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PROLOGUE


The first murders were committed nineteen years before the second, on a dry and unremarkable day along the Sutlej Frontier in Punjab.

It was beastly hot weather, as Juniper remarked to Captain Lysander out on the veranda of the officers’ mess, fit for little more than an odd gin and tonic, perhaps the lazy composition of a letter home. The flies, maddening creatures that had never learned to take no for an answer, crowded around the nets that blocked the porch, searching for a way in. “I would trade a hand to be back in London,” Lysander said to Juniper after a long pause. “At least they have the decency to bar these flies from coming into the city there.”

The battalion was on edge, because a recent retaliatory raid on a local village had turned bloody. Suspicion and rumor abounded. The officers, with a few exceptions, had long ceased to attend to their charges’ morale. Though all the Englishmen in Punjab lived well, with villas and servants to themselves, every one of them at that uneasy moment would have made the trade Lysander proposed.

“Well,” said Juniper. “I may go look around and have a bit of a shoot with Jim.”

“Were you planning that?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Where do you reckon you’ll go?”

“That little patch of scrub east of here. Doubt we’ll find anything worth a bullet. Maybe a darkie or two, looking for trouble.”

Lysander smiled grimly. “Past that little grove of banyan trees, then?”

“Curious today, aren’t you?”

In another place this might have sounded rude, but being white was a great equalizer in that country, and these men were too intimate to maintain entirely the ceremonies of respect and rank that defined the British.

“Always on the lookout for a decent bit of shooting, you know,” responded Lysander, sipping his gin and tonic. He was a trim, forceful, savvy-looking man. “D’you know why they give us so much tonic, young pup?”

“No. Why?”

“Has quinine in it. Prevents malaria.”

“I suppose I did know that, actually.”

“They must’ve told you in training.”

“Yes,” said Juniper, nodding agreeably.

“Just past that grove of banyan trees, then?” There was a slight, casual persistence in Lysander’s voice. “Ever shot anything edible there?”

“Not to speak of. There are a few birds, not much on the ground. It’s poor sport.”

“So’s this whole country.”

“Any more inspirational speech before I leave?”

“On your way.”

Juniper stood up. “I’m sure I’ll see you for cocktails.”

But he wouldn’t, and the other man knew it.

When Juniper had gone out of sight, Lysander leapt out of his chair and walked briskly up a small dirt path that led from the mess to his villa. The captain’s batman, his assistant and a lance corporal, was on the porch, whittling an Indian charm to send back to his mother. He had been working on it for weeks.

“Best go do it now,” Lysander said. “He’s off with Juniper. Both of them, would you? They’re hunting, out east, in that scrub.”

“Yes, sir,” said the batman, standing. Here rank still meant something.

“Do your best to make it look like an accident, obviously.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lysander paused. “By the way, that treasure?”

“Yes, sir?”

“There’s talk of a society. Don’t know what it’s to be called yet, and it will be for officers alone.”

“Sir?”

“But if you do right by us, we’ll do right by you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The batman ran off, and Lysander called to one of the servants, a fair Indian lad, swathed in brilliant pink and pale blue that contrasted with the dull beige of the landscape and the military man’s uniform. The boy with some sullenness came forward.

“That box,” Lysander barked. “Bring it to me. And it’s worth your life to open it before it gets here.”

A moment later he was holding the box, and, when certain he was alone, he opened it to reveal a massive, pristine, and beautiful sapphire.

As he snapped the box shut and had it taken away, Juniper and his friend Jim emerged from the latter’s house, guns broken over their arms, both wearing beige, broad-brimmed hats to keep the dying sun off of their necks and faces. They had a bantering style of conversation that sounded as if it had been picked up from a thousand other conversations before. It was clear how much closer they were than Juniper and Lysander.

“A farthing says you’ll never eat what you shoot,” Juniper said with a laugh.

“A farthing? I’ve played higher stakes than that with women.”

“That serving girl of mine you like, then.”

“What do I have to eat?”

“First thing either of us shoots.”

“What if it’s the dirt?”

“Bet’s a bet.”

“How much dirt would I have to eat?”

“Nice haunch of it.”

“Farthing for the first meat, let’s go back to that. Don’t shoot anything too horrible.”

“I’m insulted you’d suggest it.”

It was a little more than a mile outside of camp, away from Lahore—and that city’s dangers, which these two men knew all too well—that they found a decent patch of land. It had a few bushes and trees scattered around it. They didn’t have a dog, but Juniper shot into the undergrowth and drove a few birds out into the open, where the two men had a clear look at them.

They observed the birds fluttering, partially obscured, soon to be dead. Ruminatively, Juniper said, “What do you miss most? About England?”

His interlocutor thought it over. “I wish I hadn’t left it so badly with my family, you know. I miss them.”

