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About the Book:

In the eighth Victorian mystery featuring Inspector Thomas Pitt,  Charlotte Pitt’s sister is charged with murder

As Inspector Thomas Pitt works to resolve the case of a dismembered woman, his brother-in-law, George March, Lord Ashworth, is poisoned. The police’s main suspect: Charlotte’s sister, Emily. Convinced of her innocence, Charlotte and Pitt take on the March clan with the help of her formidable Great-aunt Vespasia, attempting to break through their wall of deceit and silence. When Emily finds Sybilla March, George’s suspected mistress, strangled by her hair, the case would seem hopeless for anyone but the Pitts. Their pursuit of the truth takes them down a path of corruption, depravity, and murder, from the elegant townhouses lining fashionable Cardington Crescent to the horrifying slums of London.
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‘Give her a good murder and a shameful social evil, and Anne Perry can write a Victorian mystery that would make Dickens’ eyes pop out’ New York Times Book Review

‘Redolent with Victorian atmosphere, from the hypocritical snobbishness to the rigid social conventions of the time’ Tangled Web

There is a freshness about [Perry’s] writing which makes it truly exceptional and I was gripped until the final page. Death on Blackheath was one of the best books I’ve read this year and I cannot recommend it highly enough’ Eurocrime

‘Rich in plot development, believable characters and period detail, this entry will only add to the already sizable ranks of Perry’s admirers’ Publishers Weekly

‘That rare breed of novel that’s a page-turning thriller yet literary’ Jeffery Deaver

‘[An] engrossing page-turner . . . There’s no one better at using words to paint a scene and then fill it with sounds and smells than Anne Perry’ Boston Globe

‘Elegantly constructed and nail-bitingly tense’ Good Book Guide

‘Stirs your conscience as well as your soul’ Northern Echo
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One

MRS PEABODY WAS hot and out of breath. It was midsummer; her stays imprisoned her unyieldingly and her gown, with its fashionable bustle, was far too heavy to allow her to go chasing down the pavement after a willful dog that was fast disappearing through the wrought-iron churchyard gates.

‘Clarence!’ Mrs Peabody cried out furiously. ‘Clarence! Come back here at once!’

But Clarence, who was fat and middle-aged and should have known better, squirmed through the gap and shot away into the long grass and the laurel bushes on the other side of the railings. Mrs Peabody, gasping with annoyance and clinging on to her broad hat with one hand, sending it rakishly over her eyes, tried with the other to force the gates open far enough to allow her extremely ample form to pass through.

The late Mr Peabody had preferred women of generous proportions. He had said so frequently. A man’s wife should reflect his position in life: dignified and substantial.

But it took more aplomb than Mrs Peabody possessed to remain dignified while caught by one’s bosom in a churchyard gate with one’s hat askew and a dog yelping like a fiend a dozen yards away.

‘Clarence!’ she shrieked again and, drawing in her breath, gave a mighty heave, which had the opposite effect from the one desired. She let out a wail of desperation, and struggled through, her bustle now alarmingly closer to her left hip.

Clarence was barking hysterically and scuffling in the laurel bushes. The ground was dry after a week without rain and he was sending up spurts of dust. But he had his prize, a very large, sodden-looking parcel wrapped in brownish paper and tied securely with twine. Under Clarence’s determined efforts it was now torn in several places and beginning to come undone.

‘Drop it!’ Mrs Peabody commanded. Clarence ignored her. ‘Drop it!’ she repeated, wrinkling her nose in distaste. It was really very unpleasant; it appeared to be kitchen leavings – unusable meat. ‘Clarence!’

The dog ripped off a large piece of the paper, wet with blood and coming away easily. Then she saw it – skin. Human skin, pale and soft. She screamed; then as Clarence exposed more of it she screamed again, and again, and again, until her lungs were bursting and she could not find breath and the world spun round her in a red haze. She fell to the ground, unaware of Clarence, still tugging at the parcel, and passersby forcing their way through the stuck gate in alarm.

Inspector Thomas Pitt looked up from his desk, strewn with paper, glad of the interruption. ‘What is it?’

Police Constable Stripe stood in the doorway, his face a little pink above his stiff collar, his eyes blinking.

‘I’m sorry, sir, but there’s a report of a disturbance in St. Mary’s churchyard in Bloomsbury. An elderly person ’avin’ ’ysterics. Quite respectable, and locally known – and doesn’t touch the gin. ’Usband was Temperance, ’afore ’e died. Never bin a nuisance in the past.’

