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The first three 18th century thrillers featuring Harriet Westerman and Gabriel Crowther in one brilliant collection.

Book 1: INSTRUMENTS OF DARKNESS

Sussex, 1780. The most powerful of families can hide the most venomous of secrets.

Thornleigh Hall, seat of the Earl of Sussex, dominates its surroundings. Its heir is missing, and the once vigorous family is reduced to a cripple, his whore and his alcoholic second son, but its power endures.

Impulsive Harriet Westerman has felt the Hall’s menace long before she happens upon a dead man bearing the Thornleigh arms. The grim discovery cries out for justice, and she persuades reclusive anatomist Gabriel Crowther to her cause, much against his better judgement; he knows a dark path lies before those who stray from society’s expectations. That same day, Alexander Adams is killed in a London music shop, leaving his young children orphaned. His death will lead back to Sussex, and an explosive secret that has already destroyed one family and threatens many others.

Book 2: ANATOMY OF MURDER

London, 1781. Secrecy, ambition and deadly conspiracy.

The streets of London seethe with rumour and conspiracy as the King’s navy battles the French at sea. And while the banks of the Thames swarm with life, a body is dragged from its murky waters. In another part of town, where the air seems sweeter, the privileged enjoy a brighter world of complacent wealth and intoxicating celebrity. But as society revels in its pleasures, a darker plot is played out.

Yet some are willing to look below the surface to the unsavoury depths. Mrs Harriet Westerman believes passionately in justice. Reclusive anatomist Gabriel Crowther is fascinated by the bones beneath the skin. Invited to seek the true nature of the dead man, they risk censure for an unnatural interest in murder. But when the safety of a nation is at stake, personal reputation must give way to the pursuit of reason and truth.

Book 3: ISLAND OF BONES

Cumbria, 1783. A broken heritage; a secret history, a bitter death.

The tomb of the first Earl of Greta should have lain undisturbed on its island of bones for three hundred years. When idle curiosity opens the stone lid, however, inside is one body too many. Gabriel Crowther’s family bought the Gretas’ land long ago, and has suffered its own bloody history. His brother was hanged for murdering their father, the Baron of Keswick, and Crowther has chosen comfortable seclusion and anonymity over estate and title for thirty years. But the call of the mystery brings him home at last.

Travelling with forthright Mrs Harriet Westerman, who is escaping her own tragedy, Crowther finds a little town caught between new horrors and old, where ancient ways challenge modern justice. And against the wild and beautiful backdrop of fells and water, Crowther discovers that his past will not stay buried.
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PART I




I.1

Friday, 2 June 1780, West Sussex, England

 

GABRIEL CROWTHER OPENED his eyes.

‘Mr Crowther, sir?’

The light in the room was weak. Morning light.

‘Whoever it is, send them away,’ he said.

He blinked. The maid was still there.

‘She won’t go, sir. It’s Mrs Westerman from Caveley Park. She said she is determined, sir. And she said to give you this.’

The maid held out a piece of paper, staying as far away from the bed as she could, as if she feared her master would bite.

The intrusion was unusual. Crowther had done a good job of ignoring his neighbours since taking up residence in Hartswood, near Pulborough, the previous summer, and their visits had swiftly petered out. He did not need companions with whom to pass his time and had no intention of participating in diversions, picnics and subscription dinners of what passed for society in the county. The rest of the village never expected to have much to do with him, but after a month or two of observation, many of the local women found the easiest way to still a child was to threaten it with Mr Crowther and his big knife. He was a student of Anatomy. He wanted to know how bodies lived, what record a man’s life left on  his physical remains, and he had the leisure and means to inquire.

His habits soon became known. To the educated, he was a man of science cursed with an appalling lack of manners; to everyone under ten he was a devil doctor who cut the souls from the living bodies of naughty children and ate them.

The maid still held the note out towards him; it trembled a little. He snatched it from her with a low growl and flicked it open. It was written on notepaper - taken from his own desk downstairs, he noticed - in an educated female hand. The writer had not troubled with compliments or excuses about the hour, but confined herself to some dozen words: I have found a body on my land. His throat has been cut.

Crowther passed the note back to his maid.

‘My compliments to Mrs Westerman, and tell her I shall wait on her as soon as I am dressed. Have my horse got ready and brought round.’

The maid stared at him open-mouthed.

‘Do it now, if you please, madam.’

 

The previous evening, Adams Music Shop, Tichfield Street near Soho Square, London

 

Susan Adams pressed her ear to the floor. On the first of each month her father hosted a little concert in his shop for his neighbours and friends. It was a ritual of his since he had begun, in a small way, to succeed with his business of engraving and printing musical scores and selling them, along with collections of popular songs and airs, to London’s musically inclined residents. It was a kind of offering he made in thanks for his seven rooms, workshop and yard. His children built their own rituals around it. Jonathan would come into Susan’s room, claiming he wished to hear the music better, then be asleep before the first piece was over in the comfort of his older sister’s bed.

‘Susan?’ he grumbled. ‘You’re supposed to be in bed too. You can hear the music from here, and it is not so hard as the floor.’

‘Shush, Jonathan. I’m listening.’ She heard a sigh as her brother gave up and fidgeted the bedclothes around him. The air was still heavy with the heat of the June day passed.

‘Well, tell me what is happening then.’ He yawned.

She smiled; one of her blond ringlets tickled her ear. She tucked it away and considered.

‘Mr Paxton, Mr Whitaker and Miss Harding have all arrived. Mr Paxton has his cello, Mr Whitaker is to play my harpsichord and Miss Harding is to sing. They are all drinking punch in the shop.’

‘I helped sweep it this afternoon.’

Susan had watched Jonathan’s attempts to help the maid, Jane, while she tidied away the scores and parts with her father. She did not think he had been very helpful at all, but he was still only six, and should therefore be indulged by someone three years his senior such as herself. Though he could be annoying. She ignored the interruption.

‘The chairs have been dragged into long rows. Mrs Service is sitting very shy in a corner, because she never buys any music, and her dress is old. Mr and Mrs Chase from Sutton Street are here, because Mr Chase loves a little music when business is done. And Mr Graves is here, of course, frowning and trying to rub inkstains off his fingers because he’s only just noticed them.’

There was a sleepy giggle from the bed, followed by: ‘Is Miss Chase here?’

‘Of course.’ Susan leaped up suddenly and stood very straight, pointing one bare and not very clean foot in front of her. ‘She is walking in right now, like this.’

The little girl bent her head to one side, adjusted the shawl over her narrow shoulders and put one hand to her waist; the other gathered a pinch of her nightdress like the full skirts of an evening gown and she moved between the imaginary chairs, smiling to left and right. The room seemed to flood with candlelight and conversation.

Jonathan sat up in bed again. ‘And Mr Graves is watching her?’

‘Yes, from his corner.’

She hopped into a high-backed chair by the empty fireplace and became a tangle of limbs, a young man trying hard to look at his ease, and not entirely succeeding. His mouth opens as if he would like to address someone, then he stops himself and returns to examining his fingernails.

Jonathan laughed again. Susan held up her hand. Faintly from the room below came the first low rasp of Mr Paxton’s violoncello.

‘They are beginning.’

Susan jumped from her chair and crouched again, her ear pressed to the gap between the floorboards. She could feel the music from the room below entering through her hands. She could feel it on her open lips.

 

Crowther was not afraid of silence, but the morning seemed unnaturally bare of birdsong for early June. His visitor had already remounted when he came out of the house, and was waiting with her groom by his own chestnut bay. She had greeted him with nothing more than a nod of her head and then urged her horse forward out of the yard and into the roadway as soon as he had taken the reins. Crowther’s house was the first of any significance in the town, so in moments they were among the fields and hedgerows.

He was surprised, even a little annoyed at her silence. He looked sideways at her profile. A woman in her early thirties perhaps, neatly dressed and at some expense. She could never, even in her first bloom of youth, have been very beautiful. Her face was a little too long, and a little too narrow. Her carriage and neat figure suggested good health and habits, however. Her gloved hands rested easily on the reins and her hair was a dark red, curled under the edge of her riding hat.

‘Do you like it?’ she asked. ‘My maid Dido always rejoices when I agree to have my hair curled. I find it gets in my eyes.’

Crowther started, and faced forward at once. ‘My apologies, madam. I did not mean to stare.’

She turned to him, looking at him squarely for a moment or two, then smiled. Crowther noted the dark green of her eyes, was surprised to find himself wondering briefly what she might think of him.

‘No, I am sorry, Mr Crowther,’ she said. ‘And I must thank you for riding out so early. I have been wondering what to say to you, and I’m sorry to confess that nothing that seems appropriate has occurred to me. I could ask you what you think the weather will be today and how you are enjoying Hartswood, but it hardly seems fitting, given our expedition. So I waited until I had the opportunity to be rude to you instead.’

He almost smiled. ‘Perhaps you can tell me about your discovery and why you have called me rather than the Constable or the magistrate.’

She nodded at the suggestion and tilted her chin up as she chose her words. Her voice was light.

‘Well, my footman has gone to the Squire, in fact, but I read your paper last spring in the Transactions of the Royal Society; you wrote, if you recall, about the signs murderers can leave on their victims, and when I found the body I thought you might be able to read his death like the gypsies read picture cards.’ He looked at her with frank astonishment, and she frowned suddenly and looked out at the road in front of her again. ‘Just because I have my hair curled doesn’t render me incapable of reading, you know.’

Crowther could not decide whether to be offended at her tone, or to offer his apologies again and so did neither as they turned off the main road to Balcombe and then London and entered a narrower lane that, he guessed, must mark the boundary between the lands belonging to Caveley Park and those of the great estate of Thornleigh Hall.

‘The body is in the copse at the top of the hill,’ she said. ‘The best path to it lies through the woods, so we must continue on foot. My man will see to the horses.’

 

Susan could tell by her brother’s breathing that he was asleep. The music finished in applause, and a low female voice began to introduce  the next item. As Susan strained to hear, a floorboard in the passageway outside her door suddenly groaned, making her jump. She could hear people talking.

‘I should have gone years ago, when Elizabeth died. She told me I should, that the past must be looked at squarely or it will chase you down. But there was always a reason to delay.’

