
      
[image: Cover image: The Truth-Seeker’s Wife by Ann Granger]




      
[image: Title image: The Truth-Seeker’s Wife by Ann Granger]

[image: Headline Logo]




      
Copyright © 2021 Ann Granger

The right of Ann Granger to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Great Britain in 2021

by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

First published as an Ebook in Great Britain in 2021
by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 7066 5

Cover illustration uses images © Shutterstock

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk





      

About the Author


[image: Author’s image]


Ann Granger has lived in cities all over the world, since for many years she worked for the Foreign Office and received postings to British embassies as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. She is now permanently based in Oxfordshire.







      

By Ann Granger and available from Headline


Inspector Ben Ross crime novels


A Rare Interest in Corpses


A Mortal Curiosity


A Better Quality of Murder


A Particular Eye for Villainy


The Testimony of the Hanged Man


The Dead Woman of Deptford


The Murderer’s Apprentice


The Truth-Seeker’s Wife


Campbell and Carter crime novels


Mud, Muck and Dead Things


Rack, Ruin and Murder


Bricks and Mortality


Dead in the Water


Rooted in Evil


An Unfinished Murder


A Matter of Murder


Fran Varady crime novels


Asking for Trouble


Keeping Bad Company


Running Scared


Risking it All


Watching Out


Mixing with Murder


Rattling the Bones


Mitchell and Markby crime novels


Say it with Poison


A Season for Murder


Cold in the Earth


Murder Among Us


Where Old Bones Lie


A Fine Place for Death


Flowers for his Funeral


Candle for a Corpse


A Touch of Mortality


A Word After Dying


Call the Dead Again


Beneath these Stones


Shades of Murder


A Restless Evil


That Way Murder Lies







      

Praise for Ann Granger’s previous novels:


‘Her usual impeccable plotting is fully in place’ Good Book Guide


‘Characterisation, as ever with Granger, is sharp and astringent’ The Times


‘A clever and lively book’ Margaret Yorke


‘Lovely characterisation and a neat plot’ Yorkshire Post


‘This engrossing story looks like the start of a highly enjoyable series’ Scotsman







      

About the Book


[image: Cover of The Truth-Seeker’s Wife by Ann Granger]


It is Spring 1871 when Lizzie Ross accompanies her formidable Aunt Parry on a restorative trip to the south coast.  Lizzie’s husband, Ben, is kept busy at Scotland Yard and urges his wife to stay out of harm’s way. But when Lizzie and her aunt are invited to dine with other guests at the home of wealthy landowner Sir Henry Meager, and he is found shot dead in his bed the next morning, no one feels safe.


On Lizzie’s last visit to the New Forest, another gruesome murder took place, and the superstitious locals now see her as a bad omen. But Lizzie suspects that Sir Henry had a number of bitter enemies, many of whom might have wanted him dead. And once Ben arrives to help with the investigation, he and Lizzie must work together to expose Sir Henry’s darkest secrets and a ruthless killer intent on revenge . . .







      

This book is dedicated to my dear granddaughter, Josie, with love and very best wishes for your future, in whatever you do. 
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I have very little time left and I do not need Dr Wilson to tell me. But I will settle all outstanding matters before I die. It is an obligation, is it not, to leave one’s affairs in order? I shall take care of everything.


Elizabeth Martin Ross


THE SCATTERING of grey-and-white feathers on the road marked the murder scene.


When I opened the curtains at the bedroom window this morning I’d looked down to see a young pigeon, waddling along the pavement. It started to plod across the road. Then, in the middle of London’s brick and stone forest, against the noise of the great engines in nearby Waterloo Station, from out of the smoke-veiled sky dropped a peregrine falcon. It seized the pigeon and carried it off. It happened so quickly that I couldn’t quite believe it, yet the morning breeze from the river was already blowing away the evidence. 


Sometimes murder comes like that, quick and ruthless, seizing the moment. Or the killer can be a careful predator, watching and waiting. In either case the prey, man or beast, is doomed. I am still trying to put out of my mind the events of a few weeks ago, when Aunt Parry and I paid our ill-fated visit to the south coast. But I shall never forget it: neither the shock of the first crime, nor the ghastliness of the last. 


Spring is always welcome and that year, 1871, it was particularly so. The past winter had seen a fog-shrouded world. Londoners had been trapped, suffocated by foul air. But now the snow had gone, the fogs were fewer and less dense, the coughs and sneezes were a fading memory, and green shoots had appeared on trees and bushes in the parks. At Scotland Yard, so my husband Ben told me, the atmosphere was positively cheerful. Well, at least compared with what it had been for the previous few months.


‘It won’t last,’ he added. ‘You’ll see.’ He was addressing his reflection in the shaving mirror; I wasn’t entirely sure whether he was telling me or reminding himself.


In either case, he was almost certainly right. Not only were honest citizens making plans for the better weather; every kind of criminal in the city was doing the same. The social season would soon begin for the wealthy. They were shutting up their country houses and the servants had been sent ahead to open up their town residences. Hostesses were setting the dates for balls and parties; appointments were being made with fashionable dressmakers and smart tailors. I am glad I never had to go through the Season. My father was only a doctor in a small mining community.


