giving it up and beginning the world again where his heart really lay—with the Detective.

The second officer comes up now and stands behind him, watchful but silent. Charles thinks he’s seen him before, but can’t remember his name. Clough, is it? Or Cuss? Something like that, anyway. The officer’s face is as sharp as a hatchet and his skin as dry as an autumn leaf.

“So what do you make of it?” the man says eventually, in the same level tone he might use to order a beer. Was it indifference—or just an appropriate and commendable detachment? Charles can’t be sure.

“Can you tell me who found it?” he asks.

“Couple of lads, playing where they shouldn’t. I doubt they’ll be back here in a hurry.”

“And it was like this?”

“Nothing’s been moved. Not yet.”

Charles bends down and looks more closely, straining his eyes in the low light. Without a word, the man brings the bull-dog lower, and Charles feels the lantern’s warmth on his skin. It’s clear to him now what must have happened. Judging by the exposed knots of red yew root, the last week’s rain has washed at least an inch of mud from the surface of the soil. And what it’s revealed is the tiny body of a newborn baby, still wrapped in a dirty blue woollen blanket, a scrap of white cotton tangled about the neck. He may never have completed his medical training, but Charles knows enough to make a pretty shrewd guess how long these bones have been here. In this waterlogged London clay, probably three weeks; certainly no more than four. The eyes are long gone, but wisps of pale hair are still pasted to the small skull, and the flesh is largely intact, though almost black with putrefaction and scored with the marks of teeth and claws. Indeed, the rats seem to have done an unusually efficient job. One hand is completely gone below the wrist, but the fingers of the other are curled as if to a mother’s touch. When Charles lifts the edge of the sodden blanket the gaping belly is swarming with larvae. But that isn’t the worst of it. Underneath the body he can already see the buried blue of another coverlet, and the broken rib cage of another small child. His breath catches. He glances up at the officer, “Do you want to, or shall I?”

“Be my guest. It’s not a job I relish.”

Charles takes a pair of gloves from his pocket, and the officer hands him a small trowel. Five minutes’ careful digging reveals three bodies buried under the first, one next to the other, exactly aligned. Indeed, they look for all the world like infants in a cradle. Sleeping soundly side by side, carefully swaddled against the night air. Charles sits back on his heels. “So what do we think? Are we assuming it’s a woman?”

The other man considers. “Most likely, in my experience.”

“And the same one each time?”

“Hard to tell for sure. Could be two of them. The body on the top’s a lot more recent, but the other three are like peas in a pod. Probably all went in together.”

Charles is silent a moment, then shakes his head. “I disagree. The earth here’s been turned over more than just once or twice. And surely even in this light you can see the difference in the bones.”

Not just the bones, in fact, but the flesh. One baby’s face is smoothed almost doll-like—unnerving the first time, but Charles has seen many times what grave wax can do. The other two underneath are withering one after the other into parched cages of separating bones, their mummified flesh dried in tight leathery tendons, the closed lids stretched paper-thin.

Charles glances up. “Whoever this woman was, she seems to have been trying to give them a decent burial—or the nearest she could manage. This last one looks like it even had a handkerchief or something put over its face—as if she couldn’t bear to look at it. And yet she kept coming back—kept re-opening the same grave.”

He stares at the open pit, struggling for a word to help make sense of it, and comes up only with tenderness. It jars horribly with the evidence of his own senses—not just the sight of decomposing flesh but the reek of decay eating into his skin and clothes—but the idea has caught his mind, and it will not go away.

The other man is dismissive; he’s clearly had enough of this wild-goose chase. “Come on, it’s no big mystery. She’d have needed time, even for a shallow grave, and this is the only part of the cemetery where you’re not much overlooked. It’s just common sense. Nothing more sinister than that.”

Charles nods; the man has a point—he should have thought of that himself. “All the same, think about what that actually meant. Imagine digging over the same piece of earth time and time again, knowing full well what you were going to find. What kind of woman could do that? It goes against every idea we have of the sanctity of motherhood—”

The man laughs. “Sanctity of motherhood, my arse! I thought they told me you’d been in the police? Most of the women round here have already got too many mouths to feed. Baby farms cost money; a pillow over the face is free, gratis. And you know as well as I do that unless they’re either very careless, or very unlucky, there’s virtually no chance of getting caught. I’ve lost count of the number of dead babies I’ve seen fished out of the Thames, or found rotting in the street, but I can number the women we’ve prosecuted for infanticide on the fingers of one hand. The courts have better things to do with their time. As have we.”

He turns and waves at Wheeler, beckoning him over.

“Come on,” he calls. “There’s nothing for us here. Just another routine child-killing.”

Charles sticks the trowel into the ground and stands up. “So if dumping them in the river is so easy, why go to all the trouble of bringing them here? Not to mention the risk. It’s because this place is consecrated ground—that’s the only explanation that makes any sense. And that alone means this is a very long way from being just another routine child-killing.”

There’s a snort and Charles looks round to see Wheeler staring down into the gaping grave, a half-eaten apple in his hand.

“Jesus,” the constable says, taking another bite, “if this is your definition of consecrated, give me hellfire any day. Looks like the last one they put in over yonder had to be stamped on to get ’im in. The coffin’s rearin’ up out of the ground like the Last Trump’s already blastin’. Though at least ’e did have a coffin. Unlike these poor little buggers. Any use to you, Chas?”

Charles sees the other man’s cool and quizzical eye; he’s clearly been wondering all this time what right Charles has to be there, but has decided to say nothing.

Charles shakes his head. “I doubt it. The last anyone heard of the child I’m looking for was sixteen years ago, when it was taken to an orphanage at three months old. These bodies haven’t been in the ground anything like that long.”

“You ain’t got a lot to go on, if you don’t mind me sayin’ so,” mumbles Wheeler, his mouth full. “What’s the chance of findin’ one solitary kid in a town this size—dead or alive? You might pass it in the street this very evenin’ and never know.”

Charles shrugs. “I have a picture of the mother, and my client hopes the child may take after her.”

“Your client,” says the other man softly, “must have money to spare—or a very poor understanding of the likelihood of success.”

The tone is purposefully neutral, but the implication is clear. Charles turns and looks the man squarely in the face. “My client refuses to give up hope,” he replies coldly, “even though I have explained very clearly that our chances are small. I am conducting as detailed an investigation as is possible after all this time, and doing so in the proper professional manner. I resent any suggestion, Constable, that it could possibly be otherwise.”

He sees Wheeler’s eyes widen and realises his mistake at once.

“Last I looked,” says the other man, “my rank was Sergeant. And if I were you, Mr Maddox, I would keep a civil tongue in your head and that temper of yours under control. It’s already cost you more than you could well afford. Or so I hear.”

Charles feels the heat rush across his face under the man’s steady gaze. The bastard knows. Of course—they all know. Charles has never learned the trick of coping with injustice—not as a small child, punished for something he hadn’t done, and not now, as a man of twenty-five, unjustly dismissed from a job he loved. The official charge was insubordination, but he knew, and his superiors at Scotland Yard knew, that his real crime was daring to challenge the deductions of a higher-ranking officer—and challenge them as not just scientifically unfounded, but rationally unsound. Looking back, it might have been wiser to make his views known privately—or keep them entirely to himself—but a man’s life had been in the balance, and he’d felt then as he did still, that he had no choice. It was no consolation, months later, to find that new evidence had come to light; by that time an innocent man had already been taken to a place of lawful execution, and hanged by the neck until he was dead.

The eyes of the two men are still upon him. He turns, as pointedly as he dares, to Wheeler. “Tell Inspector Field that I will continue to be grateful for any information he might come across that could have a bearing on my case. I will detain you gentlemen no longer.”

He is out of sight in five yards, and out of earshot soon after, but all the same he struggles to keep his anger in check until he is back at the Circus, then vents the full force of his fury on a stack of wooden crates outside the Horse-Shoe, sending glasses and bottles spinning and smashing across the cobbles, and spewing rank beer on the already filthy ground. He stands there breathing heavily for a few moments, then straightens his collar and pushes open the inn door.


TWO
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In Mr Tulkinghorn’s Chambers

IT’S LATE WHEN Charles wakes, his head wooden with hangover, and the sulphur of fog still in his mouth. The curtains hang open, and a line of sunlight glances across the farther wall. He sits up slowly, as if careful to keep his brain from tilting, and then pushes his hands through his hair and kicks back the twisted sheets. He opens the door and calls to the landlady to send out for half a pint of coffee from the shop next door, and then goes to the wash-stand and pours a jug of cold water over his head and neck, eyed all the while by the cat, who is understandably disdainful of Charles’s dismal efforts, having attended rather more thoroughly to his own ablutions some two hours before. As he’s towelling his face dry, Charles catches sight of his letter, still unfinished, on his desk. If things had turned out differently last night he might have had something worthwhile to say—a reason to rip up his mealy-mouthed draft and begin again, but as always this case leads only to dead ends. And dead children.

The landlady knocks with the coffee a few minutes later, and as he’s fumbling in his pocket for what’s left of his money, he sees for the first time that there’s a white edge of paper jutting out from under the trodden rope-matting which is all the room can boast of by way of carpet. Someone has slid something under his door. He looks down at it for a moment. He has no memory of seeing it when he got home the night before—not much memory of getting back at all, if truth be told—but he knows it wasn’t there when he left. Strange. He’s on the point of calling Mrs Stacey back up, but recalls that Tuesday evening is her Harmonic Meeting, and the maid had probably taken the opportunity to sidle out the back and meet that greasy pot-boy from the Three Tuns. He bends down and slides the piece of paper from under the mat. It’s a very superior kind of paper, he sees that at once. Fine-textured, heavy, and sealed ostentatiously with thick red wax. The paper of a very superior kind of man. The kind of man who does not expect to be refused, and does not care to be kept waiting.


Lincoln’s Inn Fields
Tuesday, midnight

Sir,

I would be grateful if you could present yourself at my chambers, at eleven o’clock tomorrow morning. There is a small matter of business I wish to discuss with you.



Your obedient servant,
Edward Tulkinghorn
Attorney-at-Law







Charles knows the name. Who, in his line of work, does not? A hard, gruelling, and arid man; widely feared and rarely worsted. Such words apply to Mr Tulkinghorn, as they apply to many other eminent London lawyers, but Tulkinghorn of the Fields is, all the same, a man apart. There is hardly a noble family in England that does not have its name inscribed on one of the locked iron boxes that line his room. He speaks only when he can charge to do so, and offers no opinion that has not been paid for, and handsomely. Little is known of him beyond his accomplishments in Chancery, and how he spends that portion of his time that has not been purchased is his private secret. There, he acts for himself alone, and he is never more careful than with his own confidences. To be consulted on a matter of business by Edward Tulkinghorn is an event of some moment, even for the great; to be—perhaps—employed by him is a professional distinction so distant that Charles can scarce allow himself to contemplate it. He has, in any case, very little time to do so. The appointment is less than an hour away.

He washes again—quickly, but more carefully this time—and retrieves a shirt from the closet. It’s been worn, but not too often, and it’s the best he has. He smoothes his unruly hair as well as he can, and retrieves his comb from where it is currently doing service as a bookmark in the second volume of Erasmus Darwin’s Zoönomia (Charles has recently chanced upon a new work by the great man’s grandson, but considers him, on this showing at least, to be far inferior to his illustrious forebear).

A quarter of an hour later he leaves the house. The difference in the day is dazzling; the events of the night before begin to seem nightmarish and unreal, a hallucination of the poisonous air. It is hardly possible to believe that such a hell-hole exists, on such a bright, cold morning. Charles retraces last night’s journey as far as the Circus, though progress through the crowds is rather slower than it had been through the fog. Little boys tug at his coat-tails offering walnuts and apples, housewives pick over fruit and vegetables, and tiny children risk trampling to sift up the cigar-ends swilling in the gutter with the rest of the refuse and excrement. The local whores are out in force already, and Red Suke winks lewdly at Charles as he goes past. And it’s hardly surprising—it’s not just his clear blue gaze and thick bronze curls, though they undoubtedly have their effect—there’s something about the way he walks, a swagger that is not quite a swagger, that draws the eye and catches the attention, and has got him into trouble more than once. And even though you will never get him to acknowledge it, even to himself, that trouble is not always or exclusively of the female variety. Suke is clearly in a cheerful mood, having downed her usual three morning quarterns of gin and peppermint before presenting herself for paying custom.

“Where’s you off to in such a rush, Charlie? Got y’self a sweetheart, have yer?”

When he turns and grins at her, the whore hoots with laughter and replumps her ample décolletage in his direction.

“You can al’as fall back on me, Charlie boy. Though falling for’ards might be more to the purpose.”

The air is raucous with hawkers’ cries, and heaving with the hot smell of open-air cooking. For someone who’s had nothing to eat since lunchtime the previous day the aroma of sizzling fish is too much to bear. Charles decides he will indulge himself, just this once, even if it means no eggs for breakfast tomorrow. Though on this showing it may not surprise you to learn that he goes without his eggs more often than he has them. The decision made, he shells out a penny for a toasted bloater wrapped in bread and eats it greedily in three bites, licking the salt from his lips and wiping the butter from his chin with the back of his sleeve, having forgotten until it’s too late that he no longer owns a handkerchief. As one would expect, none of the usual pickpockets are yet abroad—thieves are alone in loving the fog, and weather like this is no environment for profitable dipping. A couple of the Fenhope lads are making faces at themselves in the boot-maker’s window, but the next moment they’re gone, disappeared into the huddle of women gathered round a stallholder’s table. At least we must assume it is a table, since no square inch of the surface is actually visible under the jumble of teapots, crockery, artificial flowers, plaster-of-Paris night-shades, clothes-horses, tea-caddies, and tins of rat poison. It looks like some absurdly over-elaborate version of the memory game—as if at any moment the proprietor might whisk across one of the much-darned sheets drooping over his head and challenge his customers to name every rag and cast-off. But then again, you might well counter that this dishevelled display bears more than a passing resemblance to our own young man’s muddle of assorted curios. But if you were to say such a thing to Charles, he would merely look at you blankly: He collects scientific specimens; these people trade in trash.

A scatter of crows cackles into the sky above his head as he crosses into Holborn and heads towards the City. The crowd thins a little but the traffic is as heavy as ever. Wagons and hackney-coaches rumble past him, and he’s relieved, in the end, to turn in to the relative tranquillity of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Mr Tulkinghorn has not specified a house number, trusting, perhaps, that a man like Charles should either know it, or be able to find it without undue exertion. If it is any sort of a test, then Charles passes it easily. He presents himself at the impressive and oddly Egyptian-looking façade at precisely five minutes before eleven. The door is unlatched before he has raised his hand to knock and swings open to reveal a middle-aged clerk, a little out at elbows, who is showing out a bald timid-looking man with a shining head and a clump of black hair sticking out at the back. Having completed this task, the clerk turns to Charles, who does not, apparently, need to give his name.

“Mr Tulkinghorn is expecting you. Follow me, please.”

They pass the high pew where Charles’s guide normally sits, and proceed at an appropriately ponderous pace up the imposing staircase to the first floor. There Mr Tulkinghorn is sitting in state behind a large writing-table, at the far end of a room painted the colour of blood. The blinds are drawn and the green lamp is lit; the bright day clearly has no business here. Mr Tulkinghorn seems not to have noticed Charles’s presence, though the creak of the floorboards must have given him away the moment he entered. The air is close with the must of old paper, but Charles is uncomfortably aware that there is also a distinct under-tang of fried fish, which can only be his own personal contribution. All the same, it is at least another slow minute before Mr Tulkinghorn lowers the paper he has been reading and removes his spectacles. Charles makes sure to keep his eyes fixed upon him, all the while making his own private map of the precise configuration of the room. To the left, a cabinet of parchment scrolls and leather-bound law books, the lettering all but dissolved into the spines; to the right, the shadowy portraits of eminent and anonymous men, ranged one by one between the long windows; and on the wall behind Tulkinghorn, a rack of iron boxes in niches that resemble nothing so much as a columbarium, a last repository for cases long dead, and a hiding-place for secrets still very much alive. The surfaces are dusty, like Charles’s own; but clear, unlike his own. There are no papers visible, aside, of course, from the one Tulkinghorn has been reading. Has been being the phrase, since the lawyer has now placed that paper carefully on his desk and raised his eyes to meet his visitor.

“You have been recommended to me.”

It’s not the opening Charles expected, but it is, all the same, a promising one. He waits; Tulkinghorn waits. There’s a chair on Charles’s side of the desk, but he’s not invited to use it.

Tulkinghorn picks up a piece of broken sealing-wax and weighs it in his hand. “It is a—somewhat delicate matter.”

“Most of my work is.”

Tulkinghorn raises an eyebrow. “You mean the Chadwick case? That, if you don’t mind me saying so, is a waste of your time. I would say a waste of your talents, but I am not sure, as yet, how far those talents extend. You will never find that child, as more seasoned police officers than you have already discovered. If the earth has not swallowed it, this city has. Even if it lives, it will be as depraved and degenerate as the rest of its class. You could not find it, even if you searched every thieves’ den and rookery lair in London.”

Charles has his own views on that score—and reasons of his own that we may yet discover, for his dogged persistence in continuing with the case—but he elects not to share them. And if it surprises him to find Tulkinghorn so well informed, he is not going to pay his interlocutor the compliment of showing it.

“You said there was a recommendation?”

“Ah yes. It was Inspector Bucket. Of the Detective. I believe you know him?”

It’s like a blow to the gut. Bucket? There are, undoubtedly, people who might have mentioned Charles’s name in Tulkinghorn’s hearing, but the list is not long and Bucket, surely, is at the farthest and most remote end of it. What on earth can possibly have induced him to do anything to advance Charles’s interests? Indeed, Charles would have laid a good deal of money he does not possess on the Inspector doing everything in his power in the opposite direction. It was Bucket who’d had him dismissed from the police—Bucket whose judgement he’d questioned with such disastrous consequences. His mind is racing, and he is all too aware that Tulkinghorn is watching him with extreme though concealed attention. Does Bucket, perhaps, feel guilty? Even the famously infallible Inspector must have accepted by now that he made a terrible mistake in the Silas Boone case. Perhaps he feels, now, that if he’d listened to Charles, the man might never have hanged. So was this his way of making reparation? Boone was beyond even Bucket’s long reach now, but Charles was alive and had to earn his bread somehow.

“I am aware, of course,” continues Tulkinghorn, “of your family antecedents. Inspector Bucket was, I believe, something of a protégé of your great-uncle in his youth?”

Charles nods. “He worked for him for a time, before joining the Detective, and I dare say he owes much of his subsequent success to my uncle’s methods. As, indeed”—this with the slightest bridling that the lawyer does not fail to register—“do I. Mr Maddox has been my teacher and mentor since I was a boy.”

“Indeed so. And now you are a young man. A young man, moreover—or so I have been informed—of intellect and discretion. The matter I wish to discuss with you requires both qualities, but it is the latter that is my paramount concern.”

“I understand.”

Tulkinghorn eyes him. “Possibly you do. But I shall repeat the point nonetheless. Discretion in this case is all in all. My client in this affair is a man with an unimpeachable reputation. A man trusted with the confidential business of the highest in the land.”

For one wild moment Charles thinks the lawyer is referring to himself, but Tulkinghorn has not finished.

“You will have heard, I think, of Sir Julius Cremorne?”

As Tulkinghorn is to the Law, so Cremorne is to High Finance. The latest in a long family line to head one of the City’s oldest and most astute merchant banks; a prime enabler of imperial trade, and lender of first resort to the country’s largest corporations. Even—it’s rumoured—an adviser to the Queen. Yes, Charles has heard of Sir Julius Cremorne, but he cannot begin to imagine what such a man could possibly want with him. His bafflement must be legible in his face, because Tulkinghorn gives the ghost of a smile. It is not an expression that finds an easy home on his impassive features.