It was her father’s voice. On hearing her mother’s name, Susan’s heart squeezed a little in her chest, and she was lost briefly in an odd confusion of pain and comfort. Her mother had smelled of lavender, and had had very soft brown hair. She had died a week to the day after Jonathan was born. The little girl had held her hand till her father told her it was time to let go.

Another voice replied. It belonged to Mr Graves, and was nearly as familiar to her as her father’s. She had heard it almost every day in the shop or at their table, ever since he had come to London. She had seldom heard it so low or so serious as now, though. She thought of how his face might look, and her own tilted down in unconscious mimicry. His collar was not always neat but his grey eyes were always sympathetic, and though he was slender as a reed he could still pick her up and swing her round the shop till she was half-sick with laughing. Miss Chase had come in once to find them playing in this way. Mr Graves had become very red and set her down a little heavily. Susan did not think Miss Chase had minded what they did, or noticed that his brown hair had got rather ruffled.

‘You have spoken so little of your time before London, Alexander,’ he said now. ‘How can I advise you? Why has losing the ring concerned you so? Was it valuable? I have never seen you wear it.’

‘It had no great value to me, or at least I thought not.’ There was a pause. ‘I am surprised that losing it has caused me such upset. It has been nothing but a plaything of Jonathan’s for some years - he likes the lion and dragon on the seal, and I keep it in my bureau and let him play with it whenever I wish to keep him quiet and still - but it  was a last connection to my old home, and now it is gone I begin to worry again. Perhaps I owe something to the people I left there, or to the children. I have told myself I did not, but it itches at me.’

Graves spoke again. ‘There must be some reason you have held back so long. Think further on the matter. You are happy now and it is a fragile and delicate thing, happiness. Jonathan will not grieve long over a ring. Why so disturb your life over a trifle that he will have forgotten in a week?’ He hesitated. ‘Do not attract the attention of the gods now, when you still have so much to lose.’

‘You are right . . .’ Her father stopped again and sighed. Susan knew from his voice that he would be rubbing his chin with his right hand, and shifting the weight off his bad leg. ‘Perhaps the ring will turn up somewhere and my mind will be quiet. I’ll have Jonathan search the workshop again in the morning. He was quite determined that he hadn’t taken it from the bureau without my leave, however, and is rather indignant that I think he may have done so.’ Susan could hear the smile in his voice and looked back towards the bed where her brother slept. He had not mentioned the ring since he had cried so on finding it gone from its little box, but she did not think he had forgotten it yet.

Silence, then the lady downstairs started singing. Susan scrambled to her feet and went to open the door. Alexander and Mr Graves jumped like guilty truants as the light spilled from the children’s room across her shoulders and onto the landing.

Graves smiled at her. ‘Listening to the music, Susan?’

‘Yes, but what are you talking about? Is Papa going away?’

Her father looked between his friend and his daughter and knelt down.

‘Come here, daughter of mine, and tell me something.’ She took the hand he held out towards her. ‘Are you happy, Susan? Would you like to have a maid and a carriage and a large house and a hundred pretty dresses?’

She looked at him to see if he were teasing, but his eyes remained  steady and serious; his breath smelled a little of punch. She was confused.

‘I like this house. And I have seven dresses.’ She heard him sigh, but he pulled her to him at the same time, so she supposed the answer had pleased him.

‘Well then. If you have dresses enough, I don’t think I need go away at all. And I am glad you like this house. I hope we may share it a long while.’

Then he released her and said, ‘Now, as you are awake I think you may be allowed to join us downstairs for a while. Mr Paxton is to give us his Concerto.’

 

For the rest of her life Susan would search out that music, or any that reminded her of it, not only for its elegant passions, but for the memories that it carried of the long parlour by candlelight, the profiles and shoulders of her early friends and neighbours, and the feel of her father’s chest rising and falling below her small hand, her cheek pressed against the silver threads of his waistcoat.




I.2

IT WAS A particularly handsome, particularly English summer’s day, and the Sussex countryside was full of the pleasing and fruitful colours of the season. The meadow where Harriet and Crowther dismounted was glowing with tall buttercups and purple knapweed, and the morning wind that stirred them was lazy and good-humoured. Any civilised man, or woman, might be expected to pause a moment and consider the landscape and his or her place in it. A good season to be away from the city, its bustle and stink. Here the earth was preparing to offer up its gifts to its lords and their dependants. Crops grew, the animals fattened and the soil served those who had cared  for it through the year. Here was England at her best, providing reward to satisfy the body, and beauty to feed the mind and soul.

Mrs Westerman and Crowther, however, were indifferent to the scenery. Neither paused to admire the picturesque swell of the valley’s flanks, or philosophise on the greatness of the nation that had borne them. They disappeared into the woods without a backward glance. The groom dismounted and made his arrangements to lead the horses in his charge to their stables, and it was left to the beasts themselves to admire the view and tear up the wild flowers in their satin jaws.

The path ended in a clearing after some thirty yards of roughish rising ground, overhung with the branches of elm and oak. The way was dry - Crowther tried to remember the last time he had heard rain from the confines of his study - and the air was heavy with the scents of the woodland uncurling into its summer wear. Wild garlic, dew. It would be a pleasant place to walk before beginning the duties of the day, he thought; no doubt that was why Mrs Westerman had happened along this path.

Crowther realised he had not noticed the year was already blooming into its height. He would have been able to tell any man who enquired that today’s date was 2 June, of course, because he had written the date of the previous day in his notebook as he began work, but he never felt the shift of seasons in his bones, as so many in the country claimed to do. He knew winter because it was the best time to dissect, and summer because servants were more likely to complain then of the smells. From the world outside in its greatness, its bulk, its multitudes, he had turned away to pick apart the smallest vessels of life. He had stayed faithful now for years to the mysteries he could confine to his table-top. It had therefore been some months since he had lifted his eyes. Now he could feel the first prick of his sweat under the cotton of his shirt, felt his heart begin to labour with the climb. The sensations were oddly novel. He put his hand to his face where the sun reached it through the leaves.

Mrs Westerman came to a halt, and pointed with her riding crop.

‘There. About ten yards along the track to Thornleigh. My dog noticed it first.’ Her eyes dropped to the path. ‘I took her back to the house before I came to you.’

Crowther glanced at her. The voice was steady enough; her face was perhaps a little flushed, but that might be only a result of the climb. He walked in the direction she had indicated, and heard almost at once a small sigh, and her own footsteps following him.

The body lay just off the track and one might have thought it a bundle of old clothing but for the arm and its waxy grey hand extended at right angles from the tumble of a dark blue cloak.

‘Has the body been moved?’ he asked.

‘No. That is, I got close enough to see that he was dead and how - I lifted the cloak to do so - then covered him again. That is all.’

A little swarm of flies had gathered, and were walking as daintily as shop girls in Ranelagh Gardens around the edges of the cloak, and into the nooks and crannies it hid for their private business. Crowther knelt down, lifted the fold of cloth away from the corpse’s face and looked into the dead eyes. The flies buzzed angrily, and he waved them away without judgement.

He had heard it discussed as a student that in death the retina was imprinted with the last image the eyes had seen. The idea had intrigued him in his younger days, and he had made experiments in his former home with a number of unfortunate dogs and two cats before he had given the idea up as impossible. The signs murder left on the body were at the same time more subtle and more commonplace, but he did believe one could often read the expression of a human corpse. Some looked at peace, others, like this face before him, looked only surprised and a little disappointed. The man was wearing his own hair. Dark blond and thick. Crowther lifted the body a little and felt the ground below the corpse, and the back of his cloak. Both dry. And the body stiff, though perhaps  not fully so. The flies settled again as he let the ground take the body’s weight once more.

‘There was dew on the body when I found it, and the body was not as stiff as it seems to be now,’ Harriet said.

Crowther nodded, but did not look up. ‘Then I imagine that he died last night.’

‘That he was murdered last night,’ she corrected him.

Indeed, the wound through the neck was unequivocal. Crowther waved away the flies again and bent towards it: a single, violent blow completely severing the carotid artery, leaving the man with an extra, gaping mouth. He would not have suffered long, Crowther thought. The blow had been delivered with enough force to almost sever the neck, leaving the shocking white of the man’s vertebrae visible at the back of the wound. A quantity of dark staining around the collar showed where the heart had continued, briefly, to push blood through the body. Crowther looked along the man’s trunk. He was wearing clean-enough looking linen and an embroidered waistcoat that was made of some richer stuff; black stains were dappled across it in ugly dark pools. He could see in his mind’s eye the man caught and held from behind, the knife at its work, then the release of blood glutting out onto the soil with vivid and final force. He looked about him. Yes, there were marks on the trunks of the trees directly in front of him, and the last of the lilies of the valley had caught a little of his blood. They looked as if they were fading under the weight of it. This man lay where he had first fallen.

Harriet followed the movement of his eyes with her own.

‘There is a legend that takes place not far from here,’ she said. ‘A saint did battle with a terrible dragon, and wherever the saint’s blood touched the ground, lilies of the valley have bloomed from that day to this.’ She sighed. ‘Though I doubt we can blame a duel with a dragon for this death, don’t you agree, Mr Crowther? It was not a fight at all, I think. One stroke, from behind. He was probably dead before he fell.’ 

Crowther never liked to be hurried as he worked, and he found her enthusiasm a little grating. He punished her by standing silently and looking about him, particularly behind where the body lay, where a killer might have stood. The thornbushes curtsied at him and he reached among their white flowers to pull free a few threads he saw hanging there; he drew out his handkerchief to wrap them in. Only when they were securely in his pocket did he attempt to make any sort of reply.

‘And you have concluded this as a result of your extensive reading, I suppose, Mrs Westerman?’

‘I have irritated you. Forgive me.’ The frankness of her answer rather embarrassed him. He bowed swiftly.

‘Not at all, madam. Your conclusions are in tune with what I see here.’

She was quiet a moment, twisting the riding crop between her fingers, then spoke softly.

‘It is hard, don’t you think, Mr Crowther, to draw conclusions and have no one to discuss them with? One begins to doubt one’s own judgement, or trust it too much. I did not mean to hurry you. Perhaps I wish to prove to you I am not a fool, and in trying to prove it - behave like one.’ She met his eye briefly and looked away again. ‘To answer your question, I do not read as much as I would like. It was by chance I happened on your article. But perhaps my lack of squeamishness offends you. Before we bought Caveley, and my son Stephen was born, I sailed for three years with my husband. I have seen men killed in war and in peace, and served as a nurse, so I have witnessed more than perhaps I should.’

