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About the Book
   

When her brother arrives on her doorstep, Hester Monk is shocked – as much by the unexpectedness of the visit as by the reason for it. For since her marriage to Monk, Charles and his elegant wife, Imogen, have kept their distance. But now Charles needs Hester’s help. He believes Imogen is having an affair – there can be no other explanation for her recent strange behaviour. However, before Hester is able to investigate, a tragedy occurs. In a nearby artist’s studio two women have been brutally killed. Having left the police force with extreme ill feeling between himself and his superior, the last thing Monk wants to do is face the demons of his past. But, in the course of his work, Monk is left with no choice but to visit his old adversary, Runcorn, and involve himself with the sensational murder case.
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The operating room was silent except for the deep, regular breathing of the gaunt young woman who lay on the table, the immense bulge of her stomach laid bare.


Hester stared across at Kristian Beck. It was the first operation of the day and there was no blood on his white shirt yet. The chloroform sponge had done its miraculous work and was set aside. Kristian picked up the scalpel and touched the point to the young woman’s flesh. She did not flinch, her eyelids did not move. He pressed deeper and a thin, red line appeared.


Hester looked up and met his eyes – dark, luminous with intelligence. They both knew the risk, even with anaesthesia, and the probability was that they could do little to help. A growth this size was likely to be fatal, but without surgery she would die anyway.


Kristian lowered his eyes and continued cutting. The blood spread. Hester swabbed it up. Mary Ellsworth lay motionless except for her breathing, her face waxen pale, cheeks sunken, shadows around the sockets of her eyes. Her wrists were so thin the shape of the bones poked through the skin. It was Hester who had walked beside Mary from the ward along the corridor, half supporting her weight, trying to ease the anxiety which seemed to have tormented her every time she had been to the hospital over the last two months. Her pain seemed as much in her mind as her body.


Kristian had insisted on surgery, against the wishes of Fermin Thorpe, the Chairman of the Hospital Governors. Thorpe was a cautious man who enjoyed authority but had no courage to step outside the known order of things he could defend if anyone in power were to question him. He loved rules; they were safe. If you kept to the rules you could justify anything.


Kristian was from Bohemia, and in Thorpe’s mind he did not belong here in the Hampstead Hospital in London with his imagination and his foreign accent, however slight, and his disregard for the way things should be done. He should not risk the hospital’s reputation by performing an operation whose chances of success were so slight. But Kristian had an answer, an argument for everything. And of course Lady Callandra Daviot had taken his side; she always did!


Kristian smiled at the memory, not looking up at Hester but down at his hands as they explored the wound he had made, looking for the thing that caused the obstruction, the wasting, the nausea and the huge swelling.


Hester mopped away more blood and glanced at the woman’s face. It was still perfectly calm. Hester would have given anything she could think of to have had chloroform like this on the battlefield in the Crimea five years ago, or even at Manassas in America almost three months back.


‘Ah!’ Kristian let out a grunt of satisfaction and pulled back, gently easing out of the cavity something that looked like a dark, semi-porous loofah such as one might use to scrub one’s back, or even a saucepan. It was about the size of a large domestic cat.


Hester was too astounded to speak. She stared at it, then at Kristian.


‘Trichobezoar,’ he said softly. Then he met her gaze of incredulity. ‘Hair,’ he explained. ‘Sometimes when people have certain temperamental disorders, nervous anxiety and depression, they feel compelled to pull out their own hair and eat it. It is beyond their power to stop, without help.’


Hester stared at the stiff, repellent mass lying in the dish, and felt her own throat contract and her stomach gag at the thought of such a thing inside anyone.


‘Swab,’ Kristian directed. ‘Needle.’


‘Oh!’ She moved to obey just as the door opened and Callandra came in, closing it softly behind her. She looked at Kristian first, a softness in her eyes she disguised only as he turned to her. He gestured to the dish and smiled.


Callandra looked startled, then she turned to Hester. ‘What is it?’


‘Hair,’ Hester replied, swabbing the blood away again as Kristian worked.


‘Will she be all right?’ Callandra asked.


‘There’s a chance,’ Kristian answered. Suddenly he smiled, extraordinarily sweetly, but there was a sharp and profound satisfaction in his eyes. ‘You can go and tell Thorpe it was a trichobezoar, not a tumour, if you like.’


‘Oh yes, I’d like,’ she answered, her face melting into something almost like laughter, and without waiting she turned and went off on the errand.


Hester glanced across at Kristian, then bent to the work again, mopping blood and keeping the wound clean, as the needle pierced the skin and drew the sides together and finally the wound was bandaged.


‘She’ll feel a great deal of pain when she wakens,’ Kristian warned. ‘She mustn’t move too much.’


‘I’ll stay with her,’ Hester promised. ‘Laudanum?’


‘Yes, but only for the first day,’ he warned. ‘I’ll be here if you need me. Are you going to stay? You’ve watched her all through, haven’t you?’


‘Yes.’ Hester was not a nurse at the hospital. She came on a voluntary basis, like Callandra, who was a military surgeon’s widow, a generation older than Hester but with whom she had been the closest of friends now for five years. Hester was probably the only one who knew how deeply Callandra loved Kristian, and that only this week she had finally declined an offer of marriage to a dear friend, because she could not settle for honourable companionship and close for ever the door on dreams of immeasurably more. But they were only dreams. Kristian was married and that ended all possibility of anything more than the loyalty and the passion for healing and justice that held him and Callandra, and perhaps the shared laughter now and then, the small victories and the understanding.


Hester, recently married herself, and knowing the depth and the sweep of love, ached for Callandra that she sacrificed so much. And yet loving her husband as she did, for all his faults and vulnerabilities, Hester too would rather have been alone than accept anyone else.


It was late afternoon when she left the hospital and took the public omnibus down Hampstead High Street to Haverstock Hill, and then to Euston Road. A newsboy shouted something about five hundred American soldiers surrendering in New Mexico. The papers carried the latest word on the civil war, but the anxiety was far deeper over the looming cotton famine in Lancashire, because of the blockading of the Confederate States.


Hester hurried past him and walked the last few yards to Grafton Street. It was early October and still mild, but growing dark, and the lamplighter was well on his rounds. When she approached her own front door and saw a tall, slender man standing waiting impatiently outside. He was immaculately dressed in high, wing collar, black frock coat and striped trousers, as one would expect of a City gentleman, but his whole attitude betrayed agitation and deep unhappiness. It was not until he heard her footsteps and turned so the lamplight caught his face that she recognised her brother, Charles Latterly.


