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About the Book

Commander William Monk – A man with no past has only his conscience and instinct to guide him.

London, 1869: The body of a middle-aged man is found tangled in a mass of rope and wooden wreckage near the dockside of the River Thames.

Commander William Monk of the River Police is called when initial investigations reveal the man was shot in the back. When he learns that the man was a master forger who had just escaped prison, Monk’s interest is immediately piqued. But as his investigations lead him ever deeper into the murky world of smuggling and forgery, Monk is forced to confront his own forgotten past.

The unsolicited interference of an old foe takes precedence as it becomes clear to Monk that a bitter enemy is back for revenge and has him in his sights. With his life and career in imminent danger, can Monk navigate his way to the truth before it is too late?
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Chapter One

William Monk stepped out of the boat and climbed up the stone steps from the river, leaving Hooper to tie the vessel to the bollard and follow him. As he reached the top, the November wind struck him with chill, although it was a clear day. Or perhaps it was the figure of the customs officer McNab, waiting for him with one of his subordinates, that made him so aware of the cold.

How long had they known each other? He had no idea. In the coach accident nearly thirteen years ago, in 1856, his entire life up until then had vanished. He knew of it only through deduction, and other people’s memories. He had bluffed it brilliantly. A handful of people closest to him knew. Each one of them, in a sense, held the quality of his life in their hands.

McNab hated him. Monk did not know why, but he knew very well why he hated McNab. McNab was behind the failure of the gunrunning arrest that had ended in open battle on the deck of the smugglers’ ship, and Orme’s death. He just did not know exactly how McNab was involved well enough to prove it. It was months ago now, but Monk still grieved for Orme, who had been his mentor, right-hand man, and above all friend, since the day Monk was appointed as Commander of the Thames River Police.

McNab was waiting for him now, a solid man with his feet planted firmly on the dockside, the wind tugging at his heavy coat. He turned as he caught sight of Monk and his blunt face assumed an expression of anticipation.

‘’Morning, Mr Monk,’ he said loudly enough for his voice to carry above the distant sounds of chains being hauled, the slap of water on the steps and the shouts of bargees and lightermen out on the tide. ‘Got one for you!’

‘Good morning, Mr McNab,’ Monk replied, stopping beside him and looking down at the lumpy outline under the canvas tarpaulin in front of him. The message that had brought him here had said that a body had been pulled from the incoming tide.

Monk lifted the tarpaulin off the corpse. It was a middle-aged man, fully dressed in well-worn working clothes. He was very little bloated from the water, and Monk judged he had probably been in it for only a few hours. His face was vacant-looking, but not disfigured, apart from a couple of bruises and a little swelling. Obviously that had happened before he died. Monk did not need the police surgeon to tell him so. When the heart stops, so does the bleeding, particularly into bruises.

Monk leaned forward and felt the thick, sodden hair. His fingers moved slowly, searching for an injury, either a lump, or a soft depression where the skull might be broken. He found nothing. He opened one of the eyelids and saw the tiny, red spots in the white of the eye that indicated a lack of oxygen.

Monk looked up at McNab to see if he had noticed the spots, and saw in his face a moment of unguarded satisfaction. McNab smoothed it away instantly and his face became expressionless again.

Strangled? There were no marks on the throat; the larynx was not broken or crushed. Drowned? It was not uncommon in the Thames. The water was deep, filthy and ice cold, the current fast and treacherous. 

‘So why am I here, Mr McNab?’ Monk asked. ‘Who is he?’

‘No idea,’ McNab answered quickly. His voice had a slightly rasping quality. ‘Not yet. Thought you ought to be sent for before we do anything. Wouldn’t like to damage the evidence …’ He let the remark hang unfinished. Then he gave a small, satisfied smile. ‘Let you look at him a bit more closely, like.’

Now Monk knew that there was far more to this than he had seen yet. McNab was waiting for him to find it or, better, have to be shown.

He took the tarpaulin off the rest of the corpse and let it lie on the stone of the dockside. He looked at the hands and feet. The hands were whole, quite soft, without calluses and with nails clipped short, carefully. Not a manual worker. He felt the upper arms through the cloth of the woollen shirt. No heavy muscles.

The man’s boots were ordinary brown leather, cheap but serviceable. No tears in his trousers. His coat seemed to be missing, or perhaps he had not been wearing one at the time he fell into the water.

McNab was still smiling, very slightly, and watching. It brought back to Monk some long-ago memory of buzzards sitting on high fence posts watching for small vermin in the grass.

What had Monk missed? A drowned man with soft hands … With difficulty, and no help from McNab or his colleague, he turned the man over, laying him on his face. Then he saw it: the neat bullet hole through the back. If there had been any blood or powder burns the river had washed them away.

Had he been wounded before he went into the water, perhaps fatally? No, because those tiny red blood dots in his eyes said he had struggled for breath. Had he been almost suffocated, escaped, and been shot after, when he was close to the water, or already in it?

Monk looked back up at McNab. ‘Interesting,’ he said with a nod of agreement. ‘Better find out who he is.’

‘Yes,’ McNab agreed. ‘Not an accident, then, eh? Murder’s your job. I’d help you if I could, of course. Co-operation, right? But I’ve no idea.’ He gave a very slight shrug. ‘It’s all yours.’ He turned and walked away.

Hooper had secured the boat in which he and Monk had come and he stood near the edge of the dock, waiting until McNab was gone. Now he came forward, his gaze still on the retreating figures until they disappeared round the side of the warehouse and he and Monk were alone on the quay. There was noise all around them of men unloading in the nearby docks. They shouted to each other. Mooring chains clanked. There were thumps and the creak of bales landing, the sharper sound of wooden kegs hitting the stone, and from below them the slurp of water.

‘I don’t trust that bastard as far as I could throw him,’ Hooper said. Then he looked down at the corpse.