Crowther looked directly at her and Mrs Westerman turned away, a little embarrassed. Well, Crowther thought as he bent down again to the body, it was a universal truth that in the presence of a corpse people often said more than they intended. He felt it was as a result of this phenomenon that some people believed a corpse could condemn its murderer by bleeding again in his presence. No, the truth was  simply that people had a nasty tendency to run on and confess before such a vivid memento mori.

Crowther began to run his hands over the body. His hand stopped at a bulge in the corpse’s waistcoat pocket and he pushed his long white fingers between the silvery folds of cloth to withdraw a ring. It was heavy in his palm, and as he turned it he saw a crest stamped into the gold. He recognised it from the carriage that rolled through the village from time to time, and also from the gates to the great park. He heard his companion draw in her breath and stood up, dropping it into her outstretched hand. She closed her fist round it, and Crowther could have sworn he heard her curse softly.

‘The arms of Thornleigh Hall, of course,’ he said dryly. She looked at him, then away. He raised an eyebrow. ‘I should have asked before, Mrs Westerman: do you know this man? Is he from Hartswood? Is he from the Hall?’

As she replied she tapped her riding crop against her dress. She did not take her eyes from the body, and her tone was that of private contemplation.

‘He is a stranger. I think if he were from Thornleigh or the village I would know him, but . . . How old do you think this man, and of what condition in life?’

‘I would put him between thirty-five and forty-five. About his condition - I would say he is not poor. He has a coat and cloak, and his hands are clean enough, and unscarred. You can see that yourself. What is it you know, Mrs Westerman, that I do not?’

‘Nothing. Merely local history. And the history says the eldest son of Lord Thornleigh left the protection of his family some fifteen years ago, and would be now of this age. His name was Alexander, Viscount Hardew. He is a blond-haired man in the portrait I have seen.’

She took a pace away from the body and turned to look up the path towards the Thornleigh lands. A breeze murmured through the trees and tugged gently at the edge of Crowther’s coat, as if trying  to take him back to his rooms and his books before any more was spoken, before some line was crossed.

‘You see, sir,’ she went on, ‘I cannot help wondering if this poor man is the heir to the great estates of my neighbours, and if so, why he received so cold a welcome home.’




I.3

AS SUSAN PRACTISED in the shop the morning after the concert, she wondered if she had been a little too quick to turn down the maid and carriage that her father had offered her the night before. The heat was oppressive: she could feel the sweat gathering under her arms and on the back of her neck, and in London heat brought the stench of the city all through the house. It might have been pleasant to drive round the park with a pony and a pretty dress on instead of going through her exercises here in the shop, with the scores and parts of music her father printed and sold piled round her.

Normally the room stayed cool even in the summer, for it was a long and elegant space with nothing to disturb it but her own harpsichord, the counter running along one wall and some small displays of the latest airs and themes arranged on table-tops below the windows, but already this year the air felt hot in her chest. These exercises her body knew almost better than her mind. She could watch her fingers on the keys and hear the pluck and thrum of the instrument as if she watched from outside her own body. It left her free to think while appearing busy, so she let her mind wander through the city outside.

She had seen carriages enough stopping at the shop, and the ladies who tended to get out of them. She had not seen anyone of her own age in them, though. The ladies in carriages tended to have maids with them or more ladies, never young girls. They were all very beautiful, but all seemed to look rather tired as if wearing those heavy dresses was a  great deal of work. She remembered a lady who had come in when she was at her instrument once, and who had wanted her to play at a party for her friends. She had called her a little Mozart and had gone into raptures. That is what she had said. ‘I’m in raptures!’ Her dress made a great deal of noise, and she had red stuff on her mouth. She had put her face right up to Susan’s and declared her ‘such a pretty thing’.

Susan had not liked it. And her father neither. He had been relatively firm with the lady, and she had not come back. He had told Susan that if she met ‘that woman’ on the street she was on no account to go anywhere with her. Susan wondered if she was a Cyprian. She knew about such women from the talk in the Square: they let men kiss them and do other things for money, but as she thought it was something her father would not want her to know, she had not questioned him. There were other ladies who smiled at her without coming so close, and her father often asked her to play through some of the music they sold so the ladies could say if they liked it and take it away to learn. They did all seem only half-alive to her, though. She thought how horrible it must be to walk around so slowly all the time. She found her fingers were playing the next variation all by themselves.

‘We all need time to think, Susan,’ her father said, smiling over his ledger at the counter. ‘But I know perfectly well you have not been concentrating at all in the last little while. If you wish to stop, you may. Otherwise, never forget you are in search of the music under the mechanics.’

Susan looked up. Her father was pushing a thread of his yellow hair out of his eyes. She grinned and sheepishly turned back to the keyboard, trying to remember the music, the cut and run of counterpoint growing under her hand. Alexander was a lover of music. The backyard of their house contained the brute force of his enterprise, the place where the copper plates were kept on which he carved other men’s notes, the presses that fixed them, and he had passed on the love and the craft to his daughter. Yet, at times when the metal smelled  hot and bitter and her hands were reluctant and weak on the keys, music could seem a tyrant and a bully. It mocked her, being always a little beyond what she could do, what she could know. She had seen her papa often enough late and tired sorting through his accounts to suspect he felt the same. Yet music was mother to her now, and her father’s beloved. Her nine years had been spent smothered in music, fed by it. She could not imagine any other way of life.

A gentleman came in through the door, bowed slightly to them both, then turned to browse through the open scores on the counter-top. Susan looked at him again. Perhaps not a gentleman, after all. When her father turned back to his books, the man covertly studied him with a narrowed, calculating look. Her fingers tripped, and he noticed and glanced round at her. His skin was rather yellow. He smiled - and she saw that his front teeth were missing. Just then, the bell rang again, and a woman in a skirt wide enough for three ladies swept in with a loud greeting and offered Alexander her hand. The yellow man slipped away before the door had time to close again. Susan shivered. The feeling of oppression the man had brought into the room lasted with her for much of the rest of the morning, and whatever her efforts, her practices were wasted.




I.4

MRS WESTERMAN’S HOME, Caveley Park, was acknowledged to be a well-run, handsome estate, flourishing under the care of its new owners. True, it had none of the pretensions to greatness of its nearest neighbour, Thornleigh Hall, but Commodore Westerman was a talented and, still better, a lucky commander of some seniority, and it showed in the size of the purchase, and the care with which the refitting of the house and investment in the estate had been carried out. His wife had acquired a reputation as a capable manager of his  interests, and her arrangements were approved of, and often copied by others in the area.

Harriet Westerman had not intended to remain ashore when the purchase was first discussed, but a number of circumstances had rendered her presence on the estate both practical and necessary while her husband continued abroad, first in the Channel and since the New Year serving his Sovereign by cruising the West Indies. She had therefore given up life aboard ship, or at some far-flung naval base, dining sometimes with potentates and kings, sometimes with fishermen and the threadbare officers of the more uncomfortable postings round her country’s growing empire, and taken on instead the more settled life of a country gentlewoman.

The first of these circumstances was the realisation that an estate of this size would need more close attention than the irregular and unreliable communications from a ship of His Majesty’s Navy might allow. The second was the birth of her son, Stephen who, though now he seemed to be thriving and strong, had been a weak, sickly sort of baby - reluctant to grow fat in sea air. He had been born afloat on his father’s ship as she laboured against unseasonable winds home from a posting in the East Indies. The Westermans had already lost one child in the previous year, and the grief of that little boy’s loss was a small burning place between them. He had been born and died on the far side of the world, and lived long enough only to be named. His little body was laid in the ground of the East India Company’s church in Calcutta. Harriet still sometimes saw that little patch of foreign soil under her feet even as she walked her paths of English lavender. She spoke of that time rarely even with her sister. The Westermans would do all they could to avoid such another grief. The question of the little boy’s remaining on land with some respectable family had been touched upon, but Captain Westerman put the case forcefully for the advantages of a mother’s care.

The third consideration, and perhaps this last was sufficient in  itself, was that Mrs Westerman’s father, an unambitious West Country clergyman already a widower himself for some years, had failed to recover after a riding accident and died, leaving his younger daughter, Rachel, without protection, poor, and at only fourteen, scarcely capable of making her own way in the world.

Mrs Westerman came home then with her child and gave up any intention she might once have had of going to sea again. She made herself manager and guardian of the Commodore’s lands and offered her sister a permanent home. Mrs Westerman’s and Miss Trench’s arrival was celebrated in the neighbourhood, and Harriet became a valued member of local society as soon as her sense, sound principles, and the value of the Commodore’s lands were generally know. She could, perhaps, be a little sharp at times, and a little inclined to enthusiasm, even contradicting her older neighbours if she felt they erred in matters domestic or political, but these mis-steps were put down to her strange experiences following her husband around the world, and allowances were made. The sister was generally thought of as a good, refining influence in the household, and was encouraged by the matrons of the county to regard herself as such. However, her own disappointments had been the occasion of some sad reflections in the past, and her future was still uncertain.

 

Miss Rachel Trench had heard the commotion of voices in the hallway and the yap of her sister’s greyhound as she drank her breakfast chocolate, looking out at the view to the woods from the salon, but it was the little suppressed shriek from Dido, their maid, that caused her to stand up and open the door. Mrs Heathcote glanced at her, then shooed Dido away towards the kitchen. William, their footman, nodded to her also, but set out through the main door before she could speak to him, pulling his hat over his ears as he went. Rachel looked at the housekeeper. She seemed very white, and Rachel felt herself pale in preparation for bad news.

‘What’s happening, Mrs Heathcote? My sister . . .’

‘Mrs Westerman is quite well, but there’s been a body found in the spinney, Miss Rachel. A man with his throat cut.’

Rachel felt the world shift around her and put out a hand to steady herself against the doorway. In the sudden blank of her mind she heard her brother-in-law’s voice. She had once demanded some useful knowledge from him after his years of travel as they dined one afternoon. He had laughed and said, ‘If there is an earthquake, my dear sister, stand under the doorframe and wait till it is over.’

Mrs Heathcote took two small steps towards her, shielding her from the view of the retreating maid.

‘Miss, be calm. They say it is a stranger.’

