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Chapter One
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Waterloo Bridge loomed in the distance as Monk settled himself a little more comfortably in the bow of the police boat patrolling the Thames for stolen cargoes, accidents, missing craft. There were four men: himself as senior officer, and three to take the four oars. Rowing randan, it was called. Monk sat rigid in his uniform coat. It was January and bitterly cold. The wind ruffled the water and cut the skin like the edge of a knife, but he did not want anyone to see him shivering.

It was five weeks since he had accepted the position leading this section of the River Police. It was a decision he already regretted profoundly, the more so with every freezing, sodden day as 1863 turned into 1864, and the winter settled ruthlessly over London and its teeming waterway.

The boat rocked in the wash of a string of barges going upriver on the incoming tide. Orme at the stern steadied the boat expertly. He was a man of average height, but deceptive suppleness and strength, and a kind of grace exhibited as he managed the oar. Perhaps he had learned in his years on the water how easy it was to capsize a boat with sudden movement.

They were pulling closer to the bridge. In the grey afternoon, before the lamps were lit, they could see the traffic crossing: dark  shadows of hansoms, and four-wheelers. They were still too far away to hear the clip of horses’ hoofs above the sound of the water. A man and a woman stood on the footpath close to the railing, facing each other as if in conversation. Monk thought idly that whatever they were saying must matter to them intensely that it held their attention in such a bleak, exposed place. The wind tugged at the woman’s skirts. At that height, where there was no shelter, she must have been even colder than Monk was.

Orme guided the boat a little further out into the stream. They were going down-river again, back towards the station at Wapping where they were headquartered. Six weeks ago, Durban had been commander and Monk had been a private agent of inquiry. He still could not think of it without a tightening of the throat, a loneliness and a guilt he could not imagine would ever leave him. Each time he saw a group of River Police, and one of them walked slowly with a smooth, ambling stride, a little rounded at the shoulder, he expected him to turn and he would see Durban’s face. Then memory came back, and he knew it could not be.

The bridge was only two hundred feet away now. The couple were still there against the balustrade. The man held her by the shoulders as if he would take her in his arms. Perhaps they were lovers. Of course, Monk could not hear their words - the wind tore them from their mouths - but their faces were alive with a passion that was clearer with every moment as the boat drew towards them. Monk wondered what it was: a quarrel, a last farewell, even both?

The police oarsmen were having to pull hard against the incoming tide.

Monk looked up again just in time to see the man struggling with the woman, holding her fiercely as she clung on to him. Her back was to the railing, bending too far. Instinctively, he wanted to call out. A few inches more and she would fall!

Orme too was staring up at them now.

The man grasped at the woman and she pulled away. She  seemed to lose her balance and he lunged after her. Clasped together, they teetered for a desperate moment on the edge, then she pitched backwards. He made a wild attempt to catch her. She flung out a hand and gripped him. But it was too late. They both plunged over the side and spun crazily, like a huge, broken-winged bird, until they hit the racing, filthy water and were carried on top of it, not even struggling, while it soaked into them, dragging them down.

Orme shouted and the oarsmen dug their blades in deep. They threw their backs against the weight of the river, heaving, hurtling them forward.

Monk, heart in his mouth, strained to keep the bodies in sight. They were only a hundred feet away, and yet he knew already that it was too late. The impact of hitting the water would stun them and drive the air out of their lungs. When at last they did gasp inward, it would be the raw sewage of icy water, choking, drowning. Still, senselessly, he leaned forward over the bow, shouting, ‘Faster, faster! There! No . . . there!’

The boat drew level, turning a little sideways. The oarsmen kept it steady against the current and the changing balance as Orme heaved the body of the young woman over the gunwale. Awkwardly, as gently as he could, he laid her inside. Monk could see the other body, but it was too far away to reach, and if he stretched he could tip the boat.

‘Port!’ he instructed, although the oarsmen were already moving to do it. He reached over carefully to the half-submerged body of the young man, whose coat was drifting out in the water, his boots dragging his legs downward. Awkwardly, straining his shoulders, Monk hauled him up over the gunwale and in, laying him on the bottom of the boat next to the young woman. He had seen many dead people before, but the sense of loss never diminished. Looking at his pale face, smeared with dirt from the river water and his hair plastered across his brow, Monk guessed him to be about thirty. He had a moustache, but was otherwise  clean-shaven. His clothes were well cut and of excellent quality. The hat he had been wearing on the bridge was gone.

Orme was standing balancing easily, looking down at Monk and the young man.

‘Nothing we can do for either of ’em, sir,’ he said. ‘Drown quick going orff the bridge like that. Pity,’ he added softly. ‘Looks no more’n twenty, she does. Nice face.’

Monk sat back on the bench. ‘Anything to say who she was?’ he asked.

Orme shook his head.

‘If she had one o’ them little bags ladies carry, it’s gone, but there’s a letter in ’er pocket addressed to Miss Mary Havilland o’ Charles Street. It’s postmarked already, like it’s bin sent and received, so could be it’s ’er.’

Monk leaned forward and systematically went through the pockets of the dead man, keeping his balance with less ease than Orme, as the boat began the journey downstream, back towards Wapping. There was no point in putting a man ashore to look for witnesses of the quarrel, if that was what it had been. They could not identify the traffic that had been on the bridge, and on the water they themselves had seen as much as anyone. Two people quarrelling - kissing - parting, who lost their balance and fell. There was nothing anyone could add.

Actually, as far as Monk could remember there had been no one passing at exactly that moment. It was the hour when the dusk is not drawn in sufficiently for the lamps to be lit, but the light wanes and the greyness of the air seems to delude the eye. Things are half seen; the imagination fills in the rest, sometimes inaccurately.

He turned to the man’s pockets and found a leather wallet with a little money and a case carrying cards. He was apparently Toby Argyll, of Walnut Tree Walk, Lambeth. That was also south of the river, not far from the girl’s address on Charles Street off Lambeth walk. Monk read it aloud for Orme.

The boat was moving slowly as only two men were rowing. Orme squatted on the boards near Argyll’s body. On the shore the lamps were beginning to come on, yellow moons in the deepening haze. The wind had the breath of ice in it. It was time to trim their own riding lights, or they would be struck by barges, or the ferries going cross-current, carrying passengers from one bank to the other.

Monk lit the lantern and carefully moved back to the body of the woman. She lay on her back. Orme had folded her hands and smoothed the hair off her face. Her eyes were closed, her skin already grey-white, as if she had been longer dead than just a few minutes.

She had a wide mouth and high cheekbones under delicate arched brows. It was a very feminine face, strong and vulnerable, as if she had been filled with high passions in life.