“I do, too.”

“Only six months, I suppose.”

Then both men heard a scratching emerge from the undergrowth that lay off to their side.

A shot. The fall of a body. Another shot. The fall of a body. A lone figure, Lysander’s batman, rose from his hidden spot and ranx off full bore back west. And then a long, long silence, in the empty land that stretched blank as far as the eye could see, in every direction, forty-five hundred miles away from Piccadilly Circus.



CHAPTER ONE


The only question left, he felt, was how to handle the matter—how it was to be done. Not if, for he had made his mind up entirely. Nor when; the moment would arise on its own.

But how?

Charles Lenox, noted amateur detective and scion of an ancient Sussex family, spent most of the morning of September 2, 1866, wandering around his study and pondering his few, daunting options. Normally imperturbable, he seemed during these long hours like a restless man. To begin he would sit heavily in one of the two armchairs by the low fire; then he would lean forward to tap the tobacco ash from his pipe into the embers; then he would stand up and walk across the room to shuffle the letters on his desk, or switch one book with another in the shelves along the wall, or straighten a picture that was to some imperceptible degree tilted; then he would return to his armchair, fill his pipe, and begin the entire dance again.

He was a lean man with a friendly face—even in the morning’s preoccupation—hazel eyes, and a short brown beard. His carriage was upright, and as he paced he clasped his hands behind his back. It gave him a pensive air, the kind he had during the most difficult moments of his cases. But there was no case at hand this morning.

All of this pacing and worrying and sitting and standing took place in a handsome white house on Hampden Lane, just off Grosvenor Square. Fifteen paces down the front hall and to the right was this large library, a rectangular, high-ceilinged room with a desk near the door, a fireplace and chairs at the end of the room, a row of tall windows along the front wall, and books everywhere else. It was where he spent the great majority of his time at home, both anxious and happy alike. He pondered his cases there, and on wet, foggy days like this one, he pondered the world—or the part of it that Hampden Lane occupied—through his trickling windowpanes.

At ten he rang for coffee and at a quarter past he rang to have it taken away, cold and untouched. Graham, his butler, looked concerned but said nothing as he came to and fro. By eleven, however, he could no longer prevent himself from intervening, and presented himself unbidden in the dark oak doorway of the room.

At that moment Lenox had just taken up residence at his desk, where he was looking across the street at the bookshop.

“May I get you anything else, sir?” Graham said.

“No, no,” said Lenox distractedly, still peering through the rain-touched window.

“If I may venture to say so, sir, you seem anxious.”

In many of the aristocratic Mayfair households surrounding Hampden Lane, such a statement would have seemed like the highest impertinence. Lenox and Graham had a long and complex history, though, and in the end were friends more than master and man. While Graham, a sandy-haired man with perfectly arranged clothes and a strong, utterly honest face, always spoke and behaved respectfully, he never hesitated to disagree with Lenox, often helped the detective in his work, and even, on rare occasions, spoke with the frankness he just had.

“Eh?” said Lenox, at last looking up. “Oh, no, Graham— no, thank you, I’m quite all right.”

“Will you take your lunch here in the library, sir?”

“No,” said Lenox. “Thanks, I’m having lunch in the City, actually. I shall be glad to get on the other side of these four walls.”

“Indeed, sir,” said Graham. He paused before adding, “I am in the hall if you require anything.”

“Thank you,” said Lenox.

Graham withdrew then, and Lenox sighed. Well! he thought to himself. If Graham had noticed, it had gone too far. He would have to stop worrying and go to lunch with his brother. Standing with a decisive air, Lenox patted the pockets of his jacket and went through the double doors of the library out into the hallway.

“Graham, will you call out the carriage, please? I think I’ll leave now.”

“Of course, sir.”

“I’ll be waiting at Chaffanbrass’s while they rub down the horses.”

“Yes, sir,” Graham said as he began to walk downstairs. “It shouldn’t be longer than a quarter of an hour.”

In the front hall, Lenox took his overcoat down from its peg and pulled his umbrella out of its stand. Then he took a breath, ducked outside into the rain, and crossed the street, dodging several hansom cabs and a landau with no inconsiderable agility to get to the bookshop. He pulled open the door and saw the proprietor.

“Mr. Chaffanbrass,” he said with a smile. “How do you do?”

“Mr. Lenox!” said Mr. Chaffanbrass, beaming at him from behind a small counter. “Happy anniversary!”

“Oh?”

“The fire!”

“Ah, of course.”

As it happened, that very day, September 2, was the two hundredth anniversary of the Great Fire of 1666; what had started as a minor conflagration at the Pudding Lane bakery of Thomas Farriner, baker to Charles II, eventually consumed four-fifths of central London. By some miracle only a handful of people had died—the traditional count was reckoned at eight—but thirteen thousand buildings and nearly a hundred churches had vanished. Of the eighty thousand residents of the city, seventy thousand were left homeless. In a year that was already being heralded in some parts as the apocalypse because it contained the Number of the Beast, 666, few needed persuading in the first heady hours after the three-day blaze that the world was at an end.