“The case is not, of itself, a taxing one,” the lawyer continues. “The need for discretion arises purely from Sir Julius’s rank and repute. In all other respects it is utterly trivial. But it must, nonetheless, be resolved, and with dispatch. I am afraid, Mr Maddox, that there will always be those who seek to besmirch eminent men for their own nefarious purposes. I have seen it happen many times before. The more spotless the family credit, the more zealous such villains seem to be to compromise it.”

“I see,” says Charles, who does not, quite. “Perhaps you could—?”

“Of course. You will want details. It is in the nature of your profession.”

A noise. So low as to be almost inaudible—little more than the slightest creak of the ancient boards, but Charles is suddenly alert. Is it possible that there is someone else in the room? He’d noticed the elaborate Oriental screen when he came in, and thought in passing that it sat rather oddly with the austerity of the rest, but he had not suspected its role might be more than decorative.

“Sir Julius,” continues Mr Tulkinghorn, looking at Charles from under his bent grey brows, “has been receiving letters. Very unpleasant letters.”

“Letters of a threatening nature?”

Tulkinghorn considers. “Nothing specific. Merely the expression of a vague but undeniably malevolent intent.”

Charles frowns. “But as you said yourself, it cannot be the first time that Sir Julius has been harassed in a similar way. Why should this particular example concern him so much?”

Tulkinghorn places the tips of his fingers together. “Sir Julius has always gone to extraordinary lengths to protect his wife and daughters from the less seemly consequences of his public position. In this endeavour he has, until very recently, been entirely successful. Unfortunately, the eldest Miss Cremorne is about to be married, and the house has, as a result, been thronged at all hours of the day by dressmakers, provisioners, flower-sellers, and I know not what. In short, there has been an unwarrantable breach on the part of one of the footmen, such that one of these infamous letters was given directly to Lady Cremorne’s own hand.”

“There have been how many, so far?”

“Three. The earliest some five months ago; the most recent, only last week.”

“May I see it?”

There is, perhaps, a slight hesitation on the lawyer’s part at this request, but he takes out a ring of keys from his waistcoat-pocket and unlocks the desk drawer. The letter has been placed on plain brown paper, under a small oblong paperweight carved of some highly polished black substance. From where Charles is standing it looks, improbable as it sounds, like two slender fingers, one slightly longer than the other, the fingernails carefully incised. He’s still staring at it when Tulkinghorn leans forwards and hands him the paper. One sheet only, soft with frequent handling, with marks here and there in a dark and dirty brown. The handwriting is not educated, that much is both obvious and expected, but there is strength in it, and considerable resolution.


I naw what yow did

I will make yow pay



Charles looks up. “Was there no cover?”

“I believe it was mislaid.”

“But it was posted, not delivered by hand?”

Tulkinghorn nods.

“And the others? May I see them?”

“Possibly. If they have not been disposed of. I will enquire.”

“And Sir Julius has no idea what this latest letter refers to?”

Tulkinghorn spreads his hands. “Like the others—anything and nothing. You know what the people who commit these affronts to decency are like. And you can also imagine, I am sure, the effect of such a missive on a lady’s mind. The matter must be settled with all possible speed: There must be no recurrence.”

“So what do you want me to do?”

“Discover the culprit. And tell me his name.”

“As simple as that. Even though, on the face of it, this letter could have been written by any one of a thousand men.”

Tulkinghorn inclines his head. “Even so. It is a complex puzzle, I grant you; if it were not so I should not have required assistance to resolve it, and I should not have hired you.”

He has him there; Charles is intelligent enough to know he is being flattered. But he’s human enough to pride himself on that intelligence, and crave the credit for it.

Tulkinghorn gets to his feet, as Charles folds the paper and puts it in his breast-pocket. “I will expect you to keep me fully informed. If you have expenses you should apply to Knox. He, likewise, will require you to render a comprehensive account.”

The clerk shows Charles back down the stairs and out onto the square. He has been in the house less than twenty minutes. He walks slowly to the corner and waits to let a carriage go past, then stoops for a moment to refasten his boot. So it is that he does not see that same equipage come to a halt at Tulkinghorn’s door, or the man who emerges from it. He is a little below middle size, this man, pale-faced, and about five-and-forty. His beard is shaven on his chin, but grows a fine rich brown on his cheeks and his upper lip, though his most distinguishing feature is concealed at present by a black leather glove: He bears an unsightly red scar on the back of his hand, the result of an unfortunate wound received some years since while travelling on the Continent. He stops a moment on the top step and looks about him, but by the time Charles straightens up he has disappeared inside, and the groom is closing the carriage door. The panel bears a rather striking black swan on its coat of arms, which Charles glances at idly before turning and walking away. Heraldry was rather a hobby of his, as a boy, and somewhere on his crowded shelves there is still a tattered old scrapbook of the armorial bearings of the English peerage. But these arms, arresting though they are, he did not recognise.

The man, meanwhile, is ascending the stairs of Tulkinghorn’s house much as Charles had done. But he, unlike Charles, finds his host waiting to greet him at the door of the room. Tulkinghorn bows solemnly and leads the way to a smaller ante-chamber. They cross the floor under the opulent if rather faded ceiling, which seems to depict some sort of allegorical figure, reclining among flowers, clouds, and chubby pink-cheeked cherubs, and pointing with a plump arm which—from where we’re standing, at least—seems oddly foreshortened. Tulkinghorn’s new visitor admires the ceiling, having seen it many times. He considers it rather fine, of its type; Charles thought it obscene.

There are three other gentlemen already seated at the round table in the ante-room, two of them smoking, and a third man with a finely trimmed beard, who has just emerged from the recess behind that extremely useful Oriental screen.

“So?” It is the oldest of the men, upright and self-possessed, with fine white hair and an equally fine white shirt-frill, perfectly starched. “Is he our man, or not?”

Mr Tulkinghorn takes his place at the table. “I think, Sir Amyas, that young Mr Maddox is ideal for our purposes. Bright, but not dangerously so, and very much in need of gainful employ. He has sufficient astuteness to do what we ask, and judgement enough not to probe any further.”

There is a silence. The last gentleman to arrive shifts in his seat, clearly not yet convinced. “I am sure I need not remind you why it is absolutely imperative that my own particular part in this business should remain a matter of the utmost secrecy. You say this young man is unlikely to discover the truth, but what if he should—”

Mr Tulkinghorn holds up a hand. “He will not. Indeed he cannot. As far as he is concerned, he is investigating a distressing but ultimately inconsequential incident, involving only Sir Julius Cremorne. It is impossible he should discover the full extent of the affair. He knows enough to locate the culprit, nothing more.”

“That’s all very well,” says the bearded man quickly, looking round the table, and shifting rather stiffly on his old-fashioned mahogany-and-horsehair chair. “None of you face the m-meddling of a vulgar and impertinent upstart—”

“Hardly that, surely,” murmurs Tulkinghorn.

“—none of you run anything like the risk you expect me to assume. We’ve all had those damnable letters, but I’m the only one menaced with exposure by this plan. I told you before, Tulkinghorn, and I’ll tell you again—I d-don’t like this. I don’t like it at all. And as for that latest abomination—”

“My dear Sir Julius, we have, as you say, discussed this already, and at some length. In the first place, your letters are among the most recent, and we may hope that their trail has not, therefore, gone completely cold. In the second place, it will be far easier to convince our young man that, for a gentleman in your position, such letters are little more than an occupational commonplace. No-one, after all, has any great love for bankers.”

Sir Julius sits back in his chair, his face very red. “To speak frankly, I fail to see why we need this Maddox at all. That other f-fellow has always given perfect satisfaction in the past.”

“The circumstances have changed, Sir Julius, as well you know. What is it that good Mrs Glasse says in her housekeeping compendium? ‘First catch your hare’. Mr Maddox has the skills we require to complete that particular task, but you have my assurance that I will—as always—make my own arrangements thereafter. And if he proves foolish enough to delve deeper into the affair than the task demands, I will make it my business to ensure that he does not live to profit by it.”

“You m-mean—”

The lawyer gives a small grim smile. “It would not be the first time such a problem has occurred, Sir Julius, and I hope the other gentlemen will do me the justice of acknowledging that whenever such a circumstance has arisen, I have never once scrupled to take whatever steps were necessary to eliminate it. If young Maddox insists on putting himself into the like category, I shall not hesitate to have him dealt with in the like manner, and with the like expediency.”

There is an unsettled silence, broken only by the puttering of the coal fire and the breathing of cigars. The man with the scarred hand glances at Cremorne, but he is half turned away from the rest and will not meet his eye. He looks to the lawyer:

“And the lady? What of her?”

Mr Tulkinghorn sits back in his chair. “I have, as promised, concluded my enquiries. It appears that the lady in question is indeed in possession of certain facts that, put together, could allow her to discover our secret.”

There is a gasp at this, but once again, Tulkinghorn holds up his hand.

“The word I used was could. I did not say will. I very much doubt that my Lady Dedlock has any idea of the significance of what she knows, or how to connect what must appear to her to be little more than a random collection of meaningless scraps.”

“All the same—”

“All the same, I am not proposing that we sit idly by. Trusting to luck is, in general, a notoriously unreliable defence, but it seems in this case it has been singularly favourable. It has come to my knowledge—I need not trouble you how—that my Lady has a secret of her own. A dire and shameful secret that threatens to bring stain and ignominy on the proudest of lineages. I have suspected it a long time—fully known it only a little while. And now my Lady knows that I know it.”

“And you intend to expose her?”

Tulkinghorn shakes his head. “Not yet. Perhaps not at all. Once disgraced she would have nothing to lose, and time on her hands to ponder those facts which at present are the very last and least of her concerns. No, gentlemen, better by far that she remain where she is, dragging out her present life at my pleasure, from day to day, from hour to hour, wondering when the blow will fall, and when the dark and lonely path she chose so long ago will at last find its end.”

Sir Julius looks at him narrowly; his agitation has somewhat subsided, and with it his slight but perceptible stammer. “I should not like to have you for an enemy, Tulkinghorn. You show neither pity, nor compunction, nor hesitation. I congratulate you.”

Tulkinghorn bows, the faintest possible colour in his grey cheeks. “I am obliged to you, sir. Indeed, the circumstances could hardly be more propitious. I caution, as always, against the slightest complacency on our part, but I am perfectly easy in my own mind. I do not think my Lady will be troubling us again.”


THREE
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Hester’s Narrative

I HAVE A great deal of difficulty in beginning to write my portion of these pages, for I know I am not clever. I always knew that. Even when I was a very little girl I knew that, and I would confess it to my doll when we were alone together, and ask her to be kind and patient with me. And she would sit there in her little chair, with her bright smile and bright cheeks, and I would sit by her and chatter on, telling her all my childish secrets, and knowing she would understand and never blame me. I would run up to my room as soon as I came home from school, and tell her all that I had done, and all that I had said, in that great expanse of hours since I had left her there that morning. Though I rarely had much to tell of what I had said, because I never said very much at all. I was always a very diffident child, very shy, and fearful of putting myself forward, though perhaps I had, in consequence, a rather observant way about me—not a clever way, or a quick way, no indeed!—but a quiet way of noticing things, and events, and people, especially when they are people that I love. Though it is possible that I flatter myself even in that.
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The first person I loved so tenderly as this was my mother. My earliest memory is of our tiny up-and-down cottage with a trellis of honeysuckle around the door, and a pretty little garden where cherry trees would blossom in spring, and snowdrops nestle among the snow in the winter of the year. Though when I think of this little house now, it is always summer, the sky blue and the view of the meadows hazy in the heat, and a sweet warm breeze. I would sit in the sunshine on the tiny veranda, playing with my dear old Dolly, while my mother sat in her own chair at the little tea-table, with its white cloth and its delicate china pot, all wreathed with jasmine and roses.

My mother was, I think, the prettiest lady I ever saw, with her beautiful golden curls and the loveliest eyes in her gentle tender face. People have told me since that I resemble her, and sometimes I catch a glimpse of myself in the glass and think I see my mother’s face. But even if I am not so pretty as she was, I remember that the gentlemen who visited us in our little house were always quick to praise my looks. When I was still a very little girl, one of these gentlemen—tall and severe to my lowly eye—bent down and touched my shoulder, saying, ‘Do you know how pretty you are, child?’, smiling all the while at my mother, where she sat at her needlework before the fire, and the little bird sang in its cage above her head.

I had a very happy childhood altogether, surrounded by my mother’s love, and the companionship of the girls at the local school. I was the smallest there by a good deal, and they all made such a pet of me, kissing and cosseting me, and calling me their little marmoset. My mother shook her head at these frivolities, saying she was afraid I would be spoilt by so much attention. I think this was why she discouraged me from inviting my friends home; at least I think that must be the explanation, for I cannot remember any parties at the cottage in those days. Or not, at least, for my own friends; aside from the gentlemen who visited my mother, our lives were very retired and tranquil. As I grew older, my mother was careful to instruct me in my duties and obligations, telling me to be always diligent, submissive, and obedient.

“Do good to those around you, child,” she said one day, as I stood at her bedside, “and you will always win their love. That is all that matters. Nothing else. You must always remember that.” The tears come to my eyes when I think of her shining face as she said this, her skin so pale and her eyes so bright! It is my weakness, I know, but I cannot help it. But there! I have composed myself again now, and can go on with my story.

It seems to me now that I had very little time with my mother, after this. I remember strange women in the house I had never seen before, and the sound of cries that seemed to go on through a whole night and the following day. The women looked at one another when they thought I could not see, and one of them took something away wrapped in a coverlet that I never saw again. It was that day, I think, that one of the women clasped me by the hand and led me upstairs to my bedroom under the eaves, bidding me to be as quiet as a little mouse, and give my mother no further cause for distress. I was terrified to think that anything I had done could have brought about such turmoil and wretchedness, and lay awake the whole night pondering all my petty and unconfessed misdemeanours, which now lay as heavy on my soul as mortal sins.

I do not remember how long this went on—ages and ages it seemed to me then. Days of whispering and bewilderment, and the women casting such stern looks upon me that I knew all this misery was indeed my own fault, and I deserved no better.

“Where is Mother?” I asked at last in my childish way. “Why does she not let me see her?”

“Your mother is in a Better Place,” said one of the women, pronouncing the words in so serious and awful a tone, that I was quite overwhelmed. I could not understand why my mother should have gone on a journey and left me behind, or how anywhere could be better or happier than our own little home that she loved so much. The woman was one of our neighbours and not, I think, unkind, and seeing my eyes fill with tears she drew me on her knee and explained as best she could that my mother had gone before me to heaven, and if I was good, and dutiful, and said my prayers every day, and went to church every Sunday, I might hope to meet her in the Hereafter. I did not know if this was the Better Place she had spoken of; but I did comprehend—albeit dimly—that I was not to see my mother again, not for many and many a year, and that all that waste of empty time must be filled with good deeds, and good works, and self-sacrifice. I wept alone in my little bed that night, and for many a night after that, gripping my Dolly tight in my arms and wondering what was to become of me. It was a long time indeed before I was able to quiet my sobs by recalling what Mrs Millard had said, and telling myself firmly that this was no way to be going on. ‘Hester,’ I would say to myself, ‘this will not do! Duty and diligence are to be your lot, and it is through duty and diligence that you will see your mother again.’

They put me in a black frock and sent me for some days to lodge with our neighbour and her husband, a big close-lipped religious man who looked grimly upon me, and quoted verses from the Bible as if they applied chiefly and particularly to me. “You shall not bow yourself down to them, nor serve them,” he would intone in his booming voice, “For I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the sons to the third and fourth generation.”

My mother had read from the Gospels many times, telling me stories about our Saviour, and talking to me always of God’s love for His children, so I hardly knew what to make of the dour and vengeful Jehovah Mr Millard talked of. All I did know was that I was very sinful, and very wicked, and very much in the way.

One dark and rainy afternoon I came home from school with my books and satchel, hoping, if possible, to slip upstairs before Mr Millard saw me, but his wife had clearly been looking out for my return, and came towards me as soon as I closed the door behind me. She took me by the hand and led me into the best parlour—a room I was never allowed to enter without permission, or by myself—and presented me to a gentleman of a very distinguished appearance, dressed in black and drinking tea, whom I had never, to my knowledge, seen before.

“This,” said Mrs Millard in a confidential tone, “is the Child. This is Hester, sir.”

The gentleman sat forward in his chair and beckoned to me. “Come here,” he said. “Let me look at you.”

Then he asked me, if I would be so kind as to take off my bonnet, and when I had done so, he said, “Ah!” and afterwards “I see. Yes. Quite.”

And then he leant back in his chair again, and picked up his teacup, and Mrs Millard said, “That will be all, Hester. Go and play now, there’s a good girl.”

So I made him the curtsy my mother taught me, and left the room.

I think it was a few weeks later, and the winter nearly gone, when the gentleman in black reappeared. I was sent for by Mrs Millard, and found him in the same place in the parlour.

“I have news for you, Hester,” he told me. “Your Guardian has arranged for you to be placed at an excellent establishment, where you may finish your education, and find a secure home that will offer you every appropriate comfort and amenity.”

I knew not what to say. I had never heard I had a Guardian, and only the vaguest idea what the word might mean.

The man was watching me closely, and seemed concerned to give me what reassurance was within his power.

“You need not fear, Hester. Mr Jarvis is a kind man, and you will want for nothing, of that I am sure.”

I could not speak, not then, because my heart was overflowing with gratitude for this unknown Guardian and his kindness to me, and I think the gentleman sensed some of this, because he reached over and patted me gently on the shoulder and said,

“Run along now, child. I have business to talk with good Mrs Millard.”

And so it was that exactly a week later I left the only place that I had ever known, and travelled by stagecoach for London. Mr Millard showed no discernible emotion at my departure aside, perhaps, from relief, but Mrs Millard had a softer heart and wept many sad tears. I do believe she had become quite fond of me, in the short time we had had together. When she gave me one last kiss, and adjured me to tread always in the paths of righteousness, I felt so remorseful and despondent that I threw my arms around her and wept myself, saying it was all my fault, and that Mother would never have left me if I had been good.

“No, Hester!” she returned with a sad smile. “It is just your unhappy lot, my dear. And whatever Mr Millard says on the matter, I believe in my heart that our Heavenly Father does not visit the sins of the fathers upon the children, and will not hold you culpable for the circumstances of your birth, but only for the rectitude of your own conduct.”

I wondered a little at these words, but the coach was already at the gate, so I had no time to ask her what she meant. She turned then and went into the house, and I never saw her again. I had no friend left now in the world, and no protector, except, perhaps for my new and as yet unknown Guardian.

I looked back at the house until I could see it no more, and then wiped my eyes and cast my gaze instead at the landscape unrolling before me. It was a very beautiful day, with the new buds on the trees, and the fields pricked with the first green shoots of the year. After a very long and rattling journey, during most of which I was quite alone, the coach finally came to a halt and a lady opened the coach door and said, “I am Miss Darby. You must be Hester.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Come then. Mr Jarvis is waiting for us.”

My boxes were put into a small green pony carriage by a maid in a starched white apron and cap, dressed altogether rather more formally, to my eyes, than the servants I was used to seeing in our country village. But that was only to be expected.

Presently we drew up to a little lodge, and waited for the keeper to open the gate, before trotting up a long avenue of trees to a broad sweep before a large porch. It was a tall redbrick house with yellow-framed casements, and squares of blue and green glass in the windowpanes. On one side a bay had been thrown out one floor up, creating a view over what seemed to me to be a large and very pretty lawn, bordered with flowers, with beyond it an orchard and a vegetable garden. I heard a bell ring as the trap stopped, and I found my heart beating very fast as Miss Darby got down and helped me to descend. The door opened, and a man appeared. It was not the same person I had seen at Mrs Millard’s but another gentleman. He had a broad smile and a full beard, and came down the steps briskly and took me by the hand.