‘Poor creature,’ Orme said softly. ‘S’pose we’ll never know what made her do it. Mebbe ’e were breaking orff an engagement, or something.’ The expression in his face was all but masked by the deepening shadows, but Monk could hear the intense pity in his voice.

Monk suddenly realised he was wet up to the armpits from having lifted the body out of the water. He was shuddering with cold and it was hard to speak without his teeth chattering. He would have given all the money in his pocket for a hot mug of tea with a lacing of rum in it. He could not remember ever being this perishingly cold on shore.

Suicide was a crime, not only against the State but in the eyes of the Church as well. If that were the coroner’s verdict, she would be buried in unhallowed ground. And there was also the question of the young man’s death. Perhaps there was no point in arguing it but Monk did so instinctively. ‘Was he trying to stop her?’

The boat was moving slowly, against the tide. The water was choppy, slapping at the wooden sides and making it difficult for two oarsmen to keep her steady.

Orme hesitated for several moments before answering. ‘I dunno, Mr Monk, an’ that’s the truth. Could’ve bin. Could’ve bin an accident both ways.’ His voice dropped lower. ‘Or could’ve bin ’e pushed ’er. It ’appened quick.’

‘Do you have an opinion?’ Monk could hardly get the words out clearly he was shaking so much.

‘You’d be best on an oar, sir,’ Orme said gravely. ‘Get the blood movin’, as it were.’

Monk accepted the suggestion. Senior officers might not be supposed to row like ordinary constables, but they were not much use frozen stiff or with pneumonia.

He moved to the centre and went to take one of the oars beside Orme. It was several strokes before he got into the rhythm, but then he began to feel better, and the boat certainly sped forward, cutting the water more cleanly. They rowed a long way without speaking again. They passed under Blackfriars Bridge towards the Southwark Bridge, which was visible in the distance only by its lights. The wind stole the breath almost before it reached the lungs.

Monk had accepted this position in the River Police partly as a debt of honour. Eight years ago, he had woken up in hospital with no memory at all. Fact by fact he had assembled an identity, discovering things about himself, not all of which pleased him. At that time he was a policeman, heartily disliked by his immediate superior, Superintendent Runcorn. Their relationship had deteriorated until it became a debatable question whether Monk had resigned before or after Runcorn had dismissed him. Since the detection and solving of crime was the only profession he knew, and he required to earn his living, he had taken up the same work privately.

But circumstances had altered in the late autumn of last year. The need for money had compelled him to take the Louvain case, his first experience on the river, and because of it he had met Durban and involved him with the Maude Idris and its terrible  cargo. Now Durban was dead, having, incredibly, recommended Monk to succeed him in his place at the Wapping station.

He could have had no idea how Monk had previously failed in commanding men. He was brilliant, ruthless, individual, but he had never worked easily with others, either in giving or taking orders. Runcorn would have told Durban that; would have told him that - clever or not, brave or not - Monk was not worth the trouble he would cost. Monk had been mellowed by time and circumstance, and above all, perhaps, by marriage to Hester Latterly, who had nursed in the Crimea with Florence Nightingale, and who was a good deal more forthright than most young women. She loved him with a fierce loyalty, and a startling passion, but also a very candid expression of her own opinions. Even so, Runcorn would have advised Superintendent Farnham to find someone else to take the place of a man like Durban, who had been wise, experienced and profoundly admired.

But Durban had wanted Monk, and Monk needed the work. During his independent years, Hester’s friend Lady Callandra Daviot had had the money and the interest to involve herself in his cases, and support the Monks in the leaner months. Now Callandra had gone to live in Vienna, and the grim choice was either for Monk to obtain regular and reliable employment, or for Hester to return to private nursing, which would mean most often living in the houses of such patients as she could acquire. For Monk to see her as little as that was a choice of final desperation. So here he was sitting in the thwart of a boat, throwing his weight against the oar as they passed under London Bridge, heading south towards the Tower and Wapping Stairs. He was still bone-achingly cold, wet to the shoulders, and two dead bodies lay at his feet.

Finally, they reached the steps up to the police station. Carefully, a little stiffly, Monk shipped his oar, stood up, and helped carry the limp, water-sodden bodies up the stairs, across the quay and into the shelter of the station house.

There at least it was warm. The black iron stove was burning, giving the whole room a pleasant, smoky smell, and there was hot tea, stewed almost black, waiting for them. None of the men really knew Monk yet and they were still grieving for Durban. They treated their new superior with civility; if he wanted anything more he would have to earn it. The river was a dangerous place, with its shifting tides and currents, occasional sunken obstacles, fast-moving traffic and sudden changes of weather. It demanded courage, skill and even more loyalty between men than did the same profession on the land. However, human decency dictated they offer Monk tea laced with rum, as they would to any man, probably even to a stray dog at this time of the year. Indeed, Humphrey, the station cat, a large white animal with a ginger tail, was provided with a basket by the stove and as much milk as he could drink. Mice were his own affair to catch for himself, which he did whenever he could be bothered, or nobody had fed him with other titbits.

‘Thank you.’ Monk drank the tea and felt some resemblance of life return to his body, warmth working slowly from the inside outwards.

‘Accident?’ Sergeant Palmer asked, looking at the bodies now lying on the floor, faces decently covered with spare coats.

‘Don’t know yet,’ Monk replied. ‘Came off the Waterloo Bridge right in front of us, but can’t be sure how it happened.’

Palmer frowned, puzzled. He had his doubts about Monk’s competence anyway, and this indecision went towards confirming them.

Orme finished his tea. ‘Went off together,’ he said, looking at Palmer expressionlessly. ‘Hard to tell if ’e were trying to save’er, or could’ve pushed ’er. Know what killed ’em all right, poor souls. ’It the water ’ard, like they always do. But I dare say as we’ll never know for certain why.’

Palmer waited for Monk to say something. The room was suddenly silent. The other two men from the boat, Jones and  Butterworth, stood watching, turning from one to the other, to see what Monk would do. It was a test again. Would he match up to Durban?

‘Get the surgeon to look at them, just in case there’s something else,’ Monk answered. ‘Probably isn’t, but we don’t want to risk looking stupid.’

‘Drownded,’ Palmer said sourly, turning away. ‘Come off one o’ the bridges, yer always are. Anybody knows that. Water shocks yer an’ so yer breathes it in. Kills yer. Quick’s almost the only good thing to it.’

‘And how stupid will we look if we say she’s a suicide, and it turns out she was knifed, or strangled, but we didn’t notice it?’ Monk asked quietly. ‘I just want to make sure. Or with child, and we didn’t see that either? Look at the quality of her clothes. She’s not a street woman. She has a decent address and she may have family. We owe them the truth.’

Palmer coloured unhappily. ‘It won’t make them feel no better if she’s with child,’ he observed without looking back at Monk.