The housekeeper laid one hand under the girl’s elbow. Rachel nodded, and not daring to look the woman in the face, retreated back into the salon.

 

‘Where is the body to go? Do you have something in mind?’ Crowther asked.

‘I have sent a note to the younger son of Thornleigh Hall - Hugh. I despatched your man, in fact, while I was waiting for you to dress. If this is Alexander, I imagine they will wish him to be taken to the house. If not, we may receive him at Caveley, my home, and wait for the Squire.’

Crowther decided not to offer his thoughts on people who gave orders to other people’s servants, merely remarking, ‘Mrs Westerman, you know I have made it my business this year to learn as little as possible about my neighbours.’

She smiled sideways at him. ‘Other than to observe the types that pass in front of your house, you mean, sir?’ He looked at her with a frown as she said almost gaily, ‘Your habit of watching your neighbours go by like exhibition specimens from your parlour window has been noted.’

Crowther felt a little exposed, but Mrs Westerman did not wish to tease him. She became serious.

‘I expect you would like to know more about the Thornleigh family? Very well. Thornleigh is not the richest estate in the county, but it is one of the largest.’ She pointed with her crop to the north. ‘Lord Thornleigh is the Earl of Sussex, and the extent of the lands reflect his exalted state. Theirs is the land to the horizon there, and they own some of the farms beyond. The house itself is magnificent, hidden from its neighbours in a great park, and full of treasures ancient and modern. A wonder. I have not been there for some time, though the housekeeper gives tours to the curious, and we are told the last King himself has rested there. I understand they have a pocket-knife that belonged to James the First in a drawer ready to be displayed to anyone who asks to see it.’ The crop flicked back over her shoulder up the hill they had just climbed. ‘They own all the land to the west of the village, of course. It is a fine estate, though I suspect it to be run these days in a cheese-paring sort of way.’

‘Lord Thornleigh is still in residence?’

‘Yes, as is his second wife. But he is very ill. He had a seizure of some sort shortly after we arrived at Caveley and has not spoken since. He is very rarely seen and never mentioned. I believe he is cared for by his own staff in the upper part of the building. There are three sons. Alexander - the eldest, and missing heir to the title - and Hugh, whom you will soon meet, are sons of Lord Thornleigh’s first wife. His second wife also has a little boy, Eustache.’

‘I have seen her with him driving past my house.’

‘Yes.’ Harriet paused, as if unsure what further to say. ‘Hugh served with the Army in the Americas, and was wounded. He returned almost four years ago when his father was taken ill.’

Crowther thought of a gentleman he had noticed in the village; he had been searching for the book that had been his company over dinner one evening and from the front parlour, where he found it, he  had seen this gentleman meeting friends outside the Coaching House, some little way along the street from his own front door. Or rather, he had heard a loud greeting and turned to see who it was who had reason to be so demonstrably pleased with themselves. He had seen a young and solid-looking gentleman in profile and Crowther had recognised in himself the typical mix of envy and contempt men of his age commonly feel for the young, and was meditating on the emotion in the gloom of his empty house, when the young man turned to greet another - and Crowther saw that the right side of his face from the middle of the cheek to the hairline was badly scarred, and one eye milky and dead. Even in the darkness of the evening the skin looked freshly torn. It was as if some devil had so envied the young man’s looks, he had forced a partial trade.

‘A musket misfired,’ he said, almost to himself, then catching Harriet’s look of surprise: ‘I have observed him from my front window,’ this with a wry smile, ‘and the injury is distinctive.’

Almost at once Crowther heard steps coming up the path from Thornleigh. The gentleman himself was approaching fast.

He should, given his features and form, have been handsome, but the wound was violent, his expression was ugly, and his dress a little slovenly. As the distance between them shortened, Crowther took the chance to study him as he would a subject on a table: broken veins around the nose, a high colour and darkly rimmed eyes. A drinker. Liver disease in all likelihood already advanced. Crowther would not be surprised to smell wine on his breath even this early in the day. It still surprised him how many great houses could turn out sons who failed, in his opinion, to be gentlemen.

The man began to speak in a hoarse baritone before he had quite reached them.

‘Mrs Westerman, do you know how many times in the years since I came home I have been asked to look at corpses of men likely to be my brother? Four. Two itinerants who decided to die in Pulborough  without leaving any convincing address, one unfortunate drowned in the Tar and dragged up a month later when his own mother wouldn’t know him, and one corpse in Ashwell who turned out to be dark-haired and a foot shorter than Alexander was when he left home. And now you, ma’am, are scouring the countryside to find me others.’

Crowther glanced across at his companion. For the first time that morning she looked a little shocked, and he thought he saw a tremble in her hand. He stepped forward and bowed - low enough to suggest sarcasm.

‘Well, at least, sir, this gentleman had the consideration to be murdered relatively close to your home. So the inconvenience is kept to a minimum.’

The young man started and turned to face him, Crowther realised he had been standing where Mr Thornleigh’s damaged vision might have missed him, and wondered if he would have spoken in such a manner to a lady if he had not thought she was alone. He looked strong, powerful still in spite of the drink. Riding probably, though youthful bulk was already beginning to turn to fat. Crowther imagined what his muscular forearm would look like with its skin removed. The younger man cleared his throat, and had the decency at least to look a little embarrassed.

‘You are our natural philosopher, Mr Crowther, are you not?’

‘I am.’

‘I am Hugh Thornleigh.’ He bowed and shook his head, and seemed to deflate a little. ‘My apologies, Mrs Westerman. I spoke very ill-naturedly. Thank you for your note, and I hope the shock of finding this unfortunate has not been too great.’ He paused again, and cleared his throat. ‘I hope your family is well.’

Crowther could almost like him now. There was a residual charm under the ill-temper, a pleasing deference to Mrs Westerman. It was as if when he had shaken his head it had dislodged a mask, and he had found his own better self beneath it. He was a bear in a frockcoat. A beast - domesticated. Crowther remembered his own brother.

Mrs Westerman, though, was still angry. Her voice was cold, and she looked through the young man as she spoke rather than at him.

‘We are all well, Mr Thornleigh. Here is the body.’ She flicked aside the cloak again from the body’s face with the tip of her crop. Thornleigh sucked in his breath.

‘I had thought perhaps a vagrant. You did say murdered . . .’ He stepped nearer. ‘Was anything found on him?’ Harriet dropped the ring into his outstretched hand then withdrew, pulling on her glove again. Hugh shuddered a little as it hit his palm and caught the sun. Then he looked at them again quickly. ‘Nothing else?’

‘We have not completed rifling through his pockets, I’m afraid,’ Crowther said. ‘May I ask, sir, do you know this man?’

Hugh caught his tone and steadied himself.

‘I am sure he is not Alexander, though this man is of his age and colouring. Again my apologies, madam. I do not know how he came by the ring, though. That is indeed Alexander’s. I wear one very much the same.’ He extended his left hand, showing them the twin of the ring they had found, shining on his middle finger.

‘Can you be sure?’ Harriet asked. ‘I think you once said you have not seen Alexander for many years.’

‘I saw him last in sixty-five, shortly before I joined my regiment. But I am sure. If Alexander ever lay before me, I would know him, however many years had passed. This man means nothing to me. I believe, therefore, it cannot be my brother.’ He turned to Crowther. ‘My brother broke his leg badly as a child in a fall. After, he walked always with a slight limp. Would you be able to tell if this man had had such an injury, were you to examine him more fully? But perhaps I ask too much.’

‘The injury would show, and I am happy to examine the body further.’

Hugh nodded shortly. ‘Well, that may serve as confirmation for the Coroner and his men, and you have my thanks. But I am sure in my  own mind that this is not Alexander. And thank God for that.’

Mrs Westerman sighed. ‘Well, I am glad to hear it. I believe the body is just in Caveley Park lands, so I will have this poor man taken into my house till the Squire arrives, and we find out what is to be done - unless you have any objection, Thornleigh.’

Hugh looked at her longer than perhaps he should have done before he spoke, and as he looked, Crowther saw an expression of longing and shame that made him think of a whipped dog, pass over his face. Crowther found himself speculating. The young, battle-scarred neighbour, the husband away at sea . . . Then he smiled at himself. He was turning romantic.

‘Of course, Mrs Westerman. Can I be of any further assistance?’

‘No. The men from the park will be here shortly and we will accompany the body.’

‘Very well.’ And with no more than a bow to them both, Hugh turned and made his way back down the hill again - as fast, it seemed, as he could manage without running from the place.

‘He drinks,’ Crowther said, as he watched the blue frockcoat swallowed up again by the woodland. Harriet had leaned against one of the ash trees on the edge of the path.

‘Yes, I’m afraid he does. The steward, Wicksteed, runs the place while he keeps company with a bottle.’

‘It will kill him in the end - and fast, I think, if he is already at this stage in such relative youth.’

‘Good.’

Crowther twisted round to stare at her. An unusual woman certainly, but to say such a thing! He had not realised he could still be shocked by the speeches of a gentleman’s daughter. His manners must have remained more nice than he had thought. Mrs Westerman continued merely to look at the ground in front of her, tapping her crop. It was only moments before he heard more footsteps and saw Harriet’s groom with another man approaching up the path. She sighed and lifted her eyes.

‘My poor peaceful copse. It is as busy as Cheapside this morning.’ She straightened and gave the men their orders with calm good sense, then turned back to Crowther. ‘Come over to the house with me, Mr Crowther. We shall meet with the Squire and then examine this man a little more closely.’

As her servants made ready to carry the body to Caveley, Crowther noticed her gaze at the path down which Hugh had disappeared. Her anger seemed to have dissipated, and her face was filled now only with regret.




I.5

THE FEAR THAT she was about to hear that Hugh had slit his own throat nearly within sight of her home had left Rachel pale and nervous for some time, but she had recovered enough to greet her sister and Mr Crowther when they arrived and pour tea for them both without any shake in her hand.

She had seen Mr Crowther once or twice in the street, and once through the upper windows of his own house, staring out into the road apparently unaware of anything before him, and naturally she had heard the gossip about him from her maid when he first arrived. A recluse and a mystery. She had not thought of him a great deal, however, over the year he had been in Hartswood, her mind being much engaged with her own concerns, but she was glad of the opportunity to study him more closely now. She guessed him to be in his fifties, he wore his own hair, was very pale and almost painfully thin, but his height and the steady confidence of his deportment gave him a presence she could not help admiring. She had expected the brusqueness she associated with professional men, but his movements were smooth. There must have been a time, she thought, when he was used to company. His features were fine, though the lips were  thin and his expression was, if not welcoming, then not outright hostile either. He looked around their salon with polite curiosity and so she decided to like him.