“Welcome, Hester. I think you will be very happy here.”

I felt the colour flood my face as I tried, without much success, to say some words of thanks, but Mr Jarvis seemed determined not to notice anything was amiss. He drew my hand through his arm as if it was the most natural thing there could be.

“Come,” he said. “Let me show you your new home!”

From that moment I felt quite at my ease with him, and knew in my heart how blessed I was to have found someone I could trust so completely, and in whom I could confide so unreservedly.

He showed me to my little room, and truly I felt myself at that moment the luckiest girl in the world. It was a bright homely room, with a well-tended fire in the hearth, and a high metal-framed bed with smooth white pillows. The window looked down upon the flower-garden, and across the heath to the far-away steeples and towers of London, almost ethereal that day under a light silvery cloud. I turned to Mr Jarvis with tears in my eyes, wondering how all this could be, and almost overcome, saying, “Oh, thank you, thank you!” again and again. But he merely placed his arm about my waist, and made me sit down on the little chair by the fire and take some of the tea that had been thoughtfully placed there in preparation for my arrival.

“My dear Hester,” he said kindly, a few moments later, “how you are a-tremble! Your cup quite clatters against the saucer.”

How could I not be moved? Sitting there with him, seeing him smile upon me, and feeling, for the first time since Mama died, that I was valued and cherished, and had a place in the world.

I put my arms about his neck and kissed him, and he gently patted me on the head and handed me a handkerchief scented with lavender. “There! There!” he said. “There is no cause for tears. This is your home now, and you will find no-one here but those who wish you well.” At least, that is my memory of what he said. Wish, I am quite sure it was.

He got up presently and stirred the fire, then sat back once again in the easy-chair. I had by then folded my hands upon my lap and quite recovered myself, and Mr Jarvis started to talk to me as naturally and easily as if we were acquaintances of long date. The look on his face at that moment was the very image of his innate and generous goodness—I saw that expression for the first time in that moment, but for many years now I have seen it every day, and when I close my eyes it is there still.

“Indeed, Hester,” he began, “I am in hopes that you will play a full part in our little community. I have been told you are a young lady of sense and usefulness; indeed it is obvious to anyone who has been but a quarter of an hour in your society. Some of your fellow boarders are occasionally a little dejected and melancholic—such a thing is quite common and normal, especially when they first come to us—but I feel sure that in such circumstances they could make a friend of you, and benefit immeasurably from being confided to your care.”

I hardly knew what to reply. “I hope you have not formed too high an opinion of my abilities,” I began. “I am very young and I am afraid I am not clever either. I will do my best, but I am very concerned lest you should expect too much of me and then be disappointed.”

He waved his hand at this as if all my fears were quite groundless. “I think it very likely that you may prove a good little woman for all of us, my dear,” he smiled. “Remember the little old woman of the nursery rhyme?


Little old woman, and whither so high?

    To sweep the cobwebs out of the sky



“This house has its own little clusters of cobwebs, Hester, like all such houses. But you will sweep every one out of the sky for us in the course of your time here. I am quite confident of that.”

And that was how I came to be called Old Woman, and Little Old Woman, and Cobweb, and Mrs Shipton, and Mother Hubbard, and Dame Durden, and so many other things of a similar kind that I began almost to think myself the stooped and wizened creature my names seemed to imply.

I soon adapted so fully to the daily routine, that I could hardly remember any other life, and my years at the cottage with my dear Mama seemed like a far-off golden dream. It was a happy and ordered existence we led, and nothing disturbed the calm serenity of our days. There was a place for everything, and a time for everything, whether reading, or baking, or laundry, or tending to the garden. I have had several different companions during the years I have lived here, but at that time we were four boarders, including myself. There was Amy, and there was Caroline, and there was Augusta. Such pretty names, they all had, or so I thought. Amy was small and slight with huge grey eyes and a timid look, and a tendency to hear noises and take fright at the slightest untoward sound or gesture. I do believe the dear little thing took to me at first sight, and by the end of the week she was following me round like a tiny devoted dog, and creeping into my bed at night, whispering that she had heard the ghost on the walk again, or there were cries in the night, or phantoms scratching in the roof above her bed. Caroline, I found almost forbidding, or at least at first. I was introduced to her by Miss Darby the day after my arrival, in the big room downstairs, where she sat at a writing-table looking dissatisfied and sullen, her fingers covered with ink, her hair untidy, and her satin slippers scuffed.

I saw her looking at my own dress, plain and serviceable as it was. “You think a lot of yourself, I dare say,” she said bitterly. But I could see there were tears in her eyes, for all her angry words, so I took a seat by her and tried my best to look her friend.

“Come, come, Miss Caroline,” I coaxed, “a little care, a little tidiness—a pin here and a stitch there, and I could make you as fresh and lovely as a spring day. Lovelier far than I could ever be.”

I put my hand in hers, but she pulled it away saying she was tired. Miss Darby shook her head and touched her forehead, saying it was hot, and she would have one of the maids fetch a restorative that would help to calm her. Miss Darby then said a few more quiet words to Caroline and she presently put down her pen, and straightened her dress as well she could.

“There,” said Miss Darby brightly, “that’s much better, Caroline. You’re almost presentable for once. Why don’t you take Hester upstairs and show her your room?” adding in an undertone to me, that the chamber was as much in need of attention as its owner. I did what I could to bring a little order, and saw at once that this was a great relief to its occupant, who stood wringing her hands in the centre of the carpet, not knowing, it seemed, whether to fling her arms about me, or berate me for my meddling. I had not long finished my tucking and tidying, when there was a soft tap at the door and it opened to reveal Augusta, hand in hand with little Amy. The latter slipped to my side and whispered that Augusta had just had one of her fits, but Miss Darby had been on hand, and all was well now. I went to Augusta and gave her a kiss, and she smiled timidly at me, though her cheeks were deeply flushed and her eyes still a little wild. Poor girl! I saw her suffer many of these seizures in the months that followed and I am sad to say that they got worse, if anything, over that time. It was not long before I recognised the telltale signs. A strange expression would pass across Augusta’s face, and then she would suddenly stiffen in the most alarming manner, and fall to the ground, no matter where she was; her limbs would thrash about, her mouth would froth, and she would become so rigid and tense that the slightest touch seemed to hurt her. When the fits were particularly bad, her eyes would roll round so that naught but the whites were visible, which was especially terrifying to dear little Amy, who thought it signified that poor Augusta’s soul had been seized by an evil spirit, so I would always take care, if I was nearby, to take Amy apart and sit with her, telling her a fairy story, until Miss Darby had made all peaceable once more.
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I spent the next quiet, happy months at my new home, surrounded by my friends, protected by my Guardian, and contriving to make myself as useful as I was cheerful, when one August morning, Mr Jarvis called me to see him. The garden was in the full summer glory, the air fragrant, and the birds singing in the garden. When I opened the door of Mr Jarvis’s room I saw at once that he was not alone. The two of them were standing by the fire talking, and they turned towards me when they heard my approach. Oh she was so beautiful! Such lovely golden hair, and such a pure and innocent face! I thought at once of my mother, and of the likeness of her I still kept close to my heart, and I was—for a moment—a little sad. I think that this lovely girl divined this somehow, for she came to meet me with a smile and kissed me, with nothing in her eyes but affection and acceptance. Oh the joy and relief I felt at that moment!

“This, Hester,” said Mr Jarvis, “is Clara. And this, Clara, is the Little Old Lady I told you of before. If this is a happy home, it is because Dame Durden makes it so.”

He said this out of his love for me, nothing more, and knowing that I almost fear to write it down, in case it should seem like vanity, but it is unlikely, after all, that anyone will ever read these pages but me.

Clara took my hands in hers and led me to the window-seat, and she had such an enchanting way with her that we spent the whole of the rest of the morning sitting there with the sunlight upon her beautiful hair, talking and laughing together. I saw Mr Jarvis look his approval, and knew at once that he had designed we should be friends, and that I should do what I could to make the dear girl comfortable and content with us. In the days and weeks that followed Clara and I became inseparable, and Mr Jarvis was so good as to allow us to move to adjoining rooms on the ground floor, opening onto the garden, where I would walk before breakfast with my darling. I called her so even then, and it is so natural to me now that I cannot think of her in any other way! She would clasp my hand in hers, and tell me I was a dear creature, and her best friend, and we would both look up to where Mr Jarvis stood watching us at the big bay window.

I remember repeating to my Guardian some such charming words of hers, as we sat together one evening—not for my own vainglory—oh no!—but because—well, just because.

“What a weight off my mind it is that she should love me!” I said. “It is so reassuring to know that a beautiful girl like Clara wishes me for her friend! It is such an encouragement to me!”

“And why should you need anyone else’s encouragement?” he asked, taking my chin gently in his hand. “Clara is by no means the only beautiful girl here. Nor even the most beloved.”

I, very much abashed, hardly knew where to look, and when at last I had the courage to glance up, I saw him looking at me with that careful fatherly look of his that I had come to know so well. I took his hand and kissed it, and held it in mine.

In a little while he smiled, and drew one of my pale flaxen curls through his hand.

“So let us hear no more, Hester, about your looks.”


FOUR
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A New Lodger

“My journeys into Africa were exclusively devoted to science, and to the study of nature, but I could not help bestowing some attention to the advantages that might be derived from the civilisation of that most fertile portion of the globe. I shall therefore touch here and there upon the practical, as well as upon the scientific, results of my expedition. I may premise, that I had prepared myself for the task I have undertaken by studying natural science under some of the most distinguished professors in several universities, and that from my earliest youth the observation of the phenomena of nature had excited in me the liveliest interest.”

THE ROOM IS FULL tonight, and the number of portly and be-bearded gentlemen crowding the rows of seats is making up for the rather inadequate fire at the far end. Cigar-smoke is hanging heavily overhead, and it’s obvious that the portly gentlemen are sweating gently under their starch and barber’s cologne. The speaker on the dais at the front is small and lean, with heavy whiskers, thinning hair, and a little beard sharpened to a perfect point. He looks rather like the Prince Consort, and speaks with a very similar accent, though someone better versed in these things than I am would tell you that he is, in fact, Austrian. A former Consul-General, no less, and his presence here, therefore, is something of a coup for this as yet rather minor geographical society, which has only fairly recently acquired another adjective before its name, and has yet to take possession of the large and distinctive redbrick premises it will later occupy on Kensington Gore. Baron von Müller has a map pinned to an easel and a small table to his left, which holds a number of interesting items, some instantly identifiable, others rather less so. We have just been listening to his opening preamble, and it’s a fair sample of his rather self-important, amplifying style. No doubt it comes with the territory, in every sense of the word.

His subject tonight is ‘A Scientific Journey through Africa’, and he is clearly going to take his time about it. Some twenty minutes later he is still “proceeding slowly across the immense steppes,” though there is no hint of impatience from most of his audience. But if the august members are increasingly intrigued by the identity and purpose of the tray of props, they are about to be enlightened. One by one, the Baron proceeds to hold up these prize samples of what the African continent offers to “the commercial, industrial, and intellectual people of Europe.” They are, to wit, and in order: a piece of gum Arabic (smooth, slightly clouded, amber-coloured, the size and texture of a bar of soap), a large ivory tooth (known—the Baron tells us—as a masheket, due to the fissure running through it, which he carefully points out), a jar of tamarind (small brown peanut-shaped pods), a sliver of ebony (cut thinly from unpolished trunk, with a light outer skin and a dark inner core), a handful of pressed senna leaves (dried now and faded), and—finally—two large ostrich feathers. The latter, at least, need no accompanying explanation; there is not a gentleman in the audience whose wife does not possess a fan or head-dress embellished with plumes just like these. But the table has not yielded up all its treasures yet, though it is some minutes more before we find out what the final item is doing there.

The Baron resumes: “At Melpess, in the vicinity of Lobehd, where I had spent some time for the purpose of collecting objects of natural history, I made in April 1848, the acquaintance of a man, from whom I wanted to buy several animals, who for the first time put me on the trace of the unicorn, or anasa, hitherto considered a fabulous animal. The man had often seen the animal living in the Chala and dead among the tribes. It is the size of a small donkey, has a thick body and thin bones, coarse hair, and tail like a boar. It has a long horn on its forehead, and lets it hang when alone, but erects it immediately on seeing an enemy, when it becomes stiff and hard.”

The Baron smoothes his moustache and looks up and down the rows of faces turned towards him. “Moreover,” he continues, and then pauses, prolonging his moment. “Moreover, I was able, at no inconsiderable expense, to obtain an example, and return with it from the darkest heart of Africa. Gentlemen, I present to you now the only authenticated example of a unicorn horn ever to be brought to these shores!”

He lifts the final item in his hands with a theatrical flourish, and stands there, awaiting the wonderment. He’s given this performance before, and this is always by far the most rewarding moment.

The horn in question is perhaps three feet long, not entirely straight, but almost so. Dark, highly burnished, and twisted in a thick spiral towards the base. There is no question that it does indeed look uncannily like the representations of unicorn horns that everyone present has known since boyhood, not least on the royal coat of arms. The room is silent for a moment, and then the murmuring starts. Quiet at first, but then louder, with here and there a word discernible.

“Good Lord.”

“Quite extraordinary.”

“Never seen the like.”

The noise continues for some moments more. And then—improbably—there is the sound of laughter. Loud, incredulous, and outrageous laughter. As you would expect, this is rather a rare occurrence for such a learned institution, and the members start moving cumbrously in their chairs to see what’s going on. It’s coming, they find, from a seat at the back; it’s coming, as we can now see, from none other than Charles Maddox. The officer of the Society who has been chairing the proceedings rises to his feet.

“Order, please! His Excellency deserves the courtesy of a considered hearing.”

It makes no difference; the noise is rising to a din. He picks up his gavel—normally an object of far more ornament than use—and strikes it against the wooden block.

“Would the gentleman in the back row care to explain himself?”

Charles smiles. “Gladly,” he says, and gets to his feet. “I have read a number of papers on the subject,” he begins, “and they have only served to confirm my belief that there is not, and never has been, any such species as the unicorn. The very idea of such a creature is, quite frankly, an insult to the intelligence of this Society—”

The Baron had returned to his seat, but he is on his feet again in an instant, his face red. “You, sir, I take it, have never even set foot on the African continent—”

“I have not. And therefore I can offer no actual proof—scientific or otherwise—that this creature does not, in fact, exist.”

“There you are—what did I say! The man is an ignorant fool—”

“But what I can do is prove beyond all doubt that the horn you are holding is not what you claim it to be. That it is, in short, a fake, and that if there is indeed a fool among us, it is far more likely to be you, than me. Though in your defence, you are not the first to be taken in by cunning and opportunistic natives, and I dare say you won’t be the last.”

Uproar now. The room is in chaos. The chairman raps his gavel again, and motions Charles to the front.

“You had better be able to make good your claims, sir, or be prepared to make a full and unreserved apology to our esteemed guest!”

Charles looks unperturbed by either the words, or the portentous tones in which they have been uttered. He makes his way briskly up the centre aisle to the mutterings and—in some cases—the downright disapproval of several of the audience. He does not, after all, look the part of a serious scientific mind, being every bit as untidy as when we saw him last and a good twenty years too young to have any sort of legitimate opinion. He leaps the steps to the dais two at a time and takes the horn from the Baron’s hands. He turns it, weighing it lightly, and running his fingers from tip to root. Silence descends. You could, in fact, hear a pin drop.

A moment later he looks up at the chairman and grins (something else these walls rarely get to see). “As I thought. This horn was taken from an adult bull of the Taurotragus oryx, or Common Eland. An antelope common in precisely those parts of Africa that the Baron has been describing to us in such exhaustive detail.”

He tosses the horn back to the Baron. “It is, I grant you, a fine and unusually large example, and will make an admirable addition to the wall of your ancestral Schloss. Appropriately labelled, of course. I am sure that a man who has ‘studied natural science under some of the most distinguished professors in several universities’ would not wish to leave his visitors in any doubt as to what this actually is.”

The Baron is only half-way through his prepared paper but Charles does not stay to hear it—he has better things to do with his time. How long it takes for the rest of the room to return to anything like its previous attentiveness, he neither knows nor cares.

Outside on Regent Street the night is clear but frosty, and though he is not far from home the sight of a green Bayswater heading his way tempts him, for once, to take the omnibus. It’s very full—no surprise at this time of night—and Charles struggles to find a seat between a little testy man with a powdered head, and a sturdy brown-faced woman in a grey cloth cloak who’s gripping an umbrella with a wooden crook and has a market-basket full of greens wedged between her knees. The ’bus grinds its slow way past brilliantly lit shops and strolling crowds, and Charles eventually swings down the step at the bottom of Tottenham Court Road.

It is, perhaps, some five minutes later that he first gets the sense that someone is following him. It’s happened many times before, especially on fast-darkening evenings like this, but it’s no less alarming for that. He stops, and turns as if nonchalantly, but sees no-one. A minute later he steps quickly down his own small side street and slips into the shadow of a doorway. And now he knows he’s not imagining it: He can hear heavy boots, and even heavier breathing. One man only; that at least is something. He waits, his heart pounding, but when he springs out, grasps his pursuer by the throat, and throws him against the wall, he starts back in disbelief.

“Abel Stornaway—what in God’s name do you think you’re doing?—I could have killed you!”

The old man is leaning against the wall, spluttering. “Mr Charles, sir,” he gasps, his Scotch tongue tempered by the best part of fifty London years. “I never meant to startle ye. Yer landlady wouldna let me wait in yer room, so I was keepin’ an eye out—”

“—let me guess—from the snug of the White Horse?”

Stornaway smiles weakly. “A wee nip ne’er goes amiss on a night like this. And then when I saw ye go past I couldna keep up with ye. The legs bain’t what they once were, and that’s a fact.”

Charles looks at him. He is—what—seventy-five now? Even eighty? He has a pitiable old scarf round his neck and a much-worn and often-mended pair of gloves, but neither will be much good in these freezing temperatures. Whatever it is that’s dragged him from his comfortable fireside, it must be important.

“Look,” he says, “let me make amends for Mrs Stacey’s lack of hospitality. She is a kind woman at heart, but her infatuation with Gothic novels has her seeing ghosts and vampyres under every bed, especially after dark. Come back to my room and I’ll have her get us some hot coffee. And then you can tell me what this is all about.”

Stornaway is soon installed in front of Charles’s small fire, with a mug gripped in both hands and the powerful aroma of coffee filling the room. The cat wakes, stretches languorously on the bed, then turns himself slowly upside-down, inviting adulation. His companion takes his time to get to the point, but Charles is in no hurry and sips his own coffee patiently, stroking the cat and contemplating Stornaway. He bears all the marks of his brutal career: twisted fingers gnarled with scar tissue, a nose that’s been broken more than once, and the thin white mark of a knife wound running from his brow to the corner of his mouth. He was lucky not to lose the eye; Charles’s father even let drop, some years before, that another such encounter left him with a fractured skull and a metal plate holding his head together.

“It’s the Guv’nor, Mr Charles,” he says eventually, his face troubled.

Stornaway is not a man given to delicacy of feeling, or finding problems where none exist, and Charles is troubled in his turn, not least because it’s been rather longer than he cares to admit since he last saw his great-uncle. Maddox spent the summer on a long-postponed tour of northern Italy, but he must have returned to his house near the river at least six weeks ago, and Charles has still not found the time to visit. Given the relationship they have—or had; given what Charles said of him only yesterday (and every word of that was true), this lapse might strike you as rather odd. It might strike you, too, that there must be a reason for it that Charles seems rather reluctant to admit. What this might be we may yet discover, but it is, in itself, instructive: He may be a meticulous observer of the habits and behavioural patterns of other creatures, human or otherwise, but he is singularly blind to his own. Abel, meanwhile, has said nothing, but Charles is in no hurry. Best the man come to it in his own way.

