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CHAPTER ONE


All through the long hot summer of 1880 the thick, dark, greasy waters of the Paddington Canal Basin bubbled with noxious gases. The warehouses and inns that flanked the wharf side were so closely crowded and decayed that each building seemed to be standing only because it could lean on the one beside it. Porters like swollen crows toiled back and forth unloading the barges that brought bricks, coal, timber and cattle to this busy terminus of the Grand Junction Canal. Towering dust hills, hot with decay, were constantly fed by carts piled with rubbish culled from the ashbins of the metropolis, and ragged women crawled over the smoking debris, sifting the rotting material for anything of value. The worst of the stench was by the cattle pens, where animals waiting to be transported to market were crowded into stalls hoof-deep in dung, and the semi-fluid waste swept from the streets of Paddington by scavengers accumulated in overflowing slop pools. Liquid filth drained freely into the stagnant waters of the basin, which also served as a common convenience to the numerous inhabitants of the barges. When warm summer breezes passed over the canal, they carried poison into the homes of Bayswater and flowed like a cloud of infection into the wards of nearby St Mary’s Hospital.


Concerned residents had addressed increasingly urgent complaints about the nuisance to the Paddington Vestry, that body of well-meaning gentlemen responsible for the highways and health of the parish, and a report had concluded that widespread sickness and early deaths amongst those employed in the area of the Paddington Basin was due not so much to trade in offensive material but bad air from the miasmic slurry that filled the canal. The Grand Junction Company that managed the waterway had often expressed itself willing to deal with the hazard, but words were cheap and easy, and the task of cleansing the four-hundred-yard-long basin and the canal approach was a monumental and daunting prospect. Admittedly, the waters were only five feet in depth, but at the bottom was a thick layer of clinging foetid mud into which all manner of revolting material had sunk and which when disturbed emitted the suffocating odour of bad eggs.


The protest came to a head in August when a deputation of influential citizens confronted the vestry with a petition signed by over six hundred ratepayers, deploring the filthy and unwholesome state of the Paddington Basin, whose water, according to a professor of hygiene, was ‘nothing better than sewage’. Faced with the horrible prospect of a withholding of rates, the vestrymen finally took action and secured an agreement that the basin would be cleansed. The eye-watering stench that hovered over the canal and its environs meant that nothing could be achieved in safety during the heat of summer, but early in November teams of labourers arrived to carry out the unpleasant task.


As the work commenced, thousands of people poured into the area and assembled for the free spectacle of the great canal laid bare. From St Mary’s Hospital all the way to Westbourne Park, the murky sulphurous waters were pumped away, and shapeless globs of detritus were slowly revealed. The labourers set to with shovels, and as they worked a grim atmosphere settled over the scene as the men, their clothes, bodies and faces smeared with mud, toiled without speaking. In places the deposits they dug into were two or three feet thick, and from the layers of semi-solid sludge a few recognisable forms began to emerge: bricks, broken and rusted fragments of chain, the metal portions of carts and barrels with some splinters of darkened wood. There were bones, too, of animals fallen or thrown into the canal, or the gnawed remains of meals. Had any of the fragments been human, which was not impossible, they were many years old, long disarticulated and beyond any prospect of knowing to whom they had once belonged and how those lost individuals had died.


There was only one moment when the labourers recoiled and the crowds gasped. Work stopped, and a pail of clean water was brought to better reveal the horror and consider what ought to be done. Protruding from the upper layers of mud was something more recent, a ribcage, and clinging to it some tattered fragments of clothing rotted to a black pulp. It was attached to something grey and glistening, smelling fouler than the mire from which it had emerged. A spine and a cranium, its jawbone fallen away but still with some flesh congealed into a glutinous mass, its shape a perverse travesty of what it had once been: a face.
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Seven months later, with the canal imperfectly cleansed and refilled, and the water rather less dangerous than before, the identity of the person – a man, judging from the shape of the skull – whose remains had been found and removed, examined and argued over, was still a mystery.