Rachel had often thought her sister was not the most gracious of hostesses, but even she was surprised at the complete lack of any attempt to make conversation with their guest. Harriet was staring out across the room with her chin in one hand, rapping her fingers against her cheek. Rachel felt the duty of the house fall on her shoulders; she was young and therefore keen to supply what deficiencies she sensed in others.

‘I am glad to meet you, Mr Crowther. You are a man of mystery in our society.’

Crowther looked at Mrs Westerman’s sister and struggled for a minute to remember her name.

‘I am not sociable, Miss Trench. I am sure it is my loss.’

Harriet snorted. ‘Oh, most definitely, Mr Crowther. My sister is a fiend at backgammon and whist. You have missed any number of stimulating evenings by your refusal to know your neighbours.’ There was an unmistakable sneer in her voice, and Rachel felt it directed at herself. She blushed and got up a little quickly.

‘You must excuse me,’ she said. ‘I need to go and speak to Mrs Heathcote about dinner.’

Crowther barely had time to bow before she had left the room, and Harriet watched her go with a frown.

‘Damn. I have upset her. I am an unfeeling sort of sister at times. But she is only eighteen, you know, and rather prim for her age.’

Crowther said nothing, but continued to observe Mrs Westerman over the rim of his very elegant tea cup.

‘I am trying to decide what is the right thing to be done, Mr Crowther, and poor Rachel’s attempts to be polite were an irritant.’

Crowther decided not to comment on her temper, but asked instead, mildly enough, ‘And what do you conclude, Mrs Westerman? What  is the right thing to be done?’

She looked up into the corner of the room.

‘I shall start by saying what I think will happen now, and trust you to catch me if my conclusions are faulty.’ He nodded. ‘Well, then. First the Squire will arrive, and tell us that the Coroner is summoned and will be meeting with his jury in the Bear and Crown tomorrow afternoon. He will ask us for our opinions and agree we should examine the body for any further indications as to who the man might be, and why he has come here, and check that our unknown friend does not have a leg-break such as Alexander must have.’ She ticked the points of her narrative off on her fingers. ‘We will find nothing conclusive to add to what we already know. Tomorrow the Coroner will listen to us in a gentlemanlike manner, and the jury conclude that this unknown was killed by other unknowns for unknown reasons and ask God to have mercy on his soul. Ideally, someone will have spotted him coming from London and from there, as we know, all vice and evil makes its way. We shall therefore conclude that his destruction followed him from town, and that will be an end to it. Apart from the fact that you will be watched carefully for a day or two after the burial to check that you do not dig up the body to experiment on in your godless manner.’

Crowther smiled. ‘And that will be that.’

They were silent for a little while.

‘Do you think, Mr Crowther, that he was in those woods by chance?’

The question was asked lightly, but as he replied he looked at Harriet quite steadily.

‘No. I think he went there to meet someone, and either that person or another who knew of the meeting, attacked and killed him.’

‘And given the meeting place . . . ?’

‘And given the meeting place, he expected to meet someone from either Thornleigh or Caveley. I think you believe the same, and yet I doubt you suspect anyone in your own household. But that does not necessarily help us understand what the right course of action might be.’

Mrs Westerman stood and walked over to where the French windows gave out onto the lawns at the side of the house.

‘My husband and I were a little naive perhaps, when we bought this estate. It has not been easy to manage a household of this size, and look after its interests while he is away. I did it all at first for my husband and my son.’ She turned quickly, smiling at him. ‘I have a daughter too - just six months old. Her name is Anne. Born the day before her father sailed for the West Indies.’ Her features softened a little when she spoke about her children. Crowther began to ready himself for some fuller discussion of their unique gifts and graces, but she moved on. ‘Perhaps if I had my own way, I would abandon it even now, but I can be stubborn, Mr Crowther. This is now my home, the village is my home and Thornleigh seems to sit above it all like a great black crow. There is something wrong in that house. Something wounded and rotten. I am sure of it.’

He set aside his cup and looked up at her a little wearily.

‘And have been sure for a while, I dare say,’ he replied, ‘and now you have all the moral authority a corpse on your lands can give you, so you may have the adventure of exposing it. It will make a change from estate management. Oh, and as you described Thornleigh as nestling in its own valley a little while ago, I don’t think I can allow you to have it as a crow towering above the neighbourhood. Perhaps the black dragon in its cave.’

She looked surprised. ‘I am glad I called you, Mr Crowther. You are very frank.’

‘You summoned me from my bed before noon, have shown a terrible lack of deference to the local lords, and sworn at least once in my presence. You should not expect me to bother with the normal forms of politeness.’

She looked at him, but there was no sign of a smile to lighten his words.

‘I prefer it so,’ she replied, looking more pleased than he expected.  ‘And you are probably right about my metaphors. I have always had a fondness for dragons, though I shall not malign them with comparison to Thornleigh. Thornleigh Hall can be a malignant spider’s nest when I next feel my rhetoric take hold of me.’ He did allow himself to smile a little now. She looked at him directly. ‘Are you not curious also? Do you not wish to know why this man died, and by whose hand? Those threads you gathered in the copse . . . I took that action to mean the puzzle interests you?’

He sighed and shifted in his seat.

‘This is not a parlour game, madam. You shall not complete a riddle and gain polite applause for it. You must ask impertinent questions, and however just your cause, it is unlikely you will be thanked for it. Many good men and women have refused to go down that path and perhaps you should think about following their example. I confine my work to the dead as a rule because the dead speak a great deal more truth, and are often better company than the living. For many years now I have preferred a dead dog to a hand of cards.’ Harriet was surprised into another laugh, as he continued unemotionally: ‘Perhaps I will help you drive out your nest of spiders, or dragons or crows, but I do so from a position of strength. I have nothing to lose.’

‘And I do? My reputation you mean? It is already known I can be a little outspoken, but yes, possibly I may do further damage to it by pursuing this business. So be it. I must do what I think is right if I am to look my family in the eye. Your assistance would be invaluable. I wonder how I can ask it, though. You may have nothing to lose, but I cannot see any gain for you in this. I do not flatter myself you offer your services for the pleasure of my company.’

‘Perhaps you should.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘No, madam, I have no intention of flirting with you, but you spoke before about the dangers of being isolated and how one’s judgement may become warped as a result.’ He looked down sadly at the design of the carpet  under his black shoes. ‘I fear I am looking in the wrong place in my current work, so you take me from nothing of importance, and you know from my paper that I occasionally indulge an interest in the markers of murder. I have nothing better to do than help you ruin yourself.’

‘Whatever your motives, sir, you have my thanks.’

The door opened and the maid stepped into the room.

‘Ma’am, the Squire is here.’

‘Very good, Dido.’

As the Squire bustled in he beamed at Harriet with such open-hearted pleasure, Crowther’s thin frame was almost thrown back by the force of it.

Squire Bridges was a well-built man, perhaps some ten years older than Crowther, and could never have been mistaken for anything in his life other than an English country gentleman of the old school. He had the red complexion and solid girth of a man who enjoyed vigorous exercise and noisy dinners. Indeed, his personality seemed altogether too solid and massive for the gentle confines of the salon - it seemed to strain at the walls, questing amongst the furniture to spread as much goodwill as possible. Crowther felt immediately tired, looking at him.

The Squire flung himself towards them with his hands outstretched.

‘Dear Mrs Westerman, what a pleasure to see you! An ornament to the morning! And looking as ever the picture of health! I must take a proper look at you, my dear. For you know, Mrs Bridges will not let me rest till she has extracted every particular of your appearance from me, as well as all the news! And Miss Rachel is three times more beautiful this month than last - we just exchanged our good days in your hallway. We do not meet often enough, my dear. I feel it, and my wife feels it, and tells me so!’

Harriet stepped forward with a laugh and shook the Squire’s hand with great friendliness.

‘I am very well, as you see, sir. You may deliver good reports of us all. Stephen is blooming, the baby strong, and the latest news of Commodore Westerman full of fine winds and good officers! That is to say, he speaks well of those under his command.’

The Squire’s attention sharpened a little. ‘He has some doubts over Rodney, perhaps?’ Harriet said nothing. ‘Well, we shall see, we shall see.’ Then he looked enquiringly towards Crowther, who had slunk into whatever thin shadows the room could afford as if he feared the Squire would eat him.

‘Squire, this is Mr Crowther who took the Laraby house last summer. Mr Crowther, our local Justice and good friend to all, Squire Bridges.’

They made their bows, the Squire’s face lightening still further with the anticipation of a new acquaintance.

‘An honour, sir. I have heard of your reputation as a man of science and am glad to know you. Very glad indeed.’ He peered eagerly into Crowther’s face for a moment. Then, turning back to his hostess he became in a moment all serious concern. ‘Now Mrs Westerman, tell me of this sad business. All I know is a body was found in your woods this morning.’

Harriet proceeded to share with him all they knew of how the man had died and Hugh’s conviction that it was not his brother. The Squire’s face grew gradually more sombre, and as she continued, he could not refrain from exclaiming under his breath, ‘Oh, a sad business! How shocking!’

Harriet finished and the Squire was quiet a few moments. Then: ‘I am at a loss, Mrs Westerman. We can, of course, enquire in the villages to see if any stranger has been seen over the last two nights, and if anything might have given rise to reasonable suspicion. This is beyond all my experience, I am afraid. Dear madam, we are old friends so I shall not scruple to announce myself deeply uneasy. Enquiries must be made, indeed. The ring is a confusing factor; it  darkens matters, darkens them considerably. Did the family have any knowledge of Alexander’s whereabouts over these past years?’

‘I have heard of none.’

‘There have been rumours,’ the Squire said, ‘mostly centred on London. I have not heard the matter discussed at the Hall. Well, the Coroner and his jury must be summoned. May I borrow one of your lads to show me the spot, and I shall view the body, of course, and dash off a note or two. A sad business indeed.’ He turned to Crowther. ‘And are you willing, sir, to make the necessary examinations of the body? We would be most grateful.’ Crowther bowed.