“He’s not his’sen, Mr Charles. Not at all. Not since we got back.”

“Is he unwell?”

Stornaway looks perplexed. “That’s just it. I dinna rightly know. One day he’s as right as rain, the next he dinna seem to know who I am. One day he just sits there in his chair, starin’ into space mumblin’ to his’sen; the next he’s as sharp as a razor, settin’ everything to rights from the state o’ my collar, to the state o’ the nation.”

Charles puts down his mug. “I suppose he is very old now.” He’s trying to be reassuring, but he’s not as confident as he sounds. Maddox has an incisive mind, yes; but he was never a belligerent man.

Stornaway, meanwhile, is nodding. “Aye, that’s what’s I thought me’sen. Mrs McLeod, who comes in twice a week to do for us, her husband is in the same declinin’ way. More a little chiel than an old man she says. If that’s all it were, I could manage. But these last few days, things have changed.”

He is, all unconsciously, rubbing his left arm, and Charles leans forward and pushes the sleeve gently back. Stornaway does not resist and that, more than anything else, tells Charles that something is seriously wrong. There’s a livid bruise from elbow to wrist and darker marks where fingernails have dug into the flesh.

“Did he do this to you?”

Charles has never seen tears in Stornaway’s eyes before, but he sees them now.

“He dinna mean it. I was just trying to help him get his’sen dressed—you know how partic’lar he is about such things. Everythin’ has to be just so—coat, shirt, stock, wesscit.” He sighs. “He accused me of attackin’ him. Tryin’ to rob him. Told me to get oot and nae come back.”

Looking at his companion now, Charles is prepared to bet that harder words than this were thrown at him and the memory of those words is far more distressing than any pain the old man feels from the wounds to his arm.

“Was that the only time it happened?”

Stornaway shakes his head. “Nay. It happened again this mornin’. Only this time it were Mrs McLeod as bore the brunt. She’s an old lady her’sen, Mr Charles, and canna be expected to suffer ill-treatment. That’s when I realised som’at had to be done. And I thought a ye.”

Charles nods slowly, then drains his mug and puts it on the table.

“You did the right thing. I’m glad you came.”

Stornaway is in no state for more nocturnal wandering, so Charles picks up a hackney-cab at the stand in Tottenham Court Road, and hands over—without any compunction whatsoever—one of the new-minted shillings Knox advanced him only yesterday. It’s a very short hop by four wheels and the two of them are soon set down outside a tall and elegant house in one of the smart Georgian streets on the south side of the Strand. It is—and always was—an excellent location for a man in Maddox’s line of work. Not fifty yards from the river in one direction, and a brisk walk from Bow Street in the other.

There are lights burning in the first-floor windows, as there are all along the façade. By comparison with the hectic jumbled streets farther north, the architecture here seems to exude its own atmosphere: You can hear the roar of the traffic on the Strand, but it is curiously remote. Here, all is harmony, order, and proportion. Or so it appears outside; inside, as Charles soon finds out, it’s a very different story. The moment Stornaway opens the door they hear the sound of voices. A man’s raised in rage, the words shrill and incoherent; a woman’s, pleading and anxious; and a third that carries on steadily all the while: the unmistakable emollience of a professional at work. Charles sees a flicker of apprehension on Stornaway’s face and hurries ahead of him up the stairs. He knows and loves this house but he’s never seen the drawing-room in this state. There are papers and books flung in all directions, a windowpane broken, a chair overturned, and a plate and dish-cover upended on the floor. An elderly woman is on her knees, trying—rather ineffectually—to stop a large serving of veal and gravy seeping into the Turkey carpet. The man at the centre of all the sound and fury is his great-uncle, but Charles barely recognises him. When he last saw Maddox he still retained all the fine presence of his middle age—the same energy, the same acuity, and the same resonant voice he used to such trenchant effect with patron and perpetrator alike. The scar above his eye had softened a little with time, but in every other respect he was still, in essence, the Maddox of Charles’s childhood. The man before Charles now is a meagre shadow of that former self. His face is sunken and his back bowed, and his old red silk dressing-gown is gaping open over a white night-shirt that—Charles sees with horror—is soiled, and still wet. His hair is well-cut but grown out ragged, and his whiskers need trimming. There’s a long rope of spittle hanging from one side of his mouth. Knowing who and what this man once was, it is a pitiful sight, and the worst of it is that Maddox himself seems more aware of it than any of them. He calls out to Charles as the corpulent doctor struggles to trammel his flailing arms, and get him back into a chair.

“I’ve told this fat scoundrel he can take that filthy stuff back where he found it—they’re trying to poison me, you know, him and that crabbed old witch—Eh? Eh? You hear me?” Maddox strains towards the woman on the floor and aims a kick in her direction. He’s too far away to harm her but the woman cowers in terror all the same. “Ha! Lost your tongue, now, have you? You can’t pull the wool over my eyes, you shrivelled old hag!”

“Come, come, sir,” says the doctor, the beads of perspiration standing out on his brow. “Just a few drops of this medicine and I guarantee you’ll feel better in a trice. Ah! You there, whoever you are,” he says, catching sight of Charles in the doorway, “give me a hand here, would you, the old fellow is quite raving.”

Charles is quick to oblige, but not quite in the way the doctor expected. He seizes the man forcibly by the shoulders and pulls him away, then encircles his great-uncle in his arms and sets him gently on the sofa, feeling, for the first time, just how gaunt and thin he’s become. The old man’s anger vanishes like a summer storm. He’s suddenly as meek as a kitten, staring up at his great-nephew nervously, his shoulders huddled as if it’s only now that he feels the icy draught slicing through the room. Charles kneels before him, smoothes back his rough grey hair, and pulls his dressing-gown closer about him. It isn’t much better, but it is something. He stands up and turns to the doctor.

“Thank you, Mr—”

“Boswell. Lawrence Boswell, of Devereux Court, the Strand. Mrs McLeod was—”

“—well-meaning, but ill-advised. We will have no more need of your services tonight.” He turns to Stornaway, who has appeared now in the doorway. “Abel, do you still keep the keys to Mr Maddox’s strong-box?”

Stornaway nods. “In that case,” says Charles, returning to the doctor, “if you call tomorrow with your bill, I shall see that it is paid without delay.”

But the doctor is not so easily dismissed. He has been asked for an opinion and he intends to give it.

“Are you a physician, then, sir?”

“No. I have some knowledge in that field, but—”

“But not qualified? Not a practitioner?”

“No, sir. I am not.”

“May I then venture to suggest that this old man—”

“Mr Maddox,” says Charles softly. “His name is Mr Maddox.”

“—that Mr Maddox is clearly in need of more considered medical attendance than you can possibly give him. This infirmity of his requires such constant care and surveillance as only a—”

“No,” says Charles. “Out of the question.”

“I could recommend a most reputable establishment.”

Charles moves a little closer to him, his voice even lower now. “Did you not hear me? I said, No.”

There is something in the young man’s blue stare that gives the doctor pause. And it is not merely the ferocity of his determination.

“Is there,” he begins, more hesitantly—the young man is still standing very close—“any history of, shall we say, similarly distressing disturbances of mind in Mr Maddox’s near relations?”

“Absolutely not.” The response is as quick as a reflex. If there is something—a half memory, half suppressed—then Charles gives no sign. He turns again to Stornaway.

“Abel, would you mind seeing Mr Boswell out, please? And Mrs McLeod, perhaps I could speak to you for a moment?”

The old lady has been standing by the window, twisting the dish-cloth in her hands, but now she grips the arm of one of the elbow-chairs and sits down heavily, glancing fearfully every now and then at Maddox, who has started to whimper to himself. Charles may be angry with her for meddling, but he cannot deny that she should never have been expected to handle his uncle alone. A few moments later Stornaway re-appears, rather out of breath.

“I’m so sorry, Mrs McLeod. I had nae idea. He’d seemed biddable enough when I left.”

Mrs McLeod shakes her head fretfully. “He took against the veal. Heaven only knows why, he always liked it well enough before. I had it sent in special from that chop-house he’s so partial to. It’s a crying shame he never married,” she continues, “then he’d a had someone to care for him in his old age. Or mebbe a son or daughter of his own.”

Charles is not so sure; he remembers Maddox saying on more than one occasion that most of the people he knew would have done far better to leave marriage alone, and yet when his other long-serving assistant had married—rather late in life—Maddox had bought the couple a little cottage with a plot of garden, and sent George Fraser off to a happy if rather dull retirement in Walworth. He was always nothing if not generous to those he cared for. And it’s remembering that, which decides Charles now.

He goes over and sits down next to her. “Mrs McLeod,” he says kindly, “I’m sincerely grateful for everything you’ve done for my great-uncle, and very much aware that I should have been here more often myself, these last weeks. But that, at least, is going to change. That officious doctor was right about one thing: Mr Maddox needs constant care, and I cannot possibly ask you to undertake such a heavy task—I gather from Stornaway that you have troubles enough of your own.”

A nod here, and the glisten of a tear.

“So, this is what I propose. Tomorrow morning I will give notice at my lodgings and have my belongings sent here. There’s a perfectly adequate suite of rooms upstairs which will do very well for me, with a little soap and water—”

“Oh, I can do that for you, Mr Charles,” she says quickly.

He smiles. “—that would be very kind, but I would be even more grateful if you could help me find a valet for Mr Maddox, and a maid-of-all-work to cook and clean. There’s plenty of room in the servants’ quarters downstairs, and that way there will always be someone at hand if Mr Maddox should feel unwell.”

He is, he knows, descending to as much euphemism as the wretched doctor did, but he cannot really see any alternative.

“I’ve never had a servant, so I haven’t the faintest idea how to go about hiring one, but I’m sure you’ll know exactly what to look for. And I would be extremely appreciative, needless to say,” he adds hurriedly, hoping she understands what he means.

Mrs McLeod seems to be regaining her composure; her hands finally stop their nervous fluttering and she folds the dish-cloth and lays it neatly in her lap.

“I’d be happy to do anything as will help put things to rights, Mr Charles.”

One problem solved, then, but Charles now has another, though it’s at least a full minute before he notices it. It’s only when he glances across at Stornaway, fidgeting by the door, that he realises that what has come as a relief to Mrs McLeod has had quite the opposite effect on the old man. Of course—he lives in one of those very rooms downstairs that Charles has just been casually disposing of. Charles quickly gets to his feet and moves towards him. “I do hope you’ll stay too, Abel,” he says, putting his hand on Stornaway’s arm. “It may take my uncle a while to get used to so many new faces, and having you here will be a great comfort. And not only to him. To me, as well.”

The old man smiles, showing the gap in his front teeth that he’s had for all the years that Charles has known him. “Whatever ye say, Mr Charles, whatever ye say.”
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A little less than two miles away, as the London crows fly, in an immense but dreary house, in a dull but elegant street, a great lady is bored to death. My Lady Dedlock may partake of the finest entertainment London affords, by night or by day, but finds not the least diversion in any of it. This boredom of hers is a chronic condition, and has been much magnified this evening, by a correspondence that will insist on obtruding on her notice. She sits by the fire in her boudoir, glancing wearily at the letter in her hand. Having acquired a great quantity of relations on the occasion of her marriage, and mostly of the poor variety, she has, it must be admitted, very little consideration to spare for those belonging to her acquaintance, and finds it incomprehensible that she should even be applied to on such an ineffably tedious subject.

There is a knock at the door. The footman. Mr Tulkinghorn is downstairs, my Lady. Mr Tulkinghorn, would, if it please my Lady, be grateful for a few minutes’ conversation. Will my Lady receive him, if the time is convenient? It would appear that it is not, for she heaves a silent sigh, and for a moment it seems that the request will be refused. But it is not. She will see him.

She gives this acquiescence in her usual haughty and careless manner, but when the door closes, there is an expression on her face that is unaccountable in one so high, so admired, and holding so unassailable a position at the centre of the fashionable world. But so it is. And so it is, also, that when the insignificant little man in the old-fashioned black waistcoat is ushered into the room a few moments later and stands before her, her lips are white and her voice, for a moment, falters. For a moment only, but this man has a practised eye in such matters. He sees, moreover, that the letter she was reading—whose handwriting is, perhaps, familiar to him—lies now on her dressing-table, discarded and forgotten. These are, in themselves, but the smallest of signs and tokens, but Mr Tulkinghorn can reckon their value, and to the last farthing.


FIVE
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Signs and Tokens

MOVING CHARLES’S PARAPHERNALIA of personal effects proves to be a rather larger job than can be accomplished in a single morning. Thunder the cat likewise takes a good deal of persuading to leave his comfortable and accustomed billet and suffer the ignominy of being carried in a wicker basket half-way across town, banging every stride against his master’s knee. But by early evening a stack of boxes and trunks has finally been hauled up the stairs in Buckingham Street to the large bare resounding room at the top of the house, which Mrs McLeod has spent much of the day cleaning. And when she hasn’t been scrubbing and washing she’s been at the nearby hiring-office, picking out two candidates for Charles to inspect. The lad, Billy, seems both sensible and sturdy, with an open good-natured face and a ready grin. The girl could hardly be more different. She is small, almost too fragile for the heavy chores she will have to do daily, up and down four flights of stairs. But she is capable and accustomed to hard work—or so the manager of the hiring-office insists.

“I know that’s what they always claim,” says Mrs McLeod, conciliatory, “but I took one look at her hands, and I could see she’s a good worker. You don’t get calluses like that from arranging the flowers, you can take that from me. She does have one drawback, though—but maybe you won’t see it as such. She don’t speak. They couldn’t tell me if she can’t, or just won’t, but I suppose the end result is much the same.”

There’s something else I have not yet mentioned, and nor, for that matter, has Mrs McLeod. In her defence, the point is so obvious that Charles can see it for himself. I do not have her excuse and you, of course, can only see what I allow you to see. So here it is: The girl is beautiful, and she is black.

“What do you think, Mr Charles?” says Mrs McLeod, an anxious note creeping into her voice at his prolonged silence. “There weren’t many to choose from, I have to say, but she has good references and at least she won’t be gossiping with tradesmen all day long.”

Charles is still looking at the girl, demure and self-contained in her apron and white cap, her eyes down, her hands motionless. As motionless, in fact, as all those drawings in his books and maps upstairs, but those crude sketches could never have prepared him for the delicacy of these features, the gleam of this perfect skin. So if he stares now it’s because he’s struggling to reconcile what he thought he knew with what he can actually see. It’s not the first time such a thing has happened, of course—he’s a scientist, after all, but in the past the specimens have invariably been either invertebrate, or inanimate.

“They weren’t sure of her real name,” says Mrs McLeod, breaking into his thoughts. “Something long and fiddlesome in her own language, they thought. But she will answer to Molly.”

“Molly it is, then,” he says, making an effort. “Thank you, Mrs McLeod. I’m sure they will both do very nicely.”

And so they do. So much so, in fact, that before two days are out it’s hardly possible to remember living any other way. The drawing-room is put to rights, the broken window mended, the newcomers installed. Thunder takes the longest to adjust of all of them, but once he’s learned to avoid the loud and erratic old human on the first floor he soon becomes reconciled to his new home, especially after he’s had his way with the rats in the basement, and discovered a route out of Charles’s eyrie onto the leads, where he can king it over the feral felines and prowl the chimney-tops by starlight. Up at the top of the house the boxes and trunks start, slowly, to be unpacked and placed on the attic shelves, but when a sheaf of documents about the missing Chadwick child slips from the atlas where Charles has stashed them and spill all over the floor, the thought occurs to him that it might be useful to have somewhere more professional to keep his working papers. Followed swiftly by the recollection that there is a small but serviceable room down on the ground floor where Maddox used to receive his clients, and where Charles might now receive his. If his ego is flattered by the idea of following so literally in his great-uncle’s footsteps, he has the good grace to acknowledge it. And it’s not as if Maddox will need it again; in the last two days he’s been by turns rambling and raging, but the man Charles once knew has not returned. Tucking the papers back in the atlas for the time being, he makes his way downstairs and pushes open the office door. It clearly hasn’t been used for some time. There’s a smell of damp, and a spider’s web sagging from the (rather dirty) windowpane. As for furniture, there’s a hard spindle-backed chair, a small walnut desk, and a wall of shelves. Nothing more. The upper levels are stacked with boxes, most coated with grey dust; the lower ones are largely empty, though the marks on the wood suggest they once contained the books now ranged in the drawing-room above. But it’s what remains that attracts Charles’s eye: a line of leather-bound memorandum books. His uncle’s case files.

He is, suddenly, a small boy again. Standing at the entrance of this same room, summer sunlight glancing through the half-closed shutters. No damp in the air then, but the delicious aroma of baking drifting up from a kitchen that boasted not only a cook but two kitchen maids and a scullion: In those days it was Maddox’s business to know and be known, and some of the most eminent men in the land would eat regularly at his table, and count themselves privileged in the invitation. Charles remembers being surprised at finding this door open, and pausing at the threshold, tentative and fearful, knowing he shouldn’t be there. Then catching sight of the book open on the table and creeping forwards to look at it. Struggling at first with the handwriting, but making out a word here and there, and so engrossed in doing so he never heard his uncle’s tread.

“And what, exactly, do you think you’re doing, young man?”

Maddox’s face—when Charles summoned the courage to look up at it—was unsmiling but not unkind.

“Prying into my papers, I’ll wager, or so it would seem.”

Charles can remember even now, the hot flush of shame, and the lurch of his stomach as Maddox laid a heavy hand on his shoulder.

“Do you not recall what I told you?”

A nod, then another, quicker.

“And what was that?”

“That all that passes between a detective and his client is confi—confi—”

“Confidential,” said Maddox, with emphasis. “Quite so. And what does confidential mean?”

“Secret.”

“Exactly so. Secret, and not to be shared with anyone, however small, and however inquisitive.”

Maddox had sat down on the chair then, and lifted Charles on his knee, the wood creaking beneath their weight. “One day,” he said, touching him lightly on the brow, and smoothing his hair, “one day, young Charles, when you are older, and the people in these files dead and gone, I will let you read about these crimes, and show you how I resolved them. But not today. Today I am too occupied, and you are still too young. So run along now, and have Cook give you a glass of milk. But ask politely, mind.”

Charles moves now towards the shelf and works back along the spines, wondering if he can find that same book, and read the pages he read that day, such a long time ago. He pulls out the volume for 1834 and is struck for a moment by the coincidence. Sixteen years ago. The same year that Chadwick’s grand-child went missing from the Convent of the Faithful Virgin orphanage. Not that he expects to find anything so commonplace here. Here it is all forgery, and coining, and housebreaking, and theft. Profitable investigations, as the neatly noted fee receipts demonstrate, but rather lacklustre, from a purely professional point of view. He closes the book and pulls another at random from the shelf: 1811. Now this, it seems, was quite another story. He spends half an hour enthralled by an extraordinary murder case at a Northamptonshire mansion, only to turn the page at the end and find himself confronted by what will prove to be one of the most infamous crimes of the nineteenth century: the Ratcliffe Highway murders. Charles already knows the bones of this story—the savage and apparently inexplicable murder of Timothy Marr and his family in their East End draper’s shop, followed twelve days later by a second equally brutal killing spree, which left the landlord of the nearby King’s Arms with his throat cut, and his wife and maidservant likewise. Charles—like most of his contemporaries—has always thought the man arrested for these murders was in all likelihood the one who committed them, even if he killed himself in jail before he could be tried. But as he winds deeper and deeper into Maddox’s notes he finds inconsistency after inconsistency in the evidence, and failure after failure in the official police investigation—inconsistencies and failures that are amply and fascinatingly described, by the way, in a more modern account of exactly the same events by one of our most revered crime novelists (though the Baroness of Holland Park does not come to quite the same conclusions as the master thief taker of Buckingham Street once did). By the time Charles is a dozen pages into Maddox’s notes he’s already questioning whether the same lone killer can possibly have committed all these crimes, and is starting to wonder how on earth his uncle got drawn in—

“The Home Secretary asked for my help.”