Together with the rest of their luggage, the wealthy brought their jewel boxes to London. Thieves are like magpies, attracted by bright, shiny things. For them the London Season meant easy pickings. Housebreakers and receivers of stolen goods were probably rubbing their hands in gleeful anticipation. Like the professional gamblers, and all kind of confidence tricksters, they saw the coming influx of the well-to-do with the cheerful anticipation of trawlermen spotting the silvery gleam of shoals of fish. 


‘In a couple of weeks’ time,’ prophesied Ben, wiping the remains of shaving soap from his chin, ‘we shall be run off our feet. Not only at the Yard, mark you! But every police officer in town.’


My former employer, before I married, Mrs Julia Parry was also making travel plans, but these involved leaving London. She was the widow of my late godfather, who had left her comfortably off. Her own business acumen had increased her wealth. After spending the winter sequestered in her London house, she now had an urge for travel. There was however a problem. The war between Prussia and France had only just played out its last desperate scenes, but the end of hostilities had not brought peace. France was still in turmoil. Blood ran on the cobbles of Paris, which was seeing an uprising of revolutionary elements and ruthless actions by the authorities to suppress them. 


Needless to say, Aunt Parry viewed the events across the Channel, with their tragedies and violence, strictly from her own viewpoint. It was as if she held a Stanhope device to her eye and viewed the Continental scene in detail but in miniature, events reduced to the strict boundaries of her own interests.


‘There is no question of my travelling abroad,’ she lamented. ‘I shall remain in England, but make a journey to the coast somewhere, to take the sea air.’


The conversation was taking place in her comfortable home in Dorset Square, to which she had invited me to take tea with her. 


‘Take care!’ warned Ben that morning at breakfast, after I passed him the note the lady had sent me asking that I come. ‘She wants something.’


‘Aunt Parry is a rich woman and there’s nothing she can possibly want from me that she can’t acquire easily for herself,’ I pointed out.


But I was uneasy. Ben was right, as I was soon to find out.


The room in Dorset Square was overheated. The windows were tightly sealed, and the lack of air made me sleepy. I’d eaten too many toasted teacakes. It was difficult to make any intelligent conversation; much less stay alert for whatever Mrs Parry was planning. So her next question took me by surprise.


‘That police inspector you married, he is occupied with his duties, I dare say?’


I was a little annoyed, because she always refers to Ben by occupation and not by name. But I agreed that Ben was, as always, very busy. 


‘And you still employ that maid you took from me when you left my home to set up your own household?’


I replied that yes, we did. She spoke as if I had lured away a valued servant, but the truth was that Bessie had been a humble kitchenmaid in Dorset Square. Aunt Parry had barely been aware of her existence. 


She tilted forward (her corset did not allow her to bend), and asked in a confidential whisper, ‘Could he spare you for a month?’


‘Spare me!’ I exclaimed.


‘For a month,’ repeated Aunt Parry, raising her voice a little, as if I were deaf. ‘You still employ the maid and she could look after any household needs for that length of time?’


‘No! I mean, not for a month . . .’


‘Three weeks?’ bargained my hostess. She tilted her head to one side as she waited for my answer. Her hair was elaborately dressed and not all of it was her own. Her gown was brightly coloured cobalt-blue with ivory lace trimmings and yellow satin ribbons. It was like being observed by a large exotic bird.


‘It would hardly be fair on Ben . . .’


She sighed and said crossly, ‘Oh, very well, Elizabeth, two weeks! Although that is hardly any time at all if I am to benefit from the sea air.’


‘Oh, you want me to go to the coast with you!’ I exclaimed as I saw the reasoning behind her request.


‘Well, yes, Elizabeth. I have been planning a little time by the sea, as I was saying only minutes ago. Were you not paying attention? Unfortunately, I am again without a companion.’


I had lost count of the number of companions she had engaged and dismissed since my time in that role.


‘Oh? I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said. And I was sorry, extremely sorry, because it sounded as if she intended to engage me as a substitute. ‘It would be difficult,’ I protested. ‘Bessie is good at housework; but to run a household is a different matter. She’s an indifferent cook. Besides, when Ben comes home of an evening, he looks forward to a little companionship, someone to discuss his day with—’


‘So do I,’ she interrupted. ‘I shall take Nugent with me, of course.’ (Nugent was her long-suffering personal maid.) ‘But she has no conversation. I need a companion, if only for such a short time, and Nugent wouldn’t fill the role at all. The girl, Bessie, can run a little house like yours, surely? And there must be pie shops in the area.’ 


I drew a deep breath. ‘Where are you thinking of taking the sea air, Aunt Parry? Brighton?’


‘Good heavens, no!’ she exclaimed, raising her pudgy hands in horror. ‘Far too crowded and all manner of people go there nowadays. I blame the railway. They offer cheap tickets for a day’s excursion. Whole families descend on the resort, with babies, small and unruly children, elderly relatives, picnic hampers and all manner of paraphernalia. I have therefore decided to rent a house in a quiet, out-of-the-way spot on the south coast, somewhere that combines the sea air and the rural landscape. I need peace and quiet. I hope you will approve.’ 


She fell silent, possibly hoping I’d ask her where this gem of a summer resort might be. But I was determined not to show any enthusiasm for a trip I had no wish to make. 