‘Perhaps she’s ill?’ Pitt suggested. ‘Doesn’t need more than a constable, does it? Maybe a doctor?’

‘Well, sir.’ Stripe looked distressed. ‘Seems ’er dog ran away and found this parcel in the bushes, an’ she thought it was part of a person. That’s what gave ’er ’ysterics.’

‘What on earth do you mean, ‘part of a person’?’ Pitt demanded irritably. He liked young Wilberforce Stripe; he was normally keen and reliable. This vague story was unlike him. ‘What’s in this parcel?’

‘Well, that’s it, Mr Pitt, sir. The constable on the beat says ’e ’asn’t touched it more’n necessary afore you get there, sir, but by ’is reckoning that’s just what it is – a part of a woman’s body. The – er . . .’ He was clearly embarrassed. He did not wish to be indelicate, yet was aware that a policeman should be precise. He placed one hand across his waist and the other across his neck. ‘The top ’alf, sir.’

Pitt stood up, papers cascading off his lap onto the floor and remaining there. In spite of his seventeen years in London, where the sumptuous and elegant heart of the Empire disported itself a stone’s throw from slums that teemed with poverty so intense rotting tenements stood stacked against each other, fifteen people to a room living and dying together, he had not ceased to be shocked by the savagery of crime. He could not grasp the mass – the mind refused. But the pain of the individual still had power to move him.

‘Then we’d better go and see,’ he replied, ignoring the disarray around him and leaving his hat on the stand where he had thrown it on arriving in the morning.

‘Yes, sir.’ Stripe fell in behind him, following Pitt’s familiar disheveled figure along the corridor, down the steps past several other constables, and into the hot and dusty street. An empty hansom clattered past them, not believing Pitt, with his coattails flapping and his tie askew, to prove a likely fare. Stripe, in uniform, was not even worth considering.

Pitt waved his arm and ran a few steps. ‘Cabbie!’ he shouted, his anger directed not at the personal slight but against all crime in general, and this one he was going to pursue in particular.

The cabbie drew rein and looked at him with disfavor. ‘Yes, sir?’

‘St. Mary’s churchyard, Bloomsbury.’ Pitt scrambled in and held the door for Stripe, behind him.

‘Will that be the east side or the west side?’ the cabbie inquired.

‘The back gate, off the avenue,’ Stripe put in helpfully.

‘Thank you,’ Pitt acknowledged; then, to the cabbie, ‘Get on with it, man!’

The cabbie flicked the whip and made encouraging sounds, and they moved off, rapidly increasing to a trot. They rode in silence, each absorbed in his own speculations as to what they might find.

‘This ’ere where you wanta be, sir?’ the cabbie leaned down and asked dubiously.

‘Yes.’ Pitt had already seen the little knot of people and the harassed constable in the middle. It was an ordinary, rather seedy suburban churchyard; dusty, grass dry with the summer heat, gravestones uneven and ornate, marble angels, and over on the right before the yew trees, a clump of dark laurels.

He climbed out, paid the driver, then crossed the pavement and spoke to the constable, who was obviously overwhelmed with relief to see him.

‘What have you got?’ Pitt asked dourly.

The constable jerked his elbow towards the high, spiked railings but did not turn his head. His face was pale and there was a heavy beading of sweat on his lip and across his brow. He looked wretched. ‘Top ’alf of a woman’s body, sir.’ He swallowed hard. ‘Pretty ’orrible, it is. It was under them bushes.’

‘Who found it, and when?’

‘A Mrs Ernestine Peabody, out walking ’er Pekingese dog by the name o’ Clarence.’ He glanced down at his notebook. Pitt read from it upside down; 15th June, 1887, 3:25 P.M., called to St. Mary’s churchyard, woman screaming.

‘Where is she now?’ Pitt asked.

‘Sittin’ on the seat in the church vestibule, sir. She’s took pretty bad, an’ I said as soon as you’d spoke to ’er she could go ’ome. It’s my opinion, sir, as she won’t be much use to us.’

‘Probably not,’ Pitt agreed. ‘Where is this . . . parcel?’

‘Where I found it, sir! I didn’t touch it more’n to make sure she wasn’t ’avin’ – delusions, like. On the gin.’

Pitt went to the gates, heavy wrought iron and stuck fast, a little over a foot apart, wedged in the ruts of the dried mud. He squeezed through and walked along the inside of the railing till he came to the laurel bushes. He knew Stripe was immediately behind him.