‘We don’t look for the answers that make people feel better,’ Monk told him. ‘We have to deal with the ones we find closest to the truth. We know who they are and where they lived. Orme and I are going to tell their families. You get the police surgeon to look at them.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Palmer said stiffly. ‘You’ll be going ’ome to put dry clothes on, no doubt?’ He raised his eyebrows.

Monk had already learned that lesson. ‘I’ve got a dry shirt and coat in the cupboard. They’ll do fine.’

Orme turned away, but not before Monk had seen his smile.

 



Monk and Orme took a hansom from Wapping, westward along the High Street. The lights intermittently flickered from the river and the hard wind whipped the smell of salt and weed up the alleys between the waterfront houses. They went round the looming mass of the Tower of London then back down to the  water again along Lower Thames Street. They finally crossed the river at the S outhwark Bridge and passed through the more elegant residential areas until they came to the six-ways crossing at St George’s Circus. From there it was not far to both Charles Street and Walnut Tree Walk.

Informing the families of the dead was the part of all investigations that every policeman hated and it was the duty of the senior man to fulfil it. It would be both cowardly and the worst discourtesy to the bereaved to delegate it.

Monk paid the driver and let him go. He had no idea how long it would take him to break the news, or what he and Orme might find.

The house where Toby Argyll had lived was gracious, but obviously let in series of rooms as suited single men rather than families. A landlady in a dark dress and wearing an apron opened the door, immediately nervous on seeing two men unknown to her standing on the step. Orme had pleasant, ordinary features, but he wore a river policeman’s uniform. Monk was taller, and had the grace of a man conscious of his own magnetism. There was power in his face, lean-boned with a broad, high-bridged nose, and unflinching eyes. It was a face of intelligence, even sensitivity, but few people found it comfortable.

‘Good evening, ma’am,’ he said gently. His voice was excellent, his diction beautiful. He had worked hard to lose the country Northumbrian accent that marked his origins. He had wanted passionately to be a gentleman. That desire was long past, but the music in his voice remained.

‘Evenin’, sir,’ she replied warily.

‘My name is Inspector Monk, and this is Sergeant Orme, of the Thames River Police. Is this the home of Mr Toby Argyll?’

She swallowed. ‘Yes, sir. Never say there’s bin an accident in one o’ them tunnels!’ Her hand flew to her mouth as if to stifle a cry. ‘I can’t ’elp yer, sir. Mr Argyll’s not at ’ome.’

‘No, ma’am, there hasn’t been, so far as I know,’ Monk replied.  ‘But I’m afraid there has been a tragedy. I’m extremely sorry. Does Mr Argyll live alone here?’

She stared at him, her round face paler now as she began to understand that they had come with the worst possible news.

‘Would you like to go in and sit down?’ Monk asked.

She nodded and backed away from him, allowing them to follow her along the passage to the kitchen. It was full of the aroma of dinner cooking, and Monk realised absently how long it was since he had eaten. She sank down on one of the hard-backed wooden chairs, putting her elbows on the table and her hands up to her face. There were pans steaming on the top of the huge black range, and the savoury odour of meat pie came from the oven beneath it. Copper warming pans glimmered on the wall in the gaslight, and strings of onions hung from the ceiling.

There was no point in delaying what she must already know was coming.

‘I’m sorry to tell you that Mr Argyll fell off the Waterloo Bridge,’ Monk told her. ‘Mrs . . . ?’

She looked at him, face blanched, eyes wide. ‘Porter,’ she supplied. ‘I looked after Mr Argyll since ’e first come ’ere. ’Ow could ’e ’ave fallen orff the bridge? It don’t make no sense! There’s railings! Yer don’t fall orff! Are yer sayin’ ’e was the worse for wear, an’ went climbing, or summink daft?’ She was shivering now, angry. ‘I don’t believe yer! ’E weren’t like that! Very sober, ’ard-workin’ young gentleman, ’e were! Yer in’t got the right person. Yer made a mistake, that’s wot yer done!’ She lifted her chin and stared at him. ‘Yer oughter be more careful, scarin’ folks all wrong.’

‘There’s no reason to suppose he was drunk, Mrs Porter.’ Monk did not prevaricate. ‘The young man we found had cards saying he was Toby Argyll, of this address. He was about my height, or perhaps a little less, fair-haired, clean-shaven except for a moustache.’ He stopped. He could see by her wide, fixed eyes and the  pinched look of her mouth that he had described Argyll. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again.

Her lips trembled. ‘Wot ’appened? If ’e weren’t drunk, ’ow’d’e come ter fall in the river? Yer ain’t makin’ no sense!’ It was still a challenge, clinging to the last shred of hope as if disbelieving could keep what she’d heard from being true.

‘He was with a young lady,’ Monk told her. ‘They seemed to be having a rather heated discussion. They grasped hold of each other and swayed a little, then she fell back against the rail. They struggled a little more—’

‘Wot d’yer mean, “they struggled”?’ Mrs Porter demanded. ‘Yer sayin’ as they was fighting, or summat?’

This was worse than he had expected. What had they been doing? What had he seen, exactly? He tried to clear his mind of all the ideas since then, the attempts to understand and interpret, and recall exactly what had happened. The two figures had been on the bridge, the woman closer to the railing. Or was she? Yes, she was. The wind had been behind them and he had seen her billowing skirts poking between the uprights of the balustrade. She had waved her arms, and then put her hands on the man’s shoulders. A caress? Or pushing him away? He had moved his arm, back and up. Pulling away from her? Or raising it to strike? He had grasped hold of her. To save her, or to push her?

Mrs Porter was waiting, hugging herself, still shivering in the warm kitchen with its dinner-time smells.

‘I don’t know,’ Monk said slowly. ‘They were above us, outlined against the light, and almost two hundred feet away.’

She turned to Orme. ‘Was you there too, sir?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Orme replied, standing upright in the middle of the scrubbed floor. ‘An’ Mr Monk’s right. The more I think on it, the less certain I am as to what I saw, exact. It was in that sort of darkening time just before the lamps are lit. You think you can see, but you make mistakes.’

‘Who were she?’ she asked. ‘The woman wot went over with’ im.’

‘Was there someone you might expect it to be?’ Monk parried. ‘If they were quarrelling?’

She was clearly unhappy. ‘Well . . . I don’t like ter say . . .’ she trailed off.

‘We know who it was, Mrs Porter,’ Monk told her. ‘We need to know what happened, so we don’t allow anyone to be blamed for something they didn’t do.’

‘Yer can’t ’urt ’em now,’ she responded, the tears trickling unheeded down her cheeks. ‘They’re dead, poor souls.’