Suddenly, Mrs Parry looked up at me and beamed. It was such a radiant smile and so unexpected – her usual expression was one of discontent – that I was completely thrown off my guard. That, of course, was her intention.


‘Dear Elizabeth,’ she said. ‘You do already know the New Forest area, in Hampshire . . .’


I exclaimed in dismay, ‘You cannot possibly suggest I return there? Have you forgotten what happened last time? There was a murder!’


Aunt Parry shuddered. The various ribbon and bow trimmings on the blue gown all quivered in harmony so that her whole form appeared to shift about like the onset of an earth tremor. She raised her hands, palms outward, and gestured as if she would wipe away some stain. 


‘There is no need to name the awful event, Elizabeth. Now, I have been offered the use of a delightful property on the shoreline, about a mile away from – from where you were before. The house is the summer retreat of acquaintances of mine, by the name of Hammet. They do not require use of the property for some months. I believe they are to undertake a tour of Italy, even though it means risking the perils of Continental travel. They are delighted to make the house available to us. Disuse does no property any good, so it would suit the Hammets very well to allow me the use of it for as long as I need it.’


Ah, I was beginning to understand. Though Mrs Parry was now a very rich woman there had been a time when she had been the daughter of an impecunious country curate. The thinking that springs from a thrifty upbringing is hard to shake off. Our accommodation would cost us nothing, other than the food we ate. 


‘The house,’ she went on, ‘is called The Old Excise House. Years ago, oh, when I was a child and we were at war with Old Boney, smuggling was rife in the area. Well, the house was built by the government of the time, as an office and accommodation for an excise officer, together with somewhere to store confiscated goods. But there is no longer that kind of lawless activity in the area, thank goodness, and so the building was sold off. The Hammets have spent, I’m told, quite a sum of money to turn it into a very comfortable summer home. Moreover, there is a gentleman’s residence nearby, belonging to a Sir Henry Meager, which means you will not be without a neighbour. Mrs Hammet has written to tell him that I shall be coming and he has expressed the hope that we will dine with him during our stay. We shall have some company, Elizabeth. You need not let a lack of it worry you.’


I said, imprudently, ‘I have heard the name of Sir Henry Meager. I never met the gentleman, but I did meet a family connection of his, when I was there last.’


‘You see?’ cried Mrs Parry in delight. ‘You will feel quite at home there!’


I was now more than annoyed: I was truly angry. It seemed that everything had been thought out and settled before the idea had even been suggested to me. What was more, in confessing I had heard of Sir Henry Meager, I had now sealed the matter by my own unguarded tongue. Oh, why could you not have kept quiet, Lizzie? I told myself.


Mrs Parry swept on, disregarding my agitation. ‘As for The Old Excise House itself, there is a cook-housekeeper and I am informed there is a quaint but attractive garden. The cook and gardener form a married couple, I understand, living in a small cottage nearby, so everything is provided.’


She now deigned to recognise my lack of enthusiasm but managed, as ever, to turn it to her advantage. ‘It would do you the world of good, Elizabeth, to come with me. You are looking a little peaky and lacklustre, quite unlike your usual bright spirits. It would be very selfish of Inspector Ross to deny you the opportunity to benefit from the sea air with me. It will be so peaceful, and relaxing, and two weeks,’ concluded Aunt Parry, in minatory tone, ‘is a very little time. I am sure he could spare you for three.’


Later, I recounted all this to Ben over supper. ‘Of course, I told her it was out of the question. I couldn’t leave you for three weeks alone here with only Bessie to take care of you! You would find Constable Biddle in the kitchen every evening, as the two of them are still walking out. She would be fussing around him and not around you.’


‘I don’t think,’ objected Ben mildly, ‘that I want to be fussed around.’


‘You know what I mean. I told Aunt Parry it couldn’t be done.’


Ben leaned back in his chair and surveyed me. ‘Now, don’t mistake my meaning, Lizzie, but perhaps it’s not such a bad idea.’ He raised both hands, palms outward, to ward off my reaction to this unexpected lack of support. ‘I do appreciate most sincerely that you’re concerned for my welfare. But I’m equally concerned for yours.’


‘I don’t think being packed off to Hampshire with Aunt Parry and poor Nugent will do any good for my welfare,’ I muttered resentfully. ‘Much less with the only entertainment being the occasional dinner with the local squire followed, no doubt, by cards.’


‘Well, I’m not so sure, Lizzie, dear. It has been a very bad winter and you do look a little pale. As pretty as ever, of course,’ he added hastily.


‘I am not pretty. I don’t even like the word! It makes me sound vacuous.’


‘Handsome, then,’ he amended.


‘Thank you. But I still don’t want to leave you here alone. Three weeks, Ben! You with only Bessie’s company of an evening and me with only Aunt Parry to talk to. I shall be incarcerated in an isolated, windswept house, the tide surging in and out inundating the pebble beaches before me, and the heather and gorse of the heathland behind. Add in the dismal cries of gulls overhead . . . Don’t laugh! No entertainment of any kind, except for the promise of dinner with this old fellow Meager, who is probably soaked in port and suffers from gout.’


‘You’ll come back completely reinvigorated,’ Ben insisted. ‘And I do believe we are going to be very busy at the Yard and I shall arrive home late most evenings.’