The parcel was about nineteen inches square, lying where Clarence had left it, paper torn and pulled away to expose the meatlike flesh and several inches of fine-grained, white skin smeared a little with blood. There were flies beginning to gather. He did not have to touch it to see that the portion showing was part of a woman’s breast.

He straightened up, feeling so sick he was afraid he was going to faint. He breathed deeply – in and out, in and out – and heard Stripe blundering away, choking and retching behind a gravestone carved with cherubs.

After a moment of staring at the dusty stones, the trodden grass, and the tiny yellow spots like pinheads on the laurel leaves, he forced himself to turn back to the dreadful parcel. There were details to note; the kind and color of the paper, the twine that wound it, the type of knots. People left their mark – tied string loosely or tightly, length or width first, made slipknots, running knots, tied at each crossover or merely looped. And there were a dozen different ways of finishing off.

He blanked from his mind what was inside it and knelt to examine it, turning it over gingerly when he had seen all he could from the top. It was thick paper, a little shiny on the inside, two layers of it. He had often seen such paper used for tying parcels of linen. It was strong and usually crackled a little if touched – only this was wet with blood and made no sound, even when he turned it. Inside the brown paper was clear, greased kitchen paper, another two layers, the sort butchers sometimes use. Whoever had wrapped this hideous thing must have imagined it would hold the blood.

The string was unusual – coarse, hairy twine, yellow rather than white, wrapped lengthways and widthways twice and knotted at each join, and finally tied with a loop and two raw ends about an inch and a half long.

He took out his notebook and wrote it down, though it was all something he would like to forget – wipe totally from his memory. If he could.

Stripe was coming back, awkwardly, embarrassed by his loss of composure. He did not know what to say.

Pitt said it for him. ‘There must be more. We’d better organize a search.’

Stripe cleared his throat. ‘More . . . Yes, Mr Pitt. But where should we start? Could be anywhere!’

‘Won’t be very far.’ Pitt stood up, knees stiff. ‘You don’t carry that sort of thing longer than you have to. Certainly not further than you can walk. Even a lunatic doesn’t get into a hansom or a public omnibus with a bundle like that under his arm. Should be within a radius of a mile at the outside.’

Stripe’s brows went up. ‘Would ’e walk a mile, sir? I wouldn’t. More like five ’undred yards, if that.’

‘Five hundred in each direction,’ Pitt answered. ‘Somewhere five hundred yards from here.’ He waved his arm round the compass.

‘In each . . .’ Stripe’s blue eyes were confused.

Pitt put the thought into words. ‘Must be a whole body altogether. That’s about six parcels, roughly this size. He couldn’t carry them all at once, unless he used a barrow. And I doubt he’d draw attention to himself by doing that. He certainly wouldn’t be likely to borrow one, and who owns barrows except tradesmen and costers? But we’ll check for any seen in this area, either yesterday or today.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Stripe was intensely relieved to have something to do. Anything was better than standing there helplessly while the flies buzzed round the appalling heap in the grass.

‘Send a message back to the station that we need half a dozen constables. And the mortuary cart, and the surgeon.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Stripe forced himself to look down once more, perhaps because he felt somehow callous disregarding the enormity of it, walking away without some acknowledgment. It was the same instinct that makes one take off one’s hat at the sight of a hearse passing in the street, even though one has no idea who is dead.

Pitt walked between the gravestones, curled and decorated, marred by weeds, and came to the graveled entrance to the church. The door was open and it was cool inside. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloom and the hazy colored splashes on the stones from the stained glass. A large woman was collapsed, half prostrate, on a wooden seat, her hat on the floor beside her, the neck of her dress undone. The sexton’s wife, holding a glass of water in one hand and a bottle of ammonia smelling salts in the other, was muttering something comforting. They both looked round, startled, as Pitt’s footsteps sounded on the floor. A ginger-colored Pekingese dog was asleep in the doorway in the sun and ignored him completely.

‘Mrs Peabody?’

She stared at him with a mixture of suspicion and anticipation. It was not entirely displeasing to be the epicenter of such a drama – providing, of course, that everyone understood she had no connection with it but that of an innocent woman drawn in by chance.

‘I am she,’ she said somewhat unnecessarily.

Pitt had met many Mrs Peabodys before, and he knew not only what she felt now but what nightmares were to come. He sat down on the bench beside her, a yard away.

‘You must be extremely distressed’ – he hurried on as she drew in a gasp of breath to tell him precisely how much – ‘so I will trouble you as little as possible. When was the last time you walked your dog past the churchyard?’