“And yet,” said Lenox, “my grandfather always said the fire did our city two great services.”

“What do you mean?”

“For one thing, it allowed Wren to build his fifty churches, as well as St. Paul’s Cathedral. The fire is the reason we live in such a beautiful city, Mr. Chaffanbrass.”

“And the second reason?”

“Do you know how many people died of the plague in 1665?”

“How many?”

“About sixty-five thousand, and that despite two-thirds of Londoners leaving the city. The fire killed so many rats and fleas, leveled so many derelict buildings, that in the end it probably saved tens of thousands of lives.”

Ruminatively, Mr. Chaffanbrass said, “Perhaps it’s received a bad press, then.”

“Perhaps,” Lenox agreed. “Still, it would be better all around if it didn’t happen again. Incidentally, has my copy of Pickwick come in yet?”

“It hasn’t yet, I very much fear.”

“Can’t be helped,” said Lenox.

“It will prove worth the wait, though! The finest red leather, with gold inlay!”

“And all the words inside?”

“Every last one!”

Ancient, homey, and comfortable, Calum’s was one of the best bookshops around, small and a little dark with rows of crammed bookshelves along the walls. Mr. Chaffanbrass’s squat counter stood in the middle of the room, just next to a freestanding oven that usually had a kettle on and a comfortable chair beside it. The owner himself was a very small, cheerful man, with red cheeks, tidy white hair, and a large belly. He wore perfectly round spectacles and a tweed suit, and the majority of his life was spent behind the counter and next to the warmth of the oven, reading. There was always a turned-down book on the arm of his chair.

“Anything else new?” asked Lenox.

“Nothing you haven’t seen, no. Wait, though!” As Mr. Chaffanbrass skittered to the back of the store, Lenox looked idly through the books on the counter. Presently the gentleman came back with a small volume in his hand.

“What do you make of that, Mr. Lenox?” he said. “A new translation.”

Lenox looked at the flyleaf. It was a thin, pebbled brown copy of The Praise of Folly by Erasmus, with an accompanying essay by one of the dons at Cambridge.

“Why not. May I take it?”

“Yes, of course. A poor bookseller I’d be if I said no,” said Mr. Chaffanbrass, placing his hands on his stomach and chortling.

“Thanks. I’ll be off, then.”

“Wrapped?”

“No,” said Lenox. “I need something to read straight away.”

“As you please,” said Mr. Chaffanbrass, taking a short stub of pencil from his breast pocket, opening a ledger, and making a small tick. “On your bill, then?”

“Graham will be around on the fifteenth.”

“No doubt of it. I set my calendar by him!”

He said this with satisfaction and then shook Lenox’s hand with great vigor, getting redder and redder and smiling furiously. After this brief ceremony he sat down again with a sigh and took his book up, groping with his other hand for a piece of toast on the stovetop. He would burn himself sooner or later. As far as Lenox could tell, the bookseller’s diet consisted of dozens of pieces of toast a day, each followed by a cup of milky coffee. Not the regimen recommended by the best physicians, perhaps, but it suited him.

On the street again, wet smoke clouded the air. The drizzle continued. It had been a beautiful late summer until then, but perhaps they were in for a wet September, he thought. It would be too bad. He looked back across the street toward his brightly lit house and saw his carriage waiting, the horses occasionally stamping their feet and the driver huddled underneath a thick black coat to keep the rain off, with only a pipe protruding out of the coat’s hood, its ember occasionally brightening to orange. Lenox dodged another cab and stepped into the carriage, and with a word to the driver he was on his way to meet his brother.

And while he was looking forward to lunch—and while he took pleasure in examining his new book—he could not rid himself of the question he had been asking himself for weeks, as well as that entire morning: How on God’s green earth was he supposed to ask one of his oldest friends, Lady Jane Grey, to be his wife?




CHAPTER TWO


The sun rose mild the next morning, a rich, burnished gold that flooded the back of Parliament and the stone houses along the Thames, a light with pink at its edges. The air was cool, but warming. Along the windswept boulevards that ran by the river, lonely men on anonymous errands hurried past. On the currents, watermen poled their skiffs down each bank, collecting rubbish or ferrying supplies out to small ships. A single long barge, covered with coal, proceeded regally down the center of the river, demanding a wide berth. And under the shadow of Big Ben, on the river’s western edge, Lenox gave a great final stroke of his oars, ran aground on the gravelly bank, and bent over his knees, panting.