‘But, Ben, you can’t have forgotten what happened the last time I went to that area?’


‘Of course not. But you are going to another house. The owners are about to depart or have already left for Italy. There will be only you, Mrs Parry, Nugent and the husband and wife who form the permanent staff. I don’t think any one of those is likely to be murdered while you are there.’


‘I am not so sure,’ I muttered. ‘I might murder Aunt Parry.’


‘Oh, you can manage Mrs Parry, my dear,’ said my husband comfortably. ‘You always did so. Only don’t go seeking out mysteries, will you? This will be a pleasant seaside break for you. Keep your detecting instincts under lock and key.’


‘Going off to the coast then,’ observed Bessie in the kitchen as we cleared up the supper things. She had obviously been listening in to the conversation with Ben. ‘My, that will be exciting.’


‘Will it?’ I muttered. ‘It was exciting the last time I was in the area, but it wasn’t any sort of excitement I relished.’


‘Oh, that murder!’ returned Bessie cheerfully. ‘Don’t you worry, missis, lightning don’t ever strike in the same place twice. That’s what they say, isn’t it?’


‘They may say it. I am not sure it’s the truth,’ I snapped. 


‘I can take care of the inspector,’ countered Bessie, undeterred. ‘If that’s what’s worrying you!’ She gave me a sly look. ‘Not like you, missis, to give up the chance of having an adventure.’


So that is how I came to travel again to the south coast, this time with Mrs Parry and Nugent. Of course, it didn’t work out as relaxing and peaceful as promised. But then, nothing undertaken in the company of Mrs Julia Parry ever did.







   


Chapter Two
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Some plan holidays and others plan murder. It is the attention to detail that matters. Then seize the moment! The opportunity is coming. They are making their arrangements; and I shall make mine.


Elizabeth Martin Ross


I HAD made one last desperate attempt to persuade Mrs Parry to abandon the idea, or to choose another destination. The train service to Southampton was frequent and reliable. But, as I knew from my earlier visit to the area, to reach the New Forest it was necessary to cross Southampton Water. The choice was either by means of the regular ferryboat service or a long detour by road. I hazarded a last throw of the dice.


‘I understand, Aunt Parry, that the proposed landing stage for the ferry on the Hythe side has still not been built. To land from the ferry involves a hazardous descent on to the stony spit called the Hard. It runs out from the shore to the spot where the water is deep enough, even at low tide, for the ferryboat. Climbing down the little gangplank from the boat to the Hard is bad enough. The movement of the sea makes it bounce about distressingly. Making one’s way on foot to the shore, along the Hard, is nothing short of perilous. You cannot think of risking it.’


‘I shall not,’ retorted Mrs Parry serenely. ‘I have made inquiries and we shall go round by road. There is a bridge across the river at a higher, very much narrower, point. That is the route all the road traffic takes. Mr Hammet, the owner of the house to which we go, has been in communication with Sir Henry Meager. Sir Henry has kindly offered to send his coachman to meet us at Southampton railway station. He will drive us to The Old Excise House.’


She beamed at me. ‘So, you see, Elizabeth, there is absolutely nothing for you to worry about. It has all been arranged.’


It was always a mistake to underestimate Aunt Parry. I was foiled. In my mind’s eye, the dice I had thrown rolled across the table and dropped on to the floor. 


She had left me little time to make ready. I made sure the larder of my home was well provisioned and a menu of simple meals drawn up for Bessie to prepare for Ben. Both of them assured me they would manage very well without me. 


‘Although,’ my husband added earnestly, ‘I will miss you very much.’ 


So off we set. First of all, we had to board the train at Waterloo Station in London. I dressed as suitably as I could for the journey, in walking dress. But Aunt Parry considered herself a woman of fashion. Fortunately, the crinoline was no longer de rigueur; but skirts were still very full and gathered in a bunch at the back, just below the waist. The most rigorous lacing of a corset could not reduce Aunt Parry’s generous figure to slender lines. She had sailed down the platform at Waterloo like a galleon, followed by a veritable baggage train of our personal belongings and other necessities. A compartment had been reserved for our use and we more than filled it. 


‘Why do they not construct the entry to the carriages more conveniently?’ Mrs Parry wailed as Nugent and I struggled to push her through the door. ‘I shall write to the railway company and complain!’


The journey itself passed without any mishap. But if getting Mrs Parry into the train had not been easy, decanting her and our bags and boxes from the train at Southampton called for considerable manoeuvring, and the help of a porter and a boy. Eventually she burst from the compartment on to the platform like a jack-in-the-box. 


Following that, our boxes must be unloaded. Several seagulls had arrived and patrolled around us, rightly realising that we had brought food. They were taking a particular interest in a Fortnum & Mason’s hamper, deemed essential by Mrs Parry. One gull was so bold as to peck at it with its wickedly sharp beak.


‘I don’t like this, Mrs Ross, not one bit,’ observed Nugent gloomily. She took a tight grip on her umbrella and pointed it defiantly at the gull.


I did not care for the gulls, either. ‘We should seek out our onward transport, Aunt Parry,’ I urged. ‘And not keep Sir Henry’s coachman waiting.’ 


Fortunately at that moment an elderly man appeared. He wore a voluminous caped coat such as might have been seen on a coachman thirty years earlier, and held his hat in his hand. He hailed us, bowing deeply.