The Squire beamed. ‘Of course, of course. Capital. Good fellow.’

‘And who is the Coroner?’ Harriet asked.

The Squire spoke as much to the fireplace as to either of his companions, and scratched absently behind his wig as he did so.

‘Oh, a mean little man from near Grasserton. He took on the duties to add lustre to his lawyering. He’ll hold his session tomorrow afternoon at the Bear and Crown, I imagine. I’ll have to ask you to attend, my dear. And no doubt one of the jurors will write it all up for the London papers - they always do, these days. So sorry.’

Harriet put her hand on the Squire’s sleeve.

‘No matter, sir. Will you be able to dine with us when we have finished examining the body?’ If Harriet noticed the flick of the Squire’s eyes at the suggestion that she would be examining the body with Crowther, she gave no sign of it. ‘I believe Mrs Heathcote intends for us to be at table at four. If Mrs Bridges can spare you, of course.’

The Squire immediately brightened again. ‘Why! If I get sufficiently detailed news for her of yourself and your doings, she will gladly spare me most of the evening! I will go to the Coroner and arrange for the jury to be summoned.’

Harriet touched the bell, and Dido appeared to lead him away.

The Squire turned to Crowther. ‘Your servant, sir,’ he said, and left the room with a bow.




I.6

WHILE THE SQUIRE began to marshal the limited resources of the law - himself, the Coroner and a Constable chosen by the local parishioners as the person least likely to give them any trouble - Harriet led Crowther out of the house and towards the body. They turned in at a collection of outbuildings, and passing by the current generous stables, Harriet took him to a smaller building in the corner of the yard which had housed the horses of Caveley Park in earlier times. It was a large open space, the north and south walls each partitioned into three empty stalls, and with a large unglazed window to the east with the shutters thrown back. The raw beams rose, ghostly, into the shadow of the roof ’s incline, and the stone flags under their feet were patterned by the heavy sunlight from the window and door. Motes of dust and straw shifted in the air. Odd pieces of tackle still hung from huge iron nails driven between the stalls, and the air tasted of lavender and old leather. In the central space in front of them a long table had been set, used normally in the yard for holiday and harvest feasts, Crowther supposed. Now the body was laid out on it, decently covered in a white linen sheet. It looked like an offering. There were cloths, a wide bowl and ewer on a bench under the window.

Crowther placed a hand to his brow and exhaled. When he opened his eyes again, he found Harriet’s gaze on him, her head tilted to one side.

‘Forgive me, but you look very tired, Mr Crowther.’

‘I am, Mrs Westerman. It is my habit to work at night, and keep to my bed in the morning when not viewing the slaughtered gentry of the neighbourhood.’ He weaved his hands together and stretched his fingers, making them crack, then continued in a practical tone: ‘Now, this will not be a full dissection. This is not the weather, the  body must be viewed by the Coroner’s men in the morning, and I think we can be certain as to how this man died. We will confine ourselves to externals and examine his leg for any old injury.’ Harriet drew herself very straight and nodded. Crowther suspected she was fighting the impulse to salute.

He had removed his coat and was turning to hang it on a convenient nail when he noticed his own tools, wrapped in their soft leather roll on the bench beside the ewer and bowl.

‘How came these here?’

‘William picked them up from your people as he came back through the village. Had you not required them, they would have been returned before you had noticed they were gone.’

‘Your house is well run.’

‘William and David were both at sea with my husband and myself. Mrs Heathcote’s husband serves with him still. I could not wish for a better family. The maids still come and go, but in general I believe a woman never had better servants, or more loyal.’

Crowther turned to the corpse again, wondering if Miss Rachel Trench had ever been to sea, and if not, what she thought of the family now gathered round her.

He had been expecting Mrs Westerman to leave him at this point, but she did not. Instead, she folded back her habit from her wrists, and picked up an apron to cover her skirts. Catching his look, she gave him a wary half-smile.

‘You did say it would not be a full examination.’

‘Indeed.’

‘Then I think I shall stomach it.’ She moved to the body and folded away the linen cover, then, her attention caught, she bent down to examine the hand.

Crowther had studied with some of the best surgeons and teachers of anatomy in Europe. They were busy practical men, their inquisitiveness their main feature, their niceties blunted by their  commerce with the dead and the necessary dealings with the underworld of bodysnatchers and resurrection men. He had seen any number of corpses cut up and manhandled, the floor slippery with blood and air thick with human effluvia while a dozen men in powdered wigs jostled over a body to examine some peculiarity pointed out by their instructors. He thought now that he had never seen a sight as shocking, or as strangely beautiful, as Mrs Harriet Westerman taking the stiff fist of the corpse between her own white hands and stooping to examine the dead flesh. Its grey, waxen emptiness alongside the delicate colouring of her face and intelligence in her eyes, seemed a metaphor of divine spark. If she had breathed on that hand and made it warm again, and alive, Crowther would have accepted the miracle and believed.

‘He has a hold of something. Do you have a pair of tweezers?’

‘Of course.’

He handed them to her and watched as she pushed them between the man’s fingers. She bit her lip when she was concentrating.

‘There!’

She passed the tweezers back to him with a flourish; in between their delicate silver tips Crowther saw a scrap of paper. The corner of a sheet, torn off.

‘He had something with him. A note or letter to go with the ring and it was taken from him,’ she said immediately.

‘Perhaps. Or perhaps it was a note from his tailor.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘I doubt anyone goes to meet someone in the woods, in darkness, with a note from their tailor clasped in their hand. Though I understand you. I am too quick.’ She reclaimed the scrap of paper, folded it into her handkerchief and put it to one side.

‘You are perhaps a little hasty. But your methods are just as I would advise.’

‘You forget. I read your article and watched you this morning. I am your student.’

Crowther raised his eyebrows briefly and returned to the body.

The cloak revealed no more than a purse with a few shillings and Crowther wondered where this man’s other possessions, if he had any, might be waiting, dumbly, for him to return. His boots were rather dusty, but whole. The clothes he wore were of passable quality, though a little worn in places, but only the material and design of the waistcoat showed any pretensions to fashion. Was its purchase one indulgence in an otherwise sober existence? An attempt at gentility? Crowther rubbed the stuff of the waistcoat between his thumb and forefinger, feeling the quality of the fabric. It might have been his own at one stage of his life.

‘How far away are we from Pulborough? And does the stage stop there?’ he asked, and Harriet looked up at him with surprise. ‘I have not needed to make the journey since my arrival in Hartswood,’ he explained.

‘It is about four miles. The stage to London passes there on Tuesdays, from London on Thursdays. You are wondering how he reached our village.’

‘I am. But it is most likely if he came from London, it was by coach and then on foot. He has the dust of the road on his feet.’

Mrs Westerman merely nodded then took up a cloth, wet it, and began calmly to clean the blood away from around the horrid gash in the neck. Crowther stared for a second, then fetched a cloth of his own and started the same work opposite her. Their silence stretched into minutes, and Crowther slowly became aware of a sense of reverence, of humility in the warm room making its way into his bones. He recognised it from his own workroom; that sense of wonder that came to him as he concentrated on these bodies, these vessels through which life so fleetingly, and often with such cruelty, flew. The sensation was, he had recognised long ago, the nearest he would ever come to religion.

Returning to the window, he dropped his cloth into the basin, watching for a moment as the water bloomed pink around it. He recalled Harvey’s words: A‘ll the parts are nourished, cherished, and quickened  with blood, which is warm, perfect, vaporous, full of spirit . . .’ This wondrous substance that flowed through the hearts of every man, whatever his condition or nature, this symbol of love and death floating free from his fingertips. He thought again of the dark marks on the tree trunks in the coppice, and wondered how long it would be till the local children made a little shrine of terror about them.

Turning back to the body, he crouched down to examine the wound afresh, and with infinite gentleness placed a finger on the edges of skin.

‘Mrs Westerman.’ His voice sounded unnaturally loud in the room, after their long silence. ‘If you have the stomach for it, come and look at this wound again and tell me what you see.’

Her greenish eyes searched his face for a moment, then she walked slowly round the edge of the table, her bloodied cloth still in her hands, and gave her attention directly to the place he indicated, her face bent to the horror of the wound. Her voice as she spoke was composed.

‘The cut is deepest here, on the right side. So if he was surprised from behind . . .’ She frowned.

Crowther took a knife from the roll behind him. ‘May I?’

‘Of course.’

He stood behind her, took the knife in his right hand and said, ‘You are looking forward . . .’

‘Waiting for whomever I am meeting to appear in the clearing . . .’

‘I come up behind you. Take you by the shoulder . . .’ He did so, placing his left hand on her shoulder, and with his right brought the knife in front of her body, hovering a few inches from her throat. His own mouth went suddenly dry and as if from a great height he saw himself, the woman, the body.

‘I see,’ Harriet said. ‘The force came on the right side of the wound as the cut was completed. He was murdered by a man who favoured his right.’

‘And who was of about the same height, since the cut goes straight back to the vertebra.’

Harriet looked at the knife that hovered still in front of her. ‘Whereas if you were to cut my throat,’ she told him, ‘the wound would most likely be angled upwards, given your superior height.’

He bowed and moved carefully away.

 

Mrs Westerman stood a little apart as Crowther looked for evidence of a break in the lower limbs of the corpse. He opened the flesh to expose the bone from knee to ankle. Again he felt the sweat slowly gathering at his neck. The bone in both legs was solid and clean. ‘Harriet did not speak as he worked, merely nodding as he showed her that the bones were true. He felt her attention as he folded the flesh back over the leg and with a curved needle of his own design knitted the skin back together with silk. It was neatly done, and some part of him expected to be praised for it, but when he looked up, he saw that her mind was already elsewhere.

‘This was a cowardly attack,’ she said.

‘To cut someone’s throat from behind, in the night? Yes, that is cowardice - or desperation. You never believed this was an affair of honour, I think.’

‘I did not, but I have been thinking further as you sliced up his shins. The murder was done swiftly, quietly. There is no sign to suggest this was done in the heat of the moment, in a fight or argument.’

‘Though words may have been exchanged and the murderer returned.’

‘Perhaps. In either case the murder was done, and the note taken ... the note - but not the ring. It was not hard to find and it indicates a connection to the family at Thornleigh Hall. If the murder was done with an aim to secrecy, as the wound indicates, why not take the ring and conceal the body, at least to some degree?’