Frances Doughty, Bayswater’s youngest and only lady detective, had not imagined that she would be employed in the case, which seemed to be more appropriate to the mortuary table than the consulting room, but unexpectedly, she was about to receive a visitor who wished to engage her. Many Bayswater ladies came to Frances about matters that concerned their husbands, and she had often observed that the difficulties associated with a deceased husband were as nothing compared to those that attended one who was living. Mrs Harriett Antrobus, however, had a more complicated problem. Some three years ago her husband Edwin had journeyed to Bristol on business and failed to return or communicate with his family and friends. Mrs Antrobus was convinced that he had met with an accident and died, but in law he was alive and could not be declared dead until either a body was found and identified or a total of seven years had elapsed. The situation was compounded by the fact that Edwin Antrobus’ will, which could not be proved but existed in a legal limbo, had been drawn up under a misapprehension which had plunged her into grave financial difficulty.


The man whose remains had been found in the Paddington Basin was of about the right age to be Edwin Antrobus, and he could well have died as long as three years ago; moreover, the fragments of fabric found clinging to his bones showed that he had been respectably dressed. It was far from being a complete skeleton; unfortunately, despite the strenuous efforts of the labourers, only the ribs, spine and upper part of the skull had been recovered. The rest of the body, thought to have been torn away by the action of canal traffic, must still lie irretrievably buried in the mud of the basin, since the Canal Company had admitted defeat and abandoned the cleansing work only half-done. It was, however, possible to suggest a cause of death, since the flesh of the corpse’s throat, which had been transformed by its long watery immersion into a soap-like material called adipocere, exhibited a deep transverse cut.


Harriett Antrobus had tried to obtain a formal ruling that the body found in the Paddington Basin was that of her husband. It was surmised that he had returned from Bristol, arriving at Paddington Station, which lay close to the canal basin, and on his way home had been waylaid, lured to the wharf side, murdered and robbed. The court proceedings had been widely reported in the Bayswater Chronicle and Frances had read them with interest. Mrs Antrobus was unable to give evidence, since she suffered from an affliction that kept her confined indoors, and she was represented by Mr Stephen Wylie, formerly of Bristol and a business associate of her husband’s who had been one of the last people to see Edwin Antrobus alive. However, the medical evidence, supplied by Dr Collin who had examined the remains, had, to Mrs Antrobus’ great disappointment, proved insufficient to determine identity and the action had failed.


Mr Wylie had written to Frances to make an appointment, enclosing a letter from Mrs Antrobus pleading for assistance, and it was the gentleman who was due to arrive.


‘Sounds like she’d rather her husband was dead,’ said Sarah, Frances’ burly and no-nonsense assistant, ‘but who’s to say he is? If he made a will that didn’t do right by his wife then that marriage was a sour one. Perhaps she drinks. He could be in Bristol right now all alive-o, with a new name, a new business and a new wife.’


‘How cruel if he abandoned a wife who was in need of his care and left her unprovided for,’ mused Frances.


It was not, she thought, a case that promised easy success, but since a great deal of her work involved investigating light-fingered servants and faithless lovers, she was glad of something that piqued her interest. She awaited her visitor, wondering if, as so often happened in her investigations, she was about to uncover worse things than had ever been found sunken into the slime of the Paddington Canal Basin.




CHAPTER TWO


Stephen Wylie, who arrived promptly to his appointed hour at the apartment Frances shared with Sarah, was a youngish man, that is to say he was not yet middle-aged, perhaps little more than thirty-five, but his youthfulness was obscured by a high forehead lined with worry, from which dark hair was making a stealthy retreat. He brought with him the scent of tobacco, not the stale odour that always clung about the habitual smoker, but the warm fragrance of the freshly rubbed product. He was ushered into the parlour clutching a hat and a document case, and he almost dropped both at the sight of Sarah’s imposing bulk and intense, searching gaze. Frances quickly precluded any objections by introducing her companion as a trusted associate. Sarah had never been slight of build, but she had recently been supervising classes in calisthenics for the ladies of Bayswater and looked more confident and powerful than ever. Mr Wylie afforded her a nervous acknowledgement, as if to say that he pitied anyone who might attempt to burgle the premises, and sidled into a chair.


‘I have read the reports of the legal action taken by Mrs Antrobus to prove that her husband is deceased, but I find it hard to imagine how I might assist,’ began Frances, once they were facing each other across the little round table where she interviewed her clients. ‘Nevertheless, if you would start at the beginning I would like you to tell me something of Mr Antrobus and the circumstances of his disappearance.’ She opened her notebook and took up a fresh pencil.