Two or three mornings a week—providing he didn’t have a case—he brought his single scull out to the river by Hammer-smith and had a long pull back to his neighborhood, Mayfair, which stood behind Parliament. The person who liked this least was the driver of his carriage, who had to fit the scull to the roof and then wait for Lenox’s slow return to fetch it again. But to Lenox himself it was a singular pleasure. He loved to row in the morning, his body warming itself with the world.

It was an old habit. At his school, Harrow, one of the beaks from his house, Druries (where Lord Byron had been, not to mention Lord Palmerston, who had died only a year before), had noticed Lenox’s height and asked him to come row for the house team. After that he had rowed at Oxford, in the Balliol college eight (he had never been big enough to row for the Blues) and upon graduation had made himself a present of a single scull. It was battered and old-fashioned now, but he still loved it. The exercise kept him trim, and simply to be on the river was a great privilege.

Lenox took a last gulp of air and stepped out of the vessel. His driver was waiting with a cup of cold tea and a cloak— and when he had placed the latter on Lenox’s shoulders, hoisted the scull over his head and moved slowly toward the carriage. Lenox sipped the tea gratefully, thirsty, and called out, “I’ll walk home,” to the driver. Then he climbed the stairs from the riverbank to the street, every muscle in his legs crying out for mercy, and with an exhausted happiness filling his body started on the short trot home.

It was a little past seven in the morning, and Lady Jane was coming to have breakfast at eight. When he reached home, Lenox hurriedly bathed and dressed, checked to see what Ellie, the cook, was preparing, and with a quarter of an hour till his friend’s arrival sat down to look over the morning post. There wasn’t much in it, beyond a letter about Hadrian’s Rome from one of his Italian correspondents, who wrote half in English and half in Latin, and who disagreed vociferously with Lenox about the social breadth of slavery. Lenox read the letter with some amusement and then tucked it into the book he had bought the day before to remind himself to respond to it. There was also the card of a man named John Best, whom Lenox had never heard of.

“John Best?” he said to Graham.

“A young man, sir. He was here late yesterday evening.”

“Don’t know him.”

Soon there was a tap at the door, and Lenox knew that Lady Jane had come. His heart fluttered a little, and he had that hollow, happy feeling of unspoken love. Checking his tie, he stood and made his way toward the hall, where Graham would be taking her things.

“Hullo!” he cried out cheerfully upon seeing her.

She turned from Graham, with whom she had been speaking. “Oh, Charles, hello! I’m delighted to see you.”

“Likewise, of course. Have you been well?”

She was taking off her gloves, then removing her scarf, then handing over her jacket. “Yes, quite well. But I haven’t seen you in ages, Charles.”

“It’s true,” he said. “I’m forced to blame you.”

Indeed, it was true. Though their usual routine brought them together every day, or near it, in the past few weeks she had been less available to him than at any time he could remember in the last fifteen years, and just when he most yearned for her presence. He hadn’t yet broached the most mysterious point of all: that he had seen her carriage emerge from the low, poor tenements of the Seven Dials one afternoon the week before.

“Come, it’s only been a few days.”

“Yes, but neighbors who are friends ought to see each other every day.”

She laughed. “You feel firmly about that?”

He frowned, pleasantly. “I do.”

“Then I shall make more of an effort.” She met him halfway down the hall and gave him a light kiss on the cheek. “I apologize, Charles.”

Lady Jane Grey had been a young widow, her husband, the heroic and much loved Lord Deere, having died in battle only a few months after their marriage. She was from one of the oldest families in Sussex—older, in fact, than Lenox’s—and the two of them had grown up neighbors, belonging to the two leading families of their tucked-away cove of countryside. She was a pretty and lovable but perhaps not a beautiful woman, with wide, intelligent, peaceful eyes and a smiling mouth that ran pink and red depending on the weather. She rarely dressed inside the fashion, yet always managed to look fashionable, and while there were those in London society who condemned her curling, unostentatious hair as dull, there were others who thought it her best asset. Lenox, of course, stood with this latter group.

In any case, her greatest charm wasn’t in her looks. It was in her character. Her mind was wide-ranging but never pretentious, and a loving sense of humor always lay beneath her speech. She sat at the apex of society in London, and in Sussex when she visited her brother, the Earl of Houghton, at home, but she wore the power that came with her friendships and connections lightly. Rarely was she mercurial in her affections. She had happy friendships awaiting her wherever she went.

Yet people whispered that a kind of sadness trailed her cheerful figure: solitary for so many years, childless, and a widow, after all. Lenox knew that loneliness played no significant role in her life, but he also wondered whether it sometimes came to her in brief, uncertain moments. Still, he never stepped an inch over their friendship’s wide borderlines to discover whether his speculation might be correct. When he thought he detected sadness in her mien, he only aimed to be a better friend to her.

