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  for John Wood where it began


  Chapter One


  “Natural Causes,” said the jury, and “Natural Causes” was the coroner’s verdict. Peter Laird had died of “Natural Causes”.


  Tessa left the courtroom before the concluding formalities. The whole business was still so hard to grasp – even now, a month later. Poor old Peter had seemed so well right up until the very day of his death. It was frightening. How could we ever tell?


  For early May – indeed, for any time of year – it was hot. The street was like a hob. She stood uncertainly at the top of the broad stone steps and felt the heat radiating up at her. In the courthouse, the heavy old stone walls had kept the place somewhat cool; but here it attacked her like a living thing. She could feel glowing worms of it edging inward at her cuffs and ankles; she could sense its pressure on her shoulders. She spread her parasol.


  “Be all right going home will you, Miss d’Arblay?” the sergeant asked.


  “Yes thank you, Sergeant Keene. I’ll take a cab.”


  Keene had been one of Peter’s friends, too. He had known Tessa since her childhood. On her fourth birthday, in 1868, he had called to the vicarage to see her father in connection with some missing church property; and then he had stayed for the party and had performed a comic recitation from Thomas Hood. But he didn’t like to be reminded of it these days.


  “You shouldn’t have come at all,” he added. “I’ll escort you to the rank at the corner.”


  “Oh I don’t want to put you to any trouble …”


  “I know you don’t, miss. But you already have.”


  “You’re as tactful as ever!” she told him.


  “Tact catches no criminals.”


  They made an odd pair, sauntering along the street, not really knowing what to say to each other; she, tall, angular, lithe in all her movements; he, only slightly taller, powerful as a bear; both restless in each other’s company.


  “There’ll be murders done today,” he said with a kind of savage glee.


  “I don’t suppose that surgeon – Dr. Segal was it? I don’t suppose he could have made a mistake?”


  He ignored her. “People drink too much, see. Because of the heat. They start remembering old wrongs. Then they want to right ’em.”


  Sparrows were dipping in the Metropolitan Horse & Cattle Association trough halfway along the street, sprinkling water all around. Some fell cool on her muslin sleeves; but the untouched parts of her merely felt all the hotter. She wanted to talk to Keene but instead her mind seized on a ridiculous fantasy in which she ran naked through a crowd of onlookers and jumped into the trough. She grew angry with herself.


  That sort of thing happened so often these days. Important thoughts would be pushed out of her mind by some quite ludicrous (and often scandalous) image. Sometimes it made her wonder if she was entirely right in the head.


  “Yes!” Keene barked to fill the silence. “Forsooth!”


  Peter used to say Forsooth.


  “You should have stayed at home,” Keene went on. “Doing your pretty little paintings.”


  Tessa contained her annoyance. “Art has nothing to do with prettiness,” she said evenly. “Art could make anything beautiful.”


  “Even murder?” he asked scornfully.


  “Of course. What is a crucifixion if it isn’t murder? There are beautiful crucifixions all over the world. And just think of the battle scenes and the …”


  “All right, all right. Sorry I spoke. Even so, I don’t know why you came. A coroner’s inquest is no place for a pretty young girl.”


  “Peter was a good friend,” she reminded him. “Also I found it so hard to believe – this brain-tumour business.”


  “Oh?”


  “You don’t?”


  His expression was dubious, watchful, provoking her to talk.


  She now wished she hadn’t started this particular hare. “What strikes me as being so odd,” she tried to explain, “is that Peter was so well. There never was a man who seemed more fit. It’s frightening, don’t you think? I mean – any of us might have one of these tumours. You or I, this very minute. And we could go out” – she snapped her fingers – “just like that!” She looked at him for some response. Getting none, she added, “We haven’t the first idea about what’s really going on inside our heads, have we.”


  “Are you saying you think his death was odd?” Keene sighed and sucked his teeth. Without pausing for her denial he went on: “Funny thing about detective work – my inspector and I often talk about it. You’d think it’d be an ideal job for a woman. It’s nearly all drudgery, nearly all dull routine and pure repetition – all the things women are so good at. And even the exciting bits – you’d think they’d be right up a woman’s street.”


  “But I’m not at all implying there’s anything suspicious about his death. It’s just that …”


  Again he ignored her. “The exciting bits are all about people, see? Questions about people – what did he look like … what was she wearing … were they telling the truth with their eyes but something else with their mouths … all things like that. And you also need a head for gossip. You’d think women were born detectives, wouldn’t you? You know why they’re not? You know the one fatal weakness your lot’s got?”


  “You’re going to tell me, whatever I say.”


  “This is what the inspector and I have decided. The thing that will always stop you lot being good detectives is the thing you’re exhibiting now: intuition!”