‘Certainly,’ said Wylie, with the demeanour of a man who was embarking on an often-told tale. ‘Mr Antrobus and I had been business associates for several years. I was born and raised in Bristol where my family has imported tobacco, snuff and cigars for three generations. Mr Antrobus’ business was the manufacture of cigarettes. He and his partner, Mr Luckhurst, have a workshop in Paddington with some thirty employees. Mr Antrobus was very active, he travelled all over the country to see his customers and meet importers of the raw materials. Mr Luckhurst remains in London and attends to the office. It was October of 1877 when Antrobus made his last visit to Bristol, and I had several meetings with him. There was nothing out of the ordinary either in his manner or in the business he conducted. On his last evening there, the 12th, we dined together at his hotel, the George Railway Hotel in Victoria Street not far from the station, and he was his usual self.’


‘What was his usual self?’ asked Frances.


Wylie’s smile expressed a quiet regard for his friend. ‘There is little enough to say. He was very much a man of business, reserved in his personal life and with a small circle of acquaintances. I have never known him do a dishonest thing or drink to excess or descend to indelicacy. Some might have found him dull company, but our mutual interests in the tobacco trade kept our conversation alive.’


‘What did you discuss on that last occasion?’


‘A report in the trade press that a company in Virginia had offered a prize to the man who could invent a machine that would manufacture cigarettes.’


‘Such a machine would threaten Mr Antrobus’ business, would it not?’ Frances observed. ‘Was he despondent at the prospect?’


‘Far from it!’ said Wylie with a laugh. ‘We agreed that even if the machine could be built it would be too expensive for anyone to purchase and maintain. In any case, he believed as I do that customers will always prefer the hand-rolled product.’


‘There were no financial troubles that you know of before Mr Antrobus disappeared? Did he have any debts?’


‘No, none,’ Wylie asserted with great conviction, ‘and as evidence of that, the business continues to be profitable despite his absence. Mr Luckhurst has employed a man to travel in Antrobus’ place, and he has worked very hard to keep everything running as smoothly as possible.’ He smiled dolefully. ‘I know what inspires your questions as I have been asked them before. There was no reason either for Antrobus to run away or – heaven forbid – lay violent hands upon himself. I should mention,’ he added, ‘that for the last year I have resided in London, where I hope to expand our family concerns. I have been talking with Mr Luckhurst about a possible merger of interests, and in connection with this he kindly allowed me to examine the books of the company. I have found them entirely satisfactory.’


Frances decided to reserve her opinion on that point. If there should prove to be more than one set of books the business would not be the first to present its investors with accounts that owed more to deliberate concealment than fact. ‘Did Mr Antrobus have any business rivals – enemies even – who might have meant him harm?’


‘None that I am aware of.’


‘When did you discover that he was missing?’


‘It was a week after our last meeting. I received a letter from Mrs Antrobus. We had never met or corresponded before but she knew of me and had found my address in her husband’s papers. She had been expecting him to return home by the morning train on the 13th, and when he did not she assumed that he had been delayed by business and would write to explain. When she heard nothing further she wrote to Mr Luckhurst who confirmed that her husband had not appeared at the office, and then she wrote to me.’


‘Did you make enquiries?’ asked Frances.


‘I did, immediately. I went to the hotel and was told that Antrobus had vacated his room on the expected day. I spoke to our associates in the tobacco trade but none of them had seen him or received so much as a note. I enquired at the railway station, but a gentleman attired for business looks very much like another unless there is something distinctive about his person, or his manner of dress or his whiskers. Mr Antrobus was not a man who stood out in a crowd. I alerted the railway company in case he had fallen from the train, but they assured me that no remains had been found on the line.’ He shook his head. ‘Poor Mrs Antrobus was quite distraught at the situation and naturally I said I would do everything I could to help her.’


‘She is unable to travel, I understand?’