‘You’ll be the party for The Old Excise House, then?’ he asked, as he straightened with a grunt of pain. ’Tis the joints,’ he added in explanation for the expression of discomfort. ‘I’m all right going down and not so good standing up straight again.’


‘Yes!’ I told him in some relief. ‘You must be Sir Henry Meager’s coachman.’ 


‘That’s it, ma’am. Tizard is the name. It’s a good thing we brought the dogcart along, as well as the carriage,’ he added, gazing past me at our pile of luggage. ‘The master said we would need it. “Tizard!” he said to me. “When ladies go travelling, mark my words, they take a baggage train of boxes and trunks with them. You’ll need the dogcart. Go and find Davy Evans. He can drive it and help with moving the boxes.” So I did.’


‘We are very grateful to Sir Henry,’ I told him.


‘If you will follow me, ladies, the coach is outside, as is Davy with the dogcart. Just leave the luggage. Davy will come down for it here and manage it all.’


I gave a suitable gratuity to our porter and the boy who between them had managed to decant our luggage and ourselves. The porter thanked me, adding: ‘’Twas worth it! The lady there is a fine sight.’ He nodded towards Mrs Parry who, fortunately, didn’t overhear. ‘The lad and I will stand guard over your baggage,’ he went on.


I saw that the lad in question had taken a seat on the Fortnum & Mason’s hamper. He gave us a cheery grin. I returned a severe look to him. The wicker hamper was buckled with leather straps but not locked and I suspected the imp’s intentions were the same as those of the gulls.


Tizard had already set off. We trooped after him out of the station to the main road. There, sure enough, was a venerable berlin carriage drawn by a pair of horses that looked very much as if they had been brought from the farm for the purpose. But I supposed there was little call for an expensive matched carriage pair in the rural surrounds to which we travelled. There also was the dogcart, drawn by a sturdy dark bay pony. A man stood at the pony’s head and was stroking its neck. 


‘Davy!’ called Tizard. ‘Here’s the ladies. Boxes is back there on the platform.’


The man moved away from the pony. He looked us over quite openly and a grin spread across his face. He was a strongly built, dark-haired fellow, good-looking in a weather-tanned, slightly piratical way. He might have sprung from one of the penny dreadful novels Constable Biddle gave Bessie to read. I supposed him a year or so short of thirty. To my mind he had not the demeanour of a servant; certainly not in the way his grin broadened as he studied Mrs Parry.


I heard myself ask Tizard, in a low voice, ‘Is that Sir Henry’s groom?’


The coachman chuckled. ‘Bless you, ma’am, no. Davy Evans don’t work for no man. But he’s available, as you might say. Available as needed. Here, Davy! I’ll go on ahead with the ladies.’


We now reversed the procedure followed to get down from the train to manoeuvre Mrs Parry into the carriage. It wasn’t roomy and once we were all three women packed into it, we could hardly move at all. I thought with sinking heart of the quite long journey ahead of us.


Tizard slammed the door on us and stood outside; with just his grizzled head showing at the window as if it floated free of his body. 


‘Oh, mustn’t forget!’ He drew a deep breath and recited an obviously rehearsed speech. ‘Sir Henry presents his compliments and hopes you had a good journey. He’ll let you settle in tonight and hopes that tomorrow you will dine with him, at six thirty. He trusts you will forgive him for not calling on you beforehand, and inviting you in person, but his gout is troubling him.’ He clapped his hat on his head to signify the speech was over.


I knew it! I thought unworthily. I knew he’d be gouty! I must tell Ben when I write.


Tizard’s head disappeared with disconcerting suddenness and the berlin shuddered as he climbed on to his perch. He whistled at the horses and with a jerk we bounced forward and began a lumbering progress.


‘I have not dined at six thirty,’ observed Mrs Parry in a nostalgic tone, ‘for more years than I care to recall.’


She was facing forward. Nugent and I were crammed in, side by side, with our backs to the horses. Over Mrs Parry’s shoulder, through a small rear window, I had a glimpse of Davy Evans standing in the road and watching us depart. As yet he had made no move to load our luggage into the dogcart. But I understood why Sir Henry had sent it. If all our boxes had been stacked on the roof of this old carriage, the springs would not have withstood the weight. 


We creaked and rattled along, and I did begin to worry that we might break down mid-journey, especially as the sun was setting, touching the scenery with an ochre glow. Soon after quitting the town, and rattling across the stone bridge over the estuary of the River Test, we turned southwards again in a hairpin movement and found ourselves following the shoreline on the Hythe side, with Southampton now across the water to our left.


The journey brought back memories of my previous visit. The area known as the New Forest is a lonely place, and not all of it forested. There are wide areas of heathland roamed by ponies and other livestock turned out on it to graze by foresters who hold the rights to pasture their animals on such poor land. But the light was failing and we had little to view. We passed an occasional flint-built cottage and, once, an inn. Its mullioned windows glowed with the warm tones of lamplight, a beacon on the darkening highroad. Any sight of the sea was now lost to us, with trees between and everything veiled in a mauve dusk. 