Her carefully arched eyebrows shot up into her rather sandy hairline. ‘I don’t think you understand, young man! I am not in the habit of finding such . . . such . . .’ She could frame no words for the quite genuine horror that seized her.

‘I’m sure,’ Pitt said grimly. ‘I assume that if it had been there the last time, your dog would have found it then.’

Mrs Peabody, in spite of her shock, was not without common sense. She saw the point immediately. ‘Oh. I came this way yesterday afternoon, and Clarence did not . . .’ She trailed off, not liking to complete such an unnecessary remark.

‘I see. Thank you. Do you know if Clarence pulled the parcel out from under the bushes, or was it already out?’

She shook her head.

It did not matter, except that had it been in the open it would probably have been noticed earlier. Almost certainly, whoever had put it there had taken the time to hide it also. There was really nothing else to ask her but her name and address.

He left them and went outside again into the heat and began to think about organizing a search. It was half past four.

By seven o’clock they had found them all. It was a grim business; going down the steps into disused areaways, sifting through refuse in rubbish cans that could be reached from the street, poking under bushes and behind railings. Parcel by parcel the rest were retrieved. The worst was in a narrow and fetid alley just over a mile from the churchyard, in the sour tenements of St. Giles. It should have provided the first clue to her identity, but as with two of the others, feral cats had discovered it first, led by scent and their ever devouring hunger. There was nothing recognizable now but long, fair hair and a crushing injury to the skull.

The long summer day did not darken till ten in the evening. Pitt trudged from door to door asking, pleading, occasionally bullying an unfortunate servant into an admission of guilt for some domestic misdemeanor – perhaps an illicit flirtation that had held them on the back steps longer than usual – but no one admitted to having seen anything remotely relevant. There had been no costermongers but those on long known and legitimate business, no residents or strangers carrying mysterious parcels, no one hurrying furtively, and no one reported missing.

Pitt was back at the police station as the sun set cherry-red over the roofs, and the gaslights came on in the fashionable thoroughfares like so many straying moons. Inside, the station smelled of closed doors, heat, the sharpness of ink, and brand new linoleum on the floor. The police surgeon was waiting for him, shirt sleeves still rolled up and stained, his waistcoat done up on the wrong buttons. He looked tired, and there was a smear of blood across his nose.

‘Well?’ Pitt asked wearily.

‘Young woman.’ The man sat down without being asked. ‘Fair hair, fair skin. As near as one can tell, she might have been quite good-looking. She certainly wasn’t any beggar. Hands were clean, no broken nails, but she’d done a bit of housework. My first guess would be a parlormaid, but it’s only a guess.’ He sighed. ‘And she’d had a child, but not within the last few months.’

Pitt sat down behind his desk and leaned on his elbows. ‘How old?’

‘For God’s sake, man! How do I know?’ the doctor said angrily, his pity, disgust, and sheer helplessness spilling over at the only victim available. ‘You present me with a corpse in half a dozen pieces, like so much offal from some bloody butcher, and you want me to tell you who she was! Well, I can’t!’ He stood up, knocking his chair over. ‘She was a young woman, probably in domestic service, and some lunatic murdered her by hitting her on the back of the head and then, God knows why, cut her into pieces and left her strewn around Bloomsbury and St. Giles. You’ll be damned lucky if you ever find out who she is, still less who did that to her. I sometimes wonder why you bother. Of the thousand different ways to murder people, a crack on the head might be less cruel in the long run than some of the ways we ignore. Have you been in the tenements and lodging houses in St. Giles, Wapping, Mile End? The last corpse I looked at was a twelve-year-old girl. Died in childbirth –’ He stopped, his voice thick with tears he was only half embarrassed for. He glanced at Pitt savagely and strode out, slamming the door.

Pitt stood up slowly, righted the chair, and went out after him. Normally he would have walked home; it was only a couple of miles. But it was nearly eleven and he was tired and hungry and his feet hurt more than usual. He took a hansom and ignored the expense.

The front of the house was dark and he let himself in with his key. Gracie, the maid, would long have gone to bed, but he could see a light on in the kitchen and he knew Charlotte would be waiting for him. Sighing, he took off his boots with relief and walked along the corridor, feeling the coolness of the linoleum through his socks.

Charlotte was in the doorway, the gas lamp behind her shining on the auburn in her hair and catching the warm curve of her cheek. Without saying anything, she put her arms round him and held him surprisingly tightly. For a moment he was afraid something was wrong, that one of the children was ill; then he realized she would of course have seen an evening newspaper. If it had not mentioned his name, she had guessed from his lateness that he was involved.