  “You’re putting words into my mouth!” Her voice sounded querulous in that somnolent backwater of a street. “I’m not questioning Dr. Segal’s competence. In fact, I’d very much like to talk to him – about the mind, you know. Things like that.”


  “Things like that,” he repeated flatly.


  “Behaviour – you know. People always said my mother was eccentric when she was alive. And my Aunt Bo … well, she is a bit odd, isn’t she? Wouldn’t you say?”


  Keene snorted. “The whole of your family’s behaved oddly as long as I’ve known them. And that’s an ungallant number of years by now.”


  She suspected that her question had made him uncomfortable, and that his jocularity was a way of saying he didn’t really wish to discuss it with her. She felt snubbed. “The fact that you’ve known me ever since you dandled me on your knee, Sergeant Keene, and recited The Drowning Ducks, doesn’t give you the right to …” Again she heard how petulant she was beginning to sound. Her complaint shrivelled in the heat.


  “Does your father know you’re here?” he asked conversationally.


  She knew he was only trying to change the subject, but she was annoyed with him now. “Is that a question or a music-hall song?” she asked. “If it’s a question, I consider it rather impertinent. I am twenty-four years old, you know.”


  Keene stopped and stared at her. “I consider it raahther pertinent, Miss d’Arblay,” he said at last, mimicking her accent. “If you were to fall down in a swoon, what with this heat and all, and if I wasn’t here, no one’d know where to send you home, would they! I call that pertinent, don’t you?”


  “It may be pertinent to him. But it’s very impertinent of you. Anyway, you are here. Lord, what a stupid conversation!”


  He sniffed. “If you say so, miss.”


  “I know you don’t think so.”


  “I do not.”


  She could see he was actually half-amused. She smiled at him and the atmosphere at once grew more cordial. Because they both wanted it so. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You must forgive me if I’m a little on edge. I certainly don’t want to fall out with you. Quite the opposite.” She smiled to humour him and then asked swiftly, “What’s Dr. Segal’s address, d’you know? Is it buried somewhere in that encyclopedic mind of yours? I think I will go and see him.”


  He grinned and shook his head. “I couldn’t divulge that, Miss d’Arblay.”


  “I expect he’s in the register.”


  “Very likely.”


  There were three cabs at the rank. The sergeant held open the door of the first. “I wish you luck, miss.”


  She folded her parasol and deftly prodded his instep with the ferrule. “Humbug, Keene – forsooth! And I’m not getting into that cab. The poor horse is a bag of bones. I’ll leave you to take the driver in charge. He really deserves to be prosecuted.” She looked at the next cab in the rank, challenging Keene to lead her to it and hold its door open, too.


  He turned abruptly on his heel and began walking back the way they had come.


  She went alone to the next cab, whose driver had nodded off to sleep in the heat. She rapped her parasol against its side. He came awake, blinked rapidly, and screwed up his eyes against the pain of the light. Then he became aware he was still second in the rank. “Take the cab in front, lady,” he said, his voice rasping with phlegm.


  “Come down at once and hand me in,” she commanded.


  “No, you don’t understand,” he began – but then he stared toward a point somewhere behind her. A moving point. From the look on his face she knew Sergeant Keene was coming back. The man’s next words confirmed it: “Where was you wanting, lady?”


  She heard the sergeant’s bootfall on the paving stones immediately behind her. “Twenty-three Finsbury Close,” he commanded. His voice, deep and gravelly, and so near, made her eardrum click.


  Without turning around to look at him she said, “The very pertinent address! But I shan’t go there today, thank you. Dr. Segal can wait until tomorrow. Or some other day.” She looked back at the cabby. “Shepherdess Walk, if you please.”


  “Down Shoreditch?” the cabby asked in disbelief. It was one of the poor areas of London, next door to Whitechapel, the poorest of all; and though elegant females were not unknown in those parts, their elegance was of a rather brassy kind, far removed from the demure and modest appearance of the young lady who now proposed to enter his cab.


  “The Old Vicarage,” the sergeant added.


  “Ah!” Light dawned.


  “And anyway,” she insisted, “it’s not Shoreditch. It’s Islington.” Strictly speaking, that wasn’t true; but the vicarage was in the better end of Shoreditch – the end that counted as Islington.


  The sergeant opened the little half doors and handed her up. She saw he was troubled. She raised her eyebrows, to prompt him.


  “The mind’s a funny thing, you know.” He shook his head and pulled a face. “Some inquiries are best left alone. I wouldn’t worry about your family. Things have a way of sorting themselves out.”


  “We’ll see,” she answered evasively. But when the cab was bowling along, she said to herself, as if she might otherwise forget it: “Twenty-three Finsbury Close.”


  Chapter Two


  When Tessa arrived home she let herself in quietly by the front door, hoping to go upstairs and change without rousing the house from its usual afternoon slumber. But she almost fell over her father, who was lying full length on the marble-tiled floor of the hall.