‘Hester!’ He moved towards her swiftly, then stopped. ‘How … how are you?’


‘I’m very well,’ she answered truthfully. It was several months since she had seen him, and for someone as rigidly controlled and conventional as Charles to be waiting in the street like this was extraordinary. Presumably Monk was not here yet or Charles would have gone inside.


She opened the door and he followed her in. The gaslamp burned very low in the hall and she turned it up and led the way to the front room, which was where Monk received prospective clients who came with their terrors and anxieties for him to attempt to solve. Since they had both been out all day, there was a fire laid but not lit. A bowl of tawny chrysanthemums and scarlet nasturtiums gave a light and an illusion of warmth.


She turned to Charles.


As always he was meticulously polite. ‘I’m sorry to intrude. You must be tired. I suppose you have been nursing someone all day?’


‘Yes, but I think she may get better. At least the operation was a success.’


He made an attempt at a smile. ‘Good.’


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ she offered. ‘I would.’


‘Oh … yes, yes, of course. Thank you.’ He sat gingerly on one of the two armchairs, his back stiff and upright as if to relax were impossible. She had seen so many of Monk’s clients sit like that, terrified of putting their fears into words, and yet so burdened by them they were so desperate for help that they had finally found the courage to seek a private agent of inquiry. It was as if Charles had come to see Monk, and not her. His face was pale and there was a sheen of sweat on it, and his hands in his lap were rigid. If she had touched him she would have felt locked muscles.


She had not seen him look so wretched since their parents had died five and a half years ago, when she was still in Scutari with Florence Nightingale. Their father had been ruined by a financial swindle, and taken his own life because of the ensuing disgrace. Their mother had died within the month. Her heart had been weak, and the grief and distress so soon after the loss of her younger son in battle had been too much for her.


Looking at Charles now, Hester’s similar fears for him returned with a force that took her by surprise. They had seen each other very little since Hester’s marriage, which he had found difficult to approve – after all, Monk was a man without a past. A carriage accident six years ago had robbed him of his memory. He had deduced much, but the vast majority of his life remained unknown. And no one in the very respectable Latterly family had had any connections with the police, as Monk had been at the time of their meeting; and beyond question, no one had married into that type of social background.


Charles looked up, expecting her to fetch the tea. Should she ask him what troubled him so profoundly, or would it be tactless, and perhaps put him off confiding in her?


‘Of course,’ she said briskly, and went to the small kitchen to riddle the stove, loosen the old ashes and put more coal on to boil the kettle. She set out biscuits on a plate. They were bought, not home-made. She was a superb nurse, a passionate but unsuccessful social reformer and, as even Monk would admit, a pretty good detective, but her domestic skills were still in the making.


When the tea was brewed she returned and set the tray down, poured both cups and waited while he took one and sipped from it. His embarrassment seemed to fill the air and made her feel awkward as well. She watched him fidget with the cup and gaze around the small, pleasant room, looking for something to pretend to be interested in.


If she were blunt and asked him outright, would she make it better, or worse? ‘Charles …’ she began.


He turned to look at her. ‘Yes?’


She saw a profound unhappiness in his eyes. He was only a few years older than she, and yet there was a weariness in him as if he no longer had any vitality, and already felt himself past the best. It touched her with fear. She must be gentle. He was too complex, far too private for bluntness.


‘It’s … it’s rather a long time since I’ve seen you,’ he began apologetically. ‘I didn’t realise. The weeks seem to …’ He looked away, fishing for words and losing them.


‘How is Imogen?’ she asked, and instantly knew from the way he avoided her eyes that the question hurt.


‘Quite well,’ he replied. The words were automatic, bright and meaningless, as he would answer a stranger. ‘And William?’


Hester could bear it no longer. She put her cup down. ‘Charles, something is terribly wrong. Please tell me what it is. Even if I cannot help, I would like you to trust me enough at least to share it.’


He was sitting forward, his elbows on his knees. For the first time since he had come into the room he met her gaze directly. His blue eyes were full of fear and absolute, total bewilderment.


She waited.


‘I simply don’t know what to do.’ His voice was quiet, but jagged with desperation. ‘It’s Imogen. She’s … changed …’ He stopped, a wave of misery engulfing him.


Hester thought of her charming, graceful sister-in-law, who had always seemed so confident, so much more at ease with society and with herself than Hester was. ‘How has she changed?’ she asked gently.


He shook his head. ‘I’m not really sure. I suppose it must have been over a while. I … I didn’t notice it.’ Now he kept his eyes down on his hands, knotted together, twisting slowly, knuckles white. ‘It seemed just weeks to me.’


Hester forced herself to be patient. He was in such obvious distress it would be unkind, and on a practical level pointless, to try to concentrate his mind. ‘In what way has she changed?’ she asked him, keeping the emotion out of her voice. It was extraordinary to see her calm, rather pompous brother so obviously losing control of a situation which was so far merely domestic. It made her afraid that there was a dimension to it beyond anything she could yet see.


‘She’s … unreliable,’ he said, searching for the words. ‘Of course, everyone has changes of mood, I know that – days when they feel more cheerful than others, anxieties, just … just unpleasant things that make us feel hurt – but Imogen’s either so happy she’s excited, can’t keep still …’ His face was puckered with confusion as he sought to understand something which was beyond him. ‘She’s either elated or in despair. Sometimes she looks as if she’s frantic with worry, then a day later, or even hours, she’ll be full of energy, her eyes bright, her face flushed, laughing at nothing. And … this sounds absurd … but I swear she keeps repeating silly little actions … like rituals.’


Hester was startled. ‘What sort of things?’


He looked embarrassed, apologetic. ‘Fastening her jacket with the middle button first, then from the bottom up, and the top down. I’ve seen her count them to make certain. And …’ he took a breath, ‘… and wear one pair of gloves, and carry an odd one that doesn’t match.’


It made no apparent sense. Hester wondered if he could possibly be correct, or in his own anxiety was imagining it. ‘Did she say why?’ she asked.


‘No. I asked her about the gloves, and she ignored me, just spoke about something else.’


Hester looked at Charles sitting in front of her. He was tall and slender, perhaps a little too thin now. His fair hair was receding, but not much. His features were regular; he would have been handsome if there were more conviction in his face, more passion, even humour. He had never recovered from his father’s suicide. He was marked with a pity he did not know how to express, and a shame he bore in silence. He would have felt it a betrayal to offer explanations of such a private grief. Hester had no idea what he had shared with Imogen. Perhaps he had tried to shelter her from it, or imagined it would be helpful to her to see him as invulnerable, always in control. Perhaps he was right!