Hooper had taken over as Monk’s right-hand man since Orme’s death. He was in many ways a contrast. Orme had been white-haired, quiet, a compact man always in a pea coat except in the middle of summer. Good-natured, softly spoken, he had known the river better than most men knew their own back yards. He was devoted to his daughter and new grandchild, and had been just about to retire to a house on the river-bank. He meant to spend his last years with them, talking to old friends, sharing a few pints of ale and watching the wild birds fly over towards the Estuary.

Hooper was tall and loose-limbed, almost gangling and naturally untidy. He was probably at least thirty years younger than Orme. He too was quiet, most of the time, but he had a quick sense of humour. Orme had protected Monk, knowing his ignorance of the river to begin with, and his need to learn; Hooper was also loyal in a fight – loyal to the death – but he was not uncritical, as Monk had recently learned.

Now Hooper looked at the corpse’s hands, turning them over and examining them, especially the fingers. As he did so, Monk noticed a slight stain so deep into the layers of the skin that the water had not removed it.

‘Ink?’ he said curiously.

‘Well, he’s not a manual worker,’ Hooper responded. ‘And from his clothes he doesn’t look like a clerk or a shopkeeper.’

‘We’d better find whoever pulled him from the water.’ Monk turned and stared up and down the broad river, crowded with boats. Nearest them were four- and five-masted schooners, riding at anchor, sails furled, waiting to unload their cargoes. A string of barges moved slowly upstream. Ferries wove their way across from bank to bank.

‘I suppose McNab didn’t bother to tell us that,’ Hooper said darkly. He spoke of it rarely, but he too held McNab responsible for the gun fight and therefore for Orme’s death. He had not given up hope that one day they would be able to prove it. He did not want private vengeance any more than Monk did, but he did want justice. Orme had been not only a good man; he was one who had been in the River Police almost all his adult life. There was a loyalty to be kept, for the sake of the future as well as the past.

‘No,’ Monk agreed wryly. ‘But he sent for the police surgeon, at least. That looks like him coming along the dockside now.’ He inclined his head in a slight gesture towards the figure approaching. ‘I’ll talk to him. Go and see what you can find out from the watermen along at the next steps.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Hooper set off, walking surprisingly fast. He had caught up with a group of stevedores and lightermen before Monk greeted the police surgeon.

‘What’ve you got?’ the surgeon asked, regarding the corpse without interest. He was a man in his sixties named Hyde, stocky in build with fair hair thinning at the front, and a keen face. Monk had worked with him several times before and liked his dark sense of humour.

‘A man with soft hands, suffocated and shot in the back,’ Monk replied with a twisted smile.

Hyde stared at him with very slightly raised eyebrows. He nodded slowly. ‘In a nutshell,’ he replied. ‘Know who he is?’

‘No idea. He was fished out of the water when he came up with the floodtide. If any of the watermen knew, they’re not saying. Hooper’s gone to see if he can find someone prepared to be a bit more exact.’

Hyde kneeled down beside the body and examined it gently and very carefully. He looked at the head, the neck, the hands and feet, the wrists, then turned him over to see the wound in his back, exactly as Monk had.

‘It was McNab from Customs who called me,’ Hyde said at last, straightening his knees to stand up and giving a little wince as his arthritis reminded him to be more careful. ‘I don’t suppose he told you anything useful, Mr Monk?’

So Hyde knew of the dislike between himself and McNab.

‘Maybe he didn’t know anything,’ Monk replied non-committally.

Hyde gave him a sharp, knowing look. ‘Maybe. And maybe we’ll get three tides today instead of two.’

Evidently Hyde didn’t like McNab either.

‘One thing,’ Hyde went on. ‘Customs doesn’t know him, or McNab wouldn’t have called you. And he’s not a waterman or he wouldn’t have hands like an artist. But I’d stake a bottle of the best single malt whisky that whatever his art is, it’s illegal.’

‘Was he shot first, or after he went into the water?’ Monk asked.

‘No idea. I’ll tell you what I’ve found, after I’ve found it,’ Hyde replied cheerfully. He walked over to the top of the steps and signalled for his men to come up and bring the stretcher on which to carry the body. The morgue was on the other side of the river, and by boat was the easiest way to reach it.

Monk waited until they were gone, and then went after Hooper to see what he had learned. The wind was rising and he felt colder.

It took them several hours to glean all they could, but it was not a complicated story. A lighterman moving out of his moorings early and making his way up river had found the body tangled in a mass of rope and rotten wood wreckage near one of the many flights of steps going up from the water to the dockside. The steps were used for loading occasionally. Very often, the many ferries crossing from one bank to the other picked up fares there, or dropped them off.

The lighterman had waited for the next ferry, which arrived in a matter of a few minutes. Not able to leave his string of barges, he had told the man to call the authorities. In this case they turned out to be a couple of customs men checking an early load coming off a schooner moored nearby. At this time of the year, no daylight was to be wasted. McNab had been sent for, as someone of sufficient rank to deal with the matter.

Further enquiry turned up no one who knew the corpse. Apparently he was not a bargee, a ferryman or a docker of any other sort. None of this information surprised Monk. He had deduced that much from the man’s appearance.

He and Hooper were both back at their headquarters in the Wapping Police Station, when at about half-past four, almost dusk, they received news that a boat had been reported stolen earlier from the south bank, a mile or two further down. According to the local police, it was a small rowing boat, easily managed by one man. They were linking this to another incident: a prisoner from Plaistow Reformatory had escaped custody while being questioned by customs officers. He was a master forger by the name of Blount, and he answered perfectly the description of the dead man.

‘Oh, yes?’ Hooper said sarcastically. ‘And McNab didn’t know of that?’

‘I imagine that’s what he’ll say,’ Monk replied. ‘Got away yesterday, they said.’

Hooper turned towards him, but his expression was near-invisible with his back to the gaslamp. ‘I wouldn’t believe McNab if he told me what day it was today, never mind yesterday.’

‘I’ll go to the prison in the morning, see what I can learn about this Blount,’ Monk said.