  “Are you all right?” she asked.


  “I’ve never seen you from this angle,” he answered. “You look quite different. And yet you are demonstrably not different. That is to say, the entity which by custom we denote ‘Tessa’ is …”


  “I take it you are all right.”


  “I thought the marble might be cooler,” he explained. “The month of May has no business to be so hot.”


  “And is it cooler?”


  “Yes.” He sat up, dusting off his no-longer-quite-so-white shirt. He frowned. “There’s something I ought to ask you something I ought to ask you something I ought to ask you …” He went on repeating the phrase while his fingers drummed on the floor. Then he brightened. “Oh yes! I ought to ask you where you’ve been?”


  She helped him up and gave him a quick kiss. “Out! Is Bo at home?”


  Aunt Bo (who would never let Tessa call her “Aunt”) was the identical-twin sister of Tessa’s late mother, whose first name had been Sinney. The twins had been given these unusual names by their father, Haligon Body, the Cornish mine captain who discovered the famous Wheal Jessica tin lode. He had first called it the Bosinney lode in an attempt to flatter his neighbour, Sir William Bosinney, into sinking some capital into a new mine – the mine that was eventually called Wheal Jessica. In that first flush of enthusiasm he had also baptized his newly born twin daughters Bo and Sinney; by the time he discovered that Sir William was in no position to fund even an egg-and-spoon race much less a tin mine, it was too late – the girls were Bo and Sinney Body, and Bo and Sinney Body they remained until they were transmuted into Bo Fletcher and Sinney d’Arblay by, respectively, Captain Arthur Fletcher of the Merchant Navy and the Reverend Gordon d’Arblay of the established church.


  Captain Arthur Fletcher of the Merchant Navy had died five years ago, in 1883, in Fiji, in circumstances that, though not mysterious, were extremely complex; nothing that the Body family engaged in was ever simple. Bo had then come for a short visit to the Old Vicarage. What with one postponement and another, it had already lasted five years; and now, with Sinney’s recent death, it looked set to consume the rest of her life.


  “Is Bo at home?” Tessa repeated.


  Her father was still grappling with their previous conversation. “So you’ve been out, eh? Then you were doing Good Work, no doubt. What an example you are.” He suppressed a yawn. Then he added with surprising vehemence, “I wish Bo would go out. I wish she’d go away for ever.”


  “Why?”


  “I keep thinking she’s Sinney. You remember when your mother was ill – toward the end – and she couldn’t find her glasses?”


  “Yes?”


  “Well, I found them this morning. And Bo came into the room immediately after. And I said to her, ‘Here they are, my dearest’.” His face crumpled at the memory. “I keep forgetting. I keep forgetting.”


  Tessa had a sudden fear he would cry. She grasped his arm and hugged it to her. “She shouldn’t wear mother’s clothes the way she does. At least she could change the trimmings or something. I’ll speak to her.”


  “Bless you, child. Don’t say I said anything. But she’ll listen to you.”


  “She doesn’t listen to me. But of course I won’t tell her you said anything. Not that it’ll make the slightest difference.”


  “Like Good Works,” he murmured as he wandered back into his study. “Doing some good without doing any good! Now there’s an interesting point. It is possible, you see, to speak of doing some good, and yet truthfully to report that it has not done any good. The mysteries of language! Yet what else have we, eh?” He was not mocking her, but excusing himself. The Rev. Eli Howells, the local Methodist minister, always referred to him as, “My recruiting sergeant”.


  As she went up the second flight of stairs she had another of those half-glimpsed ideas that hinted at importance and vanished into nonsense. She thought of this house, seen from the outside, so sober and respectable, everyone’s idea of a solidly respectable vicarage. That, indeed, was the way it had appeared to her as she stepped out of the cab. Yet the moment she had put her nose inside, what had she found? The owner of the house, a vicar of the established church, lying supine on the marble floor – and for no better reason than that he thought it might be a little cooler there! It occurred to her that people were like that, too – the outside was quite different from the inside. All those people who knew her as a respectable, well-brought-up vicar’s daughter … what would they think if they could share those fleeting thoughts that ran so often through her mind?


  How could anyone ever get at the truth?


  She met Bo at the stairhead. When she saw her aunt’s dimly backlit silhouette against the great stained-glass window at the end of the landing, Tessa knew what pangs her father felt; that outline was her mother’s, and not merely because the clothes were hers, too.


  “Well?” Bo asked, as if her patience had already run out.


  “Well what?”


  “I know where you’ve been, my dear. What was the verdict?”


  “Oh – natural causes.”


  “Men!” Bo said and, turning angrily on her heel, vanished through one of the doorways.