On the other hand she might have wanted passionately to have shared his pain, to have known that he trusted her with it, her kindness and her strength to bear it with him. Perhaps she had felt excluded? Hester would have, she knew that absolutely.


‘I suppose you have asked her directly what troubles her?’ she said quietly.


‘She says there is nothing wrong,’ he replied. ‘She changes the subject, talks about anything else, mostly things that neither of us care about, just anything, a wall of words to keep me out.’


It was like probing a wound, afraid to strike the nerves, and yet knowing you must find the bullet. She had done it too many times on the battlefield and in military hospitals. She could smell blood and fear in her imagination as the simile came to her mind. Only months ago she and Monk had been in America and seen the first pitched battle of the civil war.


‘Do you really have no idea what is causing it, Charles?’ she asked.


He looked up wretchedly. ‘I think she may be having an affair with someone,’ he answered hoarsely. ‘But I’ve no idea who … or why?’


Hester could have thought of a dozen reasons why. She pictured Imogen’s lovely face with its soft features, wide dark eyes, the hunger and emotion in her. How much had she changed in the sixteen years since she had been so excited to marry a gentle and respectable young man with a promising future? She had been so full of optimism, thrilled not to be one of those still desperately seeking a husband, and perhaps paired off by an ambitious mother with someone she would find it difficult even to like, let alone to love.


Now she was in her mid-thirties, childless, and perhaps wondering with even more desperation what life offered beyond mere safety. She had never been cold or hungry or outcast from Society. Maybe she did not value her good fortune very much. To be loved, provided for and protected was not always enough. Sometimes to be needed counted more. Could that be what had happened to Imogen? She had found someone who had offered her the intoxication of being told she was necessary to him, in a way Charles would never say, no matter how much it might actually be true?


Would she do more than flirt? She had so much to lose, surely she could not be so infatuated as to forget that? Society did not frown on adultery if it were conducted with such discretion that no one was forced to know about it, but even a married woman could lose her reputation if she were indiscreet. And, of course, a divorced woman, whatever the reason for the divorce, simply ceased to exist. A woman cast aside for adultery could very easily find herself penniless and on the streets. Someone like Imogen, who had never fended for herself, might not survive.


Charles would not divorce her unless her behaviour became so outrageous he had no choice, if he were to preserve his own reputation. He would simply live side by side with her, but separated by a gulf of pain.


Hester wanted to touch him, but the distance of time and intimacy between them was too great. It would be artificial, even intrusive. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said softly. ‘I hope that isn’t true. Perhaps it’s only a momentary thing and it may die long before it becomes any more.’ How false that sounded. She winced at herself even as she heard her own words.


He looked up at her. ‘I can’t just sit by and hope, Hester! I need to know … and do something. Doesn’t she realise what will happen to her – to all of us – if she’s found out? Please … help me?’


Hester was bewildered. What could she do that Charles had not already done? There was no easy cure for unhappiness that she could produce and persuade Imogen to take.


Charles was waiting. Her silence was making him realise more acutely just what he had asked of her, and already embarrassment was overtaking hope.


‘Yes, of course,’ she said quickly.


‘If I just knew for certain,’ he started to rationalise, filling in the silence with too many words, ‘then perhaps I would understand.’ He was watching her intently, in spite of himself, part of him still clinging to the belief that she could help. ‘I don’t know the right questions to ask her. She might be able to explain to you, then …’ he tailed off, not knowing what else to say.


If only understanding were the answer! She was afraid it would increase the hurt, because he would see that there was no way to escape the fact that Imogen did not love him the way he had assumed, and needed.


But then perhaps he did not love her with the passion or the urgency that she wanted?


He was waiting for Hester to say something. He seemed to think that because she was a woman she would understand Imogen and be able to reach her emotions in a way he could not. Maybe she could; that did not mean she could change them. But even if the truth would not help, it was a certainty that nothing else would.


‘I’ll go to see her,’ she said. ‘Do you know if she will be in tomorrow afternoon?’


Relief ironed out Charles’s face. ‘Yes, I should imagine so,’ he said eagerly. ‘If you go early enough. She may go calling herself at about four o’clock.’ He stood up. ‘Thank you, Hester. It’s very good of you. Rather better than I deserve.’ He looked acutely uncomfortable. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t been very … considerate lately. I … am sorry.’


‘No, you have almost ignored me,’ she said with a smile, trying to make light of it without contradicting him. ‘But then I am equally guilty. I could easily have called upon you, or at least written, and I didn’t.’


‘I suppose your life is too exciting.’ There was a shadow of disapproval in his voice. He may not have intended it this moment, but it was too deeply ingrained in his habit of thought to get rid of it in an instant.


‘Yes,’ she agreed with a lift of her chin. It was the truth, but even if it had not been, she would have defended Monk and the life they shared to anyone. ‘America was extraordinary.’


‘About the worst time you could choose to go,’ he observed.


With an effort of will she smiled at him. ‘We didn’t choose! We went in order to help someone in very desperate trouble. I am sure you can understand that.’


His face softened and he blinked a little. ‘Yes, of course I can.’ He coloured with embarrassment. ‘Do you have the fare for a hansom for tomorrow?’


With a considerable effort she resisted snapping. After all, it was possible she might not have. There had certainly been times. ‘Yes, thank you.’


‘Oh… good. Then I’ll… er …’


‘I’ll come to see you when I have anything to say,’ she promised.


‘Oh … of course.’ And still uncertain exactly how to conduct himself, he gave her a light kiss on the cheek and went to the door.


When Monk returned home in the evening Hester said nothing of Charles’s visit. Monk had solved a small case of theft, and collected the payment for it, and consequently was pleased with himself. He was also interested in her story of the trichobezoar.


‘Why?’ he said with amazement. ‘Why would anyone do something so … so self-destructive?’


‘If she knows, she can’t or won’t tell us,’ she answered, ladling mutton stew into bowls and smelling the fragrance of it. ‘More probably she doesn’t know herself. Some pain too terrible for her to look at, even to acknowledge.’


‘Poor creature!’ he said with sudden, uncharacteristic pity, as if he had remembered suffering of his own, and could too easily imagine drowning in it. ‘Can you help her?’