‘But they’ ll have family who care,’ he pointed out. ‘And burial in hallowed ground, or not.’

She gasped and gave a convulsive shudder.

‘Mrs Porter?’

‘Were it Miss ’Avilland?’ she asked hoarsely.

‘What can you tell me about her?’

‘It were ’er? Course, it would be. ’E din’t never look at no one else, not ever since ’e met ’er.’

‘He was in love with her?’ Of course that could mean many things, from the true giving of the heart, unselfishly, through generosity, need, all the way to domination and obsession. And rejection could mean anything from resignation through misery to anger, or rage and the need for revenge, perhaps even destruction.

She hesitated.

‘Mrs Porter?’

‘Yes,’ she said quickly. ‘They was betrothed - at least ’e seemed to take it they was - then she broke it off. Not that it were formal, like. There weren’t no announcement.’

‘Do you know why?’

She was surprised.

‘Me? Course I don’t.’

‘Was there another person?’

‘Not for ’im, an’ I don’t think for ’er neither. Least that’s wot  I ’eard ’im say.’ She gave a long sniff and gulped. ‘This is terrible. I never ’eard o’ such a thing, not wi’ quality folk. Wot would they want ter go jumpin’ orff bridges for? Mr Argyll’ll be broke ter pieces when ’e ’ears, poor man.’

‘Mr Argyll? His father?’ Monk asked.

‘No, ’is brother. Quite a bit older, ’e is. Least I should say so.’ She sniffed again and fished in her apron pocket for a handkerchief. ‘I only seen ’im five or six times, when ’e came ’ere fer Mr Toby, like. Very wealthy gentleman, ’e is. Owns them big machines an’ things wot’s diggin’ the new sewers Mr Bazalgette drew ter clean up London, so we don’t get no more typhoid an’ cholera an’ the like. Took poor Prince Albert ter die of it, an’ the poor Queen’s ’eart broke before they do it. Wicked, I say!’

Monk could remember the ‘Great Stink’ of ’58 very clearly, when the overflow of effluent had been so serious the entire city of London became like a vast open sewer.

The Thames had smelled so vile it had choked the throat, and caused nausea simply to come within a mile of it. The new sewer system was to be the most advanced in Europe. It would cost a fortune and provide work, and wealth, for thousands - tens of thousands if one considered all the navvies, brickmakers and railwaymen involved, the builders, carpenters and suppliers of one sort of another. Most of the sewers were to be built by the open ‘cut-and-cover’ method, but a few were deep enough to require tunnelling.

‘So Mr Argyll was a wealthy young man?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Mrs Porter straightened up a little. ‘This is a very nice class o’ place, Mr Monk. Don’t live ’ere cheap, yer know.’

‘And Miss Havilland?’ he asked.

‘Oh, she were quality too, poor creature,’ she responded immediately. ‘A real lady, she were, even with ’er opinions. I never disagreed wi’ airin’ opinions, meself, for all as some might say it weren’t proper for a young lady.’

Having married a woman with passionate opinions about a  number of things, Monk could not argue. In fact, he suddenly saw Mary Havilland not as she was now - white-faced in death - but instead the slender, fierce and vulnerable figure of Hester, with her shoulders a little too thin, her slight angularity, brown hair and eyes of such passionate intelligence that he had never been able to forget them since the day they had met - and quarrelled.

He found his voice husky when he spoke again. ‘Do you know why she broke off the relationship, Mrs Porter? Or was it perhaps a generous fiction Mr Argyll allowed, and it was actually he who ended it?’

‘No, it were ’er,’ she said without hesitation. ‘’E were upset an’ ’e tried to change ’ er mind.’ She sniffed again. ‘I never thought as it’d come to this.’

‘We don’t know what happened yet,’ he said. ‘But thank you for your assistance. Can you give us Mr Argyll’s brother ’s address? We need to inform him of what has happened. I don’t suppose you know who Miss Havilland’s nearest relative would be? Her parents, I expect.’

‘I wouldn’t know that, sir. But I can give you Mr Argyll’s address all right, no bother. Poor man’s going to be beside ’isself. Very close, they was.’

 



Alan Argyll lived a short distance away, on Westminster Bridge Road, and it took Monk and Orme only ten minutes or so to walk to the handsome house whose address Mrs Porter had given them. The curtains were drawn against the early winter night but the gaslamps in the street showed the elegant line of the windows and the stone steps up to a wide, carved doorway where the faint gleam of brass indicated the lion’s-head knocker.

Orme looked at Monk, but said nothing. Breaking such news to family was immeasurably worse than to a landlady, however sympathetic. Monk nodded very slightly, but there was nothing to say. Orme worked on the river; he was used to death.

The door was answered by a short, portly butler, his white  hair thinning across the top of his head. From his steady, unsurprised gaze, he clearly took them to be business acquaintances of his master.

‘Mr Argyll is at dinner, sir,’ he said to Monk. ‘If you care to wait in the morning room, I am sure he will see you in due course.’

‘We are from the Thames River Police,’ Monk told him, having given only his name at first. ‘I am afraid we have bad news that cannot wait. It might be advisable to have a glass of brandy ready, in case it is needed. I’m sorry.’

The butler hesitated. ‘Indeed, sir. May I ask what has happened? Is it one of the tunnels, sir? It’s very sad, but such things seem to be unavoidable.’

Monk was aware that such mighty excavations as were at present in progress brought the occasional landslip or even cave-in of the sides, burying machines and sometimes injuring men. There had been a spectacular disaster over the Fleet only days ago.

‘Quite so,’ he agreed. ‘But this happened on the river, and I am afraid it is personal bad news for Mr Argyll. He needs to be informed as soon as possible.’

‘Oh dear,’ the butler said quietly. ‘How very terrible. Yes, sir.’ He took a deep breath and let it out silently. ‘If you will come to the morning room, I shall bring Mr Argyll to you.’

The morning room was very sombre, in shades of browns and golds. The fire had been allowed to go out, but it was now well into the evening and presumably the room would not normally be used at this hour. Monk and Orme stood in the centre of the Aubusson carpet, waiting. Neither of them spoke. Monk noted the picture of Highland scenery over the mantelshelf and the small stuffed rodent in a glass case on the table by the wall. They were self-conscious suggestions that Argyll’s wealth was old money, which brought to his mind that therefore it was probably not.

The door swung open and Alan Argyll stood in the entrance, pale-faced, his eyes dark in the lamplight. He was of more than  average height, and lean, with a suggestion of physical as well as mental power. His features were well proportioned, but there was a coldness in them as if he did not laugh easily.

It would have been ridiculous to say ‘good evening’. Monk took a step forward. ‘My name is William Monk, of the Thames River Police, sir. This is Sergeant Orme. I am deeply sorry to tell you that your brother, Mr Toby Argyll, fell off the Westminster Bridge earlier this evening, and although we reached him within a few minutes of it happening, he was already dead.’