He looks up, just as he looked up all those years ago, only the man in the doorway now is bent and grey and leaning heavily on a stick. Though Billy’s good offices are now clearly in evidence, for his hair is brushed, and his dressing-gown newly washed.

“That was indeed what you were thinking, was it not?” says Maddox, coming slowly into the room. “How I came to be involved in the Ratcliffe Highway case?”

Charles starts forward and helps Maddox to the chair. “Are you sure you should be on your feet, Uncle—”

Maddox waves his hand dismissively. “Don’t fuss, boy. You’re as bad as that damn Stornaway—man’s turned into an old mother hen. Show me the book.”

Charles slides the volume towards him, and the old man looks at it for a moment, turns back a few pages, reads a paragraph here and there, then returns to where Charles left off.

“So what have you concluded thus far?”

Charles scarcely knows what to say. He’s caught between his bewilderment at this utter and unlooked-for change in his uncle’s demeanour, and a dizzying sense of being still that same little nine-year-old boy, frantic to gain his great-uncle’s good opinion but never quite measuring up to the task.

“Well, I—” He hesitates. “From what I’ve read, I think it likely that the second murders were the work of other hands.”

“The latter plural was, I take it, intentional?”

“There were two men seen running from the inn soon after the attack.”

“Indeed. Go on.”

Maddox’s tone is cool, non-committal; Charles can’t tell whether his great-uncle agrees with him or not. He swallows, and plunges on.

“I think the first murder was a robbery that went wrong, probably committed by someone with a grudge against Marr. That’s the only way I can account for the degree of violence involved. I also think this man must have been involved in some way with the Marrs’ servant girl—she was rather too conveniently out of the way when it happened, and seems to have behaved rather suspiciously thereafter.”

Maddox nods. “And the second murders?”

“Made to look like the Marr killings, and in that respect almost entirely successful. But this crime was far more methodical in its execution, and seems to have been driven by something quite other than passion or revenge.”

“Or robbery,” says Maddox. “The only item missing was the landlord’s watch, which would have been next to impossible to sell, since it bore an engraving of a man’s name. Bravo, my lad, you’ve made noteworthy progress since I saw you last. Indeed you seem to be applying my principles with no small success. After all, there is no problem, however intractable, that cannot be resolved by the steady application of—”

“—logic and observation,” finishes Charles with a smile. “I can still remember the very first time you told me that. I was six years old, and you were visiting us in Berkshire. I’d found a broken window in the stable-block, and came rushing back in to tell you we’d had a burglary in our midst.”

Maddox, too, is smiling now. “But having conducted a thorough inspection of the scene, we were able to determine that the glass had fallen outside the building, not in, and the breakage was therefore far more likely to be down to a stable-boy’s carelessness, than a determined assault on your father’s property.”

He sits back in the chair. “I recall we undertook a number of similar ‘investigations’ that Christmas—the Strange Death of the Vagabond in the Ditch being one of them. Though I seem to remember we concluded he had merely had the misfortune to become intoxicated and fall asleep on the high road on an unexpectedly cold night. Did I not set you to write me an account of that?”

Charles grins. “Indeed you did. I have it even now. It took me a whole week—I was so desperate to impress you.”

“As you did. As you do still.”

Charles flushes, just as he did when his uncle caught him in his office all those years ago, but now it is from pleasure, not guilt. They sit in silence for a moment, feeling the old relationship returning, the old closeness reinstating.

“So was I right?” says Charles at length. “About the Ratcliffe Highway murders?”

Maddox sighs. “As correct as my own conclusions at the time, and just as likely to be disregarded. If you had finished reading my account you would have found that I was unable to persuade the authorities to pursue my theory of the case, and after the hapless Williams was found dead in his cell they were only too eager to draw a line under the whole unfortunate episode.”

“But you don’t believe he was the killer.”

“Certainly not at the King’s Arms, because he had a perfectly robust alibi. And when I examined his remains in the prison mortuary the corpse bore all the signs of a violent struggle. I suspect it was not suicide, as the turnkey claimed, but murder. Indeed, by that point I was firmly of the opinion that a large part of the evidence against Williams had been fabricated, and I had my own suspicions as to who might have done so. But given who those men were, and the public standing they enjoyed, I could not hope to convince Bow Street without concrete proof. Which I never found.”

Charles turns to the end of the case and finds a single final word. One he has never seen in these pages before: Unresolved.

“They buried him like a felon on the public highway,” says Maddox quietly. “With a stake through his heart.”

He looks away, his face troubled now. “It was my only other failure. That—and Elizabeth.”

Charles starts. He has not said her name since he left his father’s house for the last time six years before; has not heard it said since he was last in this house a twelvemonth ago. Hearing it now, so unexpectedly, he feels the iron close again about his heart. This is what he has been evading, all that time; this is what he feared, coming here again. And yes, there was some tiny, hidden, shameful part of his mind that saw his uncle’s madness as a relief. A guarantee that they would not—could not—ever speak of her again. Only Maddox is not mad. Not any more.

Charles takes a deep breath. “You did everything you could. You weren’t there when it happened, and by the time you arrived it was too late to—”

“That is no adequate excuse. If anyone could have found her, I should have been the one to do it. Taken like that, in the middle of the day, barely yards from where her mother was standing—”

Charles says nothing, knowing, just as Maddox does, that his mother never forgave herself for that moment’s distraction, those few minutes when her infant daughter was out of her sight.

Maddox strikes his hand against the arm of the chair. “I should have found her—what use are skills like mine if I cannot use them to spare my own family from a lifetime of regret and self-reproach?”

Charles shakes his head but the memory, so long stifled, will be suppressed no more. And as if in revenge for such long denial, the pictures in his head are more vivid now than the day it happened—the sounds more intense. He sees the soft curves of his sister’s face, and the tiny golden curls escaping—as they always did—from under the edge of her straw bonnet. Sees himself being told to watch her by his mother. Hears the taunts of the street-boys because he was holding her hand. Feels himself letting that little hand go, and turning away to play, his back to her all the while despite her tears. Hears then, and now, and ever after, his mother’s agonised cry. It was his fault. It had always been his fault. Not just what happened that day, but what it led to. It was all his doing. And he has never had the courage to confess it.

“Is that why you did it?” His uncle’s voice breaks into his thoughts and Charles looks up—not flushed now but white in the face. Maddox wasn’t even there that day—surely he cannot possibly suspect—

Maddox is watching him thoughtfully. “Is that why you took the Chadwick case? Because you hope to find not only a lost grand-child, but a lost sister too?”

Charles turns away and walks to the window. On the other side of the street two children are playing with a ball, and a little grey dog is racing around them, barking and wagging its tail.

“I took the case because I need the money. That’s all.”

Maddox turns, rather laboriously, to look at him. “I suspect, my dear Charles, that you are not being completely honest in that response. Not least to yourself. You know what I have always said—”

“—that a detective must never allow his own feelings to become engaged by an investigation, for they will only impede it. I know, I know, but I have never been as consummate a professional as you always were.”

It may be that Maddox himself has not always followed his own dictates as strictly as this might suggest, but of this the old thief taker gives no sign.

“Take care, Charles,” he says eventually. “I fear you will find neither child now, after all these years—”

“You’re not the first to say that—”

“—but you run a very grave risk of losing yourself.”

The old man watches as the young man by the window stiffens, and then drops his head. Maddox has, in fact, long suspected what really happened the day Elizabeth Maddox disappeared, and is saddened that the boy has never felt able to confide in him. But he knows better than to probe. His great-nephew resembles him in far more than merely name and intelligence; neither is adept at intimacy, and both are extremely well-practised in the evasion of emotion. It may even be—though Maddox has never considered this—that the protégé has patterned himself on the mentor in this, as in so much else. And with the past Maddox knows he has, and the secrets Maddox knows he keeps, is it any wonder Charles finds it easier to keep people at a distance—to investigate them as suspects, or study them as species, or even buy their bodies by the finite hour? Anything to avoid an equality of exchange.

All this while Charles is still at the window, but Maddox can see now how rigidly he’s gripping the window-frame, and he thinks again of the image that has come to him so many times in the presence of this young man—an image of a bright sheet of smooth paper, folded and folded and folded again until it is nothing more than a hard tight knot, closed into a fist.

A moment later Charles has turned to face him again. Their eyes meet, but the old man barely has time to register the look on the younger’s face before Charles turns quickly away and leaves the room. He can hear Maddox calling after him, but it’s only when Charles is half-way up to the attic that he hears the thud from below, and when he looks back down over the banisters he sees the old man sprawled on the lower landing, his stick flung from his grasp. And then pandemonium breaks loose. Molly with bandages, Billy with brandy, and—last, but worst—Abel Stornaway, who deciphers what has happened in an instant.

“What was he doing on the stairs all by his’sen?” he demands, as he lifts his master’s head. There’s a graze to Maddox’s cheek, and a wildness in his look now, that makes the eloquence of the last hour seem like a distant dream. “He bain’t as steady as he was, Mr Charles—he needs watchin’ all the time.”

Charles has nothing to offer by way of excuse, and there’s an accusation in Abel’s eyes that he cannot counter. Between the four of them they eventually manage to get the old man to his feet, but by the time they get him back to the drawing-room he’s already starting to mutter and struggle.

“Should we send for the doctor?” asks Charles meekly, as Stornaway settles Maddox into his chair.

Stornaway tucks a rug over the old man’s knees and shakes his head. “The cut is not sae bad. And that doctor would only scare him the more. Leave him be, Mr Charles, just leave him be.”
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Sunday morning, and all the bells in London are ringing. Some near, some distant, this from Christchurch, Endell Street, that from St Paul’s, Covent Garden; all marking a different moment for the passing of the hour. Charles is still asleep, despite the noise, one arm thrown back, his legs tangled up in his sheets much as we saw him once before, only this time someone else is managing his laundry, and the sheets are clean. There may have been a tap, there may even have been the sound of the door opening. Something of the sort there must have been, because when he opens his eyes he sees Molly standing at the end of his bed with a letter in her hand. He sits up with a start and feels, for a moment, absurdly embarrassed, as if she had caught him atop a whore. The girl sets the letter down on the table by the bed and leaves the room, her bare feet almost silent on the wooden boards. She does not smile; she merely delivers the message and is gone. Charles rubs his eyes with the heel of his hand, aware, for the first time, of the smell of hot rolls and bacon that has drifted in through the open door. Letter first, then wash and breakfast.


Lincoln’s Inn Fields
Sunday morning, eight o’clock

Mr Maddox,

If it does not interfere unduly with your devotions, I should like to see you this morning at your earliest convenience. I have the two letters that you requested at our last meeting.



Your obedient servant,
Edward Tulkinghorn
Attorney-at-Law







Charles looks at the note, and then sits back, his face thoughtful. The domestic demands of the last two days have not left him any time to set about the practical task of tracking Tulkinghorn’s culprit, but his mind has been hard at work all the same. Only what it’s finding for him so far, are not answers, but more questions.

Charles has, on the face of it, no obvious reason to be so sceptical about such an unexpected and well-paid commission, but sceptical he is, and even more so now. He’s always had an excellent instinct for a lie, and his time in the Detective has done nothing to dull it. And what that instinct is telling him now is that a man like Tulkinghorn would never deign to deal personally with such a mundane affair, even for a client as consequential as Cremorne. The fact that he is so doing—and that even such a trivial matter as the delivery of supposedly insignificant letters cannot be delegated—is as eloquent, to Charles’s mind, as Tulkinghorn is taciturn. Charles, of course, did not see what we saw, and cannot know what we know, but he’s certain all the same that there’s something the old lawyer is not telling him. But what that is, and how deep it goes, even we cannot yet fully imagine.

Lincoln’s Inn Fields looks particularly beautiful this morning, the trees frosty against a brilliant blue sky, and somewhere among the branches, a blackbird singing. Charles presents himself as before, and as before he is shown upstairs, though progress is somewhat impeded by a little group of people in the hallway, gathered around a wizened and vociferous old man in a chair and a black skull-cap, attended by a lean female with a thin and wasted face. An angry altercation breaking out at just that moment, Charles leaves Knox to clear the house of such undesirable riff-raff and makes his own way upstairs. He arrives, as a result, rather sooner than his host seems to have anticipated, since Mr Tulkinghorn is not at his desk—is, in fact, still in a little ante-room Charles did not notice on his first visit, and from which come voices and the smell of fine tobacco. Charles catches sight—so briefly it is no more than an impression—of three men sitting round a table, and a fourth, older, grey-haired, standing upright with his back to the door. A moment later Tulkinghorn appears, closes the door firmly behind him, and moves, rather quickly for him, back to his wonted position of state behind the desk.

“Good morning, Mr Maddox.”

“Mr Tulkinghorn.”

As before, the lawyer takes the ring of keys from his waistcoat-pocket and unlocks the desk drawer. As before, the papers are placed on a plain brown sleeve. Two sheets. Tulkinghorn hands them to Charles.

“This arrived six weeks ago, the other some three months before that. As you will see, our anonymous correspondent seems to be lacking in either imagination or vocabulary. Or, indeed, both. It does not seem to me that they add a great deal to the evidence already at your disposal, but here they are.”

There is, indeed, a dogged persistence in the content of the letters:


   I naw what yow did

You cannot hide from me




Yow sins will find ee out

   I will make yow pay



“You were going to ask about the envelopes?”

“I have put enquiries in hand. I am not hopeful, but if they can be found, I will have them sent to you.”

Tulkinghorn is about to close the drawer again when he notices that Charles is eyeing the strange black paperweight.

“Such curios interest you?” he says, as if casually, picking it up and holding it towards Charles in the palm of his small dry hand.

Charles reaches out and takes the object. “It’s Egyptian, I think? Obsidian?”

The old man raises an eyebrow. “Indeed. It came from a mummy discovered by Giovanni Belzoni in the Valley of the Kings. Some high-ranking official, buried with his master. I saw the body unwrapped before my very eyes. Some of my noble clients have a taste for the macabre, and such evenings are, I believe, becoming rather fashionable. This amulet was found among the linens. I was taken with it, and my client was good enough to present it to me. A small token of recognition for many years of loyal service. Of course, there are some who condemn such acts as sacrilegious—even accursed—but that, I am sure you will agree, is mere ignorance and uncouth superstition.”

If he did but know it, this hard, dark artefact is a rather interesting metaphor for its equally impenetrable owner. Tulkinghorn may not understand exactly what role it played, but if such things interest you, you can see these selfsame fingers in the British Museum, which is where—by a circuitous route that need not concern us—this object now finds itself. And as the label on the case will tell you, these long thin fingers were a tool of the embalmer, designed to hold the incisions closed after the organs were removed, so keeping malign forces at bay, and the body intact for all eternity. Whatever his view of the possibility of an afterlife (and if he has one, he keeps it as private as his opinions on every other matter of note), this is a role Mr Tulkinghorn would have appreciated, and one in which he is, in his own field, unsurpassed.

When he gets to his feet a moment later Charles is intrigued but not unduly surprised to observe that Tulkinghorn has no intention of discussing the letters with him any further; he seems, indeed, solely concerned to show him off the premises with all dispatch. But when they reach the door of the chamber the lawyer appears to change his mind, and turns to Charles with what passes, with him, for a smile.

“Perhaps it would interest you to see my little collection? The top of the house is let off now in sets of chambers, but I still keep the lower floors, where the coolness of the temperature and the dryness of the atmosphere are ideally suited for my purpose.”

It could hardly be more contrary to what Charles was expecting, but nonetheless he accepts with alacrity. Tulkinghorn leads him down towards the ground floor, but stops on the half landing by a door that is so cleverly concealed by the veins and swirls of faked marbled paintwork you could pass it by nine times out of ten, and never even notice. He lights a candle and the two of them make their way down a spiral stone staircase to the echoing regions below the deserted mansion. The stairs are dark, and the candle throws the lawyer’s enormous, quivering shadow against the curve of the wall. But strange though it seems, the air brightens as they descend, and when they reach the foot of the staircase Charles sees why. He’s in a small hexagonal chamber that opens into another, much larger room, lit from above by a huge conical dome of yellow glass with a stone rose in its centre. They must be at least two floors below ground, but the room ahead of him is double-height, with a catacomb of corridors opening away from him in all directions. The architecture is astounding, but even that retreats into insignificance compared with what it holds. It is like some augmentum ad absurdum of Charles’s own former lodgings—objects stud every surface, every wall, every shelf, as well as every passage and alcove within view. It is, quite simply, the largest and most extraordinary collection of classical statuary Charles has ever seen. Not even his beloved British Museum can rival this. Stone, marble, terracotta, alabaster—every texture, every colour from pearly ivory to a rich polished black. Funerary urns and a statue of Apollo, horn-eared gods and a snake-haired Medusa, busts of ancient emperors and fragments of vase, heads in profile, heads in relief, tiny broken details mounted on plaques, and perfectly intact slabs of huge architectural frieze. Tulkinghorn eyes his visitor with a quiet but obvious satisfaction.

“Most of the best Greek and Roman sculpture is in here,” he says, as if casually, “but I think Egypt is your own preference?”

Charles has no preference of the kind, but he has no objection to seeing what else his host is prepared to show him. Tulkinghorn leads him towards the dome, and he sees now that this space is not a room at all, but a gallery round another, lower chamber that opens now beneath him, half plunged in darkness, and dominated by a huge stone trough, throned on pillars and deeply carved with symbols and runes. No—not runes, thinks Charles, leaning over the balustrade as his eyes adjust to the light. Not runes but hieroglyphs, and it’s not a trough but a sarcophagus—an enormous, perfectly preserved Egyptian sarcophagus. He starts and turns to Tulkinghorn, remembering suddenly where he has seen this before.

“But this is—”

“The sarcophagus of Pharaoh Seti the First. Indeed.”

“But you said—”

“That I was given the amulet. That is quite true, but we are speaking of two distinct occasions. The sarcophagus had to be paid for.”

“May I go down?”

“Of course. You will find the stairs in the corner over there.”

Charles heads round the gallery to the far side, but when he gets there he finds himself unexpectedly confounded. He knows this is where the stairs are supposed to be (and he is, as we know, rather better than most at finding his way), but when he turns the final corner by a niche containing a life-sized statue of Pan, he finds himself face-to-face with—himself: a life-sized reflection of himself. The glass is slightly convex, and the mirror so cleverly sited and angled that it makes the room seem at least twice its real size. It also serves, very effectively, as a blind alley, an optical illusion that can only be designed to lead the inexperienced visitor astray. What sort of man could possibly—? Charles turns and looks back to the other side of the gallery. Tulkinghorn is still standing there. Standing and watching. A curious expression on his face—his customary sardonic superiority, yes, but something else as well, which in another man might suggest a barely suppressed excitement. The combination is unsettling, and Charles is struck suddenly by the conviction that more than half of the lawyer’s pleasure in this exquisite collection lies in the power it affords him to withhold that pleasure from everyone else. Even—or perhaps especially—those he ostensibly brings to see it. He has not merely constructed this astonishing gallery, and at unimaginable expense, but contrived every stratagem at his disposal to deceive the eye: light, shadow, looking-glass, trompe-l’oeil. Indeed, as Charles now realises, this space that seems designed for display has actually been created for another purpose altogether. An enfilade of architectural subterfuges that bestows with one hand, what it conceals with the other. There are, unquestionably, incomparable treasures here, but not so many as the eye believes it can see—some are mere illusions, others tantalising glimpses forever out of reach. Charles looks slowly about him, re-adjusting his mental map, and attempting to penetrate beyond the dazzle of remarkable objects to the bones of the building that must lie behind. Tulkinghorn is the Daedalus of this labyrinth, and no-one understands its secrets better than the man who made it. He feels, surely and uncomfortably, that his host is toying with him, much as Thunder does with the mice behind the skirting-boards, when the weather is wet and there is nothing better to do. It takes a few minutes, but he eventually realises that the catacomb effect is nothing but a spectacular sleight of hand: Four of the six narrow passage-ways that appear to lead off the gallery are only mirrored alcoves. There is only one way in, which means there can be only one way down.