‘Yes, in fact – in fact I was very surprised to hear from her at all. Antrobus had told me almost nothing about his wife’s affliction, and I had decided it was best not to pry, but I received the very strong impression that she suffered from a species of hysteria, which is something I have no knowledge of, and was therefore unable to attend to her own affairs. When I received her letter, however, I found her to be intelligent, articulate and not at all disordered in her mind. On better acquaintance I discovered that she is a lady who can only command great sympathy and respect. No, it is a disease of the ears that she suffers from, and which gives her great pain unless she keeps very quiet to herself. A busy street, a noisy carriage or a train would be the most perfect torture to her.’


‘I see,’ said Frances, who had never heard of such an extraordinary thing. ‘So you agreed to act as her agent?’


‘Yes, the family had already notified the police, and I engaged a private detective, a Mr Ryan, who was very thorough indeed and submitted a full report. I have it with me.’ Wylie patted the document case. ‘He spoke to the clerk at the hotel who told him that on the morning of Antrobus’ departure he saw him talking to a man in the hallway. He was unable to describe the man but had the distinct impression from their manner that they were not strangers. Then his attention was distracted by the need to attend to another guest, and when he looked again Antrobus and the other man had both gone. They might have departed in each other’s company, but it cannot be proved.’


‘Tell me about Mr Antrobus’ will. According to the newspapers it is very unfavourable to his wife. What is your opinion?’


A grimace creased the visitor’s features for a moment. ‘Oh, that is a terrible thing!’ he said bitterly. ‘The will was drawn up several years previously and in the mistaken belief that poor Mrs Antrobus was not competent to manage her affairs. Almost all of the estate is left in trust for the two sons, who are now aged fifteen and twelve and are at school, the trust to be administered by Antrobus’ brother Lionel until the boys come of age. Mrs Antrobus was left only a small annuity, presumably on the assumption that her husband had many more years to live – he would be forty-four now if alive – and it must have been envisaged that by the time he passed away the sons would have achieved their majority and be able to care for their mother. But it was not to be. And the cruellest thing is that shortly before his departure he had been planning to change his will to something altogether more generous. Mrs Antrobus had finally been able to convince her husband that she was as competent as the next lady – indeed I would say she is more so – and he had agreed that on his return from Bristol he would make a new will.’


Frances gazed at him through narrowed eyes. ‘Is that not a very great coincidence, that he went missing at such a critical time?’ she asked pointedly. Sarah made no attempt at concealing a smile that was almost a smirk. Frances, as she well knew, did not like coincidences.


‘I suppose it is,’ Wylie admitted, ‘I had just seen it as unfortunate – the operation of fate. But you think it may be something more?’


‘I try to examine every possibility. Is the estate very valuable?’


‘I assume so, though it has not as yet been valued. The two principal assets are his half share in the cigarette manufacturing business and the house. Antrobus inherited the property from a maternal uncle, and it is his quite unencumbered. He and his brother also jointly own the tobacconist’s shop previously run by their late father and of which Mr Lionel is manager. Antrobus was always a prudent man with money and there are safe investments that produce an interest.’ He paused. ‘I say “was” since I feel sure that he is deceased, although in law he is still alive.’


‘Of course I understand that the will cannot be proved or, I suppose, even contested until it is shown that its author is deceased, and that this places Mrs Antrobus in a very difficult position,’ Frances observed, ‘but does her brother-in-law, knowing about the change in intentions, not do what he can to assist her in her very unfortunate situation?’


Wylie heaved a long sigh. ‘Mr Lionel Antrobus is —’ he hesitated, unsure of how to express himself – ‘a difficult man. He believes that he is doing his duty by adhering to the letter of the will and is undoubtedly concerned for the welfare of the boys, but I believe that he has always been jealous of his brother’s fortune, and there is no doubt that he heartily dislikes Mrs Antrobus and will do all he can not to give in to her wishes.’


Large estates and family rivalry, thought Frances, a combination fraught with unpleasant and highly interesting possibilities. ‘Please explain further.’


‘They are actually half-brothers. Mr Edwin is the younger, the son of their father’s second wife. He was a great favourite of his mother’s brother, a Mr Henderson, and so received a handsome legacy from him. Mr Lionel has received no such additional legacy, only a share of what their father left, and that was divided equally between the brothers. Mr Lionel has always felt that he should have had a larger share from his father as his younger brother enjoyed his uncle’s fortune. And he continues, despite all entreaties, to believe that Mrs Antrobus is suffering from hysteria. He thinks that an ailment he cannot see cannot exist.’