Mrs Parry had noticed the darkening sky: and also the lamplit inn. ‘It is to be hoped that the house to which we travel has the benefit of gaslighting,’ she observed. ‘But I begin to think it will not. Lamps or candles, as well as dinner at six thirty, oh my, it quite takes me back to my youth.’ She didn’t sound displeased.


Nugent, a Londoner through and through, was not so sanguine. ‘If there are no gas lamps,’ she grumbled, ‘I’m not setting foot out of doors after dark.’


Where we travelled though patches of woodland it was as if we trespassed on the domain of some lurking monster that had stretched out its branched arms to seize unwary travellers and had swallowed us up. 


‘There could be anything out there!’ muttered Nugent. 


She need not have worried. For most of our journey we appeared to be utterly alone. This might have encouraged us to talk to one another but the reverse was the case and we fell into an apprehensive silence.


After a journey of great discomfort, we reached the coast again and drew up on a deserted stretch of road. The extensive heathland was lost in the shadows. I could see no lights from other dwellings.


‘Why have we stopped?’ demanded Mrs Parry querulously. 


The berlin shuddered again. Tizard was climbing down from his perch. He now appeared at the door, holding up a lantern.


‘Here we are, ladies,’ he said. ‘The last few steps of the way you will have to do on foot.’ He turned away and pointed out into the shadows. ‘The Old Excise House is a little below us there. It’s not a long way, but to take the carriage down would be a good sight trickier than I would like. There is little space to turn and anyway it’s too dark. But if you would just step down, I’ll guide you to the door.’


‘What?’ exclaimed Mrs Parry in dismay. 


I heard Nugent grumble that this was a strange old place to choose to come, and that was for sure.


But at that moment we were hailed from the direction of the house, and a light came bobbing towards us.


‘Ah!’ said Tizard. ‘Here’s Jacob come to lend a hand.’


A figure emerged from the shadows, holding aloft the lantern, bowing and uttering words presumably in welcome. I couldn’t quite make out what exactly he’d said. 


‘Give us some light, Jacob!’ urged Tizard. He turned back to the berlin and addressed Mrs Parry. ‘Just give me your hand, ma’am, and I’ll have you out of there in two shakes.’


Mrs Parry did not receive this suggestion with anything like gratitude. She had no intention of giving her hand to the coachman, or of going anywhere ‘in two shakes’.


‘Elizabeth, my dear,’ she said to me. ‘Be so kind as to descend first. Nugent can follow. Then, between you, help me down.’


I scrambled out inelegantly, feeling that I was stepping out into the unknown and quite happy to grab Tizard’s arm. I was followed by Nugent, still gripping the umbrella ready to fend off any danger lurking in the darkness. Aunt Parry was then prised through the door and we all three arrived on terra firma. Behind us, the carriage horses snorted and stamped. Theirs had been a long day and they sensed they were not far from their home stables. I could feel the heat rising from their steaming flanks.


‘Lead on, Jacob!’ urged Tizard.


We set off, Nugent and I one to either side of Mrs Parry and supporting her by the elbows. Beneath our feet the soil, a mix of sand, peat and stones, muffled our footsteps. I thought I could smell pine trees. Jacob went ahead with his lantern and Tizard brought up the rear. The moon was out now and lent its pale sheen to help us, but I understood the coachman’s reluctance to bring the carriage down from the road. Mrs Parry complained non-stop that we should all break our ankles and that she should certainly have stayed overnight in Southampton if she’d had any idea of the remoteness of the locality. 


With relief I saw we were approaching a house, quite a substantial one. Perhaps the present owners, the Hammets, had caused the original building to be extended. The flint exterior had been whitewashed and seemed to glimmer in the moonlight. The lower windows glowed a brighter yellow and an oil lantern swung before the entrance door, though that appeared to be at the side of the building, not in the front. But the side of the building was what faced the path. This had not been built as a gentleman’s summer retreat, after all, but as a working office for the Excise. A warm glow enveloped us as the door opened. A female form appeared and dropped a deep curtsey. Behind her was a second female figure, also curtseying.


‘Welcome, ladies. I’m the housekeeper, Mrs Dennis. And this is my daughter, Jessie, who helps out. I hope you had a good journey.’


‘No!’ gasped Mrs Parry. ‘We’ve had a dreadful journey!’


Perhaps this reply was no more than the housekeeper expected, because she said in comfortable tones, ‘But you’re here, safe and sound, and that’s what matters.’ She indicated our guide with the lantern. ‘That’s Jacob, my husband. He looks after the outside of the place, and I look after the inside, as you might say.’ Mrs Dennis turned to our coachman. ‘Well, Tom Tizard, what have you done with the ladies’ luggage?’


‘Davy is behind us, with the dogcart,’ explained Tizard. He turned back and addressed me. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow, at half-past five, to take you and the other lady to dine with Sir Henry.’


‘Thank you,’ I told him. ‘But the dogcart has not yet arrived with our luggage. I hope there’s been no upset on the road.’


‘Oh, Davy will be along shortly,’ Tizard assured me. ‘He’s very likely stopped to take a mug of ale along the way. Davy does things in his own fashion. But he’ll be here, never fear.’


‘Extraordinary!’ observed Mrs Parry to me. ‘I wonder Sir Henry employs the services of such a fellow.’


‘Oh, he’s a very useful sort of chap, is Davy,’ said Tizard. ‘I’ll bid you all goodnight, then.’