‘Do you want me to talk to the customs men that allowed him to escape?’ Hooper offered.

Monk considered for a very brief moment. ‘No. I’ll do that. Easier once I know something about the man. I wonder who shot him …’

Hooper grunted, and made no reply.

Over a hot cup of tea, laced with a spoonful of whisky, Monk wrote up his notes on the day’s work, not only the account of the corpse found by McNab’s men, but some small thefts and one case of smuggling. It was the part of the job he liked least, but he had learned that the longer he left it, the harder it was to recall details that might matter later on. Sloppy notes and illegible handwriting had ruined more than one case.

It was two hours later when he said good night to the man on duty and went across the dark, windy dock and down the steps to get the ferry home to Hester, who would cheerfully exchange her news with him. The sweetest part of the day was yet to come.

Plaistow Reformatory, on the outskirts of the city, was almost due north of Albert Dock. The prison was close to the railway line and it took Monk less than an hour to get there. The Governor, Elias Stockwell, was in a foul mood over the escape, but he had already heard that Blount’s body had been found and identified, which had alleviated his anger to some small degree.

‘Glad the blighter’s dead,’ he said frankly when Monk faced him in his small, very tidy office. ‘He was here only a matter of weeks. Damn good forger, but a nasty piece of work. Too clever by half.’

Monk forced himself to relax in the chair offered him, implying that he intended to remain there for as long as it took to get the answers he wanted.

‘At forging, or in general?’ he asked. The possibilities as to who had shot Blount were many. It could have been personal, very possibly revenge, or it might have been a falling-out over a planned crime, or the spoils of one already committed. It might have to do with Customs, the giving of information, or any other quarrel past or present.

Stockwell sighed. ‘Both. He was one of the best forgers I’ve seen, and not just with documents. He could make a five-pound note that would pass most people’s close look.’

‘Well, most people aren’t that familiar with what a genuine five-pound note looks like,’ Monk replied. It was more than a month’s wages for the average man.

‘Good point,’ Stockwell granted. ‘But he was good with bills of lading, customs forms and cargo manifests, too, which was why Customs were looking at him so hard.’

‘Accomplices?’ Monk hoped that would lead to someone who was keen to keep him silent.

‘Certainly,’ Stockwell agreed. ‘But they were never caught. Knew how to keep his mouth shut.’ He raised his eyebrows slightly. ‘Are you thinking one of them killed him, to make sure it stayed shut permanently? Sounds likely to me.’

‘What was he convicted for?’ Monk pressed.

Stockwell recounted Blount’s crime of fraud with false details of shipments, and therefore false customs duties to be paid.

Monk listened with interest.

‘So the ship’s captain was almost certainly involved?’ he concluded.

‘No doubt,’ Stockwell agreed. ‘But he was long gone by the time they caught up with Blount. And he was foreign of some sort, Spanish or Corsican, or something like that.’

‘And the importer?’ Monk asked.

‘Disclaimed all knowledge of alteration of the papers,’ Stockwell replied. ‘Made it seem that Blount himself was making the profit on the difference. Lying bastard. But they couldn’t get him on it. He’d covered himself very tidily.’

‘But Blount knew that he’d been part of the fraud, and could have given him up?’

‘Had to have known, but he stayed silent. I dare say there’d have been a nice reward for his silence in the future. He only had five years to go.’

‘When was he convicted?’

‘September.’

‘Name of the importer?’

‘Haskell and Sons. It was Haskell they were trying to get Blount to inform on,’ Stockwell said. ‘Been after him for years.’

‘Customs have?’

‘Yes.’ Stockwell looked interested. ‘But they said they didn’t get anything out of Blount.’

‘While I’m here, tell me all you can about Blount. Do you know his friends, enemies, anyone who might prefer him dead? Or be afraid of him alive?’ Monk asked.

‘He was clever,’ Stockwell repeated, clearly giving the matter deeper thought. ‘Word around the prison is that he did quite a few favours for people. Not that he didn’t collect on them, mind you. But if someone wanted a letter written, a permission forged, a document made up and passed out through a lawyer, or a warder – for a consideration …’ His expression was bitter. ‘All Blount needed was the paper, and he could do a good enough job to fool most people. He built up quite a network that way: people who owed him favours, or who might need him again one day. Sly, he was. Never did much without weighing up what he could get out of it.’

Monk thought of the heavy face and the soft hands, and found it unpleasantly easy to believe. ‘Mostly to do with smuggling?’ he asked.

‘That I heard about, yes. But there could have been all sorts of other things as well – bills of sale, affidavits, anything.’

‘Who took him to the place where he met with the customs people where he got away? Why didn’t they come to question him here? Less risk of his escaping.’

‘We didn’t think there was a risk!’ Stockwell snapped back. ‘He was manacled all the way and had two guards with him.’

‘But why travel at all? Why didn’t the customs men come here? No risk at all, then.’

‘Because they had papers and other things in a big trunk that they couldn’t carry,’ Stockwell replied. ‘Machinery he could identify.’

‘I see. Names of the guards accompanying him?’

‘Clerk and Chapman. Both got injured in the escape. Clerk not too badly. Mostly bruises, that’s all. Chapman’ll be off for a while. Man with a broken arm not much use here.’

‘Well, they won’t be getting much thanks from Blount,’ Monk said drily. ‘Shot and drowned. Any ideas about that?’

Stockwell’s expression was one of weary disgust. ‘Somebody wanted to make sure!’

‘How long beforehand was this trip arranged?’ Monk asked.

‘Just the day before,’ Stockwell answered, but he sat up a little straighter. ‘Interesting. You’re thinking someone saw a chance and took it?’

‘That, or someone knew it was going to be asked for, and arranged it,’ Monk pointed out.

‘You’re thinking of Customs? Or Haskell himself? You want to see if anyone here had a connection?’

‘I do. And I’ll certainly go and see the customs officers involved; find out exactly what happened, who sent for Blount, and who knew about it.’