Frances frowned. ‘That is a very blinkered view. What of deafness, for example? That is not a malady one can see in the sufferer. Does he believe that that does not exist?’


‘Oh deafness has been with us since antiquity and I think he will allow it, but poor Mrs Antrobus’ disease he will not. He refuses to trust her with a penny more than her husband mentioned in the will and that is little enough. He pays the frugal allowance she would have received, but that is not sufficient to maintain the house. In fact, as soon as he assumed control of the estate he insisted that she should go to live with her sister, Miss Pearce, but that would not have been at all suitable. Miss Pearce was then residing in a small rented apartment, living off a modest annuity, caring for their widowed mother and earning a few extra shillings by giving classes in reading and writing to young children. The mother passed away the following Christmas, and Mr Lionel thought that was the ideal time for Mrs Antrobus to vacate the family home. He wanted to rent the house and place the income in trust for the boys, but Mrs Antrobus needs the peace and quiet the house affords her. It would have been very hard, in fact impossible for her to live in such a small apartment, what with children often present and the constant noise of carriages outside. So they devised a plan to circumvent Mr Lionel’s demands. Miss Pearce came to live with Mrs Antrobus. The classes had to be given up, but Miss Pearce found a little outside work as an hourly governess, and that enables them to remain there, if in reduced circumstances, with only one servant. Needless to say Mr Lionel was most annoyed at being thwarted and demanded that Mrs Antrobus and her sister should both leave and place the property under his control. I believe he took legal advice on the matter but he was told that in view of Mrs Antrobus’ affliction there might be some difficulty if he attempted to evict her. He has been silent on the issue for a while, but I am sure that he has not given up on the idea. It is a continuing anxiety that adds to the lady’s distress. If she was able to prove that her husband is dead, then she might be able to take steps to overturn the will. There are no documents to support what was only a verbal promise to increase her legacy, but any court would at once recognise that as the will stands it is grossly unfair to a blameless lady.’


‘The matter must already have been costly,’ said Frances, ‘and you say that Mrs Antrobus has few resources. How does she meet the legal fees?’


Wylie had the good taste to blush. ‘Yes, well, I confess that I have been providing some financial assistance,’ he admitted, revealing nothing that Frances had not already suspected, ‘and this has not, of course, recommended me to Mr Lionel Antrobus, who had imagined that his sister-in-law was friendless and without the means to oppose him. There is another matter that causes Mrs Antrobus great distress. During her sons’ holidays from school they are sent to stay with an aunt in Kent. They are happy enough as there is much in the way of fresh air and recreation but they do not see their mother. She receives letters from them and writes to them but that is all.’ He shook his head. ‘It is unnecessary for me to say at whose orders that arrangement has been made.’


Frances took some moments to read through her notes. ‘When a search was originally conducted for Mr Antrobus, was it carried out in the belief that he had not left Bristol and was therefore centred entirely in that city?’


‘That is the case. None of his associates in London have seen him since he last departed for Bristol.’


‘But you now wish me to make enquiries on the assumption that he did in fact return to London?’


‘I do, yes.’


‘But you have no evidence that he did.’


‘Oh, but we do!’ he exclaimed. ‘There are the remains found in the canal.’


‘But they prove nothing,’ Frances pointed out. ‘They may not be his remains.’


‘It is our contention, indeed our firm belief that they are the remains of Mr Antrobus. All we require is the removal of others’ doubts in the matter.’ There was a pleading expression in his eyes, a wet gleam that aroused Frances’ suspicion that she was far from being the first detective he had approached for this purpose.


‘This is a very interesting commission.’ He looked hopeful and opened the document case, which was well stuffed with papers. ‘But I regret that I cannot take it.’


‘Oh!’ His face fell and she could see that it had fallen before. ‘I cannot persuade you?’ he ventured.


‘No. Not on the terms you describe.’


He closed the case and prepared to leave, but she lifted her hand to forestall him.