‘Kristian will try,’ Hester said, picking up the bowls to carry them to the table. ‘He has the patience and he doesn’t dismiss all hysterics as hopeless, in spite of Fermin Thorpe!’


Monk knew the history of Kristian and Fermin Thorpe, and he said nothing, but his expression was eloquent. Silently he followed his wife to the table and sat down, hungry, cold and ready to eat.


In the morning Hester went back to the hospital, and found Mary Ellsworth in a great deal of pain as the laudanum wore off. But the wound was clean and she was able to take a little beef tea, and to rest with some ease of mind.


In the early afternoon Hester returned home and changed from her plain blue dress into the best afternoon gown she owned. The weather was mild, so she did not need any kind of coat or cape, but a hat was absolutely necessary. The dress was a soft shade of bluish-green and very becoming to her, although it was certainly not fashionable. She had never kept up with exactly how full a skirt should be, or how a sleeve or a neckline should lie. She had neither the money nor, to be honest, the interest, but now it was a certain issue of pride not to visit her sister-in-law looking like some poor relation, even though that was exactly what she was! Perhaps that was why it mattered.


It was also possible that Imogen might very well have other callers, and Hester would not wish to be an embarrassment to her; for one thing, it would get in the way of her purpose in being there.


She went out into the dusty street and walked the short journey to Endsleigh Gardens. She did not look at the façades of the London streets. She was barely aware of the sound of hoofs, of the passing traffic or the rattle of wheels over the cobbles and the clink of harnesses, the shouts of irate drivers, or pedlars calling their wares. Her whole attention was inward, wondering how she could do anything at all to help Charles, and not seriously risk actually making the matter worse. She and Imogen had once been close, before Hester’s professional interests had separated them. They had shared many hours together, laughter and gossip, beliefs and dreams.


She had still come to no useful decision when she reached the house and went up the steps to pull the doorbell. She was admitted by the maid, who showed her into the withdrawing room.


Hester had not been here for some time, but this was the house she had grown up in and every detail was familiar, as if she had walked straight into the past. The opulent dark green curtains seemed not ever to have been moved. They hung in exactly the heavy folds she remembered, although that must be an illusion. In the winter, at least, they would be drawn every evening. The brass fender gleamed, and there was the same Staffordshire pottery vase with late roses on the table, a few petals fallen onto its shiny surface. The carpet had a worn patch in front of the armchair her father had used, and now Charles.


The door opened and Imogen came sweeping in, her skirts fashionably full, a beautiful pale plum pink which only someone of her dark colouring and fair skin could have worn well. Her jacket was a deeper shade and perfectly cut to flatter her waist. She looked radiant and full of confidence, almost excitement.


‘Hester! How lovely to see you!’ she exclaimed, giving her a swift, light hug and kissing her cheek. ‘You don’t call often enough. How are you?’ She did not wait for an answer, but whirled around and picked up the fallen petals, crushing them in her hand. ‘Charles said you went to America. Was it awful? The news is all about war, but I suppose you’re used to that. And the train crash in Kentish Town, of course. Sixteen people were killed, and over three hundred injured! But I suppose you know that!’ A frown flickered across her face, then disappeared.


She did not sit down, nor did she offer Hester a seat. She seemed restless, moving around the room. She rearranged the roses slightly, collapsing one altogether and having to pick up more petals. Then she shifted one of the candlesticks on the mantelpiece to align it with the one at the opposite end. She was quite clearly in the last sort of mood for a confidential discussion of any kind, let alone on a subject so intimate as a love affair.


Hester realised what an impossible task she had undertaken. Before she could learn anything at all she would have to re-establish the friendship they had had before Hester had met Monk. Where on earth could she begin without sounding totally artificial?


‘Your dress is lovely,’ she said honestly. ‘You always had a gift for choosing exactly the right colour.’ She saw Imogen’s quick look of pleasure. ‘Are you expecting someone special? I should have written before I came. I’m sorry.’


Imogen hesitated, then rushed on, speaking rapidly. ‘Not at all. I’m not expecting anyone. Actually I’m going out. It’s I who should apologise, leaving so soon after you have arrived. But of course I’m delighted you came! I really should call upon you, it’s just that I’m never sure when it will be convenient.’ There was too much enthusiasm in her voice and she met Hester’s eyes only momentarily.


‘Please do,’ Hester responded. ‘Let me know, and I shall make certain I am at home.’


Imogen started to say something, then stopped as if she had changed her mind. In a way they were like strangers, and yet the bond that tied them together made it more uncomfortable than had they known nothing of each other.


‘I’m pleased you called,’ Imogen said suddenly. Now she looked directly at Hester. ‘I have a gift for you. I thought of you as soon as I saw it. Wait, and I shall fetch it.’ In a swirl of skirts she was gone, leaving the door open, and Hester heard her feet lightly across the hall.


She returned within minutes, carrying an exquisite trinket box of dark wood inlaid with gold wire and mother-of-pearl. She held it out in both hands. It looked vaguely oriental, or perhaps Indian. Hester could think of no reason why it should have made anyone think of her. She hardly ever wore trinkets, and she had no particular connection with the East. But then perhaps to Imogen the Crimea was close enough. Regardless, it was a charming thing, and certainly expensive. She could not help wondering where Imogen had come by it. Had it been a gift from a man, and so she dared not keep it? It was certainly not Charles’s taste, nor his extravagance, and hardly a thing she would buy for herself.


‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, trying to put a warmth of enthusiasm into her voice. She took it from Imogen’s outstretched hands and turned it slowly so the light shone on the inlaid pattern of leaves and flowers. ‘I can hardly imagine the time it must have taken someone to make it.’ She looked up at Imogen. ‘Where does it come from?’


Imogen’s eyes widened. ‘I’ve no idea. I just thought it was pretty, and sort of … full of character. That’s why it seemed right for you, it’s individual.’ She smiled, it was charming, lighting her face, bringing back the shared moments and the laughter of only a few years ago.


‘Thank you,’ Hester said sincerely. ‘I wish I hadn’t allowed preoccupation with other things to keep me away so long. None of them was really important, compared with family.’ As she said it she was thinking of Imogen, but more intensely of Charles. He was the only blood relative she had left, and today she had been forced to see that he was far more fragile than she had realised. She thought of Monk, and how alone he was. He said nothing, but she knew he ached to have ties to a past he understood, roots and a belonging. Family gave you bearings, an anchorage in who you were.