  “That’s a splendidly illuminating comment, Bo!” Tessa walked past her aunt’s door and into her own room. There she unpinned her hat and took off her gloves. She felt instantly cooler, and ready to go back and face her aunt.


  Conversation with Bo was always a wearing experience, not merely for the sudden darts and lurches of her thought, but also because of her strange intonation. With most people you can half-listen to their words and pick up the rest from their tone of voice. But Bo’s voice was so light and her intonation so erratic, she seemed to be making it up as she went along; she misdirected you a dozen times in every sentence.


  “What d’you mean – men?” Tessa asked as she went back into Bo’s room.


  “It’s a sort of game they love to play – inquests … rules of evidence … judges in wigs. Freemasons. They’re not really interested in the truth.”


  “I think the truth came out all right. Poor old Peter had a tumour. And it …”


  “You were in love with him, I know,” Bo said suddenly. “That’s the truth I’m talking about.”


  “Don’t be absurd!”


  “You were. The very heat of your denial proves it. Lord – why do we have to depend on men of all things!”


  Tessa sighed. “How d’you feel, Bo?”


  “Hot.”


  “Why don’t you put on some cooler clothes? You must have brought back dozens of tropical dresses. And, talking of your own wardrobe …”


  “It’s in memory of your mother, dear. Poor Sinney! Besides, there’s years of wear left in it and I may not have too long myself.”


  Tessa gave up – as so often. “What I really meant was, how d’you feel in yourself? Are you well?”


  “If you weren’t in love with Peter, you ought to find someone else. It’s a pity he’s gone. You musn’t stay a spinster. Above all, you mustn’t stay a spinster, my dear. Strange things happen in the minds of spinsters. The mind’s a funny thing. I saw some rum goings-on during my travels with dear Captain Fletcher. Did I ever tell you about the time we called at Haiti?”


  “Yes, you told me about Haiti.”


  “Well, the mind’s a funny thing. Just try and remember that.”


  “Are we an ordinary family, Bo,” Tessa asked. “Is there any history of madness?”


  “People often called Sinney eccentric,” her aunt admitted. “That’s the English way of saying mad-but-rich. But I doubt, in fact, whether Sinney was mad – or truly eccentric. She was undoubtedly strong-minded (like all of us Bodys). And she was also – though she’s my own sister I have to say it – she was also disastrously ignorant. And not just of book learning, either. She knew nothing of life and people. She was the instant friend of every idle mendicant and plausible sponger who crossed her path. There never was a stouter champion of all idiotic causes; nor a more confident mine of misinformation on every subject under the sun.”


  “But she wasn’t mad?” Tessa insisted.


  Bo shook her head cheerfully. “You may not realize this, darling, but you owe your own superior education entirely to your mother’s ignorance. It so shocked your Grandpa d’Arblay that he felt he ought to do something about it.”


  “I don’t think my education’s all that superior.”


  Bo snorted. “That’s because you don’t know many other young girls of your own class!”


  “I have no standard of comparison for so many things. I just have to read books and the papers and make up my own mind.” She sighed.


  But Bo laughed. “Good thing, too! The girls of your own class are empty-headed ninnies for the most part. Not many of them had a fine scholar like Grandpa d’Arblay to teach them. You may thank Providence he was a long-standing widower with a fair bit of money and more than enough time to undertake your education himself.”


  “I just thought he enjoyed it. I certainly did.”


  “Oh, and so did he. Too much. He, I may say, was no great believer in education for women. I’m quite sure he intended to impart no more than the usual accomplishments – reading, writing, a smattering of classical tags, and enough arithmetic to oversee the household accounts. But he was a learned man, as you well remember. What’s more, he was actually fond of learning. And you were such an apt and challenging pupil. That’s why he went much farther than he ever intended – to the point, indeed, where you no longer needed him. That was a terrible day for him, you know – when he saw what he’d done, when he realized you could go to the library and take out books on chemistry, geology, comparative grammar, musical scores, medieval poetry … all those things that used to take your fancy.”


  “And painting. It wasn’t just books.”


  Bo picked nonexistent lint off her satin bedspread. For Bo, Tessa’s interest in painting (which verged on an obsession) did not exist; the very word was unhearable.


  “Your father must press for a new curate,” Bo said decisively.


  “Did you think Peter behaved at all strangely, toward the end, I mean?”


  “There was a certain glow in his eyes when he looked at you, of course,” Bo began. “I suppose you know he was as passionately in love with you as you were with him.” Then her mind saw a new path. “But take care – it’s not always easy to tell. All men are a bit like that. They get that look in their eye when they see a pretty woman. They’re devils. I wish your father …” She fell into a brief reverie. Coming out of it, she added, “Will you?”


  “Will I what?”