‘Right. I’ll get you all we have.’ Stockwell rose to his feet. ‘Nasty piece of work, Blount, but we can’t have prisoners done away with. And I don’t like it when they escape, either.’

‘It wasn’t from here.’

Stockwell stared at him indignantly. ‘It was from my damned men, sir!’

Monk agreed as tactfully as he could.

It was after four and the sun set low on the horizon, sending shadows across the water, when Monk left Wapping again and decided to walk the relatively short distance to the Customs House on Thames Street. It was little more than a mile and he wanted the air, cold as it was, and the solitude to order in his mind exactly what he would say. How he approached the customs men from whom Blount had escaped would determine what he would learn.

Monk wanted information from them. It was not his place to discipline them, were they at fault, and that was not certain.

The walk took him a little longer than he expected, traffic was heavy and the pavements crowded. But by the time he reached the magnificent customs buildings facing the river, completely restored since the fire of 1825, he was ready to deal with the men patiently and win what he could not command.

He was received guardedly and shown to a small private room someone had obligingly made available to him. It was not one of those with a view over the river.

A young man was brought in within moments and introduced as Edward Worth. The other customs officer who had interviewed Blount, Logan, had been badly injured in Blount’s escape and was recovering in hospital.

‘Sit down, Worth.’ Monk gestured to the chair on the other side of the desk. ‘Blount’s dead, and it’s not much loss, except if he was going to testify against Haskell. Was he?’ Monk said.

Worth sat down on the edge of the chair. He looked no more than twenty-five, and considerably embarrassed by the fact that he and his colleague had somehow managed to let a prisoner escape, and worse than that, be killed. He still looked shocked.

Monk could not remember being so young. That age was part of his lost years. Had he ever looked so vulnerable to his seniors? The impressions he had gathered had been that he had always seemed a little arrogant, perhaps appearing more sure of himself than he was.

‘No, sir, not that I could see,’ Worth answered. ‘The whole thing was a waste of time, actually.’ Then he coloured uncomfortably. ‘Sorry, sir.’

‘Who told you to question him?’ Monk asked.

‘Orders, sir.’

‘I don’t doubt that, Worth. From whom?’

‘Mr Gillies, sir. I answer to him but he must have had his orders from higher up.’ Worth looked unhappy, like a schoolboy who has been forced to snitch on one of his fellows.

‘I see. Expressly to get Blount to tell you about Haskell, or on a general fishing expedition?’

‘As to who paid him, sir. And there was a whole box of forging equipment, and special papers as he could identify, if he would.’

‘And did he? Identify them, I mean.’

‘No, sir, not really … Just said it was the right sort for bills of trading, some from foreign parts, like.’

Monk knew that if he embarrassed Worth too deeply, or seemed to be finding fault with the Customs service in general, he would get nothing from the young man. It would be harsh, but above and beyond that, it would also be pointless. If Worth had made errors, or done less than his best, he would be keener than anyone to make amends. Good leadership would allow him to. Monk was learning these lessons slowly. But as he did so, he pitied more and more the officers who had had to deal with him as a young, clever and smart-mouthed man. Such young men were the bane of a commander’s existence, in part because they were the ones most likely to be of use, if taught well, and if their respect were earned. They would also be the most badly broken, and then the most dangerous if they became the victims of their commanding officers’ own weaknesses.

‘Describe to me exactly what happened, as far as you can recall it,’ he directed.

Worth obediently told him about Blount’s arrival, and the two prison guards with him.

‘Did they come into the interrogation room with Blount?’ Monk interrupted.

‘No, sir. They waited outside. There was only the one door, sir, and there was just the two of us, as well as them waiting in the next room.’

‘Sounds safe enough,’ Monk agreed. ‘Was Blount manacled during this time?’

‘Left wrist to the chair, sir. Rather cold day. Got him a hot cup of tea.’ Worth looked embarrassed, as if his small act of kindness were a fault in him.

‘And then you questioned him?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Tell me,’ Monk chose his words carefully, ‘did you form the impression that Blount was expecting these questions? Was he prepared for them?’

Worth considered it for a moment. ‘No, sir,’ he said, looking straight at Monk. ‘I don’t think he knew rightly why he was here. He acted all surprised. I took it as putting it all on when he was here, but now I think maybe he did have no idea.’

‘Interesting. Go on.’

‘We were going about half an hour, getting nothing we hadn’t worked out anyway, when we were interrupted. A man had said as he was a lawyer for Mr Blount, and we weren’t to go on without him being there. There was nothing we could do about that, so we had the lawyer in … if he was a lawyer …’

‘Why do you doubt it?’

Worth’s face reflected his embarrassment. ‘Because that’s when it all started. There was a whole ruckus outside. Two more men came in and attacked the prison guard who was waiting in the next room …’

‘Only one?’ Monk leaned forward. ‘You said there were two.’

‘One of them had gone to relieve himself, sir.’ Worth looked unhappy.

‘And these other two took advantage of that?’ It was easy to imagine. And interesting. It sounded like a mixture of planning and opportunism.

‘Yes, sir,’ Worth agreed. ‘They did.’

‘Were they armed?’

‘Yes, sir, with big, heavy cudgels. Broke the guard’s arm.’

‘The two of them?’

‘Yes, sir. Hit me over the head, and must have hit Logan too, as when I come to myself again, Logan was lying on the floor and the chair Blount’d been manacled to was smashed, like someone’d been at it with an axe.’

‘And Blount was gone?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Did anyone else see any part of this? Either the two men coming in, or leaving with Blount?’

‘Yes, sir. Blount was seen going off with one of them. But they was about the same height and build as the prison officers, and in the rain, all huddled up, they just thought it was them gone again. The second man obviously just made himself scarce.’ He moved uncomfortably in his seat.

‘And the man who said he was a lawyer?’ Monk asked.

‘He said he’d been struck too, sir.’