Crowther walked to the ewer and found himself briefly confused  about how to wash his hands without getting matter on the water jug. Harriet came over and lifted it to pour over his wrists. He worked the blood free from his short nails, then took up a fresh cloth and began to dry his fingers, looking up into the shadowed roofspace above them. Harriet moved away to cover the body again.

‘Perhaps the murderer was disturbed,’ he said to the empty air above him.

‘Someone, other than the murderer, arrived to keep the appointment? That would be interesting,’ Harriet mused, then continued with a sigh, ‘I wish we knew more about this man, Crowther. Neither rich nor poor, tall nor short. He is a blank.’

‘As you say, Mrs Westerman. But the clothes tell us something. It is they that convince me this man is not Alexander Thornleigh—’

‘The Honourable Alexander Thornleigh - Viscount Hardew to give him his proper title. One should address an Earl’s son properly, even in absentia.’

‘I stand corrected,’ he said, then continued, ‘As I was saying, the contrast between cloak and waistcoat convinces me more than the soundness of his leg bones or even his brother’s word. This is a man who would spend a large amount of money on a waistcoat, but not his travelling cloak. That speaks of one who wishes to pretend in company that he has more money than his cloak tells us he has, yet Mr Thornleigh, from what you tell me, has abandoned for fifteen years great rank and fortune.’

Harriet looked at Crowther for a long time, considering, then threw up her hands.

‘For a man so unwilling to look his fellow creatures in the eye, you are a subtle student of psychology,’ she declared, and he bowed.

There was a gentle knock at the door, and Dido put her face around the opening. Seeing the body covered, her expression became less fearful and she came far enough into the room to drop a curtsy to them.

‘Excuse me, ma’am. The Squire has returned from the village and Cook is ready to serve dinner.’

‘We shall come in at once.’ The maid let the door drop behind her. Harriet turned back to Crowther with a half-smile.

‘Well, it seems we have had all the private dealings with this poor wretch that we may expect. I suppose we’d better make matters known to the proper authorities.’ As she turned towards the door, Crowther held his ground and cleared his throat.

‘I have made an examination of the body, ma’am. That is all the true expertise I can offer in this case. I must ask you then, why have you made me an ally in this puzzle-solving of yours?’

She looked at him. ‘Because I think you are by nature a clear-headed man, and you are an outsider, sir, who cares little for the politics of society in this place. That makes you very important to me. I am trusting you to keep us honest. You have already been very rude to me on several occasions, so I am more and more convinced of my need of you. There are very few independently-minded, unencumbered and intelligent men in this neighbourhood, particularly when my husband is at sea, so perhaps my hand was forced.’

‘And would your husband approve of your actions in this matter, madam?’

She looked at the floor. ‘Probably not. He is more of a politician than I am, and he is rich enough already.’ Crowther frowned, and she continued, ‘But it will be six weeks before he can hear of this, and another six before any scolding he has for me will be able to reach Caveley. He can clear the decks of any embarrassment I cause when he returns. He has done so in the past. Does that concern you?’

‘No. Though perhaps it should concern you.’

She smiled at him mildly, then turned and without further comment began to walk towards the door.




I.7

‘FATHER,’ SUSAN CALLED, running back into the shop from the family parlour. She came to a sudden stop in the doorway, seeing Alexander by the shop window peering out into the street, and remembering a little too late that now she was nine she was supposed to have stopped dashing about the house like a street urchin. He turned when he heard her, and although he was frowning she thought it was not so much at her as at his own thoughts.

‘Is everything well, Papa? Would you like to eat? Jane and I have made a pie!’ She became serious. ‘Are you still fretting about your ring? I am sorry we could not find it.’

He smiled at her. ‘No. I have decided not to miss it and the pie sounds wonderful.’ He glanced out into the Square again. ‘I think all is well. Lord George Gordon has roused up a mob. They think giving Catholics the right to own their own property is an offence against every English Protestant and wish to stop the Bill allowing it from being passed. Fools. Mr Graves just came by to tell me that Parliament itself is under siege, but the mob should not worry us here. Does Jonathan miss the ring? I think he thought more of it than you or I.’

Some half-memory stirred in the back of Susan’s mind. The ring appeared before her, the picture on it, and something Jonathan had told her when he came back from play some days before. He had said something about a waistcoat.

Susan had just opened her mouth to tell her father this when her brother swung into the room.

‘No popery! No popery!’ he shouted, waving his handkerchief in the air and dashing across to their father. Alexander swung him up into his arms.

‘No need to ask if you have been out at play, sir. But watch your  words, young man. They cause hurt to your friends and do you no honour.’ Jonathan looked a little confused and was about to question when his father shushed him. The serving girl had appeared behind them, looking anxious.

‘Sir, they say the crowds are coming back from Westminster, and looking black.’

Jonathan opened his mouth to shout again - then, catching his father’s eye, shut it.

‘You are worried about your people, Jane?’ Alexander looked with a friendly concern at the girl.

‘A little, sir. They say the crowd are heading for the fancy houses, but our religion is known, and there’s only my mother there. I’m afraid she’ll be nervous, sir.’

‘Well, you must go to her. And give her our best wishes.’

Jane had begun to untie her apron as soon as the first words were out of his mouth, and spoke again in a rush.

‘Thank you, sir! I’ll be back as soon as it’s quiet. Miss Susan and I have made a pie that will do for dinner, and there is cheese in the crock, and bread for supper.’

‘We will manage. Go and see to your family, and come back again when you can.’

Susan looked about her unhappily. She had never seen Jane look so nervous before, and she did not like the tone of her father’s voice. Jane disappeared out into the kitchen and away, and Alexander crossed over and put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder.

‘Don’t fret, little woman. Just silly people making a lot of noise and trouble for their entertainment. We’re safe enough. Now let’s go and try this remarkable pie of yours.’

 

Crowther and Harriet were walking up to the French windows that gave onto the main lawn, when they heard a sharp slap and a child’s cry of surprise. Crowther looked to Harriet, who hurried over the  last few steps to the house. He followed. As they stepped into the room, Crowther saw Rachel, her cheeks flushed, holding a boy of about five by the arm and vigorously shaking him. There was already a red mark rising on the little boy’s cheek and he was clutching a paintbrush in his free hand. Rachel’s voice, as she spoke, was quavering and hot.

‘Stephen, you naughty boy! How could you?’ The boy caught sight of Harriet in the doorway and, shaking himself free, ran over to her and buried his face in her skirts, crying lustily. Miss Trench saw them both and gave a start. She held out her arms to Harriet in appeal.

‘Oh Harry, I am sorry. I did not mean to, but he has painted black marks all over my picture just out of badness - and it was just as I wanted it!’

Harriet knelt to better embrace the boy and, having removed the dangerous brush from his hand, she handed it wordlessly to Crowther and stroked her son’s hair. His crying slowed a little. He put his face into her neck and mumbled something between sobs.

‘What is it, Stephen? I can’t hear you,’ Harriet asked him softly, still not looking at her sister.

‘Crows. She forgot the crows,’ he said, then his voice rising to a bitter wail, ‘I was helping!’ He tucked his face into Harriet’s neck again, his small hands gripping the collar of her riding dress in determined fistfuls.

Rachel looked more stricken than ever. Crowther remained in the shadows of the drapery, as if Harriet’s curtains might provide some protection from the emotions flying round the room like the Chinese fireworks at Vauxhall. He looked down at the dirty brush between his fingers.

Harriet waited until the little boy was calmer and spoke to him gently.

‘Perhaps Aunt Rachel did not want crows in her picture, Stephen. Have you thought of that? You would not like it if she painted all  your soldiers yellow, now would you? Even if she thought they looked better that way.’

The little boy’s sobs stopped suddenly, and he pulled away from his mother as he considered this horrid possibility. He shook his head. She took his small face in her hands and smiled at him, then kissed him on his hot smooth forehead.

‘Well, you do not seem much hurt, young man. Apologise to your aunt and perhaps she will not paint on your things in revenge.’

Stephen shot a glance towards Rachel, then walked carefully over to her.

‘I’m sorry, Aunt. I thought it would look nicer with crows.’ He thought for a moment and extended his hand. Rachel knelt down and took it with great seriousness.

‘I didn’t realise you were helping, Stephen. And I am very sorry to have been so cross. May we be friends again?’

‘You won’t paint my soldiers yellow, then? Because they should all wear red coats.’ She shook her head. Crowther found he was smiling a little, and stepped clear of the curtains. Stephen grinned with relief and pounced forward to kiss his aunt on the cheek, then struggling free from her embrace, turned and started with surprise as he caught sight of Crowther hovering in the doorway behind his mother and twisting the brush between his fingers.

‘Who are you, sir?’

‘I am Gabriel Crowther.’

The little boy considered for a moment, then his eyes widened considerably.

‘Do you eat children, sir?’

Crowther stooped slightly from the waist, till he had brought his thin body to the point where he could look the little boy in the eye.

‘Not as often as I would like.’

Stephen looked at him with awe and pleasure, thrusting one small fist to his mouth. He then announced to the world in general that Mrs  Heathcote had made cake and he would be allowed to eat the crumbs from the tin, and raced out of the room. Harriet stood and smiled at Crowther, then, her eyes growing more serious, she turned to her sister.

‘I’m so sorry, Harriet. I didn’t mean, I—’

Harriet looked irritated, and held up her hand. ‘This is not like you, Rachel.’

Miss Trench flushed red. ‘I have been more upset than I know. There was a moment when I heard of the body when I thought . . .’

Harriet put the heel of her hand to her forehead for a moment, then moved across the room to take her sister’s arm and lead her to a chair.

‘Oh Rachel, I’m so sorry. It never occurred to me . . . Then I was unkind to you. You must have wished us all to the devil.’

Rachel shook her head. ‘It was stupid, and only for a moment.’ She glanced up at where Crowther hung awkwardly in the background. ‘I’m sorry you have seen me display such a temper, sir. I am ashamed.’

Her sister laughed. ‘Oh, I’ve said at least seven shocking things to him this morning myself, Rachel. Have I not, Mr Crowther? He could blacken us across the county if he has a mind. But then, as Mr Crowther hardly moves in society at all, he can do no more damage to our reputations than we do ourselves. Please, take a seat, sir.’