Argyll stared at him, swaying a little as if he had been struck. ‘You were there? Why in God’s name didn’t you . . .?’ He gasped, finding it difficult to catch his breath. He looked as if he were on the edge of collapse.

‘We were in a boat on patrol on the river,’ Monk answered. ‘I’m sorry, sir; there was nothing anyone could have done. In such circumstances, a man drowns very quickly. I think he probably felt nothing at all. I know that is little comfort, but it may help in time.’

‘He was twenty-nine!’ Argyll shouted. He came further into the room and the light shone on his face. Monk could not help seeing the resemblance to his brother: the line of his mouth, the colour of his well-shaped eyes, the way his hair grew. ‘How do you fall off a bridge?’ he demanded. ‘Was it a crime, and you’re not telling me? Was he attacked?’ Rage flared in his voice and his fists clenched.

‘He wasn’t alone,’ Monk said quickly, before Argyll should lose control. Grief he was used to, even anger, but there was a thread of violence just under the surface in this man that was fast unravelling. ‘A young woman named Mary Havilland was with him—’

Argyll’s eyes flew wide open. ‘Mary? Where is she? Is she all right? What happened? What are you not telling me, man? Don’t just stand there like an idiot! This is my family you’re talking about . . .’ Again the fists were tight, skin on his knuckles stretched pale across the bone.

‘I’m sorry, Miss Havilland went over with him,’ Monk said grimly. ‘They were holding on to each other.’

‘What do you mean “holding”?’ Argyll demanded. ‘What are you saying?’

‘That they both went over, sir,’ Monk repeated. ‘They were standing together by the railing, having what appeared to be a heated discussion. We were too far away to hear. The next time we looked they were at the railing and the moment after they overbalanced and fell.’

‘You saw a man and woman struggling and you looked away?’ Argyll said incredulously, his voice high-pitched. ‘What at, for God’s sake? What else could possibly be—’

‘We were on patrol,’ Monk cut across him. ‘We watch the whole river. We wouldn’t even have seen that much had they not been so close to the rail. It appeared an ordinary conversation, perhaps a lover’s quarrel, made up again. If we’d have continued watching it could have been intrusive.’

Argyll stood motionless, blinking. ‘Yes,’ he said at last. ‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry. Toby . . . Toby was my only relative. At least . . .’ He ran his hand over his face almost as if to steady himself, somehow clear his vision. ‘. . . my wife. You say Mary Havilland is dead also?’

‘Yes. I’m sorry. I believe she was close to your brother.’

‘Close!’ Argyll’s voice rose again dangerously, a note of hysteria in it. ‘She was my sister-in-law. Toby was betrothed to her - at least they were going to be married. She . . . she called it off. She was very disturbed . . .’

Monk was confused. ‘She would have been your sister-in-law ?’

‘No! She was. Mary was my wife’s sister,’ Argyll said with a small, indrawn breath. ‘My wife will be . . . devastated. We were hoping . . .’ He stopped again.

Monk needed to prompt him, painful as it must be for Argyll to answer further questions. This was an unguarded moment when  he might reveal a truth that later he would, for decency or compassion’s sake, have covered. Based on the landlady’s words, Mary was a woman of spirit who had passionate opinions.

‘Yes, sir? You were hoping . . .?’ he prompted.

‘Oh.’ Argyll sighed and looked away. He fumbled towards a chair and sat down heavily. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, considerably older than his brother. But that bore out what Mrs Porter had said.

Monk sat as well, to put himself on a level with Argyll. Orme remained standing discreetly, a couple of yards away.

Argyll looked at Monk. ‘Mary’s father took his own life almost two months ago,’ he said quietly. ‘It was very distressing. Actually, both Mary and Jenny, my wife, were bitterly grieved. Their mother had died many years before, and this was a terrible blow. My wife bore it with great fortitude, but Mary seemed to lose her . . . her mental balance. She refused to accept that his death was indeed suicide, even though the police investigated it, naturally, and that was their finding. We . . . we were hoping she was . . .’

‘I’m sorry.’ Monk found he meant it with savage honesty. He imagined Mary as she must have been when she was alive - the pale, river-wet face animated with emotion, anger, amazement, grief. ‘That’s a very hard thing for anyone to bear.’ Like a physical blow he remembered that Hester’s father had also taken his own life, and the pain of it was close and real in a way that no power of words alone could express. ‘I’m truly sorry,’ he said again.

Argyll looked at him with surprise, as if he had heard the emotion through the polite phrases. ‘Yes. Yes, it is.’ It was clear he had not expected Monk to allow his feelings to show. ‘I . . . I don’t know how poor Jenny will deal with this. It’s . . .’ He failed to find the words for what he was struggling to say, perhaps even to himself.

‘Would it be easier for Mrs Argyll if we were here, so that  she could ask us any questions she wishes to?’ Monk asked. ‘Or would you prefer to tell her privately?’

Argyll hesitated. He seemed torn by a genuine indecision.

Monk waited. The clock on the mantel struck the quarter-hour; otherwise there was silence.

‘Perhaps I should not deny her the chance to speak with you,’ Argyll said at last. ‘If you will excuse me, I shall inform her alone, and then see what she wishes.’ He took Monk’s acquiescence for granted and rose to his feet. He walked out of the room a little unsteadily, only saving himself from bumping into the door jamb at the last moment, and leaving the door itself gaping open.

‘Poor man,’ Orme said softly. ‘Wish we could tell ’im it were an accident.’ He looked at Monk with a question in his eyes.

‘So do I,’ Monk agreed. It began to look as if Mary Havilland had at least temporarily lost her mental balance, but he did not want to say so, even to Orme.

The butler came in and stood like a black shadow just inside the door. ‘Mrs Argyll asked me to see if there is anything I could bring for you gentlemen. Perhaps a glass of . . .’ he considered, ‘. . . ale?’ He was not going to offer them good sherry they would not appreciate, and certainly not the best brandy.

Monk realised how achingly hungry he was. Orme must be also. Perhaps that was at least in part why he was still cold.

‘Thank you,’ he accepted. ‘We’ve come straight from the river. A sandwich and a glass of ale would be very gracious of you.’

The butler looked faintly uncomfortable, as if realising he should have thought of it himself. ‘Immediately, sir,’ he acknowledged. ‘Would cold roast beef and a spot of mustard be right?’

‘It would be perfect,’ Monk answered.

Orme thanked him warmly as soon as the door was closed. ‘’Ope it comes before Mr Argyll gets back,’ he added. ‘Wouldn’t be decent to eat it in front of ’im, specially if Mrs Argyll comes too. Don’t reckon as she will, though. Most ladies take bad news’ard.’