Imogen turned away and started to speak in a rush. ‘You must tell me about America, on another visit. I’ve never been to sea. Was it exciting, or terrible? Or both?’


Hester drew in breath to begin describing the extraordinary mixture of fear, hardship, boredom and wonder, but before she could say anything, Imogen flashed her another brilliant smile and then began rearranging the loose cushions on the sofa.


‘I feel dreadful not asking you to stay to tea,’ she went on, ‘after you’ve come so far, but I’m due to call on a friend, and I really can’t let her down.’ She raised her eyes. ‘I’m sure you understand. But I’ll call on you next time, if I may? And we’ll exchange news properly. I know you’re terribly busy, so I’ll send you a note.’ Almost unconsciously she was urging Hester towards the door.


There was no possible civil answer except to comply.


‘Of course,’ Hester said with forced warmth. The opportunity to learn anything was slipping away from her and she could think of nothing to retrieve it. One moment as she held the trinket box she had felt as if the old friendship was there, and the next they were strangers being polite and trying to escape each other. ‘Thank you for the box,’ she added. ‘Perhaps I could come back for it at a more convenient time?’


‘Oh!’ Imogen was startled. ‘Yes … of course. I hadn’t thought of you carrying it. I’ll bring it one day.’


Hester smiled. ‘Come soon.’ And she opened the withdrawing-room door and, giving Imogen a light kiss on the cheek, she walked across the hall just as the maid opened the front door for her, bobbing a half-curtsy.


The following morning Hester went into the City to report on her visit, and at shortly after ten o’clock she was in Charles’s offices in Fenchurch Street. Within minutes he sent for her and she was shown to his room. He looked as stiff and immaculate as the day before yesterday, and his face was just as pale and shadowed by lack of sleep. He stood up as she came in, and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, inviting her to take the chair opposite the desk. He remained standing, his eyes fixed on her face.


‘How are you?’ he asked. ‘Would you like tea?’


She wanted to reach across the gulf between them and say something like, ‘For heaven’s sake, ask me what you want to! Don’t fidget! Don’t pretend!’ But she knew it would only make it more difficult for him. If she tried to express any of her feelings, or break his own concentration of effort, it would delay the moment rather than bring it closer.


‘Thank you,’ she accepted. ‘That’s most thoughtful.’


It was another ten minutes of polite trivia before the tray was brought and the clerk left, closing the door behind him. Charles invited Hester to pour, then at last he sat back and looked at her.


‘Did you visit Imogen?’ he asked.


‘Yes, but not for very long.’ She was acutely aware of his eyes studying her face as if he were trying to read something deeper than her words. She wished she could tell him what he so desperately wanted to hear. ‘She was about to go out, and of course I had not told her I was coming.’


‘I see.’ He looked down at his cup as if the liquid in it were of profound interest.


Hester wondered if Imogen found him as difficult to talk to as she did. Had he always been this stilted about anything that touched his emotions, or had Imogen made him this way? What had he been like five or six years ago? She tried to remember. ‘Charles, I don’t know what else to do!’ she said helplessly. ‘I can’t suddenly start visiting her every day when I haven’t done for months. She has no reason to confide in me, not only because we are no longer close, but I am your sister. She must know my first loyalty is to you.’


He was staring out of the window. Neither of them had touched their tea. ‘Just as I arrived home yesterday, I saw her leaving. She didn’t notice me. I … I stayed in the cab and told the driver to follow her.’


Hester was too startled to speak. And yet even as she was rejecting the thought, she knew that in his place she might have done the same thing, even if she had hated herself for it afterwards. ‘Where did she go?’ she asked, gulping and struggling to keep her voice level.


‘All over the place,’ he answered, still looking out of the window, away from her. ‘First she went through a string of backstreets to somewhere near Covent Garden. I thought at first she was shopping, although I can’t think what she would find there. But she went into a small building and came out without anything.’ He seemed to be about to add something, then changed his mind, as if he thought better of saying it aloud.


‘Was that all?’ Hester asked.


‘No.’ He kept his back to her. She saw the rigid line of taut muscles pulling his coat tight. ‘No, she went to two other places, similar, and came out again within twenty minutes. Finally, she went to Swinton Street off the Gray’s Inn Road and paid her cabby off.’ At last he turned to face her, his eyes challenging. ‘It was a butcher’s shop! She looked … excited! Her cheeks were flushed and she ran across the pavement clutching her reticule as if she were going to buy something terribly important. Hester, what could it mean? It doesn’t make any sense!’


‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. She would like to think Imogen was simply visiting a friend, and had perhaps looked for an unusual gift to take to her, but Charles had said she appeared to carry nothing except her reticule. And why go in the evening just as Charles came home, albeit a trifle early, but without telling him?


‘I’m … I’m afraid for her,’ he said at last. ‘Not just for my own sake, but for what scandal she could bring upon herself if she is …’ He could not say the words.


Hester did not leave him floundering. ‘I’ll call on her again,’ she said gently. ‘We used to be friends. I shall see if I can gain her confidence sufficiently to find out something more.’


‘Will you … will you please keep me …’ He did not want to say ‘advised’. Sometimes he was aware of being pompous. At his best he could laugh at himself. This time he was afraid of being ridiculous, and of alienating Hester as well.


‘Of course I will!’ she said firmly. ‘I would rather be able to tell you simply that she had made an unlikely friend of whom she thought you might disapprove, and so she did not tell you.’


‘Am I so ...?’


She made herself smile. ‘Well, I haven’t seen the friend! Perhaps she’s very eccentric, or has fearfully common manners!’


He blinked suddenly. ‘Yes, perhaps.’


The clerk came to the door and said apologetically that Mr Latterly’s next client was still waiting. Hester excused herself, walking out into the street and the busy traffic, the errand boys, the bankers in their dark suits, the carriages with harnesses gleaming in the sun, a sense of oppression closing in on her.




Chapter Two


[image: Image Missing]


Hester was clearing away the dishes after luncheon the following day and had just put the last one into the sink when the front doorbell rang. She allowed Monk to answer it, hoping it might be a new client. Also she was wet up to the elbows and disliked doing dishes quite enough not to have to make two attempts at it.


She heard Monk’s step across the floor and the door open, then several moments of silence. She had dried the first plate and was reaching for the second when she was aware of Monk standing in the kitchen doorway. She looked around at him.


His face startled her it was so grave. The clean, hard lines of it were bleak. The light shone on his cheekbones and brow; his eyes were shadowed.