‘You have asked me to start my enquiries by assuming that the remains found in the Paddington Basin are those of Mr Antrobus and with the object of proving that they are. It is quite impossible for me to proceed on that basis. I can gather facts, of course, but what if I uncover facts that show the opposite conclusion? What would you have me do? I can hardly ignore them. I can form theories and test them against the facts, of course, but if the facts do not fit it is time to find another theory. I cannot act as you wish and any detective who does will be taking your money in a spirit of mockery.’


Wylie fidgeted with his hat brim. ‘I did, when the remains were first found, engage a London man to make enquiries, and he did very little for a month and then told me that the task could not be achieved and presented me with his bill. And there have been others who refused even to make the attempt. Then I read in the newspapers about your giving evidence at a recent murder trial and was most impressed by the thoroughness of your methods. Someone I spoke to likened you to Jude the Apostle – he said you are the patron saint of lost causes. I am sorry to have troubled you, Miss Doughty.’


‘But it is an interesting case.’


He had half risen from his seat but paused, gave her a curious look, and sat down again.


‘I want you to be perfectly honest with me,’ said Frances. ‘I don’t think that you yourself are convinced that the remains are those of Mr Antrobus. And if I might venture an opinion, I don’t think Mrs Antrobus believes so either. Both of you are, however, very anxious that the remains are identified as those of Mr Antrobus because if they are he will be declared dead and Mrs Antrobus can try to extricate herself from her financial disarray some years earlier than anticipated. Am I correct?’


He hesitated and then nodded. ‘You are correct, of course.’


‘On all counts?’


He licked his lips. ‘I can only speak for myself, but – yes.’


‘And if events should turn out as you wish, Mrs Antrobus would be a widow and free to marry again if she so chooses.’


He said nothing but an embarrassed smile spoke for him.


‘Very well,’ Frances declared in her best businesslike manner, ‘this is how I suggest I proceed. I will start a new enquiry into the disappearance of Mr Antrobus. Since the previous one was conducted only in Bristol, I will see what I can learn in London. I will of course consult with your Bristol agent. But my mission, and I must make this very clear from the outset, will be to find out the truth, whatever that may be. While the remains found in the canal might be those of Mr Antrobus, they could just as well be those of another man. Will that be acceptable?’


‘You are very direct, Miss Doughty. I have heard that said of you also.’ He thought for a moment. ‘I believe we may accept your terms. Let me consult with Mrs Antrobus and I will call again.’


‘It will of course be necessary for me to interview Mrs Antrobus.’


‘She prefers to communicate by letter with people not familiar with her infirmity.’


‘Then you must familiarise me. Mrs Antrobus is most probably the best source of information there is on her husband’s character and movements. I must speak with her.’ Frances did not add that when conducting interviews she paid great attention to the facial expressions and attitudes of the people she spoke to and sometimes learned more from those than from the words spoken. And she would have some potentially embarrassing questions to ask Mrs Antrobus.


‘Very well,’ he agreed reluctantly. ‘I do converse with her, of course, but it is essential that when I do so I speak quietly. Raised voices she cannot abide, not even so much as a sneeze or a cough. Do not wear silk, as it rustles so, neither must you wear shoes with hard soles or open and close a reticule or any case with a fastening where metal snaps against metal. The pain she endures from such sounds are like a knife thrust into her ear. And yet there are some sounds that still give her pleasure – the wind and gentle rain, and voices both soft and low. She plays the piano for relief and her sister has a low melodious voice and sings to her. Silence she finds a great trial as her ears seem to make a noise of their own that never stops by night or day.’


Frances could hardly imagine the misery that must attend such a life, and she looked forward all the more to meeting the lady in question. ‘I will write to Mrs Antrobus and make an appointment,’ she said. ‘I will also interview Mr Antrobus’ friends and associates who saw him in the months immediately preceding his disappearance. I need to know all his circumstances: his character, his faults, his ambitions – everything that might provide a clue as to his fate. I must consider whether he has met his death by accident, self-destruction or murder, and also if he might still be alive. I rule out nothing.’