‘Said? You doubted him?’

‘Thinking about it, yes, sir. I knew how I felt, an’ he didn’t look anything like it.’

Monk nodded. ‘I would like you to think hard. I’m only asking for your impressions. Do you think Blount was expecting to be rescued? Did he play for time with you? Seem nervous, as if he were expecting to be interrupted? Was he in the least afraid?’

Worth blinked, struggling to give Monk the answer he wanted.

‘He was in prison already,’ Monk pointed out. ‘Did you threaten him with anything? I need the exact truth, Mr Worth. Was he agitated at all?’

‘No, he wasn’t. In fact he was rather insolent,’ Worth answered carefully. ‘As if he knew there weren’t nothing we could do to him. Actually, sir, I thought it was a waste of time, myself. He was a real fly one, Blount. I never thought as we’d get anything out of him.’

‘Not fly enough to avoid getting both drowned and shot!’ Monk said bleakly. ‘Thank you, Mr Worth. You have been of considerable help. I don’t suppose you have any idea which of your superiors thought Blount would give Mr Haskell away? Or whoever it was that paid him?’

‘No, sir. I’m sorry, sir.’

‘I didn’t think you would.’ Monk rose to his feet. ‘That’s all. Thank you.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Worth was on his feet, standing to attention. ‘Thank you, sir.’

A good officer, Monk thought: maybe one day he would take him away from McNab. He would make a good river policeman. They needed recruits.

All the way home through the darkening streets he weighed what Worth had told him. By the time he reached the Greenwich ferry steps and climbed out to walk up the lamplit hill to Paradise Place, he had come to several tentative conclusions. Blount was dangerous to someone: presumably to whomever had employed him, probably Haskell. Blount was a man who always put his own wellbeing first, and he had known too much.

His murder had been arranged with some skill, and good use made of the customs officers and the lawyer. Someone there was helping; possibly had been paid by Haskell for one favour or another for some time, even years.

It was McNab who had brought Monk on to the case. Was he responsible for Blount’s escape, maybe even his death and was covering himself? That was the one thing Monk wanted to know. McNab was dangerous. Monk had seen the look in his eyes in the odd, unguarded moment. It was more than professional rivalry, more than personal dislike. It was hate, deep and poisonous hate.

The only thing was to face McNab, which he would do the following day. He did not want to, partly because he knew McNab would be aggressive. It was a pattern they had fallen into. But mostly Monk was reluctant because he was always at the disadvantage of not knowing what the origin was of what lay between them. He was perfectly certain that McNab did know, which placed him always a step ahead. McNab acted, and Monk reacted. He hated that.

And yet if he did not go to him with what he had learned from Worth, he would tacitly still have given McNab the advantage, and shown that he dared not face him. That would be intolerable.

As it was, when he returned to the Customs House the next day, he had to wait for McNab to finish a matter of business at one of the docks, but it was half an hour Monk used to advantage. He read several notes about Haskell & Sons, and added to his own knowledge of the size of their business, and some of its history.

He was in a small, bare waiting room when McNab strode in. He was clearly annoyed to see Monk there, and the tide of emotion rushed up his face. He stood for a moment, mastering his feelings before managing to speak with almost indifference.

‘What is it now, Monk?’ he asked, eyebrows raised. ‘You can’t give us the case back, simply because it’s messy! Or have you come as a courtesy, to tell us that you know what happened? Who killed Blount, then?’

Monk concealed his surprise at McNab’s forthrightness, if that was what it was. He did not rise to his feet, and McNab sat down in the chair opposite him, hitching his trousers at the knees to be more comfortable. His eyes did not move from Monk’s face.

Monk completely changed his mind as to what he would say.

‘Probably not Haskell himself,’ he replied. ‘But very likely someone in his employ.’ He was grateful to see a momentary look of surprise on McNab’s face, albeit masked almost immediately.

‘You could be right,’ McNab conceded. ‘We’ve never caught him in anything provable, and he has friends.’ He allowed his meaning to hang heavy in the air.

‘Patrons, perhaps,’ Monk corrected him. ‘Allies certainly, and employees. Different from friends.’

‘Oh, loyalty bought and paid for is the most reliable of all,’ McNab agreed. He held out his hand, closed into a fist. ‘You know who has the reins.’

‘Haskell?’ Monk asked.

McNab raised his eyebrows. ‘Your case, Monk. Blount was shot, murdered. No way was that suicide, and you’d have to prove it was an accident. Who shoots a man in the back by accident, eh?’ He kept his expression serious, but there was a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes.

‘Someone who wants him silenced,’ Monk replied. ‘Possibly needs it, for his own safety.’

‘Possibly,’ McNab nodded.

‘So how close were you to getting Haskell?’ Monk asked.

‘For killing Blount?’ McNab’s voice rose in amazement. ‘Not at all. Like I said, it’s your case, Commander!’

‘I’m sure you wouldn’t trespass into my case, Mr McNab,’ Monk said sarcastically. ‘I meant for smuggling, or forged documents. That is what you’re after him for, isn’t it?’

McNab weighed his reply for a few moments in silence.

Monk realised that McNab did not know what Worth had told him yesterday evening. But the irony went both ways; Monk would not get Worth into trouble by repeating it. He looked at McNab and waited patiently.

‘A bit further off now that Blount’s dead,’ McNab answered at last. ‘Unless, of course, you can pin this on to one of Haskell’s men, and they’ll talk … which isn’t likely.’ He smiled very slightly, leaving it in the air as to whether he meant Monk’s success in catching whoever killed Blount, or the man being willing to testify. He drew in his breath and met Monk’s eyes. ‘I think such a man would give you a good chase, Monk. He’d be caught between Haskell killing him, or you torturing him slowly, poor devil.’

Monk stood up, straightening his back. ‘Pity you let Blount escape, then. Might have been a lot easier to let your man get it out of him. Still, too late for that now.’ He smiled back, very slightly. Then, satisfied with the anger in McNab’s face, he went out of the door, closing it behind him, even though McNab had also risen to his feet.