“I congratulate you,” says Tulkinghorn, when Charles emerges eventually beneath him. “Many visitors never negotiate that particular little puzzle. Even the more astute take rather longer than you did. You will find a lit candle in the small niche on the right-hand side. If you hold it carefully inside the sarcophagus you will be able to appreciate fully the translucent quality of the stone. There are also, as you will see, some signs remaining of blue inlay, but sadly the alabaster has not aged well.”

His tone is almost cordial, as if Charles has passed some obscure initiation.

“It is extraordinary, Mr Tulkinghorn. The whole collection. Quite extraordinary.”

The lawyer inclines his head. “I am gratified you think so. But I am afraid I will have to draw your exploration of it to a rather abrupt conclusion. I have a luncheon engagement with a baronet, and I cannot keep him waiting.”

Charles arrives home just in time to be too late for his own lunch, but Molly scrapes together the remains of the boiled beef and greens, and he elects to take his plate into his great-uncle’s room and sit with him while he eats. The slight graze to his cheek has all but healed and—to Charles’s relief—Maddox seems to retain no memory at all of how he came by it. Though if Abel has anything to say on the matter, it’s doubtful Maddox will ever move much beyond these four walls again. He is quiet today, but Charles has not the experience yet to know the difference between the quiet of composure, and the quiet of catatonia. His eye-glass and his watch are ready to his hand, though he has not yet picked up either of them; but perhaps he just needs something to stimulate his curiosity. Charles finishes his meat and puts the plate on the floor beside him, then takes the Cremorne letters from the inside of his jacket.

“Do you have a moment, Uncle Maddox?”

The old man eyes him, rather warily.

“I have just acquired a new case, that I would like to consult you about.”

It may be the magic word case, or perhaps it’s something in Charles’s tone, but Maddox is suddenly alert.

“What’s that? Speak up, boy, I can’t hear what you’re saying through all that mumble.”

“I have a new case, Uncle. A problematic one. I wanted to ask your help.”

“Go on, then, get on with it. I dare say you’ve got all the facts in the wrong order, just like you used to in the old days. Always went at a problem like a bull at a gate. All over the place. Hopeless.”

It might strike you that this runs rather counter to Maddox’s last expressed views on the selfsame subject, and it may not be a coincidence that the old man’s tone is rather shrill. Charles edges forward in his seat, trying not to mind.

“The client has been receiving letters—”

“Letters? What sort of letters?”

“—offensive letters. Anonymous letters. My task is to find out who sent them. That alone will be difficult enough, given how little I have to go on, but I’m convinced there’s more to it than what I’ve been—”

Maddox doesn’t appear to be listening. “Is that them there?”

Charles hands them over. The old man’s hands are trembling slightly, but his mind suddenly seems completely steady. He picks up his eye-glass and looks first at one letter, and then another, turning them over carefully several times. But then, to Charles’s horror, he takes one and flattens it against his face, breathing heavily. Charles tries to seize it, but Maddox will not let it go and the two of them struggle, the flimsy sheet crumpling between their fists.

“Uncle—please—”

“What do you think you’re doing? Let go of me, you fool!”

“But—”

Billy has heard the fracas from the adjoining room and appears at the door, his bright round face frowning and concerned. “Everything all right, Mr Charles? Only—”

“Everything’s fine, Billy,” says Charles quickly, embarrassed to be found in this ridiculous position, playing tug-of-war with an elderly man over a piece of wretched paper. “There’s no need to worry yourself. Go down to the kitchen, would you, and ask Molly for some tea.”

“Right you are, Mr Charles. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

When he turns back to Maddox, the old man’s face is very red and his chest is heaving.

“I’ll thank you, Charles, to show me an appropriate degree of respect. My age, if nothing else, surely commands that much.”

It is as if a switch has been flicked—an analogy which is at least thirty years away, incidentally, though the snap of a magic lantern will do almost as well. Maddox is looking at Charles now with as clear a gaze as the younger man can ever remember.

“I’m sorry,” he stumbles, “I did not intend—”

Maddox’s eyes narrow. “No, I dare say you did not. Now, to business. These letters of yours. You have, I presume, drawn the first and most obvious conclusion?”

It’s Charles’s turn to redden now. “Yes—that is, no—”

Maddox smiles, his eyes twinkling. “Well, that is no more than I expected. Have you forgotten all I taught you already? Logic and observation, my boy, logic and observation.”

He smoothes the paper against his leg and hands it to Charles. There is no trace of a tremor now.

“Examine this—carefully, mind—and tell me what you find.”

Charles takes the paper and stares at it.

“Well,” he says slowly, after a few minutes. “The writing is not educated—”

“Indeed.”

“—and is in a man’s hand.”

“Indubitably.”

“He has some cause for grievance against Sir Julius, which he clearly feels very deeply, but does not specify. Is that significant?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Go on.”

Charles looks up. “That’s all. I can infer nothing more.”

Maddox smiles broadly. “Come, come, my lad. Surely you can deduce a little more than that? Do you not remember what I used to tell you when you were a boy? A letter is far more than a sequence of words written on a page—it is a physical object, and in that respect is frequently far more eloquent than its creator intended.”

Charles looks again at the letter in his hand. “The paper is poor, that much I can see, but that doesn’t get us very far. And as for anything else—”

“Smell it.”

Charles gapes. “What?”

His great-uncle is clearly enjoying himself. “Go on—smell it. It will not bite you.”

Charles brings the letter reluctantly to his face. It’s faint at first but as the paper brushes his nose he pulls his head away, coughing.

“My God, whatever that is, it’s absolutely disgusting!”

“Quite so. Absolutely nauseating, and absolutely unmistakable. An exceedingly unpalatable combination of cattle fat, rotting meat, and dog excrement.”

Maddox sits back in his chair, and joins his fingertips together. “Is it not obvious? Your culprit, my dear Charles, is a tanner.”

Charles’s eyes widen. This man is remarkable, completely and utterly remarkable. Who else but Maddox would have even thought to put the letter to such a test? And who else but he would know how to interpret what he found?

“Moreover,” Maddox continues, “the text itself is not quite so devoid of interest as you seem to believe. You stated—quite correctly—that the author of this missive is uneducated. But he is not—perhaps—as illiterate as you might assume. This word here”—he points a gnarled finger—“naw, and here yow—”

“I took them as mere spelling errors.”

Maddox shakes his head. “I am sure you did. Because that is exactly what they would have been had you yourself written them—indeed, had almost any Englishman written them. But there is one region of this kingdom where this orthography is quite common. I had occasion, some years ago, to be employed by Sir Jonathan Ever-shed, at his estate at Launceston. The infant child of one of his tenant farmers had been found murdered in her cradle. The perpetrator—inconceivable as it sounds—proved to be the family’s young maidservant, a girl of no more than fourteen years. She claimed to have been incited to the deed by a gentleman in black, who came to her bed in the dead of night. She was caught in the very act of attempting to strangle another child.” His voice falters for a moment. “I endeavoured to persuade the magistrate that this was prima facie evidence of a diseased mind and that the girl was, in consequence, quite unaware of the nature, character, and consequences of the act she was committing. But I failed.”

He stops and seems to be gazing back into his own mind, seeing again, as Charles cannot, the crowd of silent bystanders gathered about the gibbet, and the thin body swinging slowly, slowly, under a leaden April sky. A moment later he shakes his head firmly, and resumes. “A most deplorable case, but the point I wished to make was that in the course of that enquiry I had occasion to interrogate a number of local villagers and labourers from the surrounding district. Your suspect, my dear Charles, is Cornish.”

Charles sits back in his chair, dumbfounded.

“I am very sorry, Uncle. When you put the paper to your face just now, I thought, well, I thought—”

“You thought I was going mad. Deranged. Like that poor dead girl, seeing people who do not exist, hearing voices that are not there.”

A shadow crosses Maddox’s face, and all his old self-assurance shrinks to fear. He reaches forwards and grips hold of Charles’s wrist. “There are days now, Charles, when I cannot see beyond the dark—when I cannot trust my own body—when I can barely untangle my own thoughts. Do you know what that is like—for a man like me? Listen to me, Charles,” he whispers, his grip even tighter. “These people watch me night and day, but you are the one I trust. Which is why I want you to promise me something—”

“If I can—”

“Promise me you will not let them take me away. Promise me I will not lose my mind.”

The old man’s eyes are locked on his own. Charles opens his mouth to reply, then—

“Here we are, Mr Maddox,” says Billy cheerily, bumping down a tray of tea on the table beside them. “Hot and strong, just the way you like it.”

The old man slumps slowly back in his chair, his head against his pillows, his mouth open. The moment has passed; the light in his eyes has gone out.


SIX
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A Wintry Day and Night

WHEN CHARLES OPENS his eyes the following morning he can tell at once that the weather has changed. He already loves this room—the way river reflections play across the ceiling on sunny days, flickering chains of light into bright geometric shapes. But not today. This morning the room is filled with that off-white over-white glow that means only one thing: snow. He dislodges a heavy and very sleepy cat from the counterpane and goes to the window to look out over the roof-tops. The flakes are coming down in huge clumps, slow and steady, and the skylight overhead is gradually layering with translucent grey. There’s a perfect inch of snow on the parapet, and on the ledge, a track of large fastidious pad-prints to show where Thunder beat a tactical retreat sometime during the night.

The house is suddenly very cold, and Charles gets dressed quickly among his heaps of boxes; he really must find time to arrange his collection properly, now he finally has the space to do it. He slides a hand, half automatically, down the side of one of the cases to reassure himself his pistol-case is still where he left it. And if you’re surprised to find he owns such a thing, it is not, after all, so very unusual that he should: Just like any other young man brought up in the country in the first half of the nineteenth century Charles learned to handle a rifle hunting rabbits as a boy, and thinks no more of owning a gun than of taking laudanum when he has a tooth-ache, though both would brand him a dangerous delinquent now. He is, by the way, rather good at shooting, and keeps his hand in at a little run-down gallery he knows near Leicester Square. He is also—as you have just seen—assiduous to ensure that the pistol is always safely stowed. But for all his precautions, and all his care, this gun of his may still prove to be his undoing.

The only person up and about downstairs is Molly, who’s on her knees raking out the hearth in the drawing-room. He stops on the stairs a moment, then takes a step or two into the room.

“It’s cold today.”

She tilts her head slightly towards him, as if to show she’s heard, but does not look up; there is no break in the slow, methodical movement of her large rough hands across the sooty tiles. He wonders if she’s seen snow before; wonders, in fact, how long she’s been in England, and whether the unforgiving sunlight of her native land—wherever that is—might not now be stranger to her than the dank grey London streets. He eats what he can find in the kitchen (bread and butter only, since the bacon is still frying), and then trudges through the thickening snow to the Strand, a flurry of white flakes settling on his eyelashes and his hair and his coat (though this time at least, he has retrieved his muffler).

There’s an even longer queue than usual for the omnibus, and Charles can barely feel his feet by the time it arrives. He has to change twice more before he’s finally heading south towards the river, the gritty, partly frozen snow churning under the wheels like gravel and the horses slithering on the icy stones. It’s not the best day for such a journey, but now he has both a genuine lead and a point to prove, and not just to his client but to himself: The next time he and Tulkinghorn meet, he wants it to be at his request, not the lawyer’s. And given that knowledge is power—especially when it comes to a man like Tulkinghorn—if there is indeed something about this case the old man is concealing, Charles wants to find out what that is, so he can decide for himself what information to give, and what to keep. All of which makes perfect sense, of course, but since as far as we know he’s had no new information, how is it that he’s suddenly so sure of where he should be going? And where—for that matter—is he going? That question, at least, is easy enough to answer. Maddox told him he’s looking for a tanner, and that being the case, even a half-competent London detective would know where to start: Bermondsey. This densely packed district barely one mile across holds more tanners, curriers, fellmongers, parchment-makers, wool-staplers, leather-dressers, and glue-makers than the rest of the country put together. Dyeing they do here too, though dying has been more prevalent of late—over six thousand were killed by cholera in the last year, so overcrowded is this strip of land hard by the Thames, and so hard the subsistence for those who live here. As the ’bus hauls slowly over London Bridge, the footways on both sides are thronged with people, some workers, some tradesmen, and some poor stitchers from the south of the river, carrying huge canvas bags made for the wealthy wool-merchants on the other side. The snow is too thick to see far in either direction, but Charles can make out the dark wharves and wherries of Shad Thames, and farther away still, the dim outline of Jacob’s Island, with its warehouses, docks, bridges, and alleys, bristling with the masts of ships. Less lethal now than once it was, but still an infamous slum, the houses clustered thick and the rooms cramped and stinking, overhanging water that clogs with refuse, and sewage that empties hourly into open ditches.

It will not surprise you to find that this part of London is not much frequented by the idly inquisitive (though Charles Dickens himself will make almost exactly this journey in a few months’ time). Nor is it an area that Charles knows well, so when he swings down from the ’bus at Tooley Street he asks the driver what he suggests.

“Start with the Skin Depository, guv. Up ahead off Bermondsey Street. On yer right.”

The quadrangle of buildings proves surprisingly elegant for such a down-and-dirty trade, but there’s no disguising what’s really being bought and sold here. Men with stained hands and soiled aprons press close against him, and laden carts push at him through the throng, leaving a trail of dark viscous slime matted with hanks of animal hair. Inside the Depository there are stacks of hides and wet skins piled in bays on every side of the courtyard, horns still dangling from slices of skull, and while the buyers do their rounds in their black coats and tall hats, picking over the merchandise and questioning its quality, a horde of bedraggled little boys follows them from carcase to carcase, stripping them of any flesh still edible, however rotten it smells. Charles suddenly feels rather ill. The air is sickly with blood, and the snow is treading red into the mud under his feet. He’s wearing the wrong boots for this. He takes as deep a breath as the evil air will allow, and heads for one of the more respectable-looking fellmongers. A slight little man with a thin nasal whine. He’s courteous enough to start with, but lapses into indifference when it becomes clear Charles has not come with money to spend. He claims to know nothing of the tanneries, and even less of the men who work there. In any case, there are scores of them—hundreds even. But if Charles is intent on such a hopeless quest, he should probably start by enquiring in Long Lane. There must be a good twenty establishments there.

And so it proves. Charles has never really thought much about leather production before, and even though Maddox’s words should have prepared him for something of what he’s about to find, the reality still comes as a shock. If the smell was rank in the market, it’s ten times worse here. The first tannery he finds has a narrow entrance under two overhead gangways, and when he reaches the inner yard he finds a group of men stripping a cartload of new hides of their last scraps of bone before loading them into one of a score of lime pits. Another, heavier man has a wet hide slung over a wooden frame, and is deftly stripping the hair and spongy white fat with a two-handled blade. In the corner, a coil of steam rises slowly from a bating tank of pale cloudy water; there are brown sticky clods floating on the surface, and believe me, it’s only too horribly obvious what they are. Looking at the man at work on the carcase Charles no longer questions how the letter sent to Sir Julius Cremorne gained its distinctive smell—it must be next to impossible to rid their hands of the stink; though what strange thread it is that connects two men from such disparate strata of London society is even more obscure to him now than it was before. He makes his way carefully across the yard towards the man; the snow has all but stopped but the whole area is an inch deep in slop and grease, and most of the workers are splashed to the knees.

“Could I talk to you for a moment?”

The man looks up, then back at his work. “I’m busy. What are you—police, or what?”

Charles shakes his head. “No, not police. But I am looking for someone.”

The man looks up again, for longer this time, but says nothing.

“I’m trying to find a man who does a job like yours.”

“Thinking of openin’ a tanner’s are you? Nah, I didn’t think so somehow. Look, I don’t know who you are or what you’re after, but I’m not about to get some other poor bugger into trouble. ’Cause trouble’s all that can be comin’ from a face like yours.”

Charles wants to deny it but knows he can’t. Lying is the one tool of his trade he’s never really mastered. He tries another tack. “Sounds to me like you come from round here.”

The man eyes him guardedly. “What’s that to you?”

“I assume most of the men who work here are Bermondsey boys?”

The man puts the knife down and looks Charles full in the face. He’s a big man, and thickly built, with a shaven head and a dark indistinct tattoo on the side of his neck. “Bermondsey boys?” he echoes, his voice unable to contain his contempt. “What are you, some kind of bloody nancy? Looking for a bit of local rough-and-ready?”

This last is accompanied by a particularly lewd gesture, and before Charles can react the tanner’s reached out a hand dripping with fat and taken him by the chin like a girl, to the coarse amusement of the rest of the yard. “Well we might just be able to help you there, what do you think, lads?”

Something flickers red in Charles’s brain, and though he’s barely half the man’s weight, he seizes his thick wrist and tries to force his fingers away. “Get your stinking hands off me—”

The man comes closer and brings his face within a kiss of Charles’s. “Oh really?” he says softly. “So you don’t like the way I smell? Well in that case, why don’t you take your pretty face and your fancy voice, and hook it. We don’t take to the likes of you round ’ere, and we look after our own. Am I makin’ myself clear?”

The man puts both hands on Charles’s chest and pushes him roughly away. He stumbles, landing flat on his back in the muck, and only just misses downing himself in the bating trough. The viscous white filth is clinging to his face, and he wipes it away in furious disgust. He gets to his feet and retreats across the yard with as much dignity as he can manage. One or two of them grab at his backside as he leaves, and when he reaches the gate, the yard behind him is raucous with whistling and strident laughter.

He made a complete mess of it, he knows that. Well-spoken stranger asking leading questions; small wonder the man was wary. He should have known better. At the building next door he takes different tactics. He opts to speak to the manager, not the men, but it doesn’t get him much farther. The manager is harassed and only half listens, but he claims he doesn’t know of anyone from Cornwall working in the area. And nor, indeed, does anyone else Charles asks. One owner thinks he recalls a man who might have been from those parts, but it was months ago and he can’t remember his name; another can only think of a young lad who had “a strange accent—thick as soup—we could hardly make out what he was saying half the time,” and a third refuses to speak to him at all, all the while eyeing Charles’s filthy trousers with obvious suspicion. By the time he reaches the end of the street he’s beginning to wonder if he’s wasting his time. He considers for a moment asking in the Fellmongers’ Arms, but a glance through the window at the group of silent men smoking together in the gloomy taproom convinces him otherwise. He’s not sure he would even want to drink in there. And in any case, it’s getting late. He’s had enough.

The journey back is very uncomfortable. It’s not that he’s wet through from shirt to feet (though he is), or even that once the Bermondsey smell abates somewhat he finds he’s ravenously hungry (though he’s that too); it’s the looks of those around him that make him shift in his seat and look determinedly out of the window. The ’buses are more and more crowded the closer he gets to home, but even though the last one up the Strand is packed full, the only person willing to take the seat next to Charles is the smallest son of a large and alarming lady with spectacles and a prominent nose sitting opposite, who flaps her handkerchief in front of her face and says, “Oh, dear me, this is most trying, most trying!” very loudly indeed, to no-one in particular, for a whole slow half a mile. The child looks absolutely ferocious with discontent, and glowers at Charles’s reeking trousers as if he can never forgive the injury being done to his olfactory nerves. By the time Charles gets to Buckingham Street he wants to tear his clothes off and dump them in the nearest ditch, and as soon as he reaches the house he rushes down the back-stairs to the kitchen, looking for Molly and hot water.

Both of which he finds.