That was Lady Jane Grey; Charles Lenox’s best friend, and the woman he loved better than anyone else in the world.

They walked arm in arm to the dining room—the room next to Lenox’s study, straight down the front hall—where food and coffee were laid out at the far end of a long mahogany table with intricately carved legs and high-backed chairs all around it.

“Well, how have you been?” she asked as Lenox held her chair. “Solved anything recently? Seen much of Edmund?”

“I had lunch with him yesterday, actually. He’s quite well. There’s some upset with the Ordnance’s finance at the moment, but he’s working to clear it.” Lenox sat across from her. “No cases, though. I wish one would come along.”

“I could rob a bank, if you like.”

“Would you? Thanks.”

She laughed. “But perhaps it’s nice to have a break, don’t you think? Plan out a trip somewhere”—Lenox was a great armchair explorer, though his elaborate plans were often side-tracked by real life—“and figure out what they ate breakfast off of in ancient Rome? Rest your mind, until your next case arrives?”

“You’re right, of course. I ought not to complain.”

“What did they eat off of, back then?”

“Plates, I should have said.”

“Charles,” she said in a tone of mock exasperation.

He laughed. “I’ll find out. Promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that promise.” She took another corner of toast from the tray that lay between them and set it by her egg. “Do you know who I saw last night?”

“Who?”

“You won’t like it.”

“Ah,” said Lenox grimly. “Barnard, then?”

“Yes.”

George Barnard was the director of the National Mint, a former Member of Parliament, one of the richest men in London, and—Lenox was certain—one of the worst thieves in England’s history. For the past several months he had been slowly untangling the web of protection Barnard had built around himself, dismantling the high fortifications of rank and reputation that obscured the truth. He had discovered a seam in the Hammer Gang—Barnard’s henchmen—that he might exploit, and had traced back north a possible instance of the director’s treachery. But it was long, slow work, and because he had to do it secretly took twice the time with half the results it would have if Barnard had been a common and well-known criminal.

“Was he in good form?” Lenox asked, grumpily pushing a fried mushroom around with his fork. Thinking about Barnard had even managed to dispel his quiet happiness at being alone with Lady Jane.

“Oh, yes, talking about some silver urn he had acquired for his collection.”

Lenox snorted. “Collection.”

“Don’t make that noise,” said Lady Jane, though tolerantly. “Have you found anything else out about him?”

“I’m waiting for Skaggs to return from Sheffield. I expect he’ll have news.”

“Remind me who Skaggs is?”

“The private investigator I use from time to time. He finds the pub an easier fit than I do. Useful chap. More coffee, Jane?”

“Yes, please,” she said, and Lenox beckoned a maid to fetch it. In addition to her absence, here was another thing: She seemed—as she had in previous weeks—slightly preoccupied, careworn, and fretful over some secret anxiety. He did his best to cheer her, and wondered how he could discover what that anxiety was.

Their talk turned to the parties that were to occur that week, touched on politics, veered off toward a painter Jane had discovered, and then moved on to a mutual acquaintance of theirs, one Mr. Webb, who had been discovered cheating at the racetrack.

In all their long conversation, however, Lenox never said the only words he had hoped to before her arrival.



CHAPTER THREE


That night in the small hours, just past four o’clock, Lenox lay dreaming beneath the heavy covers of his bed when there was a knock at his door. At first it just nudged his consciousness, and he turned over, hugging the blankets close to his chin. At the second knock, however, he started out of his rest.

“Yes?” he called out.

“May I enter, sir?”

“What? Oh, yes, certainly, Graham. Come in.”

Graham opened the door and came a few feet into the room.

“Just a social visit, then?” Lenox said with a smile.

“I’m afraid you have a guest, sir.”

“Who is it?” he said, sitting upright and blinking his eyes awake. “Is anything the matter? Is it Jane?”

“No, sir,” said Graham, and Lenox’s shoulders relaxed an inch. “It is Lady Annabelle Payson.”

Annabelle Payson? He had met her once or twice. She must have had a pressing reason to come, as it was well known that she detested London. At eighteen she had made a spectacularly unhappy marriage to James Payson, a captain in the army and lad-about-town in the forties, who had moved her into his West End flat. They had had one son before he died off in the East (some said shot over a card table, though others said it was in battle), and now she lived entirely in the country with her brother.

“Has she said why she’s come, Graham?”

“No, sir, though I might venture to say that her ladyship seems agitated.”

“Very well,” Lenox said with a sigh. “It’s a bit of a bother. Do give her some tea, though, won’t you? And I’d like a cup myself. I’ll be down as soon as I can.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Decent of you to be so stoic about the interruption to your own rest, by the way.”

“Not at all, sir,” said Graham.