Mrs Dennis urged us indoors. Her husband had disappeared back into the surrounding bushes. I knew him to be the gardener, but he couldn’t surely lurk about the garden all night. Then I remembered that the couple was housed in a cottage nearby. 


It was difficult to settle in without our luggage. But the housekeeper assured us it would arrive safely before long. Perhaps we would like to dine? We must, she said, be hungry.


This reminded Mrs Parry that she was, indeed, very hungry.


As feared, there was no gas lighting. We were provided with a candle apiece and climbed a narrow stair to inspect our rooms and take off our outer garments. The stairs led up to a square landing from which two long corridors ran the length of the house, from side to side. I was reminded again that this had not originally been built as a family home, but as a base for government revenue activities. This made the living arrangements a little inconvenient, as both corridors were narrow. Mrs Parry had been allotted what was obviously the master bedroom. It lay off the corridor to the left of the landing, and had a dressing room attached. In this little annex a bed had been made up for Nugent. My room lay along the corridor to the right. Thus we were at opposite sides of the house, some distance apart. My room, though smaller, was well appointed, and although darkness now deprived me of a view I calculated that in the morning I should have a fine sea vista, possibly affording a glimpse of the Isle of Wight. 


I took off my hat and outer garments and placed them on the bed. A knock at the door heralded the arrival of Jessie carrying a jug of hot water, which she poured into the basin on the washstand. She was a sturdily built girl I judged to be about sixteen. Her mane of thick red hair was tied back at the nape of her neck with a ribbon.


‘Ma says you’d want to freshen up,’ she said brightly.


I duly freshened up, although in the absence of our luggage I couldn’t change my gown. I went back downstairs to the dining room, where I found Mrs Parry, also perforce still in her travelling clothes, already seated at the table. It was prettily set, with crisp linen, and a large oil lamp with a cranberry glass shade casting a pink-tinged glow. We were served with a substantial and delicious meal, beginning with soup, followed by fresh fish, roast chicken and potatoes and finishing with syllabub. I hoped that Nugent, in the kitchen, was being served with as good fare. During the chicken course, a general racket outside signified our luggage had arrived. We heard it being carried indoors and up the stairs, with many a crash and thump.


‘They appear to be very careless!’ observed Mrs Parry, as a particularly loud collision, followed by a brief argument in male voices, sounded above our heads. ‘Do you suppose that fellow who drove the dogcart has arrived drunk?’


This was quite possible, but I spoke up in Davy’s defence, pointing out that the staircase was very narrow, as were the upstairs corridors. ‘And the ceilings low.’ I couldn’t help but add, ‘Poor Nugent will be very unhappy at being without gas lighting.’


‘It is a very odd house,’ ruled Aunt Parry. ‘Mr Hammet should have warned us of its peculiarities.’


By the time we rose from the dinner table, weariness, hastened by such a good meal, was overcoming both of us.


‘I shall retire!’ declared Aunt Parry. 


I agreed it was a good idea and I would do the same. Mrs Dennis came in at that point and asked us if the meal had been acceptable. We told her, yes, excellent.


‘I hope you sleep well, ladies,’ she said. ‘My husband and I, we don’t stay overnight in the house. We’re just a stone’s throw away in our cottage. But you won’t be without anyone to call on. Jessie will sleep here and be on hand if needed. There is a bell rope by the bed in both your rooms.’


It had been a long and exhausting day. I was glad to climb into my bed. I had intended to write to Ben before I retired but decided to do this in the morning. I would have plenty of time, as Mrs Parry never appeared before noon. 


Yet, despite my weariness, I did not fall asleep at once. In my own home near Waterloo Station in London the night was punctuated by noises from the great railway. The sounds I heard now were altogether different and perhaps it was their strangeness that kept me awake and listening. The tide was in and the waves below murmured their distinctive refrain, a soft growl, punctuated with the occasional slap of water against some obstacle. It had not been possible to tell in the darkness of our arrival, but the house must have been situated to give the Revenue officers a good view out to sea and along the coast in both directions. I had drawn back the curtains before blowing out the candle, and only silvery moonlight bathed the room. A wind had sprung up, blowing unimpeded across the water. It found its way into the roof space and the rafters creaked so much above my head it was as if I were aboard ship, not on land. 


As I listened I began to imagine that the creaks and rattles were not all due to the wind, but to someone moving surreptitiously in the roof space. There must be attic rooms overhead, I thought. Perhaps someone slept there. It could not be either of the Dennises, because I knew they had both returned to their cottage for the night. Imagination! I told myself. But a louder creak than the others, more of a sharp crack, made me sit up in bed in alarm. There was definitely someone up there. Then I remembered.


‘Why, Lizzie!’ I muttered to myself. ‘It must be Jessie Dennis who sleeps up there. You are letting your imagination run away with you.’