  “Talk to him about it, of course. What have I just been saying? I sometimes think you don’t hear a word I utter. I don’t know where your mind is half the time.”


  And Bo was so positive that for a moment Tessa even wondered whether it was she, rather than her aunt, who had mentally withdrawn from the conversation.


  “I will talk to him about it,” she promised.


  Bo brightened at once. “Bless you, my dear.”


  Back in her own room, Tessa wrote it down, in case she might forget it:


  23 Finsbury Close.


  Then she added: Soon!


  Chapter Three


  The house was grander than she had expected. It proclaimed Dr. Segal as a proprietor of some wealth, a careful man, but not a poor one. The building, indeed, the whole terrace of houses, was almost new; each dwelling was tall and narrow, with four principal floors plus basement and attics. The walls, which faced south onto Finsbury Close, were of deep red brick with carved stonework around the doors and windows. These were houses for doctors, barristers, wholesale merchants, and “people in the City”. In fact, the northern boundary of the City of London lay just two streets away.


  Dr. Segal’s house was different in that it stood at the end of the terrace and so commanded two views – one to the poor east, one to the rich south; it also had a small side garden as well as the back garden enjoyed by each other house in the terrace. From the street all one could see of either garden, back or side, was the disciplined top of a tall, stout hedge of privet. The doctor was obviously something of a private person.


  As she mounted by the front steps she noticed that the cast iron railings were already being attacked by the corrosive air of the city, even through what must be several layers of new paint. The bellpull was a brightly polished brass lever. Beside it the nameplate read: Dr.G.D. SEGAL, M.R.C.P., F.R.C.S. and then, in smaller type below: Surgery in mews at rear.


  She went to look at the mews, which were opposite the side-garden. There a two-storey brick building housed the surgery, consulting rooms, and dispensary. She debated whether to call there rather than at the house itself, but in the end decided upon the house; after all, her visit was more private than professional. She pulled the brass lever; deep within the house a bell jangled harshly.


  As she waited, she turned to face the street. The houses opposite were smaller, affording a view of the dome of St. Paul’s, less than a mile away to the southwest. The day was generally less than a mile away to the southwest. The day was generally oppressive and overcast, but just at that moment the sun came out over the cathedral, warming the grimy black of its stones to a dark grey-green. This fanfare of light lasted a moment only; the window in the clouds passed on and the building was black once more, streaked white where the rain had etched the ancient stone. It looked like an incompetent marble cake.


  The door was answered by a maid, a young woman of Tessa’s own age and height but blonde in colouring. Her movements were nervy, her face foxy and alert, her eye restless. Tessa gave in her name and her father’s card but said merely that she had an important request to make of the doctor. The maid let her into the lobby and asked her please to wait there and she’d see was the doctor at home.


  Inner doors of patterned glass barred Tessa’s view of the rest of the hall. While she waited, she took careful, nervous stock of the lobby: a dark-brown tiled floor with Roman motifs; a brassbound elephant’s-foot umbrella stand with two men’s umbrellas and a silver-topped cane, also a broken shooting stick; a locked letter basket, empty; an oak hallstand carved with pussylike lions, peering out among fronds of acanthus – all the gloves in the drawer were men’s; the silvering on the looking glass was poisoned with growing circles of damp, but the damp had not come from this house. The walls were papered in a dark pattern of maroon, crimson, and purple. It was all very heavy and masculine. There was nothing to suggest the presence or influence of a Mrs. Segal. Even the perfume on the air of the house was spicy rather than feminine; it was like the exotic aromas that sometimes drifted up from the East India Dock.


  Until that moment Tessa had no idea why she was making such a careful note of all these details. Suddenly it struck her that she was trying to crowd out a certain fear – what on earth was she going to say to Dr. Segal?


  “Do forgive me, doctor, but how do our minds really work?”


  “Er, it’s just that I was a friend of Peter Laird’s and I saw no sign of any abnormality in his behaviour, so …”


  Impossible phrase after impossible phrase went tumbling through her mind. She had just decided to drop the whole thing and leave when the maid returned and asked “of what nature the request might be”?


  “Er … it doesn’t matter. I was mistaken,” Tessa said. “Convey my apologies. I’ll go.”


  A change came over the maid. She looked around, shut the inner doors, and stared intently at Tessa. In some subtle way, she was no longer a maid. Tessa was only half-surprised when the woman said, “It’s up to you, of course.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “May God strike off my head were I to encourage a body to tangle with that one.” She jerked her head toward the interior, presumably toward her master. “But if you really need the doctor” – she winked – “this is the place, all right. I could tell you things you could hold over him. He wouldn’t refuse.”


  Tessa, too innocent to grasp the innuendo at once, stared blankly. “Who are you?” she asked. It even seemed possible that this was, in fact, the mistress of the house, playing the maid as some kind of prank or forfeit.