Chapter Two

Beata York thanked her maid, and then regarded herself gravely in the glass. She saw a woman in her fifties who had been beautiful in her youth, and had grown more complex and full of character as time had dealt unkindly with her. She had had to search for and find an inner peace to combat the outer turmoil.

Of course no one else knew that of her, and it must always be so. They perceived her as serene, always in control of her emotions. Her porcelain-fair skin was without blemish. The silver in her hair was invisible in its pale shining gold, the heavy waves swept up smoothly.

She wore a sombre shade of green, untrimmed by fur or ornament. She was making a visit that duty compelled, and she dreaded it. It was foolish of her. There had never been any possibility of avoiding it, and putting it off always made it worse. However, this time she had actually been sent for.

She turned away from the looking-glass, thanked her maid again, and went out of the dressing room and across the landing to the elegant mahogany stairs. The footman was waiting in the hall, standing very straight, respectfully. She could see the shine on his polished boots. The carriage would be at the door, ready. She would not have to give any directions.

She had informed the butler that she would be going to see her husband. Ingram York was residing in a hospital for the insane. He might know her when she went into his room, but, on the other hand, he might not. Apparently his doctors felt that he was becoming weaker, and she should visit him before he lapsed into more frequent coma where he would not know her at all.

Last time, two weeks ago, he had not known her to begin with, and then had suddenly remembered. It had been dreadful, and acutely embarrassing. As she crossed the hall her cheeks flamed with the memory of it.

Ingram had lain on the bed, propped up on the pillows, when the vacant look on his fleshy face had suddenly vanished, to be filled with hatred.

‘Whore!’ he had said viciously. ‘Come here to gloat, have you? Well, I’m not dead yet … for all your trying!’ He had looked ashen pale, his skin hanging from his jowls, his eyes sunken into the hollows of the sockets, his white hair still ridiculously luxuriant above the terrible face.

Then, just as suddenly, the moment of recognition had gone again. The doctor who had shown Beata in, and stayed with her to offer her what information he could, had been embarrassed for her.

‘He doesn’t mean it!’ he had said hastily. ‘He’s … delusional. I assure you, Lady York …’

But she had not been listening. Ingram meant it. She had been married to him for over twenty years. This attack was not the wild break from his usual behaviour that the doctor imagined.

Remembering, she shivered as the footman opened the front door for her and she stepped outside, but it was not from the bitter day with its promise of ice before nightfall, it was dread of what lay ahead.

Even now she thought of some way of evading her duty, but it was only an idea, something to play with in her mind. A walk in the park? A visit to a friend, to sit by the fire with tea and crumpets, and a little laughter in exchange for thoughts? Of course she wouldn’t! She had stayed with Ingram all these years, she would not fail on these final days. It was a duty she would not fall short in.

The footman opened the carriage door. She accepted his hand to assist her up and help make her comfortable.

She wondered how many of the servants were quite aware of Mr Justice York’s temper tantrums, the vile names he called her at times. Perhaps they had even seen blood on the sheets, and sometimes on the towels as well. There were things that, if she thought of them, overwhelmed her. How could she calmly sit at the dining-room table while the butler served her soup if she were to imagine for an instant that he knew how York had used her sexually, when the bedroom doors were locked?

It had begun within weeks of their wedding, at first only a matter of insistence, a certain roughness that had caused her pain. Gradually it had become grosser, more humiliating, and the verbal abuse coarser, the violence more unpredictable.

It had gone on, to one degree or another, for years. There had been times when for months there had been nothing, and she had dared hope her ordeal was over, even if it meant that he never touched her at all.

That was foolish, but in those times of respite he would be witty, so intelligent and, in public at least, treat her with respect, as if the cruelty were an aberration. Then the darkness was all the greater when it returned.

Oliver Rathbone had been a guest the day it had finally ended. Ingram had completely lost all control and lashed out at Oliver with his cane. If he had struck him with it, it would have been a fearful blow. He could even have killed him, had it caught him on the temple. Thank heaven at that instant of rage Ingram had taken a fit of some kind and fallen insensible to the floor, quite literally foaming at the mouth.

He had still been deeply unconscious when the ambulance had come for him and taken him to the hospital for diseases of the nervous system. It would have been merciful if he had sunk deeper into the coma and died. Unfortunately that had not happened. He had hovered on the edge of consciousness, with brief moments of lucidity, in the long months since then. It was over a year ago now.

Beata had been a widow in all senses but that of being free to marry again. She still bore his name, lived in his house, and dutifully forced herself to visit him when conscience drove her to it, or the doctor sent for her.

She stared out the window at the other carriages, ladies with fur collars and capes, inside.

It was not a long journey but the route passed close to Regent’s Park, and the bare trees were like tangled black lace. It would have been a good day for walking.

She looked away in time to see a carriage passing on the other side of the street. She met the woman passenger’s eyes for an instant, and saw the warmth, and the familiar gesture with her hand. She just had time to smile back and nod agreement. Yes, she accepted the invitation. It would be something simple, and fun.

The journey passed all too quickly. She was already at the hospital. The footman climbed down with easy grace and held the door open for her. The cold air made her wish momentarily that she had brought furs too. Then she remembered Ingram giving them to her one Christmas, and she thought she would rather be cold as she walked across the pavement and up the wide steps into the hospital entrance.

She was expected and the doctor in charge was standing waiting for her. She had developed a reputation for promptness, and he stepped forward, smiling gravely, inclining his head in a slight bow. She was accustomed to it. She was the wife of one of the High Court’s most respected judges. It was the convention that none of them acknowledged his altered state as irreversible.

‘Good afternoon, Lady York,’ he said soberly. ‘I’m afraid the weather has turned much colder.’

‘Indeed,’ she replied, as if it mattered in the slightest to either of them. It was just easier to stick to the ritual than to have to think of something different to say.