The sandwiches arrived and were consumed ravenously, just before Argyll returned. But Orme was mistaken in his second guess: Jenny Argyll chose to see them. She came in ahead of her husband, a handsome woman with eyes and mouth startlingly like those of her dead sister, but darker hair and not the same high cheekbones. Now she too was bleached of colour and her eyelids were puffy from obvious weeping, but she was remarkably well composed, in the circumstances. She was wearing a dark red woollen dress with a wide skirt and her hair was elaborately coiffed in a style that must have taken her lady’s maid at least half an hour to accomplish. She regarded Monk with civility, but no interest at all.

Argyll closed the door behind them and waited until his wife was seated.

Monk expressed his condolences again.

‘Thank you,’ Mrs Argyll said briefly. ‘My husband says that Mary fell off Westminster Bridge. Toby was with her. Perhaps he tried to stop her, and failed. Poor Toby. I think he still loved her, in spite of everything.’ The tears filled her eyes again but she ignored them and her face remained under control. It was impossible to tell what the effort cost her. She did not look at her husband, nor did she reach to touch him.

Monk should have accepted the answer implicit in her words, and yet in spite of all sense he refused to. When Hester’s father had shot himself because of the unanswerable debt he had been cheated into, she had returned from the Crimea where she had been serving as a military nurse, and redoubled her efforts to strengthen her family and to fight all the wrongs she encountered. It had been her fortitude and resolve that had strengthened Monk to struggle against the burden that had seemed impossible to him. She was acid-tongued - at least he had thought so - opinionated and unwise in her expression of it, hasty to judge and quick-tempered, but even he, who had found her so irritating, had never doubted her courage or her iron will.

Of course he had seen the passion, the laughter and the vulnerability in her since then. Was he imagining in Mary Havilland something she had never possessed? Whatever the cost to Mrs Argyll, he wanted to know.

‘I understand that your father met his death recently,’ he said gravely, ‘and Miss Havilland found that very difficult to come to terms with.’

She looked at him wearily. ‘She never did,’ she answered. ‘She couldn’t accept that he took his own life. She wouldn’t accept it, in spite of all the evidence. I’m afraid she became . . . obsessed.’ She blinked. ‘Mary was very . . . strong-willed, to put it at its kindest. She was close to Papa, and she couldn’t believe that something could be so wrong and he would not confide in her. I’m afraid perhaps they were not as . . . as close as she imagined.’

‘Could she have been distressed over the breaking of her betrothal to Mr Argyll?’ Monk asked, trying to grasp on to some reason why a healthy young woman should do something so desperate as plunge over the bridge. And had she meant to take Argyll with her, or was he trying, even at the risk of his own life, to save her? Had he still loved her so much? Or was it out of guilt because he had abandoned her, possibly for someone else? They really did need the surgeon to ascertain if she had been with child. That might explain a great deal. It was a hideous thought, but perhaps she had felt suicide the only answer - if he would not marry her - and she had determined to take him with her. He was, in a sense, the cause of her sin. But that would be true only if she were with child, and certain of it.

‘No,’ Mrs Argyll said flatly. ‘She was the one who broke it. If anything, it was Toby who was distressed. She . . . she became very strange, Mr Monk. She seemed to take against us all. She became fixed upon the idea that a dreadful disaster was going to happen in the new sewer tunnels that my husband’s company is constructing.’ She looked very tired, as if revisiting an old and  much-battled pain. ‘My father had a morbid fear of enclosed spaces, and he was rather reactionary. He was afraid of the new machines that make the work far faster. I imagine you are aware of the urgency of building a new system for the city?’

‘Yes, Mrs Argyll, I think we all are,’ he answered. He did not like the picture that was emerging, and yet he could not deny it. It was only his own emotion that drove him to fight it, a completely irrational link in his mind between Mary Havilland and Hester. It was not even anything so definite as a thought, just words used to describe her by a landlady who barely knew her, and the protective grief over the suicide of a father.

‘My father allowed it to become an obsession with him,’ she went on. ‘He spent his time gathering information, campaigning to have the company alter its methods. My husband did everything to help him see reason, and appreciate that deaths in construction are unavoidable from time to time. Men can be careless. Landslips happen; the London clay is dangerous by its nature. The Argyll Company has fewer accidents than most others. That is a fact he could have checked with ease, and he did. He could point to no major mishaps at all, but it did not calm his fears.’

‘Reason does not calm irrational fears,’ Argyll said quietly, his voice hoarse with his own emotion, unable to reach towards hers. Perhaps he feared that if he did they might both lose what control they had. ‘Don’t harrow yourself up any more,’ he went on. ‘There was nothing you could have done then, or now. His terrors finally overtook him. Who knows what another man sees in the dark hours of the night?’

‘He took his life at night?’ Monk asked.

It was Argyll who answered, his voice cold. ‘Yes, but I would be obliged if you did not press the matter further. It was thoroughly investigated at the time. No one else was in the least at fault. How could anyone have realised that his madness had progressed so far? Now it appears that poor Mary was also far more unstable than we knew and her father’s death had preyed  upon her to the point where she herself could not exercise her human or Christian judgement any more.’

Jenny turned to look at him, frowning. ‘Christian?’ she challenged him. ‘If anyone is so sunk in despair that they feel death is the only answer for them, can’t we have a little . . . pity?’ There was anger in her eyes.

‘I’m sorry!’ Argyll said quickly, but without looking at her. ‘I did not mean to imply blasphemy against your father. We shall never know what demons drove him to such a resort. Even Mary I could forgive, if she had not taken Toby with her! That . . . that is . . .’ He was unable to continue. The tears spilled over his cheeks and he turned away, shadowing his face.

Jenny stood up, stiff and unsteady. ‘Thank you for coming, Mr Monk. I think there is little of any use that we can tell you. Perhaps you would excuse us. Pendle will see you to the door.’ She went to the bell rope and pulled it. The butler appeared almost immediately and Monk and Orme took their leave, after having given him a card, and requested that Mr Argyll should formally identify the bodies the following day, when he was a little more recovered.

‘Poor devil,’ Orme said with feeling when they were outside on the icy footpath again. Mist was veiling the streetlamps like gauze. A frail moon high above the rooftops, sickle-shaped, sailed between the stars. ‘Both of ’em lost family in the one night. Funny ’ow an instant can change everything. D’you think she meant to?’

‘Go over herself, or take him?’ Monk asked, beginning to walk down towards the Westminster Bridge where they would be more likely to find a hansom. He was still hoping it had been an accident.