  “Saunders, Miss.” She curtseyed, dropping briefly back into her role and her cockney accent. “As I say – it’s up to you. He’s the devil – but so’s the other thing.”


  The woman’s strange manner and incomprehensible words piqued Tessa’s curiosity. She simply had to meet Dr. Segal. She drew herself up and said, “Please tell your master that my request arises out of the death of Mr. Peter Laird.”


  The maid’s eyes narrowed. She seemed about to say more but then went to do as she had been told, forgetting to close one of the inner doors. Tessa eased it further open with her parasol. The spicy perfume was immediately stronger.


  She no longer felt worried. When she met Dr. Segal she’d talk about the tumour – how the news of it had surprised her and so on. If he opened up and showed willing to talk, she could steer the conversation around to the more general question. Calmly she surveyed the newly revealed interior.


  The hall was lined with that same dark paper. The tiles, burnt umber in colour, ran uncarpeted to the foot of the stairs and beyond, to a green baize door. The only furnishing she had time to notice was a black oak sideboard, carved in the style of the hallstand. Again the impression was exclusively masculine; this was either a bachelor establishment or the house of a very subdued woman married to an overbearing man. Dr. Segal had not struck her as overbearing when she had seen him in the coroner’s court.


  He came out at once, as soon as the maid passed on this new information. “My dear Miss d’Arblay – do forgive me for keeping you waiting out here …” he began. Then, when he could actually see her in the light of the lobby, he paused. “But weren’t you at the inquest yesterday?”


  “I didn’t think you noticed.”


  “Oh, I did. Indeed I did. Do come in. Are you alone?” He looked around, though it was quite obvious no one else was there. He led her into his drawing room, leaving the door open. The overwhelming impression here, too, was of darkness – a dark, Turkey-red carpet on polished black floorboards; distempered walls of brown and purple with hand-painted swags and tracery in vermilion and rose madder; solid, chunky, carved furniture of oak – all gothic in its inspiration though not in its actual detail. The chairs and settee were of buttoned leather, stained in a blue so deep as to be almost black.


  “How oppressive this heat becomes,” he said. “One longs for a good thunderstorm to wash it all away.”


  “And we’ll get it,” she said.


  “May I offer you some refreshment, Miss d’Arblay?” He opened one of the cupboards and peered inside. “I see some Malvern water here.”


  “A glass of Malvern water would be most acceptable, thank you, Dr. Segal.”


  She now saw how groundless her fears had been. Dr. Segal was actually a rather colourless man, more impressive in the witness box than in this domestic setting; perhaps he hoped that something of its rather aggressive masculinity would rub off on him.


  The water was stale but he appeared not to notice. He poured a tumbler for himself and settled opposite her. There was so little reflected light in the room that, although the windows were large, she could barely see his features. “Now,” he said. “You mentioned Mr. Large?”


  “Laird.”


  “Of course. Stupid of me. Laird – yes. May I ask if he was some relation of yours?”


  “Just a friend. Quite a good friend.”


  For some reason the doctor stared nervously at her. “I’m so sorry,” he said at last.


  Again Tessa had the strange feeling that some kind of clockwork mechanism was powering all his movements (and even his thoughts if that were possible). Her eyes were growing accustomed to the gloom; she found she could begin to read his expression. His gaze was full of sympathy. His voice, when at last he spoke those two words – “I’m sorry” – was deep and resonant, unlike his everyday tone. Perhaps she had judged him too harshly? Perhaps he was an intensely shy man who chose to hide himself behind that mechanical exterior.


  “It was a shock,” she said.


  “Of course, of course.”


  “So unexpected.”


  “It’s the way these things are, I’m afraid.” He smiled limply, as if apologizing for the design of the human brain. “They come absolutely out of the blue.”


  “And no one can tell in advance? I mean – there are no warning signs?”


  “Not as a rule. Fortunately, the condition itself is a rare one.”


  “Fortunately for some,” Tessa said. It sounded more like a correction than she had intended.


  He frowned and then nodded. “Oh yes – I see what you mean. Well, Mr. Laird was one of the rare unfortunates, I’m afraid.” He stirred awkwardly. “Forgive me, Miss d’Arblay, but did you have something to tell me, ah, in connection with this business? I mean, how, ah, closely did you know the poor gentleman?”


  “Have I something to tell you? How could I? No – I came to ask about it.”


  His face darkened. “Ask? What can you possibly want to ask? What do I know about it?”


  “Well you did the post mortem, Dr. Segal.”


  “Ah! Yes – of course. You want to ask about that!”


  She wondered if he’d been drinking. Anyway, it wasn’t going to work. She stood up. “I think I’ve taken quite enough of your valuable time, doctor.”


  He rose, too, but in agitation. “Not at all. Not at all. But what did you want to ask?”