Rachel looked across at Crowther as he sat, placing the brush gingerly in a vase on the side-table.

‘Still, I am sorry you were witness to my bad behaviour, sir. I trust you will try not to think ill of me, and I rely, as my sister does, on your discretion.’

Crowther felt the warmth of her eyes and voice like a benediction; to the family good looks present in the elder sister was added real feminine grace. The girl’s hair was more honey than her sister’s, though the sunlight caught the fire in it and made it shine. Her eyes were the same green as Harriet’s. Softened a little, and a little wider  perhaps, but their close kinship was obvious. She was a little thinner than she should be, but it gave her a delicacy that Crowther had already noted as rather lacking in Mrs Westerman. The younger woman still had the freshly unwrapped softness of youth in her skin. She looked as if she had, as yet, suffered no rough weather. Again, she could not be ranked as a remarkable beauty, but he felt his old character of connoisseur of women stir in his breast.

‘Till death, ma’am.’

Harriet raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, let’s hope that will not be necessary, sir.’ Crowther squirmed a little on his chair. ‘Now Rachel, could you tell me if you have hidden Squire Bridges somewhere in the house?’

Rachel gave a slight choking laugh under her breath.

‘He’s in the library finishing his letters. We should dine shortly or we will annoy Cook and Mrs Heathcote. She so loves the Squire, I think the whole of the store room is coming to table, and it will be all the worse for us if it is spoiled.’ She turned towards Crowther and continued: ‘Will you be joining us, sir? We dine quite informally and you’ll be most welcome.’

Crowther felt somehow, and by doing very little, he had made himself a touch ridiculous.

‘I fear not, Miss Trench, though I thank you for the invitation. I dine at a later hour and at home.’

Harriet did not turn towards him, but said nevertheless, with a slightly bored tone that suggested she found these society shufflings rather wearying, ‘Please let us persuade you, Mr Crowther. The Squire will certainly dine with us, and I would be glad to talk further on your impressions of what has passed.’

Mr Crowther felt Miss Trench’s encouraging smile on him and, bowing as best he could from his perch on the edge of one of Harriet’s neatly upholstered chairs, he accepted the invitation.

‘I will tell Mrs Heathcote,’ Rachel said, giving him a slight curtsy  as she stood and hurried out of the room. Crowther could hear the rapid scuff of her shoes on the flagstones of the passageway while the door was still closing; she was running as if she were still a girl.

Harriet rose and walked up to an elegant desk at one end of the narrow salon, where she began to glance through some of the correspondence neatly piled upon it. Crowther realised that this room must be her main place of business as well as leisure. It suited her, he thought, being pleasant and practical, but without the profusion of frills and fancies that Crowther had found oppressive in many feminine apartments. The room was long and well-lit from the garden; the furniture was modern and practical but showed taste. The wall behind the desk was lined with volumes bound in brown leather, and the little objets d’art collected on the side-tables and above the mantel were interesting and well-chosen for the spaces they occupied. Her husband had obviously collected a deal of prize money as well as household staff on his voyages, and delivered his wealth to a careful manager. Harriet put the papers back down on her desk with a sigh.

‘Nothing of importance here, I think. Well then, sir. Shall we dine?’

 

Normally when the shop bell rang while they were at table, Jane would go into the public room and let them know if the master was required. Since she had now left for her parents’ home, Susan leaped to her feet when they heard the bright brass chime in the parlour and dashed into the shop before her father could put down his napkin.

She had forgotten about the yellow-faced man. He closed the shop door carefully behind him and pulled down the blind, then turned towards her with the same unpleasant smile of the morning. She came to a sudden stop in front of him. He took a step forward and bent down to her.

‘And what is your name, young lady?’ His breath smelled like Shambles Lane where the butchers threw the meat that had spoiled.

‘Susan Adams.’ This seemed to amuse him.

‘Adams, is it? That’s charming, charming. And is your father at home, Susan Adams, and your little brother?’

‘Can I help you, sir?’

Susan turned to see her father, his coat off and his eyes severe, coming into the room. He came up behind her and gently moved her out of the way. She slunk gratefully behind him a little, glad he kept his hand on her shoulder.

The man looked deep into her father’s eyes for what seemed a very long time, before saying, ‘I believe you can, sir. I was told to give you a message from the Hall.’

Susan saw the man move, and heard her father grunt as he did sometimes when picking up a bundle of scores. He pressed down suddenly on her shoulder and she stumbled under his weight; they landed heavily on the floor together. She struggled to sit, and looked up in confusion. The man was standing over them, still smiling. He was holding something in his hand she had not noticed before, red and wet. She could hear her father breathing hard, ragged. She turned to him; his hand was pressed to his side where he had been struck, his eyes wide with surprise. She looked up again at the yellow man for explanation. The man looked back.

‘Stay easy, child. It’ll all be over soon enough.’

She could not move, but her hand found her father’s and she felt it grip her own. Jonathan, bored at being left so long, wandered into the doorway.

‘May I eat the pie crust if you do not want it, Papa?’

The yellow man looked up quickly and smiled his twisting smile. Susan thought he must be very old. His skin was deeply cracked, like porcelain badly repaired. The hat he wore low over his wig was greasy and shone in places.

‘Hello, Puppy! Come over here and see us a moment.’ There was an urgency in his voice now. Susan tried to open her mouth, her voice was whispering.

‘No, Jonathan.’

‘Now, don’t you listen to your mean old sister, my boy. Come when your betters tell you to.’

Susan could not see her brother, she could only watch the glint of the man’s eyes. Without taking them from the little boy, the yellow man wiped his knife on the inside of his coat. Susan felt her heart throb as if for the last time.

Just then, the brass bell rang again, and Mr Graves walked in with his usual quick step.

‘Alexander!’ he said excitedly. ‘You won’t believe the progress of the mob. They are making an attempt on—Good God! What is this?’

The yellow man gave a yell of rage, and spun round towards the door. Susan saw Graves start towards him, blocking his way; the yellow man’s arm swung up in a wide arc, and Mr Graves staggered back, falling onto his side. The yellow man ran out into the street; the door rattled behind him. Jonathan began to scream. Graves struggled onto his knees and crawled over to Susan and Alexander.

‘Dear God! Dear God! Alexander!’

Susan looked down at her father again, and saw a red alien bloom across his waistcoat, just where their clasped hands lay; even his cravat was stained and that had been clean on this morning. Jane would complain at the extra work.

Mr Graves groaned, then looked up at her. ‘Susan? Susan! Listen to me! Are you hurt?’

His face had a long thin slice of red across it, beaded here and there like jewels on a string. He grabbed her shoulders and shook her.

‘Are you hurt, girl?’

She looked at him in surprise. He seemed a very long way away.  Jonathan was hysterical. She must keep him quiet or he would wake Mama, and she needed her rest very much now. She shook her head. He held her gaze.

‘I’m going to fetch a surgeon. Lock the door behind me, and only open it for me, you understand. For me!’ He turned to the crying boy. ‘Jonathan, go and fetch water for your papa.’ He put his hand on Alexander’s shoulder. ‘Don’t move. No! For God’s sake - don’t try to speak, man.’

Alexander tried to lift a hand. His stertorous breathing formed into words. The two men looked at each other.

‘Care for them, Graves.’

‘I swear it. Now . . .’ he stood and dragged Susan to her feet, forcing her to let go of her father’s hand, which made her yelp in protest like a kicked dog. He held her shoulders again, and looking her straight in the eye, said: ‘Come to the Door, Susan. And lock it behind me.’ She managed to nod. ‘And remember: you must not open the door again to anyone till I get back. Will you remember that?’

She nodded again and he pulled her to the door, waiting outside, his eyes wild with impatience till he heard the lock being turned, then set off down the narrow street at a run.

Susan watched him go, almost wondering why he ran so fast, then turned back to her father. She dropped on the floor beside him and gently lifted his head onto her knee. She tried to give him a little of the water Jonathan had brought from the table, weeping whenever he spilled a drop in his hurry. It was difficult, for her hands were all slippery and red, but she thought a little went in between her father’s lips. Jonathan burrowed into her side, and Susan shifted a little so he could get close to her. When she moved she was sorry to see the red had become a pool and her own dress, and Jonathan’s breeches were steeped in it. She set down the water glass and with great care took her father’s hand again. Jonathan took the other. Alexander’s breathing became more ragged still, and slower. He forced his eyes open and swallowed.

‘Susan ...’

She did not move. Everything was very far away, as it is just before sleep. The world swam in and out of existence around her. She stroked her father’s hair. It had become disarranged when he fell, and he thought it always so important to be neat.

‘Susan . . .’ His voice was so deep, it hardly sounded like him at all. ‘Listen . . . there is a black wooden box under the counter, hidden under the Bononcini scores.’ He paused and shut his eyes again. The breaths were single gasps now. Susan continued to stroke his hair. His eyes opened again, and fixed on hers. ‘You must take it with you wherever you go . . . Talk about what you find in it with Mr Graves.’ Again he closed his eyes, again the sucking gulp on air. Stuff trickled from the corner of his mouth, red and thick. Jonathan began to cry again and hid his eyes. ‘Do not blame me, Susan . . .’

She did not speak, but continued to stroke his hair. A memory came back to her of lying ill in bed as a child. She remembered the cool of her mother’s hand smoothing her forehead and her singing to her. Her father gasped again, and a tremor ran through him; she felt her hand held almost painfully tight, then his grip suddenly relaxed. Jonathan gulped, and looked up at her.

‘Shush, Jonathan. Papa needs to rest.’ She wet her lips, and never ceasing to smooth her father’s hair, began to sing in a cracked and whispering voice:‘Will you sleep now, my little child?  
For the sky is growing dark.  
Will you sleep now, my lovely child?  
For the sky is growing dark.’





She was careful of her word, and would not let anyone into the shop until Mr Graves returned a quarter of an hour later with a surgeon panting and complaining behind him. When he arrived he had to  fight his way through a crowd of the concerned citizenry who had gathered in the doorway, having heard the shouts and seen men running. They were pressed to the plate glass of the window, staring and exclaiming at the sight of the straight back of the little girl, who knelt with her brother in a seemingly shoreless pool of their father’s blood, stroking his hair and murmuring lullabies.
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