After the butler left, Lenox went to the west window of his bedroom, which stretched from his knees to the ceiling. Outside there was a dense fog, though he could make out a few figures on Hampden Lane, heads bowed, on late errands of mercy and menace. The sound of wet leaves dropping from the trees made its way to him. And a small smile crept onto his face. A cup of tea, and who knew what after that? Another case in play, and all the better that it came at this hour. These late ones were often the most interesting.

He appeared downstairs a while later, changed from his striped blue and white pajamas into a gray suit.

“How do you do, Lady Annabelle?” he said.

He could have answered his own question: She was not at all well. A gaunt and frightened-looking woman, she wore a dark brown dress that bespoke her long widowhood. Once she had been pretty but no longer. She was several years older than Lenox, perhaps forty-five. He racked his brains for a memory of the terrible Payson. Handsome; awful temper; that mystery around his death. He had fought somewhere or other and picked up a violent red scar on his neck, Lenox remembered. It was the strangeness of his death more than anything else that stood out in his scant memory of the man.

“I’m terribly sorry to bother you, Mr. Lenox,” she said, worriedly clutching at a long stone necklace she wore.

“No, no, don’t be,” he said. “I’m an early riser anyway.”

“I should have waited until morning, I know, but sometimes a problem is so burdensome that one feels it cannot wait.”

“Of course,” he said. “You wouldn’t have slept. What is the problem?”

“I need your acumen, Mr. Lenox.”

“And my discretion?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

Lenox shrugged. “Well, if you’ve come to me I suppose you haven’t gone to the police.”

“That’s correct, Mr. Lenox, you’re correct. You see, in the first place, I wouldn’t want to go to the police. But in the second place, I think the police would have laughed. I know you won’t laugh.”

“Certainly not, no.”

“You can’t go to the police and simply say, ‘There’s a dead cat in my son’s rooms at college,’ can you. They’d think you mad.”

“A dead cat?”

“Yes, Mr. Lenox; that’s the root of all the problems.” Again she reached for her necklace.

Wearily he thought, Oh, no, not one of these.

“You seem preoccupied, Lady Payson. Would you like a cup of tea?”

“Yes, please,” she said as he motioned to Graham, “but Mr. Lenox, will you come to Oxford with me?”

“I suppose that depends,” he said. “Is the problem a dead cat? Is that the only problem?”

She seemed slightly calmer. “It’s certainly not the only problem.”

“What is, then?”

“I’ve come because my son, George, has disappeared.”



CHAPTER FOUR


In Warwickshire there were two families: the Lucys and the Wests.

The Lucys were the more famous of the two, for one thing because of the long-told, possibly apocryphal story that Shakespeare had been a tutor in the family of Sir Thomas Lucy and even poached his deer. But the Wests were richer. A West had played an important role in the crucial Battle of Edgehill during the Revolution, and now they lived in the north of the shire on land the King had granted to them after the Restoration, around the large towns of Nuneaton and Bedworth. It was far from the glory of Stratford and the beauty of the southern canals, but it was where the money lay.

Lady Annabelle was a West, and her brother, John, was the current patriarch of the family. John West was a kind, stolid, churchgoing, and thoroughly countryish man who loved his sister and hated London nearly as much as she did. He had tried to make up for her unpleasant marriage by making her widowhood comfortable, if not happy. As a result, she and Lenox were bumping along the road away from Hampden Lane in a beautiful six-horse carriage of the very best sort, with blue plush seats and a warm little fire in a steel grate at their feet. They hadn’t spoken about the case yet. Once Lenox had heard that her son was missing, he had grabbed an over-coat and the small valise that Graham always left at the ready by the door for occasions like this, and been off. A packet of the cook’s toasted tomato sandwiches served as a makeshift breakfast. As he opened them, the carriage was pulling away from London, moving quickly in those early hours that found the streets abandoned, and he said, “Now, will you please tell me the full details of the matter?”

“Yes, certainly. Where shall I begin? Today?”

“Tell me a bit about your son, if you would.”

Tears came into Lady Annabelle’s eyes. “George is a student at Lincoln College, where he is in his second year reading modern history. He is my only child, and I scarcely need to add that I value every breath he takes as much as my own life.

“The trip from my brother’s house to Oxford takes only an hour, and though George is very busy with his work and his friends, I visit him whenever I can, sometimes as often as three times a week. I don’t always see him, but sometimes I do, and occasionally I have lunch with the master there.

“But one meeting of ours is firm, and that is tea on Saturday in his rooms. Saturday was yesterday, as you know, and I set out earlier in the morning than I usually do, planning to spend an hour in the Christ Church Picture Gallery before I went to see him. But I was so excited when I arrived in Oxford that I went straight to Lincoln and asked the porter, who knows me by now, to let me into my son’s rooms.”

“His rooms?”