‘Not sure as I know,’ Orme replied, keeping step with him. ‘Didn’t look to me as if she were trying to jump. Facing the wrong way, for a start. Jumpers usually face the water.’

Monk felt a rush of warmth even though the slick of moisture  on the footpath was turning to ice under his feet. He was not going to let go of hope, not yet.

 



Monk reached home before nine o’ clock. His return was far later than it would have been on a more usual day, but there was little that was routine in his new job. Even his best effort might not be enough; second-best certainly would not. Every day, he learned more of the skills, the knowledge and the respect that Durban had had. He admired the qualities that had earned it, and they awed him. He felt continually a step behind Durban. No, that was absurd, he was yards behind him.

He knew people and crime; he knew how to smell fear; to probe lies; when to be confronting and when to be oblique. He did not know the patterns, the crimes and the escapes, the tricks that were unique to the river, and had never known how to inspire the love and loyalty of men under his command. Runcorn could testify to that! They admired his intelligence, his knowledge and his strength and they were frightened of his tongue, but they did not like him. There was none of the fierce honour and friendship he had sensed from the beginning between Durban and his men.

He had crossed the river by ferry - there were no bridges this far down - and he was on the south bank now, where he and Hester had moved after he had accepted the new job. They could hardly live in Grafton Street any more. It was miles from police headquarters in Wapping.

He walked up Paradise Street, the lamps misted moons, and he could smell the river and hear the occasional foghorn as the mist drifted across the water. There was ice on the thin puddles in the street. This setting was still strange to him, nothing familiar.

He put his key into the lock in the door and pushed it open.

‘Hester!’

She appeared immediately, apron tied around her waist, her hair pinned hastily and crookedly. She was carrying a broom in her hand but she dropped it as soon as she saw him, and rushed  forward. She drew in breath, perhaps to say that he was late, then changed her mind. She studied his face and read the emotion in it.

‘What happened?’ she asked.

He knew what she was afraid of. She had understood why he’d had to accept the job in Durban’s place, both morally and financially. With Callandra gone to Vienna they could not afford the freedom or the uncertainty of taking on only private cases. Sometimes the rewards were excellent, but too often they were meagre. Some cases could not be solved, or if they were then the client had the means to reward him only modestly. They could never plan ahead, and there was no one to whom they could turn in a bad month, as they had before. Nor, it must be said honestly, at their ages should they need to. It was time to provide, not be provided for.

Hester could have gone outside the home and worked, and if necessity demanded, she would have. But one could not nurse except by being there all the time, and neither of them wanted her living away. After the horror of last year, for his peace of mind and heart he needed her at home.

‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ she asked when he did not answer.

‘A suicide off Waterloo Bridge,’ he replied. ‘In fact in a way, two. A young man and woman went off together, but we don’t know if it was partly accidental or not.’

The relief flashed across her face, then instantly the pity. ‘I’m sorry. Were you called to it?’

‘No, we were actually there. Saw it happen.’

She smiled gently and touched his face with the back of her fingers, perhaps aware her hands were dusty. Had she been still occupied with housework this late in the evening to keep from worrying about him?

‘That’s horrible,’ she said bleakly. ‘They must have to be very desperate to jump into the river at this time of the year.’

‘They’d die, whatever time it was,’ he replied. ‘The tide is very strong, and it’s filthy.’ To another woman he would have moderated his answer, avoided the facts of death, but she had  seen more people dying and dead than he had. Police work, no matter how grim at times, hardly compared with the battlefield, or the losses afterwards to gangrene and fever.

‘Yes, I know that,’ she answered him. ‘But do you suppose they knew, before they jumped?’

Suddenly it was immediate and painfully, agonisingly real. Mary Havilland had been a woman like Hester, warm and full of emotions, capable of laughter and pain; now she was just an empty shell with the soul fled. Nobody any more. He put his hands on Hester’s shoulders and pulled her towards him, holding her tightly, feeling her slender body yield almost as if she could soften the awkward bones and shape herself to him.

‘I don’t know if she meant to jump and he tried to stop her,’ he whispered into her hair. ‘Or if he pushed her over and she clung on to him, and took him with her, even if she meant to. I don’t know how I’m going to find out, but I will.’

She held him for a few moments longer, silently, then she pulled back and looked at him. ‘You’re frozen,’ she said practically. ‘And I don’t suppose you’ve eaten. The kitchen is still not really finished, but I have hot soup and fresh bread, and apple pie, if you’d like it.’

She was right: he was still cold from the long ride back from Waterloo Bridge Road to Wapping, and the even colder river crossing afterwards. The butler’s sandwich seemed a long time ago. Monk accepted. Between mouthfuls, he asked her about her day, and her progress of redecorating the house. Then he sat back, realising how warm he was in all the ways that mattered.

‘Who was she?’ Hester asked.

He did not want to think about it, but he knew she would not let it be. She had read the emotion in him. It was both comfortable and disturbing to be known so well. Years ago it would have terrified him. He would have felt intruded upon, even as if somehow his safety were threatened. He was amazed how quickly he had become accustomed to it. There was a greater sweetness than he  had expected in not being alone, not having to explain yourself because you were understood, and found acceptable as you were.

But it also meant that he could not hide, even when he would rather. He could not evade the ugly or dangerous questions, the answers he would prefer not to know, because they both saw them, not just him.

‘Who was she, William?’ Hester repeated.

‘Mary Havilland,’ he replied. Was it worth avoiding the question as to why he cared? To do so would not bring him any peace, because implicitly it was a lie that would close a door between them, and even more than usually he did not want that. Had someone shut Mary out? Someone she loved, like her father? Refusing to tell her what had driven him to such despair?

‘Her father took his own life a couple of months ago,’ he said, watching Hester’s face. He saw the shadow of grief in her eyes, and the tightening of her mouth. ‘Her sister believes that she did not recover from it,’ he added. ‘I’m sorry.’

She looked away. ‘It’s over,’ she said quietly. She was referring to her own father, not Havilland. ‘Why did he do it?’ she asked. ‘Was it debt too?’

He ached for her, longing to be able to reach the wound that was too sore to heal. Perhaps it always would be.

‘Apparently not,’ he replied, answering the literal question. ‘He worked for the Argyll Company and believed there was some danger of an accident in the tunnels. They’re building some of the new sewers . . .’

‘And not before time!’ she said fervently. ‘What sort of an accident?’

‘I don’t know.’ He explained the family relationships briefly. ‘Argyll says he had a terror of landslips, cave-ins and so on. He became obsessed, lost his senses a bit.’

‘And is that true?’ she pressed, still forcing herself to think only of the present case.

‘I don’t know.’ He went on to tell her about Mary’s engagement  to Toby Argyll, that she had broken it off and no reason had been given except her distress over her father’s death and that she refused to believe that he had caused it himself. She could not let the matter go.