He had not intended to tell her. In spite of all the cases she had concerned herself with, part of him still believed she should be protected from such horror. Most men felt their homes were a retreat from the harshness, and frequently the ugliness, of the outside world, a place to refresh both body and spirit before returning again to the fray. Women were part of that gentler, better place.

But Charlotte had seldom done the expected, even before she had appalled her well-bred family by marrying into the police, a descent so radical she was fortunate they had not disowned her.

Now she loosed herself a little and looked up at him, her face puckered with concern.

‘You are on that case, aren’t you, Thomas? That poor woman found in St. Mary’s churchyard?’

‘Yes.’ He kissed her gently, then again, hoping she would not talk about it. He was so tired he hurt, and there was nothing to say.

As she grew older Charlotte was learning when to keep her own counsel a little more, but this was not one of those occasions. She had read the extra edition of the newspaper with horror and pity, cooked two dinners for Pitt and had to abandon them both, and she expected at the very least that he would share with her the thoughts and some of the feelings that had possessed him during the day.

‘Are you going to find out who she was?’ she asked, pulling back and starting for the kitchen. ‘Have you eaten?’

‘No, of course I haven’t,’ he said wearily, following her. ‘But don’t bother cooking anything now.’

Her eyebrows shot up, but this time she glanced at his face and bit her tongue. Behind her on the blackened and polished range the kettle was billowing clouds of steam.

‘Would you like cold mutton, pickle, and fresh bread?’ she asked sweetly. ‘And a cup of tea?’

He smiled in spite of himself. It would be easier, and pleasanter in the long run, to surrender.

‘Yes, I would.’ He sat down, putting his jacket over the back of the chair.

She hesitated, then decided it would be wiser to make the tea before saying anything more, but there was a little upward quirk at the corner of her mouth.

Five minutes later he had three slices of crumbly bread, a pile of homemade chutney – Charlotte was very good at chutney and marmalade – several slices of meat, and a breakfast cup full of steaming tea.

Charlotte had contained herself long enough. ‘Are you going to find out who she was?’

‘I doubt it,’ he said, filling his mouth with food.

She stared at him solemnly. ‘Won’t somebody report her missing? Bloomsbury is quite a respectable area. People who have parlormaids notice if they’re gone.’

In spite of their six years of marriage and all the cases she had one way or another found herself involved in, she still carried with her remnants of the innocence in which she had grown up, protected from unpleasantness, imprisoned from the harshness and the excitement of the world, as young ladies of gentility should be. To begin with, Charlotte’s breeding had awed Pitt and, in her blinder moments, angered him. But mostly it disappeared in all the infinitely more important things they shared: laughter at life’s absurdities, tenderness, passion, and anger at the same injustices.

‘Thomas?’

‘My darling Charlotte, she doesn’t have to have come from Bloomsbury. And even if she did, how many maids do you suppose have been dismissed, for any number of reasons, from dishonesty to having been caught in the arms of the master of the house? Others will have eloped! – or been supposed to have – or lifted the family silver and disappeared into the night.’

‘Parlormaids aren’t like that!’ she protested. ‘Aren’t you even going to ask after her?’

‘We have done,’ he replied with a tired edge to his voice. Had she no idea how futile it was – and that he would already have done everything he could? Did she not know that much of him, after all this time?

She bent her head, looking down at the tablecloth. ‘I’m sorry. I suppose you’ll never know.’

‘Probably not,’ he agreed, picking up his cup. ‘Is that a letter from Emily on the mantelpiece?’

‘Yes.’ Emily was her younger sister, who had married as far above herself as Charlotte had descended. ‘She is staying with Great-aunt Vespasia in Cardington Crescent.’

‘I thought Great-aunt Vespasia lived in Gadstone Park.’

‘She does. They’re all staying with Uncle Eustace March.’

He grunted. There was nothing to say to that. He had a deep admiration for the elegant, waspish Lady Vespasia Cumming-Gould, but Eustace March he had never heard of, nor did he wish to.

‘She sounds very unhappy,’ Charlotte went on, looking at him anxiously.

‘I’m sorry.’ He did not meet her eyes but fished for another piece of bread and the chutney dish. ‘But there’s nothing we can do. I daresay she’s bored.’ This time he did look up, fixing her with something approaching a glare. ‘And you will go nowhere near Bloomsbury, not even to visit some long lost friend, either of yours or of Emily’s. Is that understood, Charlotte?’

‘Yes, Thomas,’ she said with wide eyes. ‘I don’t think I know anybody in Bloomsbury, anyway.’
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