“George has a sitting room with a desk and a few chairs, and a smaller bedroom behind it, looking out onto the Front Quad.”

“Are there also windows in the sitting room?”

“Yes, a short row.”

“Go on, please.”

Her hand reached for her necklace, which she clutched and worried. “I knocked on the door to his bedroom, which was shut. Then I looked in and saw it empty, so I sat in one of his chairs to wait with a book. At about noon I was very excited indeed, and stepped out of his room to go look in the quadrangle for his arrival. I saw him the second I walked out—and how I wish I had clung to him then, and not let him out of my sight! He was paler than usual and his hair was disheveled, but when I mentioned that he looked upset, he only said that he had been up late, working in the Bodleian.

“I asked him if he would like to go out then, and he said very rapidly that he would meet me at the tearoom down Ship Street where we sometimes go, opposite Jesus College. I started back to the doorway for my book, but he said, ‘For God’s sakes, go, I’ll bring it!’ and then kissed me on the cheek and told me he loved me.”

There was silence for a moment, as she cried into her handkerchief.

“What a terrible mother I am! I went and waited in the tearoom, worrying slightly about how run-down George looked and drinking a cup of black coffee to steady myself. But the minutes dragged on until it had been nearly three-quarters of an hour since he had said he would be right down to meet me.

“I waited indecisively for another fifteen minutes before I paid and went back to the college. The porter—nice enough, though he seemed puzzled—let me into George’s rooms again. My things were still lying as they had been by the chair, and nothing had changed in the room, though the fire in the hearth had guttered out. I knocked on the door to his bedroom— which was closed, though I had opened it earlier—and there was no answer. Then I plucked up my courage and opened the door.”

“Was it closed tightly?”

“Yes.”

“Is it a thick door? Might the wind have closed it?”

“No.”

“Had the porter seen George leave college?”

“No—that was the first thing I asked him.”

“Please, go on.”

“It’s a very spare room—just a bed and a chest of drawers. The bed was ruffled, but generally everything looked as usual. Except George wasn’t there, and on the floor of his bedroom there was a white cat, stabbed straight through the neck with my late husband’s letter opener—dead, needless to say.” She shuddered at the thought.

“Did you recognize the cat?”

“I thought I might have. I know that George and his friends shared a cat.”

“Shared it?”

“They each had it for a few days at a time, if you see what I mean. At any rate, I’m not sure.”

“What did you do after you saw the cat?”

“I fainted. After a few minutes—perhaps even a few seconds—I woke up and nothing had changed. I felt very weak. The problem was that my brother is in Newcastle on business, or I would have gone straight home and told him everything. As it is I waited very miserably in the sitting room for about an hour, sipping at a glass of the brandy George keeps on hand. Then I checked back in the teashop to see if George had come in—they know him there—and he hadn’t. By then I was at the end of my wits. I went home and sent a telegram to my brother, who wrote back that he would be at Lincoln by midday today—Sunday, that is. Then last night I had the idea to fetch you. Emily Foal speaks so highly of your skill.”

“Yes, those emeralds. What time was it exactly when you last saw George?” said Lenox.

“Five minutes past twelve.”

“Did you speak to his friends before you came to London?”

“No, I thought it best to seek you out right away.”

“”Did you consult with the porter or master?”

“No.”

“What else do you know about this cat?”

“Nothing, really. I know that they’ve had him for a while now.”

“Well, you’ve been awfully brave,” said Lenox.

“I don’t think it will be enough,” she said.

“We shall see; I am certainly hopeful,” he said.

“Are you?” This in a tone of despair.

“It seems telling to me that he saw you when he knew something was wrong—and didn’t stop and run off with you.”

“You’re quite right,” she said. “I suppose I hadn’t thought of it that way. So you think he’s alive, at the very least?”

“I hope and believe he is, yes, Lady Annabelle—but I shouldn’t like to draw any conclusions until we arrive.”



CHAPTER FIVE


They were ten miles outside of Oxford and Lady Payson had fallen asleep, perhaps unburdened to have told her story. Through the window on his side of the coach, Lenox was looking out at the farmland of Oxfordshire; herds of sheep grazed in the golden swales where dawn was swelling. They reminded him of the trips he had taken to and from Oxford during vacations from term.

For Lenox himself was an Oxonian. He had been at Balliol. It had been, oh, five years since he had returned to Broad Street and walked through the college’s gate. This would be the first case to bring him back to Oxford, and even as he ran over Lady Payson’s story from half a dozen angles in his mind, the carriage knocking down the road, he was thinking about having a pint at the Bear and going through the low arches into the Bodleian courtyard.