  “You’ve already answered the question. I wanted to know if these tumours show any symptoms. But – as you say …”


  “That’s a strange thing to want to know, Miss d’Arblay. You’re sure Mr. Laird told you nothing?” There was a curious edge to his voice.


  “About what, Dr. Segal? I mean, we discussed lots of things.”


  “Evil? Did he discuss evil with you?”


  Tessa pulled a wry face and edged away from him. “Possibly …”


  “Ah!” he pounced on the admission. “I knew it!”


  “Is that a symptom of one of these tumours?”


  He put his index-fingertips together and pressed the point firmly against his lips. He pressed so hard that his fingers and his lips vanished inside his mouth – as if his teeth were on hinges. He retreated from this self-assault and stared at her. “You must tell me all you know,” he said at last. It was a command. He seemed about to add more, but before he could speak the maid opened the door and said, “Please Dr. Segal, sorry to disturb you, Dr. Segal, but there’s a gentleman with a broken leg over in the surgery, sir.” She was now pure cockney again; and she was studiously avoiding Tessa’s eye.


  The interruption annoyed Segal. He fished a sixpence from his pocket and held it toward the maid. “Take this and give it to some urchin to run to Bart’s and get them to send an ambulance. I can’t be disturbed now.”


  St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, or “Bart’s,” was only a few streets away.


  Tessa was astonished that the doctor should consider their conversation more important than treating a broken leg. She was about to say as much when the maid went on, “But he’s one of your patients, sir.”


  “Oh confound the fellow! Did he give his name?”


  “I forgot, sir. He’s in a bad way, sir.”


  “You’re a fool, Saunders.” He pocketed the sixpence and turned to Tessa. “Miss d’Arblay, I’m so sorry about this. May I ask you to wait? Would you mind very much? I want you to meet a colleague of mine. A Mis .., ah, Dr. Rosen.”


  “If you ask it, then of course I’ll wait, Dr. Segal. I’m already most grateful to you for giving me your val …”


  He interrupted her, having turned on the threshold of the hallway. “Did Mr. Laird ever mention any notebooks to you?”


  “I don’t think so …” Tessa was still thinking of the poor gentleman with the broken leg. “I’ll try and remember,” she said. “But do please attend to your patient.”


  Still he hesitated.


  “I won’t leave,” she reassured him, thinking that was what had him worried.


  Uncertainly he turned from her. His eye fell upon Saunders. “You attend to your duties,” he snapped. Tessa saw that he could be overbearing. Perhaps there was a Mrs. Segal, after all.


  As soon as he was gone the maid turned to Tessa and, with an excited grin, said, “It’s a rum do all round, isn’t it!”


  Tessa, keen to find out all she could, ignored this cheek and smiled. “Tell me about Dr. Segal,” she invited. “Why did you first of all hint that I ought to leave and never come back?”


  “There’s things going on in this house, Miss d’Arblay.”


  “Things?”


  “Dark things – black magic and witchcraft!”


  “Oh!” Tessa’s interest waned. “This is eighteen-eighty-eight, you know. Not fifteen-eighty-eight.”


  Saunders appeared to come to some internal decision – though she said nothing. She beckoned Tessa and went out into the hall again. She left the polishing rag on the sideboard and walked to the green baize door at the end of the passage. There she paused and, with a dramatic flourish, said, “Beyond this door ’tis six-hundred-and-sixty-six!”


  Tessa’s interest revived slightly. There was an odd ring of conviction in the maid’s words. “What can you mean?” she asked.


  “I mean you probably ought never to have come here. But now you are here, you ought to know something of the man you’ve tangled with.”


  “Tangled!” Tessa said crossly. “You keep saying that word. It’s no such thing.”


  “You may not think so.” She shrugged. “Very well, then – I’ll be about my ways.” She became cockney again. “I’m sorry, I’m sure, if I’ve …”


  Tessa made up her mind. “Suppose you’re right? Tell me – what’s in that room?”


  “You’d have to see it with your very own eyes.”


  Tessa glanced cautiously up the stairway.


  “We’re alone,” the woman promised.


  “Isn’t there a butler?”


  “He’s doing the wines. He’ll be at it another hour. Him and Noakes, the footman.” She drained an imaginary glass to the dregs and winked. “I’m the only one above stairs. They sent me up to answer single knocks.” Then she added confidentially, “I don’t belong upstairs really.”


  “Is that a fact!” Tessa walked toward the baize door, eager now to be done with it as quickly as possible. She pushed through ahead of the maid.


  “No,” the maid confided, “I’m not a domestic at all. I’m really an actress. I’m only here between engagements.”


  Tessa held her peace.