Nevertheless I reached out for the shawl I had left draped across the foot of the bed, threw it round my shoulders and swung my legs out of bed. I felt for my slippers with my toes and, when I had located them, crept across the floor to the door of the room. I decided there was no need to light the candle that stood in a pottery holder by my bed, together with a packet of lucifers. The moonlight provided its clear cold light. I opened the door as quietly as I could and stepped out into the passageway. Here I had no benefit of the moonlight, and I was sorry I had not bothered with the candle after all. I felt my way along until I came to a small door at the very end, blocking any further progress. It seemed to be fastened by a primitive latch. I raised it but could not see what lay ahead. I put one foot carefully ahead of me – and promptly stubbed my toe. Stooping, I felt for the obstacle. A narrow wooden step rose directly before me, and above that another – and another. A narrow stairway. This must be the access to the attic room above. Now I had satisfied myself, I was about to close the little door again when the murmur of voices drifted down towards me. There were whispers and a female giggle. Following that, I just made out another voice, definitely not female. Jessie Dennis slept up there, but not alone. No wonder she had been happy to remain ‘should she be needed’. 


Well, I thought, Jessie had been needed, but not by either Mrs Parry or myself.


I closed the stairway door quietly and made my way back to my room. This time when I climbed back into my bed I fell asleep at once. 


I awoke again at first light. I rolled over towards the window and was startled to see a gull perched on the ledge outside, peering in at me with a hostile yellow eye. The little travelling clock on the table told me it was still too early to rise, but I slipped out of bed anyway and went to the window. The gull flapped away at my approach. Outside, a cold early light bathed the approach to the house and gave me my first sight of what lay on the other side of the garden wall. A stony path ran by, and beyond that a stretch of rough grass and low bushes. Then the land fell away with alarming suddenness down to the beach perhaps twelve to fifteen feet below. 


I was about to turn back to bed when unexpectedly a man appeared. He walked round the side of the house, which he must have left through the kitchen door. He did not turn the corner to walk up the track to the main road along which we’d travelled the previous evening, but crossed the scrap of garden and left through a wooden gate on to a narrow path above the beach. He turned left and set off downhill. I had recognised him instantly. There was no mistaking Davy Evans.







   


Chapter Three



[image: Image]


Well, it is all settled now, details worked out, no room for error. I should not have left matters so late. But perhaps Fate intended this moment. At any rate, I shall not miss it.


Elizabeth Martin Ross


IT HAD never been Mrs Parry’s habit to appear before midday. In London she always breakfasted in her room and read any letters that had arrived that morning. Assisted by Nugent, she would then make an elaborate toilette and appeared in full splendour at twelve, ready for a ‘light luncheon’, as she cared to call the meal. Having moved temporarily to the coast did not mean she had changed her ways. So it was that I breakfasted alone that morning. I didn’t know whether Mrs Dennis had expected Mrs Parry to be at the breakfast table with me, or whether she thought I had a very good appetite. There was certainly enough food for two, at least. I did my best, in order not to distress the housekeeper, but I could make no more than a dent in the amount. 


‘Not hungry, then, ma’am?’ inquired the Mrs Dennis with a worried frown. ‘Did you not sleep very well?’


‘I am quite well,’ I assured her. ‘And I’ve made a very good breakfast, thank you. I don’t eat much so early in the day.’


‘Oh, well, you’ll be ready for your luncheon,’ was the reply. 


If I was to be ready for any kind of meal at midday I needed to take some exercise before that. Accordingly I postponed my letter-writing until the afternoon, and dressed for an expedition to explore the coastal footpath. I chose my sturdy balmorals as footwear, and tied on my hat with a scarf lest it blow away out to sea. Jessie appeared just as I was about to leave.


‘Mam says to be sure you take a walking stick. Otherwise, you’ll most likely turn an ankle.’ 


She looked bright and cheerful, with her abundant red hair tied back as before at the nape of her neck and wearing a blue cotton gown and white apron. She held out a stout stick of the sort old gentlemen usually carried. 


‘Thank you, Jessie,’ I said, taking it.


She bobbed a curtsey and walked briskly back towards the kitchen. If she had had limited sleep the night before, it didn’t show. I felt myself to be in a difficult situation. I had no idea whether her mother had any suspicion about Jessie’s behaviour when the girl wasn’t sleeping under the family roof, though I supposed she didn’t. Should I mention to Mrs Dennis that I had seen Davy Evans leaving the house at first light? But, if I did, Davy and Jessie would probably both deny the incident and Davy would be ready with some glib reason for his presence on the shore path. Besides, I was newly arrived, and I didn’t know these people. There was something else too. My instinct was not to make an enemy of Davy Evans. To do so might upset others besides the Dennis family. I remembered Tizard’s description of Davy as a ‘useful chap’ and ‘available as needed’. I would only be in the area for three weeks. Any attempts on my part to ‘upset the applecart’ would not be welcome.


My first action on leaving the house was to step back and take a good look at the building in daylight. That it had not originally been designed as a dwelling was already clear from the interior. Now I could find my own bedroom window from outside and, at the other end of the house, what must be Mrs Parry’s room. My real interest was to see what kind of an attic floor there was and sure enough, above the first-floor bedroom another row of very small windows confirmed the presence of rooms up there, including the one in which Jessie and her visitor had slept the previous night. Perhaps, once upon a time, confiscated smuggled goods had been stored in the attics. I walked to the corner of the building where I’d seen Davy earlier. From here I could see up the slope rising to the road. A little way off, perched like a gull’s nest, was a small cottage. A pathway ran from it down to The Excise House. This, I decided, was where the caretaker’s family lived. 
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