‘What is it?’ she said with a gulp of fear. It was evidently more than a new case, however tragic. It was something that touched them in the heart. ‘William?’


He came a step further in. ‘Kristian Beck’s wife has been murdered,’ he answered, so quietly that whoever was waiting in the sitting room would not have heard him.


Hester was stunned. It hardly seemed believable. She had a picture in her mind of a thin, middle-aged woman, lonely and angry, perhaps attacked by a thief in the street.


‘Does Callandra know?’ she asked the thing that was of most importance to her, even before Kristian himself.


‘Yes. She’s come to tell us.’


‘Oh.’ She put down the towel, her thoughts whirling. She was sorry anyone should be dead but, no matter how ashamed she was of it, her imagination leaped ahead to a time when Kristian would feel free to marry Callandra. It was indecent, but it was there.


‘She’d like to see you,’ Monk said quietly.


‘Yes, of course.’ She went past him into the sitting room and immediately saw Callandra in the centre of the floor, still standing. She appeared bereaved, as if something had happened which she could not begin to understand. She smiled when she saw Hester, but it was a matter of friendship and without any pleasure at all. Her eyes were bright and frightened.


‘Hester, my dear,’ she said shakily. ‘I’m so sorry to call at such a silly time of the afternoon, but I have just heard dreadful news, as I expect William has told you.’


Hester went to her and took both Callandra’s hands in her own, holding them gently. ‘Yes, he did. Kristian’s wife has been killed. How did it happen?’


Callandra’s fingers tightened over hers and held her surprisingly hard. ‘No one really knows yet. She was found this morning in the studio of the artist Argo Allardyce. He was painting a portrait of her.’ Her brow puckered faintly as if she found it difficult to believe. ‘The cleaning woman came and found them … both …’


‘Both?’ Hester said with a catch in her breath. ‘You mean the artist as well?’ It seemed incredible.


‘No, no,’ Callandra said quickly. ‘Mrs Beck, and the artist’s model, Sarah Mackeson.’


‘You mean Allardyce killed them both?’ Hester was struggling to make sense of it. ‘Yesterday afternoon? Why?’


Callandra looked totally confused. ‘No one knows. There was nobody there from midday until this morning. It could have happened at any time.’


‘She would not have a sitting in the evening,’ Hester replied. ‘He wouldn’t paint after the light was gone.’


Callandra coloured faintly. ‘Oh no, of course not. I’m sorry. It’s ridiculous how deeply it shocks one when it is someone connected, however—’


Monk came in from the kitchen. ‘The kettle is boiling,’ he told Hester.


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’ Callandra said with a tight little laugh. ‘You can make a cup of tea, William!’


He stopped, perhaps realising for the first time how close to hysteria she was.


Hester turned to him to see if he understood. She saw the flash of comprehension in his eyes, and left him to attend to the tea. She looked at Callandra. ‘Sit down,’ she directed, almost guiding her to the other chair. ‘Have you any idea why this Allardyce did such a thing?’ Now that she was met with the necessity of thinking about it more rationally she realised she knew nothing at all about Mrs Beck.


Callandra made a profound effort at self-control. ‘I don’t know for certain that it was Allardyce,’ she answered. ‘They were both found in his studio. Allardyce himself was gone.’ Her eyes met Hester’s, pleading for some answer that would make it no more than a sadness far removed from them, like an accident in the street, tragic but not personal. But that was not possible. Whatever had happened it would change their lives irrevocably, simply by the violence of it.


She tried to think of something to say, but before she could, Monk came back into the room with tea on a tray. He poured it and they all sat in a few moments’ silence, sipping the hot liquid and feeling it ease the clenched up knots inside.


Callandra set her cup down and faced Monk with more composure. ‘William, she and this other woman were murdered. It is sure to be very ugly and distressing, no matter how it happened. Dr Beck will be involved because he is … was her husband.’ Her hand wobbled a trifle and she set the cup down before she spilled it. ‘There are bound to be a lot of questions, and not all of them will be kind.’ Her face looked extraordinarily vulnerable, almost bruised. ‘Please … will you do what you can to protect him?’


Hester turned to look at Monk also. He had left the police force with extreme ill feeling between himself and his superior. One could debate whether he had resigned or been dismissed. Asking him to involve himself in a police matter was requiring of him a great deal. Yet both he and Hester owed Callandra more than was measurable, in purely practical terms, regardless of loyalty and affection which would in themselves have been sufficient. She had given them unquestioning friendship regardless of her own reputation. In lean times she had discreetly supported them financially, never referring to it or asking anything in return but to be included.


Hester saw the hesitation in Monk’s face. She drew breath in to say something that would urge him to accept. Then she saw that he was going to, and was ashamed of herself for having doubted him.


‘I’ll go to the station concerned,’ he agreed. ‘Where were they found?’


‘Acton Street,’ Callandra replied, relief quick in her voice. ‘Number twelve. It’s a house with an artist’s studio on the top floor.’


‘Acton Street?’ Monk frowned, trying to place it.


‘Off the Gray’s Inn Road,’ Callandra told him. ‘Just beyond the Royal Free Hospital.’


Hester felt her mouth go dry. She tried to swallow and it caught in her throat.


Monk was looking at Callandra. His face was blank but the muscles in his neck were pulled tight. Hester knew that it must be in Runcorn’s area, and that Monk would have to approach him if he were to involve himself. It was an old enmity going back to Monk’s first days on the force. But whatever he felt about that now he masked it well. He was already bending his mind to the task.


‘How did you hear about it so soon?’ he asked Callandra.


‘Kristian told me,’ she replied. ‘We had a hospital meeting this afternoon, and he had to cancel it. He asked me to make his excuses.’ She swallowed, her tea ignored.


‘She can’t have been home all night,’ he went on. ‘Wasn’t he concerned for her?’


She avoided his eyes very slightly. ‘I didn’t ask him. I … I believe they led separate lives.’


As a friend he might not have pressed the matter – it was delicate – but when he was in pursuit of truth neither his mind nor his tongue accepted boundaries. He might hate probing an area he knew would cause pain, but it had never stopped him. He could be as ruthless with the dark mists of the memory within himself, and he knew with bone-deep familiarity just how that hurt. He had had to piece together the shards of his own past before the accident. Some of them were full of colour, others were dark and to look at them cost all the courage he had.


‘Where was he yesterday evening?’ he continued, looking at Callandra.