‘How is my husband?’ She always said that also.

‘I am afraid there has been a slight change,’ the doctor answered, turning to lead the way to the now familiar room that, as far as she knew, Ingram had not left since he had first been carried there. ‘I’m very sorry … perhaps he will be in less distress.’ He forced a lift into his voice, as if it were of some cheer.

He could have no idea at all how deeply she wished Ingram dead. Not only for her sake, but for his own. She had never loved him, although once, years ago, she had imagined she did. But he had had a certain dignity, and such high intelligence then. She would not have wished on anybody what he suffered now, plunging from sanity to confusion, and climbing desperately back again. It was awful to watch. No hunger for revenge could make him deserve this.

They had reached his room, mercifully without any more meaningless conversation. The doctor opened the door for her and held it.

She took a deep breath, steadying herself, and went in.

As always, the smell was the first thing she noticed. It was a mixture of human body odours and the sharp, artificial cleanliness of lye and antiseptic. Everything was too white, too utilitarian.

Ingram was propped up on the pillows. At first glance nothing seemed any different, as if she had been here only yesterday, when in fact it was weeks ago.

Then as she came closer to the bed, she saw his eyes. They were hollower around the sockets than before, and cloudy, as if he could not see through them.

‘Hello, Ingram,’ she said gently. ‘How are you?’

He did not reply. Had he not heard her? Looking at him, she was almost certain he was conscious. Could he see her?

She touched the thick-fingered white hand on the covers. She half expected it to be cold, but it was warmer than her own.

‘How are you?’ she repeated a little more loudly.

Suddenly his hand closed on hers, gripping her. She gasped, and for an instant thought of pulling away. Then with immense effort she relaxed her arm and let it be.

‘You look a little better,’ she lied. He looked terrible, as if something inside him had perished.

He was still staring at her with cloudy eyes. It was as if there were a window between them, of frosted glass that neither of them could see through.

‘Come again, have you, Beata?’ His voice was no more than a whisper, but the anger was there in it, almost a gloating. ‘Got to, haven’t you, as long as I’m still alive? And I am! You’re not free yet …’

‘I know that, Ingram,’ she answered, staring at him. ‘And neither are you.’ The moment the words were across her lips she regretted them. It was her fault as well as his. How could she have been blind enough to have married him all those years ago? No one had forced her. She had been married before, for several years, and her first husband had died. It had been time she chose again. She had seen what she wished to see, as perhaps he had also. They were neither of them very young any more. Except that she had cared for him. He had never cared for her, or perhaps for anyone. It was advisable for his career that he be married. And she brought with her a dowry, gathered for her by her friends, after her father’s disgrace. San Francisco was far enough away for word of that not to have travelled here.

Ingram’s face twisted very slightly. Was it an attempt at a smile, a moment of warmth, even regret? Or was it a sneer because she was as imprisoned as he was, at least for the moment? Perhaps that was why he hung on to life, even like this – to keep her trapped as well.

She had something to make up for. She would give him the benefit of the doubt, however small it was. She smiled back at him, and very slightly increased the pressure of her fingers around his.

His hand closed tight, hurting her.

‘Bitch!’ he said distinctly, then seemed to choke on his own breath. He gasped and the air rattled and caught in his throat. Then the grip slackened a little on her hand, but not enough to let her go.

She turned to pull away, but she was not strong enough, and she was very aware of the doctor watching her, no doubt imagining some kind of devotion and grief. She must behave with decorum. She let her hand rest easily.

Ingram’s nails bit into her hand. He was still strong enough to hurt her.

He opened his eyes again and stared at her, suddenly lucid. 

‘You liked it, didn’t you?’ he hissed. ‘I know you did, for all your snivelling. Whore! Cheap, dirty whore!’

She wanted to reply, to curse him back, but she would not do it with the doctor present. His pity was terrible, but his disgust would be worse. She kept her back to him as much as possible and forced herself to smile at Ingram.

She measured each word. ‘It seems it was all you could manage,’ she said deliberately. She could say it now, at last. He was helpless to beat her.

He understood – perfectly. His face suffused with rage and he tried to reach for her. His eyes bulged and he choked, gasped and choked again, more deeply. His arms tried to thrash, his body went rigid and shook even more violently. He bit his tongue and his mouth drooled foam and blood.

Then just as suddenly it was over. He lay perfectly still and his hand slipped off hers at last.

She let out a sigh of relief and pulled away, gently, forcing herself not to flinch.

The doctor moved forward beside her. He put out his fingers and touched York’s neck.

Beata looked at the cloudy eyes and knew that he saw nothing, not her, not the room. They were completely blind.

‘Lady York,’ the doctor said quietly, ‘he is gone. I’m … I’m so sorry.’

‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. ‘You’ve been … very good.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said again. ‘It must be terrible for you. He was such a fine man.’

The doctor stared at her, afraid she was going to become hysterical. She could have. He was so wildly wrong; she wanted to laugh, long, crazily, on and on. Ingram was dead! She was free!

She must take hold of herself. This was disgraceful. She could not stand here beside a dead man … laughing.

She put her hands up over her face. The doctor must be made to think she was shocked, distraught, anything but desperately relieved. She covered her eyes with her fingers, and smelled the scent of his hands on her own. The antiseptic, medical smell made her stomach clench and for an instant she thought she was going to be sick.

She put her hands down again and forced herself to breathe deeply.

‘Thank you, Doctor,’ she said calmly, her voice wavering only very slightly. ‘I am … I am quite well, thank you. If there is nothing that you require of me, I would like to go home. Of course I shall be at your disposal, should you …’ She did not know how to finish. She had been preparing for this day for months, and now that it was here all the things she had thought to say flew out of her mind.

‘Of course,’ he said gently. ‘No matter how one is prepared, it is always a great shock. Would you like to sit down in my office for a little while? I can send a nurse to be—’

‘No, thank you,’ she cut him off. ‘I will have a great many people to inform … and … I think a memorial service to consider. There will be … I must inform the lawyer … the Bar … his colleagues.’