  If the rest of the house was dark, this room was positively funereal. It was completely lined by bookcases of ebony. Every book looked ancient; all were bound in leather. The ceiling was black, with golden stars pricked out upon it in zodiacal constellations; dotted lines of silver hinted at the Goat, the Virgin, the Scorpion … and others. In the centre of the floor was a table of black limestone with geometric designs of coloured marble let into its surface. The carpet was black and had a five-sided figure woven into it. And there was a number – 666. So that was all it was! The window was curtained with heavy black bombazine, and, although the drapes were open, and although the sun was now shining outside, the effect was claustrophobic; nor was it helped by the reek of that spicy perfume, which here was overpowering.


  “There!” Saunders said. “Now tell me it’s just his way of collecting butterflies! There’s whips and everything in those cupboards.”


  But at that moment, Tessa saw something which put it all into perspective. She almost laughed, for in her mind’s ear she heard Bo’s voice complaining about “men” and “dressing up” and “ritual” and “Mumbo-jumbo!” For there upon one of the chairs were three very familiar objects – a ceremonial apron of leather, a silver trowel, and an ornamental mallet. Her father had an almost identical set.


  “Haven’t you heard of Freemasons?” she asked the maid. “This is just their tomfoolery.”


  Now that she looked at them more closely, most of the books in the shelves seemed to be about Freemasonry, too.


  Saunders was unabashed. “And this?” She pointed to some prints hanging inside one of the bookcases.


  Tessa recognised them all. There were two oleographs of paintings by Rembrandt, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Tulp and The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Deyman. Both, naturally, showed a partly flayed or disembowelled corpse – as did the third: The Reward of Cruelty by Hogarth. It showed a corpse laid out upon a slab; one demonstrator was cutting open its belly and pulling out its tripes while another was dissecting its eyes, while yet another – an apprentice, he seemed – was flaying its feet. They were gruesome scenes, all right; but they were probably a fair picture of what anatomy lessons might have looked like in former times (and probably looked like now, give or take a peruke or a ruff collar).


  On closer inspection, however, she noticed one curious feature. In all three reproductions someone – and a skilled artist at that – had overpainted two of the faces. Dr. Tulp and Dr. Deyman and the central figure of the Hogarth trio had been skilfully turned into Dr. Segal. The name “Jubela” had been worked into their costumes, as in a political cartoon. Hogarth’s foot-flayer and one spectator in each of the Rembrandts had been given a new face, too – the same face: with a full, dark beard, bushy eyebrows, sensuous lips, and the most compelling eyes. This character was named “Jubelo” in the cartoon fashion.


  There were other prints, too – a Hanging of Judas by some baroque artist, showing the victim disembowelled, also a cast of a small Hellenistic sculpture, The Flaying of Marsayas … but she had seen enough.


  Just as she turned back to Saunders another print from that same Hogarth series, “The Four Stages of Cruelty,” appeared before her mind’s eye. It showed the Cruel Man standing at bay above the murdered corpse of his mistress, who was heavily pregnant. It struck her then what Saunders had meant in saying “if you really need the doctor …” She blushed, pulled in her stomach, and looked intently at the prints again.


  “All very unpleasant,” she agreed. “But nothing more than that, surely?”


  “And what about out there?” Saunders asked. “What about them?” She pointed at the window.


  Tessa was still feet away when she gave a start. The garden was filled with naked women.


  “You can only see them from here,” Saunders said. “He did them. That Rosen.”


  “Doctor Rosen?”


  “Doctor!” the maid sneered. “The only thing he’s doctor of is doctor of evil. He took a drill to some of them – it’d cringe your blood.”


  Tessa was too taken up with the strange sight to absorb that comment. By now she realized they were merely painted statues – famous ones, too, like Aphrodite, and the Venus de Milo. But they had all been painted in true flesh tints – even, she noticed, to their body hair. They were so lifelike it seemed prurient to be staring at them.


  She glanced away. Her eyes happened to fix on a tall, solid, wooden gate, leading out into the mews. Above it the thick privet hedge grew together again, framing a gap of no more than ten inches between the top of the wood and the ragged bottom of the ingrowing hedge. Through that gap she could see one of the windows on the upper floor of Dr. Segal’s surgery opposite. Standing there, staring out – staring at her, it seemed – was a powerfully built man with thick, curly-black hair that joined with a glossy, wavy beard to frame his face and give it a vividness that almost glowed. All those details she acquired in passing. What riveted her were the man’s eyes, which were of the palest azure blue. It was the face of the man labelled “Jubelo” in the three altered prints. The garden was short, the mews was narrow, the sun was bright. The image of that man seized her; she could not look away.


  Saunders, following her gaze, breathed sharply inward. “That’s him!” she whispered in tones lifted straight out of some melodrama. “Rosen! Oh I pray to my sweet Christ he can’t see us.”
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