Her eyes opened wide and Hester saw the fear in them as Monk must have seen it also. She looked as if she were about to say one thing, then cleared her throat and said something else. ‘Please protect his reputation, William,’ she pleaded. ‘He is Austrian, and although his English is perfect, he is still a foreigner. And … they did not have the happiest of marriages. Don’t allow the police to harass him, or suggest some kind of guilt by innuendo.’


Monk did not offer her any false assurances. ‘Tell me something about Mrs Beck,’ he said instead. ‘What kind of woman was she?’


Callandra hesitated; a flicker of surprise was in her eyes, then gone again. ‘I’m not certain that I know a great deal,’ she confessed uncomfortably. ‘I never met her. She didn’t involve herself with the hospital at all and …’ She blushed. ‘I don’t really know Dr Beck socially.’


Hester looked at Monk. If he found anything odd in Callandra’s answer there was no sign of it in his expression. His face was tense, eyes concentrated upon hers. ‘What about her circle of friends?’ he asked. ‘Did she entertain? What were her interests? What did she do with her time?’


Now Callandra was definitely uncomfortable. The colour deepened in her face. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know. He speaks of her hardly at all. I … I gathered from something he said that she is away from home a great deal, but he did not say where. He mentioned once that she had considerable political knowledge, and spoke German. But then Kristian himself spent many years in Vienna, so perhaps that is not very surprising.’


‘Was she Austrian too?’ Monk asked quickly.


‘No, at least I don’t think so.’


Monk stood up. ‘I’ll go to the police station and see what I can learn.’ His voice softened. ‘Don’t worry yet. As you said, it may be the artist’s model was the intended victim, and a tragic mischance that Mrs Beck was also there at that moment.’


She made an effort to smile. ‘Thank you. I … I know it is not easy for you to ask them.’


He shrugged very slightly, dismissing it, then put on his jacket, sliding it easily over his shoulders and pulling it straight. It was beautifully cut. Whatever his income, or lack of it, he had always dressed with elegance and a certain flair. He would pay his tailor, even if he ate bread and drank water.


He turned in the doorway and gave Hester a glance in which she understood thoughts and feelings it would have taken minutes to explain, and then he was gone.


Hester bent her attention to Callandra, and whatever comfort she could offer.


Monk disliked the thought of asking any favour of Runcorn even more than Callandra was aware. It was largely pride. It stung like a burn on the skin, but he could not possibly ignore either the duty, both moral and emotional, or the inner compulsion to learn the truth. The purity and the danger of knowledge had always fascinated him, even when it forced him to face things that hurt, stripped bare secrets and wounds. It was a challenge to his skill and his courage, and facing Runcorn was a price he never seriously thought too high.


He strode along Grafton Street down to Tottenham Court Road and caught a hansom for the mile or so to the police station.


During the ride he thought about what Callandra had told him. He knew Kristian Beck only slightly, but instinctively he liked him. He admired his courage and the single-mindedness of his crusade to improve medical treatment for the poor. He was gentler than Monk would have been, a man with a patience and broadness of spirit that seemed to be almost without personal ambition or hunger for praise. Monk could not have said as much for himself, and he knew it.


At the police station he paid the driver and braced his shoulders, then walked up the steps and inside. The duty sergeant regarded him with interest. With a wave of relief for the present, he recalled how different it had been the first time after the accident. Then it had been fear in the man’s face, an instant respect born of the experience of Monk’s lacerating tongue and his expectation that everyone should match his own standards, in precisely his way.


‘Afternoon, Mr Monk. What can we do for yer terday?’ the sergeant said cheerfully. Perhaps with the passage of time he had grown in confidence. A good leader would have seen to that. But it was pointless regretting past inadequacies now.


‘Good afternoon, Sergeant,’ Monk replied. He had been thinking how to phrase his request so as to achieve what he wanted without having to beg. ‘I may possibly have some information about a crime which occurred late yesterday, in Acton Street. May I speak with whoever is in charge of the investigation?’ If he were fortunate it would be John Evan, one man of whose friendship he was certain.


‘You mean the murders, o’ course.’ The sergeant nodded sagely. ‘That’d be Mr Runcorn ’isself, sir. Very serious, this is. Yer lucky as ’e’s in. I’ll tell ’im yer ’ere.’


Monk was surprised that Runcorn, the man in command of the station and who had not worked cases personally in several years, should concern himself with what seemed to be an ordinary domestic tragedy. Was he ambitious to solve something simple, and so be seen to succeed and take the credit? Or could it be important in some way Monk could not foresee, and Runcorn dare not appear to be indifferent?


Monk sat down on the wooden bench, prepared for a long wait. Runcorn would do that simply to make very sure that Monk never forgot that he no longer had any status here.


However, it was less than five minutes before a constable came and took him up to Runcorn’s room, and that was disconcerting because it was not what he expected.


The room was exactly as it had always been – tidy, unimaginative, designed to impress with the importance of its occupant and yet failing, simply because it tried too hard. A man at ease with himself would have cared so much less.


Runcorn himself also was the same – tall with a long, narrow face, a little less florid than before, his hair grizzled and not quite so thick, but still handsome. He regarded Monk cautiously. It was as if they were catapulted back in time. All the old rivalries were just as sharp, the knowledge of precisely where and how to hurt, the embarrassments, the doubts, the failures each wished forgotten and always saw reflected in the other’s eyes.


Runcorn looked up and regarded Monk steadily, his face very nearly devoid of expression. ‘Baker says you know something about the murders in Acton Street,’ he said. ‘Is that right?’


Now was the time to avoid telling the slightest lie, even by implication. It would come back in enmity later on, and do irreparable damage. And yet the whole truth was no use in gaining any co-operation from Runcorn. He was already tense, preparing to defend himself against the slightest insult or erosion of his authority. The years when Monk had mocked him with quicker thought and more agile tongue, an easier manner, lay as an uncrossable gulf between.


Monk had racked his mind all the way here for something clever and true to say, and had arrived still without it. Now he was standing in the familiar surroundings of Runcorn’s office, and the silence was already too long. In truth he knew no information about the murders in Acton Street, and anything he knew about Kristian Beck and the relationship between Beck and his wife was likely to do more harm than good.


‘I’m a friend of the family in Mrs Beck’s case,’ he said, and even as the words were on his tongue he realised how ridiculous and inadequate they were.


Runcorn stared at him and for a moment his eyes were almost blank. He was weighing up what Monk had said, considering something. Monk expected a withering reply and braced himself for it.