She’s standing before the kitchen grate, stripped to the waist, a bowl before her, and a wash-cloth in her right hand. He’s never seen her without her starched white cap, and her hair is cut so close to her head that he can see the exquisite curve of her skull, the delicate hollow at the nape of her neck. He’s seen naked girls many times, but never one so unadorned. Her breasts are as flat as a boy’s, the nipples erect and tender in the cold air. The dark skin, the white cloth, the cool milky light from the kitchen window; it is as perfect, and as motionless, as a Vermeer. How long he stares at her, he could not have said; it’s only when she lifts her face to his, and meets his eyes for the first time in that house, that he shifts his gaze and turns away, his cheeks burning.

“I—I wanted some hot water. To wash.”

She drops her eyes and nods, then pulls her chemise up about her shoulders.

He turns, and leaves the room.

Half-way up the stairs he hears a noise behind him, and sees Stornaway emerge onto the landing beneath.

“Mr Charles!” he calls. “Someone here to see ye.”

“I need to change my clothes before I see anyone. Who is it—can they wait?”

“A Mr Chadwick, it is.”

Charles stops. “I see. Please give him my apologies, and say I will be down without delay.”

He’s been dreading this interview; dreading it, and putting it off. But now he has to think of something to say, and quick. He peels off his revolting clothes and kicks them into a pile by the bed, then upends the cat from his next-cleanest shirt, there being no time to unearth a new one from the (still-half-unpacked) trunk. He keeps his back purposefully to the door, so that when the girl comes with the water he does not see her. Ten minutes later he is almost fit for decent company; five minutes more and he is downstairs.

Mr Chadwick has appropriated the only chair in the office, though Charles can hardly begrudge it to him. He’s a frail old gentleman, neat and well-dressed, with a little grey head and a bearing that would have been stately but for a trembling in one of his hands and a certain rigidity in his limbs that makes it difficult for him to sit comfortably in his seat, and reduces him to moving in quick small shuffling steps.

When Charles opens the door his visitor is rather ostentatiously consulting his pocket-watch.

“Mr Chadwick, I am glad to see you. I hope you are well.”

The old man puts up his watch and looks at Charles over his gold eye-glasses. “I should be a great deal better if I had not chased around town half the morning looking for you. Could you not have informed me that you had removed here? A mere two lines would have sufficed, but instead of that, I not only had to waste both time and money being carried to your former lodgings, but then endure the indignity of being forced to enquire for your landlady at a common—and, I may say, most insalubrious—public-house.”

Monday, thinks Charles. Mrs Stacey’s Linen Box committee day.

“I am very sorry you were inconvenienced, sir.”

He wants to suggest going for a second chair, but feels that in his client’s eyes he has not yet earned the right to sit down.

“Well, sir?” demands Chadwick. “What have you to say for yourself?”

“I apologise for my oversight, sir. My great-uncle was taken ill, and I had no alternative but to—”

The old man waves his hand impatiently. “Not that, not that. The investigation. Have you, or have you not, made any progress in discovering my grand-child?”

“I have, as you know, interviewed the beadle in charge of the workhouse where your daughter died—”

“—where they told me she died. There were no records, you know, no grave.”

Charles looks rueful. “I doubt there are many workhouse inmates who are accorded the dignity of an individual resting-place. As for the lack of proper records, it was, was it not, some time later that you first enquired?”

Chadwick starts to rub his left thumb and forefinger together; it is a tic he has, which usually indicates he is becoming anxious.

“You know very well, Mr Maddox, that my wife and myself had been estranged from our daughter for some months before her death, and you know very well the reason why—”

“—you discovered she was with child.”

The old man is now somewhat flushed about the face; the trembling in his hand is noticeably worse.

“I never could comprehend how such a calamity could have come upon us. Not seventeen years of age, brought up piously in a devout home, watched over day and night, schooled in the strictest observance of her religion, and ever mindful of her duty to a God who is both watchful and avenging—”

“But merciful, too, surely?”

Chadwick looks at him sharply. “That is not for us to say, and certainly no business of yours. I may tell you, Mr Maddox, that even in the face of such a terrible blow, I took no hasty step. I searched my conscience, I consulted members of our families, I spoke to my brother-in-law, and I sought spiritual advice from our minister, a most exemplary man, held in the highest esteem, and a most ardent speaker whose sermons draw attendance from many miles around. And there was not a dissenting opinion among them: It was our duty, as Christians, to cast her out.” His voice falters slightly. “They all agreed, I tell you. Cast her out.”

“But you changed your mind,” says Charles quietly.

“My wife became ill. She had argued, from the first, for leniency.”

There is a silence. The old man is breathing rather heavily.

“Constance made me promise, on her death-bed, that I would do everything in my power to find our daughter and the child, and forgive her. I have taken that as a sacred trust. This is why I persist in this unhappy pursuit. Even after all these years. Even against my own better judgement, and the express advice of my family, who consider the venture doomed to failure.”

Charles clears his throat. “As I said, I have interviewed the workhouse beadle, Mr Henderson, and he has confirmed that there are no useful records remaining from that period. However, after a good deal of prompting, and a certain amount of financial inducement, he did finally remember that a Miss Jellicoe, who was then on the staff, might still be living. Henderson promised to obtain her address for me but I have not, as yet, heard from him. She would be very elderly now, but she may remember something.”

Chadwick nods; the trembling in his hand has not abated.

“I have also,” continues Charles, “seen the superintendent of the orphanage. They, like the workhouse, seem to have either mislaid the relevant papers or never kept them in the first place. However, the superintendent did recall his predecessor telling him of an outbreak of smallpox, which he believes was probably around the time in question. I am afraid we must prepare ourselves for the possibility that your grand-child fell victim to that terrible disease, when still barely a few months old.”

Chadwick nods again, more stiffly this time. “Anything else?”

“I have talked to some of my former colleagues in the Detective. They have promised to inform me if they come upon anything that might assist us. I will, of course, maintain regular contact with them on this matter on your behalf.”

“See that you do,” says Chadwick. His moment of weakness has passed, and his voice has regained some of its former irritability. “And see that you keep me informed of your progress. And rather more frequently than you have hitherto, if you please. Good day to you.”

The visit has, on the whole, gone as well as Charles could have hoped, but he still feels shamefaced enough to sit down and write a second time to Henderson, to enquire whether he has yet succeeded in discovering an address for Eleanor Jellicoe. That done, and a late lunch eaten, he allows himself the indulgence of an hour or two at the British Museum. He needs to decide what to do next in the Cremorne case, and he has, as yet, no clear idea. But he thinks best when he walks, and it’s a good step to Bloomsbury, even though the weather has closed in again, and the snow is starting to fall. Outside in the street a thin track of muddy wet paving has emerged between the frozen heaps of blackened slush, and every now and then a slab of compacted snow slips with a dull thud from the summit of one of the neighbouring roofs. Charles is heading carefully towards the Strand when he hears his own name. It’s Tulkinghorn’s clerk, coming slowly towards him through the swirling flakes. There’s a carriage waiting at the top of the street.

“A package for you, Mr Maddox. Those envelopes you were wanting.”

Charles thanks him and opens the packet. There are three of them. All post-marked from the Charing Cross sorting office, but all collected at different receiving-houses—receiving-houses, moreover, that are at least a mile distant from one another. He sighs. He’d been hoping the letters would turn out to have been posted in the same place. That would have narrowed the task down to a manageable margin. But it had always been a bit of a long shot: Even the most dunder-headed criminal would have known to take that elementary precaution. He tucks them inside his coat and sets off again, more quickly this time. He thinks best when he’s walking.

The carriage pulls slowly away, and overtakes Charles a few yards farther on, though he barely registers its passing, so thick is the air with the darkness of the day and the density of the snow. And so it is that he walks the length of the Strand without being in the least aware that his footsteps are being followed, and all his movements as closely watched as if he, too, were a prize specimen—one no less worthy of scrupulous surveillance, but far more vulnerable to an observing but unobserved eye. As Charles will, in due course, discover.


SEVEN
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Hester’s Narrative

I DON’T KNOW how it is I seem to be always writing about myself. I mean all the time to write as little as possible about myself, and am most vexed to find how much I seem to be taken up with the little doings of my own life, but there it is.

My darling Clara and I were so happy together, and so busy in all our daily employments that the months seemed to fly by. There was rarely a night when little Amy did not contrive to steal into my bed, and rarely a morning when I did not wake to find a flower on my pillow or a ribbon, or some other little token of love and affection. Everyone was so kind to me, and showed me such unstinting affection, that I thanked God every night that I had found such a home, and such friends.

And all the more so, since there were times—a very few—when I was not as well as I would have liked, and was forced to keep to my room for some days together. At such times I would lie in my bed and hear how quiet the house was, and know that it was kept so out of consideration for me, and I would shed tears then, that were as precious to me, in their way, as the most delightful happiness could ever have been.

As summer came round again, I began to see Mr Jarvis walking in the garden with a little old lady in a worn squeezed bonnet, who would sally about with him with great stateliness, carrying a threadbare velvet reticule. After I had seen the lady several times at the same time of day, I contrived one morning that Clara and I should take our own exercise at that same hour. We strolled out into the garden, and it was not long before we came upon the old lady examining the roses, as Mr Jarvis was giving some instruction to the gardener on the other side of the lawn.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, as soon as she saw us. “My friend’s two lovely wards! I have heard so much about you! I am most honoured to make your acquaintance. It is not often that youth and hope and beauty find themselves in such a place as this.”

“Quite mad!” whispered Clara to me, with one of her playful looks, keeping her voice low so the old lady would not hear her.

“You are quite right, young lady,” she replied, much to Clara’s surprise and embarrassment. “Quite mad! I was not always so, though,” she continued, with a bright smile. “I had youth and hope myself once, and, I believe, a little beauty. Not a beauty as bright and gilded as yours, but beauty all the same. But none of that matters any more now.”

Clara had by now lost all her pretty confidence and become a little frightened, shrinking close to my side, so I endeavoured to humour the poor old lady and said that we were very pleased to be introduced to her.

“I am most honoured, I’m sure!” she said with a bow. “I see so little company these days. My friends are very kind, but my room is very small, and my poor birds are rather confined. Not at all what I was once used to. I cannot but admit that it is rather mortifying.”

“You keep birds?” I asked, noticing that Mr Jarvis had now become aware of our presence.

“Oh yes! Larks, linnets, and goldfinches. I like to keep them about me, as I find the days rather wearisome, and sleep does not always come as readily as I would wish. It is such an affliction, is it not?”

I noticed that even when she asked a question, she never waited for a reply, but chattered on as though no-one else was there, and I began to wonder whether it were not the result of many years of retirement and seclusion, with no-one but herself for companionship.

“Ah!” she said suddenly, “here is your good benefactor, come to check me in my ramblings!”

It was, indeed, Mr Jarvis, who came up just then. “So, Miss Flint, I see you have met our Dame Durden and her lovely friend?”

“I have indeed, sir,” Miss Flint said simperingly, with her head on one side. “An honour! An honour indeed!”

“Miss Flint enjoys sitting here on fine days,” he explained to us with a smile. “It is extremely conducive to her health, and I am happy to make the garden available to her.”

“Oh yes,” said the old lady, with a wistful look. “I come here every fine day, when I am well enough. It is so lovely in the summertime when the birds are singing. I cannot allow my own birds to sing much—they disturb my neighbours, and that would never do, would it?”

“No indeed,” said Mr Jarvis, taking the old lady kindly by the arm. “And now I fear you are tiring. We must not over-tax your strength.”

The old lady gave a profound curtsy, and the two of them walked slowly away; we could hear her prattling to him the whole way down the garden.

“Mad, quite mad!” said Clara laughingly, who had regained her composure. “I wonder Mr Jarvis lets her come here.”

We made another turn about the lawn and came upon Miss Darby, walking with Amy and Augusta. I have to say Augusta looked much the better for a little air. Her hair had nearly grown back, and there was the rosy flush of health on her cheeks. Amy came dashing up to me straightaway. It was hard to believe so much time had passed, so similar was she to the little childish creature I met on my very first day there.

“Hester! Hester!” she cried. “Can you guess what has happened? No indeed, I think you never can—who could ever have expected such a thing!”

She was by now jumping about in such excitement and tugging so at my hand, that I had to look to Miss Darby for illumination.

“Miss Amy is merely pleased at the prospect of a new companion,” she said, attempting to quiet her.

“I see,” I replied, turning back to Amy. “And what is the new young lady’s name?”

“But that is the thing!” cried Amy. “It is not a young lady at all. It is a young gentleman.”

I cannot say I was sorry it was a young gentleman. A young woman had come to live with us some few weeks before, and I know that Mr Jarvis was concerned that she had not settled as well as she might have done. She was always quiet and obedient with Miss Darby and the maids, this Anne, never giving any trouble, and never anything but sweet-faced and docile. Quite their little pet, I suppose I should say. I was not envious of her—how could I be!—but she seemed to me to be a withdrawn, resentful, bitter person, and I think Mr Jarvis shared my view, though we never spoke of it. That sounds very harsh and judgemental on my part, and I am sorry for it, for I know I was not fit to judge, and moreover had neither the right nor the wisdom to do so, even if he did. But my memory may not serve me well, or it may just be my own fancy. Everyone else made quite a fuss of her, as I think I said.

To return to my story, when we went downstairs to luncheon that memorable day we found a young man sitting beside Mr Jarvis. His name was Roderick, though he said his friends always called him Rick, and he begged that we would all do the same. He was nineteen years old, and he was an orphan. This fact alone made him particularly interesting to Clara, who was, as I think I may have said, an orphan herself. Young as she was when her mama died, whenever she talked of her tears would come into her eyes, and she spoke of her father as everything that was honourable, upright, and virtuous. Rick really was the most handsome young man, with a blithe open face and the readiest laugh; indeed I heard him laugh very often, not just during the course of that first meal together, but throughout our acquaintance. He found cause for merriment in everything from the quality of the beef (not very good, it must be admitted) to the rather dour features of the portraits on the walls, which he proceeded to christen by new and very improbable names—one stern-faced lady with a prominent chin was at once dubbed Miss Wisk, while a group of several heavy-looking gentlemen in waistcoats and thick whiskers were known from that day onwards as Boodle, Doodle, and Foodle. Everything gave him cause for mirth, everything seemed to catch his attention—most especially Clara. All the young ladies were very taken with him and eager to engage him in conversation, not least my own little Amy, but I saw from the first that it was Clara that drew his gaze. And how could it be otherwise? No young man could be unmoved by her beauty, and add to that her lively spirits and pretty ways, and it was no surprise to me to see him addressing himself to her more than to any other person present, even Mr Jarvis. Within an hour Rick had confided to her that he meant to be a great lawyer one day, and had boxes full of books and documents waiting to be unpacked upstairs.

“It is a fine and admirable profession,” said Mr Jarvis, in a serious tone, “but it requires a great deal of study and hard work, and conscientious application.”

“Quite so,” said Miss Darby. “Most conscientious.”

“Oh, you need not worry about that,” said Rick in a careless manner, his eyes on Clara. “I shall give it my best shot. I always do.”
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I am sure I believed him at the time, but in the weeks that followed, I began to wonder how he was finding the time to devote to his chosen profession, since he seemed to walk with us every morning and sit with us every afternoon. He was forever admiring Clara’s skill with a needle, or contriving an excuse to ask her to sing. I saw it, and I know that Mr Jarvis saw it too. One evening, when I was making tea with Miss Darby and Clara was sitting at the piano with Rick at her side, I observed Mr Jarvis come to the door and stop a moment, watching the two young people, and at that moment Rick bent to speak a word softly to Clara and she raised her head to smile up at him. It was such a happy picture, and all at once it seemed to me that it might presage an even happier future.

I remember that Mr Jarvis’s look was more than usually thoughtful as he stood there, and that he exchanged a glance with Miss Darby, who rose a moment later and took a cup of tea to Clara, before taking a new seat by the piano next to her. I remember, too, that Mr Jarvis’s eyes met my own, and though he said nothing, it seemed to me that I could read his thought, and that he shared my precious hope, and he too looked forward to a day when Clara and Rick might be even dearer to each other than they were already.

Buoyed by the conviction, I saw no reason to fear for my darling pet, though I could not but notice that I was never thereafter allowed to be their only chaperone, and either Miss Darby or one of the other maids would always sit with us when Rick was present. I did what I could, however, to prevent Amy from absorbing too much of his time. I am sure it was nothing more than her usual girlish vivacity, but she was always asking him to tell her stories, or carry her pig-a-back, or play at Wild Beasts under the piano. My careful remonstrances, gentle as they were, seemed to have but little effect and I began to wonder whether my influence with her—such as it was—had not started to wane. Certain it is that the little trinkets and nosegays that had appeared on my pillow almost every morning, now appeared no more. I was not disappointed at this—I had never, after all, thought myself in the least bit deserving—but I confess I was rather relieved when Miss Darby began to step in to check Amy’s more excessive exuberances. It was evident by then that Clara was becoming a little irritated with her. I think I may even have heard her raise her voice to her on one occasion, though in that I may be mistaken. Not that Clara need have worried, for Rick had eyes only for her.

It was very soon clear to me that they were both of them head over heels in love. Not that I could say anything, of course, or even divulge that I knew what was happening. But I was always ready to divert Miss Darby and allow them a few moments of private conversation, so that sometimes I wondered whether I was not becoming quite devious. Needless to say, I would never have done so had I not believed that Rick was as noble and praiseworthy a creature as there possibly could be, despite a certain restlessness that occasionally caused me a little unease. The tenderness and patience he showed to the importunate Amy was touching to observe, and in Clara’s presence he became the most attentive of young men. As for Clara, I had never seen her look so beautiful. She blossomed before my very eyes, and took on new womanly ways, and little innocent feminine wiles that must have been utterly enthralling to her charmed admirer. Rick loved her dearly, and I do not think she loved him any the less.

I scrupled to tell Clara that I had discovered her secret—indeed, it was so obvious to me, that I could scarce see how either of them could hope to hide it. And one morning before breakfast, when I had finished helping Caroline with her dressing, I found Clara waiting impatiently for me in my room.

“Hester, Hester!” she cried, closing the door behind me and standing with her back pressed against it. “I thought you would never return!”

“What is it, my pet?” I asked, going to her. “Have you been unwell again?” For indeed, her eyes were unnaturally bright, and the hair on her forehead damp against her skin.

“Oh Hester! I have a secret to tell you! I have been wanting to tell it for so long—so very long! Please forgive me!”

And what secret might that be, my beautiful darling girl?

“What is it, Clara? Shall I try to guess?”

“Oh you could never guess! How could you guess such a thing?”

She stopped and looked at me, and had I not known better I might have thought she was afraid. I put my arms about her, and she buried her head against my breast.

“It’s about—” she began in a whisper. “It’s about—”

It was so touching to have her clinging to me in that way, hiding her face, and to know that her tears were the tears of joyful love, that I was not above teasing her a little—a very little.

“Let me guess, my own pretty one,” I said soothingly. “Could it, perhaps, be about a certain gentleman?”

I heard her give a little gasp.

“Now, I wonder who it can be?” said I gaily, pretending to consider.

I felt her stiffen in my arms, and burst into sobs. “Oh Hester, he says—he says he loves me dearly. That no-one will ever treasure me as he does, or love me more.”

“And did you think you could conceal such a thing from your own Hester?” said I with a smile. “Why, I have known all about it for many weeks now!”

Clara held up her flushed face, the tears still staining her cheeks. “And yet you never said anything,” she said wonderingly.

“It was your secret, my pet,” said I. “And I knew you would tell me in your own good time.”

“But now I have—you don’t think it wrong of me, do you?”

How could I have said so, looking at her lovely anxious face? I shook my head. “Of course not,” I replied encouragingly. “How could he not love an angel as beautiful as you, and being an angel how could you not return that love?”