‘What was it then?’ Hester asked. ‘Accident? Or murder?’ She was being severely practical, but he saw the stiffness in her, the deliberate control, and the effort.

‘I don’t know. But the police investigated it. It was Runcorn’s patch.’ He looked at her steadily with a bleak smile.

She understood why that added irony and pain to the case. More than he wished, she had seen his ambition for authority, the way he had fought with, crushed and infuriated Runcorn in the past. She might even have grasped some of the frail half-peace they had made during the case of the Funeral in Blue, when Monk had seen the sudden pity Runcorn had shown where he had least expected it. She did not know the flashes of memory and shame that Monk had had since then, the realisation of how he had used Runcorn in his own climb to success, before the accident that had taken his memory. There were things it was kind for forgetfulness to cleanse from the mind.

‘But you’re going to find out,’ she said, watching him.

‘Yes, I have to. She’ll be buried in unhallowed ground if she meant to do it.’

‘I know.’ Tears filled Hester’s eyes.

Instantly, Monk wished he had not said it aloud. He could have kicked himself for such stupid honesty. He should have protected her, lied if necessary.

She saw that too. ‘There’s no such thing as unhallowed ground, really.’ She swallowed. ‘All the earth is hallowed, isn’t it? It’s just what people think. But some people care very much about being buried with their own, belonging, even in death. See what you can find. Her sister may need to know the truth, poor woman.’




Chapter Two

[image: 002]

The tide was high next morning and the river, with its smells of mud and salt, dead fish and rotting wood, seemed to be lapping right at the door as Monk walked across the dockside. The wind had fallen and the surface of the water barely rippled as it seeped higher around the pier stakes and up the stone steps that led to the quaysides and embankments. The rime of ice overnight had melted in places, but there were still patches as slippery as oiled glass.

‘Morning, sir,’ Orme said briskly as Monk came into the station. The stove had been burning all night and inside the room was warm.

‘Good morning, Orme,’ Monk replied, closing the door behind him. There were three other men there: Jones and Kelly busily sorting through papers of one kind or another, and Clacton standing by the stove, his clothes steaming gently.

Monk greeted them and received dutiful acknowledgement, but no more. He was still a stranger, a usurper of Durban’s place. They all knew that it was in helping Monk that Durban had contracted the terrible disease that had brought about his death, and they blamed Monk for it. That Durban had gone both because he wished to, understanding the enormity of the danger, and because he considered it his duty, was irrelevant to their anger  and the sense of unfairness that lay behind it. Monk had gone on the same task, and he was alive. They could not excuse that. They would have chosen Monk to die, every man of them.

Kelly, a softly spoken Irishman, small-boned and neat, handed him the reports of crime overnight. ‘Nothing out o’ the usual, sorr,’ he said, meeting Monk’s eyes then looking away. ‘Barge ran aground at low tide, but they got it off.’

‘Run aground intentionally?’ Monk asked.

‘Yes, sorr, I’d say so. No doubt the owners’ll be reportin’ some o’ their cargo missin’.’ Kelly gave a bleak smile.

‘Dragging it up through the mud at low tide?’ Monk questioned. ‘If they worked as hard at something honest they’d probably make more.’

‘Clever an’ wise was never the same thing, sorr,’ Kelly said drily, turning back to his work.

Monk took reports from Jones and Clacton as well, and spoke briefly to Butterworth as he came in. Kelly made tea, hot, and dark as mahogany. It would take Monk a long time to drink it with pleasure, but it would set him apart to refuse. Additionally, tea had the virtue of warming the inside and lifting the spirits, even when it was not laced with the frequently added rum.

When the last patrols had landed and reported, and the next was gone out, Monk told them of his decision.

‘The two people off Waterloo Bridge yesterday,’ he began.

‘Suicides,’ Clacton said with a pinched expression. ‘Lovers’ quarrel, I expect. Seems stupid for both of them to jump.’ He was a slender, strong, young man of more than average height, who took himself very seriously and was prone to take offence where it was not intended. He could be alternately helpful or obstructive, depending upon his opinion, which he rarely changed, whatever the circumstances. Monk found him irritating and was aware of his own temper rising. He had caught the other men watching him to see how he would handle Clacton. It was another test.

‘Yes, it does,’ he agreed aloud. ‘Which makes me wonder if that was what happened.’

‘Thought you saw it?’ Clacton challenged, moving his weight a little to stand more aggressively. ‘Sir,’ he added as an afterthought.

‘From the river,’ Monk replied. ‘It could have been accidental during a quarrel, or she jumped and he tried to stop her. Or even that he pushed her.’

Clacton stared at him. ‘Why would he do that? No one else said so!’

‘I thought it could be,’ Orme contradicted him. He was irritated by Clacton’s attitude as well. His blunt, weathered face showed a quiet anger.

‘If he was going to push her in, why wouldn’t he wait half an hour until dark?’ Clacton demanded, his expression tightening. He moved a little closer to the stove, blocking it from Orme. ‘Don’t make sense. An’ with a police boat right in front of ’im! No, she jumped and ’e tried to stop ’er, and lost ’is own balance. Clear as day.’

‘Don’t suppose ’e saw us,’ Jones answered him. ‘’E’d a’ bin lookin’ at ’er, not at us on the water below.’

‘Still make more sense to wait until dark,’ Clacton retorted.

‘Wot if she weren’t goin’ ter stand there on the bridge waitin’ until it were dark?’ Jones countered. ‘Mebbe she weren’t that obligin’.’ He helped himself to more tea, deliberately taking the last of it.

‘If ’e planned to push ’er over, ’e’d ’ave planned to get there at the right time!’ Clacton said angrily, looking at the teapot, then moving to block the fire from Jones rather than from Orme.

‘And o’ course plans always go exactly right,’ Jones added sarcastically. ‘I seen that!’

There was a guffaw of laughter, probably occasioned by some failure of Clacton’s in the past. Monk was still trying to learn not only the job itself but, at times even more importantly, the  relationships between the men, their strengths and their weaknesses. Lives could depend on it. The river was a more dangerous place than the city. Even the worst slums, with their creaking, dripping tenement houses, blind alleys and occasional trapdoors, gave you ground to stand on and air to breathe. It had no tides to rise, to slime the steps, to carry things up or down stream. It was not full of currents to pull you under and drifting wreckage just beneath the surface to catch you.

‘We don’t know,’ Monk said to all of them. ‘Mary Havilland’s father died recently, and according to her sister, Mary was convinced that he was murdered. I have to investigate that possibility. If he was, then perhaps she was murdered also. Or her death and Toby Argyll’s may have been a quarrel which ended in a tragic accident, not suicide by either one of them.’
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