‘Of course,’ he agreed. She heard the note of relief in his voice. He had many things to attend to himself. There was nothing more he could do for Ingram York. He must turn his mind to other patients.

She walked alone out of the hospital and found the footman waiting at the kerb beside her carriage.

She did not meet his eyes; she did not want him to see her expression when she told him. Perhaps it was cowardly, but her own emotions were so mixed between relief and pity. He had been pitiful in the end, in spite of his last words. It was pitiful for the last thing that you say on earth to be dirty and degrading. There was also anger for all the years, and great relief, as if finally she had been able to take off a heavy garment that had weighed her down, at times almost frozen her movement altogether.

There was also a new freedom, wide, beautiful … frightening! What would she do with it, now that she no longer had an excuse not to try for … anything she wanted? There was no one to stop her. No excuses … all mistakes would be her own fault. Ingram was gone.

The footman was waiting for her, still holding the door open.

‘Sir Ingram has passed away,’ she told him. ‘Quite peacefully.’ That was a lie. She could still hear the hate in his voice.

There was a moment’s silence.

She had not meant to look at the footman’s face but she did so, and, the second before appropriate pity overtook it, she saw relief.

‘I’m very sorry, my lady. Is there anything I can do for you?’ There was concern for her in his voice.

‘No, thank you, John,’ she said with a very slight smile. ‘There will be people to inform, letters and so on. I must begin to do so.’

‘Yes, my lady.’ He offered her his hand to steady her as she stepped up into the carriage.

She spent the time of the journey home thinking about what sort of service she should request for him. It was her decision. He had died in circumstances it would be preferable were not made public. She had told those who asked that he was in hospital. She had allowed it to be presumed that he had had some kind of apoplectic fit, a stroke. No one that she knew about had referred to the fact that he had lost his mind. Certainly Oliver Rathbone had told no one that York had attacked him, except possibly Monk.

Did people lie about the cause of a noted person’s death? Or simply allow people to draw mistaken conclusions? Some people did die in embarrassing circumstances, such as in the wrong person’s bed! This was at least in a hospital.

If he did not have a formal funeral it would raise speculation as to why not. He had been a very public man, a High Court judge of note. Everyone would expect it. She had no choice.

No one else knew what he was really like in his own home, when the doors were closed and the servants retired for the night. How could they? Did any decent person’s thoughts even stretch to imagine such things? Certainly hers had not.

Beata wondered how many other women might have experienced the same fear, humiliation and pain that she had – and told no one.

She imagined being gowned in black, modest and beautiful with her pale, gleaming hair, the perfect widow – exchanging quiet, sad condolences, and looking into the eyes of someone who knew exactly what he had done to her – and she had not fought back!

For a moment as the carriage swung around a corner and slid a little on the ice, she thought again that she was going to be sick.

Eventually it was a very formal funeral, very sombre, and within the shortest time that could be managed. Ingram had grown up on the south side of the Thames and had requested in his will to have his funeral held at St Margaret’s in Lee, on the outskirts of Blackheath. Edmond Halley, after whom a comet had been named, lay in the same graveyard. Ingram had mentioned that often. She would arrange that for him; it was the honourable thing to do. It was a relief to have it over as soon as possible, as it turned out, barely more than a week.

She had, of course, informed the few members of Ingram’s family still alive, including his two sons from his previous marriage. It was a courtesy. He had not kept in touch with his relatives, nor they with him, and his sons had grown distant over the years. Still, she expected to see one or two, as a mark of respect if nothing else. Their neighbours would know.

The weather on the day of the funeral was pleasant and Beata arrived early at the splendid old church, built in the gothic revival style, with soaring towers reaching upwards in solemn glory, and an ornate towering steeple. A few ancient trees softened the outlines and added to the beauty.

She was greeted by the minister and led to her seat inside. In other circumstances she would have taken more notice of the vaulted ceilings, great stone arches over the doors, and a rich array of stained-glass windows. The church smelled of age and reverence, as if the odour of prayer could be a tangible thing, like that of flowers long since dead. It should have been a comfort, and yet she struggled to find it so.

She was greeted coolly by Ingram’s sons and his only other relative present, a brother-in-law, a widower himself. They said only what good manners required.

Of course, most of Ingram’s colleagues, from his many years in the law, either came in person or sent handsome wreaths. Welcoming people, exchanging grave and courteous words of appreciation, Beata felt as if the long months since his collapse had disappeared. His complete loss of control had been very private. Most of the people who came appeared to have no idea that his breakdown had been anything other than physical. They remembered him from his days presiding over the court. It could have been yesterday.

She offered her black-gloved hand to one dignified couple after another, Lords Justices from the High Court, from Chancery, from all the legal establishments to which Ingram had belonged. She had met them at formal dinners, exchanged polite conversation, mostly listened.

‘An excellent man. Such a loss to the justice system,’ Sir James Farquhar said quietly.

‘Thank you,’ Beata acknowledged.

‘My deepest condolences on your loss. A fine man. An ornament to the Bench.’ Another senior judge gripped her hand for a moment before letting go.

‘Thank you,’ she repeated. ‘You are very kind.’

She noticed that the Lord Chancellor was not present, nor were one or two others she had liked.

She nodded each time as if she agreed, smiled gravely as though her grief held her from doing more than acknowledging their tributes. Her mind was racing, however, afraid to search their faces for honesty. They were saying all the right things, polite things, as they were expected to do, before they walked silently off to find their peers. How many of them believed any of it?

Did they believe what they wanted to? It was a lot easier than looking for the truth. If you accepted that Ingram York was exactly what he appeared to be, then that absolved you from having to do anything about it. He was the clever, articulate, occasionally irascible judge he seemed to be. His private life was unquestioned. Of course it was. His wife was above reproach. What on earth would make anyone wonder if there were more?
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