“But that’s not quite the worst of it!” cried Clara, holding me even tighter and hiding her face once more upon my breast.

“Why, you never mean to say that you—” I began with a smile.

“Yes, yes!” she sobbed. “Even that—even that! And now you know it all. You know everything!”

I told her, laughing, and to her utter consternation, that I had known that, too! And then we sat together for a while over the dying fire, and after a little while Clara was quiet, and soon it was as if nothing at all had ever happened.


EIGHT
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A Morning Adventure

THE ACCURACY IS EXCEPTIONAL. The fragility of the shimmering stained-glass wings, the sharp serrations on the articulated legs, and the density of the improbably long and heavy body. In reality, this creature is barely an inch long, but at this magnification there’s something faintly horrifying about the size of those eyes, and the monstrous efficiency of that hooked proboscis. And if you’re wondering where we are, this is the third room of the Northern Zoological Gallery of the British Museum; we are by the table marked Hymenoptera, and we—like Charles—are looking at a display devoted to bees. It’s only one of eight similar cases in this overcrowded room—in fact, there’s barely an inch of floor or wall space in either direction that doesn’t have its neatly arranged array of eggs, shells, and mounted insects, or its furred or feathered exhibit staring beadily down from a glass case. The sheer variety of death on display here is rather overwhelming—even a little sickening—but as this room confines itself only to the banal and British, it lacks the glamour of the more exotic Mammalia room with its lions, tigers, and bears, or the child-catching appeal of the stuffed giraffes in the Central Saloon. Combine that with the wintriness of the weather, and you’ll understand why there are only half a dozen other people here. One of them is a stocky man with a balding head and thick grizzled eyebrows who’s making detailed notes in a black pocket-book on the subject—it would appear—of honeycombs, though the cells in his drawing look rather more circular than hexagonal, so it seems he is not a very accurate draughtsman. Far less so, certainly, than the man who produced the drawing Charles is still admiring. Charles has never had the patience to produce work as detailed as this, but he can recognise a proper scientific precision when he sees it.

“Apiology interests you? Or are you, perhaps, an apiculturist?”

The voice behind him is a soft Lowland Scottish, the man’s pale face stippled with sandy freckles.

Charles turns to him and smiles. “I doubt you could produce any honey worth the eating within five miles of here. But the study of insects in general, yes, that does interest me. And these illustrations are particularly fine.”

The man’s flush of pleasure betrays him.

“They’re your own?”

He bows, and extends his hand. “James Duncan, at your service.”

Charles frowns. “James Duncan? Not the James Duncan of The Naturalist’s Library, surely?”

“The same. I am gratified to find that you know it.”

“I am a great admirer of the series,” answers Charles, shaking his hand. “And the entomological volumes, in particular, are excellent of their type. I was especially interested in your description of the formation of swarms—one can only have the highest respect for such a prolonged and painstaking effort of observation.”

Duncan bows. “I drew heavily—as you no doubt know—on the work of Monsieur Huber—”

“Of course—”

“—but all the same, I do not think I am being unduly immodest if I say I was able to add a number of useful deductions of my own. Indeed, since that volume was published, I have pursued my study of bees rather further, and am considering a new work on the same fascinating subject.”

They have started to walk back down the gallery, and as they pass the man with the pocket-book, Charles notices that he is eyeing the two of them with distinct interest.

“You may remember,” continues Duncan as they walk, “that I asserted that a honey bee can fly up to two miles in quest of food. Indeed, there have been well-authenticated instances in which they have been known to have covered double that distance, but these are relatively rare. The subject of my more recent interest, however, is the fact that they often appear to make the deliberate decision not to forage in the area immediately surrounding the hive, despite the fact that the source of provender therein may be plentiful, and the effort required to harvest it proportionately less.”

Charles looks across at him. “That is curious. How do you explain it?”

“I suppose one must conclude that it is an act of self-defence. That they are attempting—in a purely instinctive manner, of course—to prevent predators or parasites locating their nest. Interesting, is it not?”

It’s not merely interesting, thinks Charles, his hand going automatically to the folded envelopes in his coat pocket; it might very well be the breakthrough he’s been looking for.

He’s tempted to accept Duncan’s offer of a glass of beer and more debate about bees—under normal circumstances there’s very little else he’d rather do—but he has an idea in his head now, and he needs to find somewhere quiet to test it out. He gives Duncan his card and the two of them part on the most affable terms on the museum steps. When he gets back to Buckingham Street most of the windows are already dark, though there are sounds from the kitchen that show Molly still has tasks to do before she sleeps. He stops for a moment outside his great-uncle’s room and is relieved to hear him sleeping soundly—if rather noisily. The old man has been troubled by bad dreams, and on more than one occasion since Charles moved in the whole house has been roused by shouting in the early hours. Charles does not care about being woken up—he has a talent for sleeping that rivals his cat’s—but his uncle has already suffered one fall which Charles knows he should have prevented, and for that reason if none other, Billy now has a truckle-bed in the drawing-room every night.

Once up in the attic Charles lights the lamp, and drags his copy of Cruchley’s New Plan of London onto the makeshift table. He gets the envelopes out of his pocket, and starts to mark the locations of the receiving-houses on the map in red ink. The last one done, he steps back and contemplates his handiwork. The crosses form a perfect arc around the northern rim of the East Westminster postal district. Had he not met Duncan, he might never have thought of it—or seen it as merely an arbitrary and meaningless scatter. But not now. Now he has a new way to interpret what he sees; now he can find a pattern in this baffling randomness. The man he’s seeking may well be no more conscious of what he’s doing than the bees Duncan is studying, but Charles is prepared to bet his motive is exactly the same. Like them, his first priority is self-protection; like them, he’s prepared to travel much farther than he needs, to conceal his quarters from anyone who might want to track him down. Charles leans forward again, and looks more closely at the details of the streets. Armed with his new insight, the answer seems obvious. The heart of the arc marked on the map is no more than a mile from this very room. One of the most infamous intricate illicit districts in this dirty dangerous town. That maze of streets, courts, lanes, and narrow alleys, already immortalised—if that’s the word—in Dickens’s Sketches by Boz. A place teeming with people, and thick with crime, and Charles’s destination as soon as it gets light.

Seven Dials.

And as we wait for the slow dark hours to pass, we might do no worse than stand, as Dickens himself once stood, in the irregular square at the crossing point of the seven narrow passages that give this singular place its name. Dickens talked of arriving ‘Belzoni-like, at the entrance’, and if you’re thinking that you’ve heard that name before and recently, then you’re right. It was this same Giovanni Belzoni who brought back the sarcophagus that holds pride of place in Mr Tulkinghorn’s labyrinthine collection. It was this same Belzoni, moreover, who was the first to find the entrance to the inner chamber of the second pyramid of Giza, and the first to penetrate inside. Hence, I suppose, Dickens’s choice of analogy. It is certainly true that Egypt can hold no darker ways, no more obscure secrets, and no more deadly claustrophobic tunnels than those that confront us here. In the brightest daylight it’s hard to see far, the air is so dense with grit and coal smoke, and even a ‘regular Londoner’ would hesitate to come here by night, as we have. So let us explore a little, while we wait for Charles.

We could do with him now, though—if only for his near-perfect sense of direction. It’s doubtful any cartographer has ever ventured anywhere near these tight and interlocking streets. The traveller who trusts to John Rocque’s serene and civilised version of the city—some hundred years older than the map on Charles’s desk—will come in full expectation of a symmetry of orderly boulevards in a seven-pointed star, as formal and considered as a London Versailles. What he will find instead is squalid and rat-infested passage-ways that open suddenly and erratically into uneven rutted courts, where barefoot children wallow with the dogs and play at tip-cat and battledore among the rags and paper gathering in drifts on the pavement. In these shops third-hand counts as spanking new and most of the articles are so made-do and mended that it’s hard to make out what they might once have been. The public-houses and gin-shops are only now, well past midnight, closing their doors and evicting their staggering and roaring clientele into the cold, where their shabby womenfolk are sitting on the steps, their shoulders slumped, waiting—as they have these four hours—for their men to emerge.

Some of these tall high-ceilinged houses still cling to a fast-crumbling memory of grandeur, but if their dimensions impress, their interiors will dismay: This district is populated not by the house, but by the room—even by the closet. Whole families inhabit six feet square—one in the front shop, one in the back kitchen; two sharing three rooms upstairs. Most of the men are labourers, most of the women prostitutes, even, it is whispered, that so-called lady trying to keep up a genteel appearance in the attic storey. Cages are stacked in every alley awaiting the morning trade, for—unlikely as it sounds—half the bird-fanciers and animal-dealers in London have made this quarter home. There are huddles of bony fearful rabbits, and birds of every conceivable kind—fowls, doves, fancy pigeons, owls, hawks, parrots, love-birds. An irony that last, if rather an obvious one, since there is little love lost among all these people cramped in so little space. Even at this hour brutal quarrels are breaking out between those above and those below, and the sound of stamping on paper-thin floors is contending with the drunken bawling of the Irishman two doors down, who beats carpets by day and keeps his hand in by night on his wife and children.

As dawn approaches the darkness finally starts to thin, and all of a sudden the light seems to gather and surge. The sky is grey now, not black, and there are the first signs of life that isn’t four-legged or verminous. Coster-mongers and street-sellers are some of the first, but it is not too long before the dilapidated shops begin to open their shutters, and scrawny children appear on the doorsteps, chewing husks of stale bread.

By the time Charles arrives, close on nine, the matrons of the manor are in full voice, and as full dress as their wardrobes allow, or their profession expects. A little local difficulty has been simmering nicely for a good quarter of an hour and, fuelled now by gin, is about to take a turn for the physical. The urchin children are gradually abandoning their shuttlecocks, and settling down for far finer entertainment—and free, too.

“Go on, Kat!” hollers one of the women standing by. “Don’t take no nonsense from such as ’er—the dirty tramp! Tear ’er eyes out!”

“You’re a one to talk,” cries another. “I know where you was last night—question is, does yer ’usband?”

“Does he even care, more like!” shouts a third from the safety of a doorway and for a moment or two there’s the risk of a sideshow skirmish to the main event. Kat, however, is not to be distracted; she has a score to settle.

“Come on then—out with it!” she hisses. “You was up to it again wiv my Johnny last night, weren’t yer? Don’t you start lying to me neither, ’cause I can sniff out when ye’re lying soon as look at yer!”

“Go to it, Kat,” yells one of the lads from the door of the gin-shop. “She ain’t even ’alf your size—no contest!”

The other woman is now looking rather flushed about the face. “Bah,” she spits, “who’d a blamed him if he was—I mean, who’d look twice at you, you stinking alley cat! Yer name suits yer and no mistake!”

“Who are you calling an alley cat,” screeches the other, rushing at her rival, and seizing her by her thin dress. “You—you hussy!”

The two fall finally to blows to the whistles and cheers of the crowd, and the barking of a number of lean and hungry dogs, who set to in a gutter brawl of their own.

Charles has been standing watching all this time, hoping he won’t have to intervene, but old habits die hard, and even though he no longer has the hat, stock, and belt, he still has the mind of a policeman. Though as he’s about to find out, that can be a troublesome quality without a uniform to back it up.

“Come on, girls,” he shouts, darting between them and endeavouring to push them apart. “That’s enough of that.”

It’s too much to hope that someone else might weigh in and help him—they’re enjoying it far too much—and in the next minute or two he gets as many kicks and scratches as either of the women. But he finally manages to get the sturdy Kat off-balance and push her firmly against the nearest wall. It’s only when he hears the whoops and cat-calls that he realises he has each hand on an extremely large and half-uncovered breast. He steps back at once, pulling away as fast as a scald, feeling the hot blood flood all over his face. Worse still, Kat is not at all offended, indeed seems to have taken quite a shine to him, and is now leaning against his chest and leering in his face in a lop-sided half-slurred way.

“Get home with you, and sober up,” he says curtly. “And think yourself lucky I didn’t call the constable.”

There’s a sting under his eye that argues for a deeper cut than the ones on his hands, but there’s not much he can do about that at the moment: He has no intention of going anywhere near the water in the drinking fountains here. The crowd is starting to disperse, now the show is over, and a few moments later a shuttlecock shoots so close by his face that he feels it skim his cheek. He wheels round but the children are too quick for him and all he sees are dirty heels disappearing down a side street. He’s starting to feel irrationally thwarted; this is not how this morning was supposed to be going. He had a clear logical plan, and now everything’s muddled and confused. He stands for a moment contemplating the seven public-houses that ring this square. Two of the hard-faced women in the crowd are about to disappear into the Clock House, and he hesitates a moment before following them in.

Once he finally attracts his attention, this first landlord is not unduly taciturn, but what Charles hasn’t allowed for is the sheer quantity of drinking-dens in this district, and the extraordinary lack of curiosity their owners seem to share about even their most regular customers. If the man he’s looking for really is a tanner, and lodges anywhere near here, surely someone must know who he is, but four hours and four times that many inns later Charles is nowhere nearer a name. But perhaps his luck is about to change.

He’s left the last till last, because he knows from experience that it’s the best this place can boast, and therefore—to his mind—rather out of reach for a common workman. Right on the margins of the Dials and everything the Dials is not: bright, gleaming, gaudy, and pricey. One of the largest and handsomest gin-shops in the West End of town, glittering with mirrors and plate glass and brazen with gilt. As Dickens himself found when he visited the same establishment, every window shouts its advertising slogan—The Out and Out, The No Mistake, The Good for Mixing, The Real Knock-me-down—and every wall holds its ‘Genuine Endorsement’ for an obscure sub-species of gin we’ve now long since forgotten, including some—like Cream, Honey, and Butter—which seem to be trying to sell themselves on the basis that they might just be good for you. One or two even claim to be ‘medicated’, though how, and with what, they do not say. When Charles gets to the door he can hear the drone of voices even before he pushes it open. It’s lunchtime now, and trade is brisk. The inside is—if anything—even more dazzling than the outside, with a long gleaming counter, a spacious saloon (crowded nonetheless), and lines of green casks behind brass rails labelled with names like Old Tom and Samson. On display behind the bar are an array of glossy spirits bottles, and two well-upholstered young women for whom the term buxom wench would have to be invented, if it didn’t already exist. They look remarkably similar, these two, right down to the red-and-black-striped bodices and artfully arranged beauty spots, and they’re clearly as adept at dispensing drinks as they are at repartee, as the raucous laughter of the group of young men leaning on the bar proves.

“Put another nice warm rum in there, would yer, Lily,” says one with a wink, “and if you want to put yer nice warm hands somewhere else in the meantime, then I’m sure I could come up wiv a few helpful suggestions.”

“That’s enough of your filth, Harry Murray—if Mr Dudley hears talk like that he’ll ’ave you out on your ear’ole soon as look at yer.”

She sounds annoyed, but she’s blushing all the same.

“Aw—you wouldn’t tell on me, would yer, Lily?” he smirks. “Not when I’m so good to yer.”

He reaches out to pinch her cheek, but she’s too agile for that (or perhaps she just knows this routine all too well already) and ducks away in plenty of time, to the vast amusement of the rest of the lads. They’re by far the gayest and best-dressed posse in the place, for despite the gorgeousness of the surroundings most of the clientele are decidedly down-at-heel. There are three washerwomen on a bench by the door, a group of bricklayers (to judge by the dust) clustered at the far end of the bar, and two old men who’ve drunk themselves maudlin, leaning against each other and managing thereby to stay reasonably upright, at least for the moment. There’s a pinched-faced woman in a tattered great-coat stained with fish-scales, waiting quietly for one of the full-blown barmaids to fill her little flask, and two or three wan-looking children who can barely reach up high enough to put their bottles on the bar. One of the hawkers Charles saw in the street an hour ago is now touting his boiled trotters to the assembled drinkers, though it seems most of them would rather spend their penn’orth on something rather stronger. Charles scans the dingy crowd and finally locates the landlord, who has a fire of his own in a cosy snug, where he can keep an eye on his girls without getting caught in the draught from the door, which swings open every few seconds, leaving most of the room as cold as the street outside.

Charles orders as small a dram of rum as he can get away with. He’s already had rather more than he should, but no self-respecting landlord is going to waste his time on a man with no drink in his hand. The fellow here looks affable enough, with his puckered red face, and mustard whiskers, and tight round belly. Charles edges through a gang of loud labourers who seem undecided whether to clap each other on the back, or clatter a fist into their faces. They’ve clearly been at this some time, and show no sign of coming down on one side or the other for a good while yet, though a gambling man would probably bet on their level of aggression rising in reasonable proportion to the amount of drink they put away.

“Mr Dudley?” says Charles, with a silent acknowledgement to his unwitting informant behind the bar.

The landlord looks up and takes his pipe out of his mouth. “Who’s asking?”

He’s not particularly hostile, just curious.

“I was wondering if I could ask you a couple of questions. If you have time.”

This may well strike you as rather abrupt, given everything I just said about the way Charles has been going about his business so far this morning, but remember that this is a very superior establishment, and he’s pretty sure he’s not going to discover very much useful here. Frankly, he just wants to get it over with.

Dudley looks him up and down.

“I’ve seen you before, haven’t I? A while back. I’ve a good memory for faces.”

Charles flushes, caught off-guard. It’s such a long time since he patrolled the streets—either here or anywhere else—that he thought he was safe from embarrassing recognitions. This was never really his patch, after all, and no-one else he’s spoken to this morning showed any sign of knowing who he was. Out of the uniform he’s just another punter; in it, just another rozzer.

“Well—” he begins.

“That’s right,” interrupts Dudley, “you were with that other fellow—Wheeler, is it? Little feller—carrot-top. I remember now—he used to come in ’ere a lot at one time. Saw you in the street with him once, nibbing a couple of dippers. That was you, weren’t it?”

No point in dissimulation now. Charles—like those pickpockets—has been well and truly collared.

“I’m not in the police any more. I’m working on my own.”

The man looks sceptical. “I’ve heard that one before. So what do you want with me—or my shop for that matter?”

“Nothing,” says Charles quickly. “At least nothing I’m aware of. I’m looking for someone who may lodge nearby. Someone who could well drink in here.”

Dudley snorts. “You’ve got your work cut out—hundreds come through these doors.”

“I know, but you might know this one. I think he works in Bermondsey. In the tanneries.”

The man’s face does not change, but he drops his eyes and looks away. Charles knows what that means.

“You know who I’m talking about, don’t you. Who is it?”

He spoke too eagerly, and Dudley draws back. “I’m not sure as I should say any more. Not to you. You haven’t even said what this is about.”

Charles shrugs, faux-nonchalant. “Suit yourself. Though there could have been something in it. For you, that is.”

Dudley looks at him narrowly. “Money, you mean?”

“Could be. If you lead me to the right man.”

“How much?”

Charles does a quick mental calculation. He needs to offer enough to loosen the man’s tongue, without making him suspect how important the information really is.

“A thicker?”

Dudley’s eyes widen. A sovereign is no poor return for a few minutes’ idle chat. Idle chat, moreover, that’s very unlikely to have any disagreeable personal repercussions.

“Well,” the landlord begins slowly, “I’m not saying as he’s definitely your man—I only saw him a few times—but there was a tanner in ’ere a few weeks ago. Got bawling drunk and had to be hauled out by the pot-boy.”

“Has he been in since?”

“Once. Twice maybe.”

“Do you know his name?”

Dudley shakes his head. “Can’t help you there.”

“And that’s it?” snaps Charles. “That’s all you have?”

“Like I said, I only saw him a few times—”

Charles makes to get up—“If you think I’m parting with good money for that”—but Dudley holds him back, “Hold on, hold on,” he says. “I may not be able to tell you who he is, but I’m pretty sure I know where he is.”

“You mean—”

Dudley smiles knowingly. “Absolutely. The pot-boy didn’t just haul him out. He hauled him home.”
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