Before he had left London he had hastily written two notes. One was to Jane, telling her that he would be gone for a day or two. The other was to Thomas McConnell, who had by now settled into the firm role of medical examiner on Lenox’s cases. To McConnell Lenox had written, Not sure what there is for you to do (beyond examining a dead cat), but if you want to see a real university—McConnell had been at Cambridge—come to Oxford at your convenience. You’ll find me at the Bath Place Hotel above the Turf Tavern, or else they can direct you on.

It was now morning, about eight o’clock, and they were a short way outside of Oxford. The carriage was approaching from the south; the Cherwell River wound in and out of view to their left. A number of long, shallow punts were covered and locked on the banks of the river, past their season until spring, and the famous willow trees had begun to scatter their leaves across the water. The yellowish light of morning appeared over the dreaming spires that Lenox knew so well— Tom Tower at Christ Church, the shining dome of the Radcliffe Camera, the ridged flutes rising from the towers of All Souls. It would only be a moment until Magdalen Bridge.

A dead cat! Well, but who knew.

Lady Payson stirred. “You’ve no idea how lovely it was to shut my eyes. Do please excuse me, though.”

“I’m happy you could rest.”

“Do you have children, Mr. Lenox? I don’t think you do.”

“No, I don’t—not yet.”

There was a haunted pause, and then she steeled herself. “Where do you plan to stay?” she asked.

“I thought I might look in at the Turf, actually. I probably ought to stay somewhere else, but I can’t help my sentimentality. I spent a number of undergraduate nights there, you see. And you? Shall you return to your brother’s house?”

She laughed humorlessly. “I certainly couldn’t leave Oxford. I’ll be at the Randolph Hotel.”

“Sound choice, from all I hear.”

“My usual one. It opened just before George came up to Oxford.”

The Randolph was the best hotel in Oxford, and despite being new looked like one of the ancient colleges, made as it was of the same golden stone, covered with the same red and green ivy. It faced the Ashmolean Museum (one of Lenox’s favorite places in the world, full of beautiful paintings, Roman sculpture, and old, strange British treasures) on Beaumont Street.

Both Lenox and Lady Annabelle were silent. Oxford is a quiet and gentle river town, interrupted at its center by a cluster of buildings that happen to be among the most beautiful mankind has ever produced. They were reaching that center now, passing the botanical gardens and Queen’s College into the very heart of town. Lenox took his satchel from the empty seat opposite and put it on his lap.

“Shall we meet in an hour, Lady Payson?”

She seemed more determined and imperial, less wholly fretful, than she had a few hours before in Hampden Lane. “May I ask why we should delay, Mr. Lenox?”

He smiled gently. “I’m afraid I need a few moments to collect myself, perhaps tackle a cup of tea and a bite of something.”

“The Turf, as I understand it—never having been, myself—is on Holywell Street? Yes? Well, then, it’s only a few steps from Lincoln. Shall we meet at the college gates in three-quarters of an hour?

Lenox nodded. “As you please,” he said agreeably. It was a bother. Still, he didn’t envy her the position she was in. “Oh—I say, you can let me out here, driver.”

“Are you sure, Mr. Lenox?” asked Lady Annabelle.

“Oh, yes,” he said. They were just by Hertford College. “I’ll go in by the back way.”

One could reach the Turf by Holywell, or else by a wending little cobblestone alley, probably not wider than an average man’s shoulders. The alley was darkly lit, and even at this hour Lenox had to turn his back to the wall and make way for a thin stream of students. Many of them were wearing the undergraduate subfusc, in various states of dishevelment. Perhaps they had finished their second-year examinations the day before. Passing by the used brown kegs as he approached the door, a smile he couldn’t wipe away on his face, Lenox went inside.

It was a low-ceilinged place that dated to the 1300s. (Still leaving it a few hundred years shy of being the city’s oldest continuous drinking establishment.) Once it had been a strong-cider bar, and then briefly a pub called the Spotted Cow, but even to the oldest gents at the stile it had always been and would always be the Turf, hidden away from all but those who really knew Oxford. The wood on the walls was darkened by smoke and time, though the beams holding the roof up were freshly painted white. There was a bar in the front room—above it was the famous first menu of the Turf, a wooden plank with duck or grouse written on it—and another in the back room, just by a staircase leading to the rooms above. It was by the staircase that Lenox found himself confronted by a lad of perhaps twelve. He was plump with fiery red hair and a freckly face.

“Go on, sir,” he said, rather rudely.

“Hello there—I was hoping I might have a room?”

“Full up, compliments.”

“No rooms at all?”

“How about a beer instead?”

Lenox laughed. “I don’t think so.”

“Tom Tate, what d’you reckon you’re doing!” A strong, very short woman emerged from the front bar, looking at the boy. Lenox smiled at her in recognition.

Her eyes focused on him after she had dealt the lad a cuff and told him to see to the tables in front. “Is that … is that Mr. Lenox, there?” she said. “Not Edmund, but Charles?”
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