‘That … could be helpful,’ Runcorn said slowly. The words seemed forced from him.


‘Of course, it may be a simple case,’ Monk went on. ‘I believe there was another woman killed as well …’ He was undecided whether to make that a question or a statement and it hung in the air unfinished.


‘Yes,’ Runcorn agreed, then rushed on. ‘Sarah Mackeson, artist’s model.’ He said the words with distaste. ‘Looks as if they were killed pretty well at the same time.’


Monk shifted his weight a little from one foot to the other. ‘You’re handling the case yourself.’


‘Short of men,’ Runcorn said drily. ‘Lot of illness, and unfortunately Evan is away.’


‘I see. I—’ Monk changed his mind. It was too abrupt to offer help.


‘What?’ Runcorn looked up at him. His face was almost expressionless, his eyes only faintly belligerent.


Monk was annoyed with himself for having got into such a position. Now he did not know what to say, but he was not prepared to retreat.


Runcorn stared down at the desk with its clean surface, uncluttered by papers, reports, or books of reference. ‘Actually Mrs Beck’s father is a prominent lawyer,’ he said quietly. ‘Likely to run for Parliament soon, so I hear.’


Monk was startled. He masked it quickly, before Runcorn looked up again. So the case had a different kind of importance. If Kristian’s wife had social connections, her murder would be reported in all the newspapers. An arrest would be expected soon. Whoever was in charge of the investigation would not escape the public eye, and the praise or blame that fear whipped up. No wonder Runcorn was unhappy.


Monk put his hands in his pockets and relaxed. However, he did not yet take the liberty of sitting down uninvited, which irked him. He would once have sat as a matter of course. ‘That’s unfortunate,’ he observed mildly.


Runcorn looked at him with suspicion. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Be easier to conduct an investigation without newspaper writers trampling all over the place, or the Commissioner expecting results before you begin,’ Monk replied.


Runcorn paled. ‘I know that, Monk! I don’t need you to tell me! Either say something helpful, or go back to finding lost dogs, or whatever it is you do these days!’ Then instantly his eyes were hot with regret, but he could not take back the words, and Monk was the last man to whom he would admit error, let alone ask for help.


At another time Monk might have relished Runcorn’s discomfort, but now he needed his co-operation. However much they both disliked it, neither could see how to achieve what he wished without the other.


Runcorn was the first to yield. He picked up a pen, although he had no paper in front of him. His fingers gripped it hard. ‘Well, do you know anything useful, or not?’ he demanded.


Monk was caught out by the directness of the question. He saw the recognition of it in Runcorn’s eyes. He had to allow him to taste the small victory. It was the only way he could take the next step. ‘Not yet,’ he admitted. ‘Tell me what you have so far, and if I can help then I will.’ Now he sat down, crossing his legs comfortably and waited.


Runcorn swallowed his temper and began. ‘Number twelve Acton Street. Cleaning woman found two bodies this morning when she went in around half-past eight. Both roughly in their late thirties, the sergeant guessed, and both killed by having their necks broken. Looks like there was a struggle. Carpet rumpled up, chair on its side.’


‘Do you know which woman was killed first?’ Monk cut in.


‘No way to tell.’ There was resentment in Runcorn’s voice but none in his face. He wanted Monk’s help – whatever the emotions between them, he knew he needed it – and at the moment, that overrode all past history. ‘The other woman was apparently Allardyce’s model, and she sort of half lived there.’ He let the sentence hang with all its ugly judgements.


Monk did not skirt around it. ‘So it’s going to look like jealousy of some sort.’


Runcorn pulled the corners of his mouth down. ‘The model was half undressed,’ he conceded. ‘And Allardyce was nowhere to be found this morning. He turned up about ten, and said he’d been out all night. Haven’t had time yet to check if that’s true.’ He put the pen down again.


‘Doesn’t make sense,’ Monk observed. ‘If he wasn’t there, why did Mrs Beck go for a sitting? If she arrived and found him gone, is she the sort of woman to have sat around talking to the model?’


‘Not if that’s all she went for.’ Runcorn bit his lip, his face full of misery. He did not need to explain the pitfalls for a policeman, faced with proving that the daughter of an eminent figure was having an affair with an artist, one so sordid in its nature that it had ended in a double murder.


There would also be no way whatever of avoiding dragging Kristian into it. No man would take lightly his wife betraying him in such a way. In spite of himself Monk felt a twinge of pity for Runcorn, the more so knowing his pretensions to social acceptability and the long, hard journey he had made towards being respected by those he admired rather than merely tolerated. He would never achieve what he wished, and it would continue to hurt him. Monk had the polish to his manner, the elegance of dress to pass for a gentleman, partly because he did not care if he succeeded or not. Runcorn cared intensely, and it betrayed him every time.


‘Would it help if I were to see what I can learn in a roundabout way?’ Monk offered casually. ‘Through friends, rather than by direct questioning?’ He watched Runcorn struggle with his pride, his dislike of Monk, and his appreciation of just how awkward the situation could become, and his own inadequacy to deal with it. He was trying to gauge what help Monk would be, and how willing he was to try. What did he want out of it, and how far could he be trusted?


Monk waited.


‘I suppose if you know the family it might avoid embarrassment,’ Runcorn said at last. His voice was matter-of-fact, but his hands on the desk were clenched. ‘Be careful,’ he added warningly, looking up at Monk directly at last. ‘It may not be anything like it seems, and we don’t want to make fools of ourselves. And you’re not official!’


‘Of course not,’ Monk agreed, keeping the amusement out of his expression, bitter as it was. He knew why Runcorn did not trust him. Given the circumstances, he would have despised him if he had. It was a large enough admission of his vulnerability that he confided in Monk at all. ‘I suppose you’re looking for witnesses? Anyone seen near the place? Where does Allardyce claim to have been?’


Runcorn’s face reflected his contempt for the unorthodox and bohemian life. ‘He says he was out drinking in Southwark all night with friends, looking for some kind of … of new light, he said! Whatever that may mean. Bit odd, in the middle of the night, if you ask me.’


‘And do these friends agree?’ Monk enquired.


‘Too busy looking for new light themselves to know!’ Runcorn replied with a twist of his mouth. ‘But I’ve got men following it up, and we’ll find something sooner or later. Acton Street’s busy enough – evenings, anyway.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I suppose you’d like to see the bodies? Not that the surgeon has much yet.’
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