Mr Wylie provided Frances with the Bristol detective’s report and the addresses of Mr Luckhurst and Mr Lionel Antrobus, who, Mr Wylie said, knew the missing man better than anyone in London other than his wife. The payment of a handsome advance fee completed the proceedings and he departed.
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‘What did you think of Mr Wylie?’ asked Frances as she and Sarah studied the report and reread the newspapers over a large pot of tea. Frances never ceased to wonder how it was that hot tea, with or without a biscuit, could be so wonderfully warming to the system in the winter, yet so refreshing in the summer. Either way it never failed to stimulate her thoughts.


‘Wants to marry the lady, and it’s not just the money he’s after,’ remarked Sarah, ‘which is a new one round here. In Bayswater it’s money first and love second, if it ever gets a look in which it doesn’t often.’


Sarah’s robustly cynical view of the world had not been modified by the fact that she was walking out with Professor Pounder, who taught the art of manly self-defence at his Bayswater academy. The Professor was a handsome fellow who cut a fine figure, and it was a matter of some mystification amongst young ladies who prided themselves on their beauty that he should prefer the company of someone so decidedly plain. The Professor, however, was impervious to external show and reserved his admiration for a woman with a stalwart nature and fists that could crack walnuts.


‘Yes, but there is more to Mr Wylie than a simpering affection,’ observed Frances. ‘Perhaps I will learn more when I see Mrs Antrobus. I shall write to Mr Ryan in Bristol. His report is very thorough but it is three years old. Mr Wylie has been kind enough to enclose a portrait of Mr Antrobus, and I can see that he was unremarkable in appearance. He might easily have taken the train to Paddington without anyone at the station noticing him particularly, and there is no feature here that might have helped Dr Collin match him against the remains found in the canal.’


‘Will you be speaking to Dr Collin?’ asked Sarah. An uncomfortable inference hung in the air.


‘I will write to him for an appointment, but he will be as unhelpful as it is possible for him to be.’ Dr Collin, while Frances’ own family doctor who had known the Doughtys for many years, had never quite forgiven her for revealing that he had once made an error of judgement, something to which no medical man would ever admit unless forced. Dr Collin appeared to believe that the letters MD after his name conferred upon him a pre-eminent place in the estimation of the public, a glow of veneration in which he liked to bask as if it was the summer sun. His manner towards Frances was pure winter.


‘One point which was made very forcefully in court,’ remarked Frances, ‘was that if the remains are not those of Mr Antrobus whose else could they be? No other man of that age has been reported missing in Paddington and, importantly, all the material found with the bones was the remains of good quality gentleman’s apparel. There were no coarse fibres as might be expected had a poor man worn a second-hand coat over a rough shirt. He was not a bargeman or porter in his working clothes, killed in a quarrel, but a man of means whose absence would surely have been widely commented on. Even if he was not resident here but a visitor, no other person has come forward to say that a relative has not returned from a visit to Paddington and also laid claim to the remains.’


‘I hope you’re not going to go off solving murders again,’ warned Sarah. ‘Remember what happened last time.’


Frances did not have to be reminded of the distressing attack on her person that had occurred during an earlier investigation, and she shuddered. She had not mentioned it to Sarah, but she still sometimes had dreams in which she smelt her assailant’s foul breath and felt the pressure of his body crushing against her, only to wake up in alarm and confusion. The miscreant was currently reflecting upon his sins in prison, while the evildoer whose instrument he was, in common with several others whose paths had crossed hers, had recently been found guilty of murder at the Old Bailey and condemned to death. It was a consequence of her profession that occasionally troubled her conscience, but she reminded herself that the law was both firm and just, and she must be the same.




CHAPTER THREE


When Frances commenced a new enquiry and sought meetings at which to gather information, she usually started by assembling the names and addresses she required and wrote letters to secure appointments. It seemed only polite. Sometimes when the ground had been prepared for her by recent events her card or a letter of introduction, together with good manners and a respectable appearance, served just as well. It was at later interviews that she deliberately tried to take people by surprise and prevent them from manufacturing stories to deceive her by arriving without prior warning. There were also times when, stung into a temper by repeated lies, she burst in upon her quarry in a wholly undignified manner, a proceeding which left her feeling a little ashamed of herself but rarely failed to get results. As Frances wrote her first letters in the Antrobus case she wondered whose door she would have to belabour this time.


Within hours of Mr Wylie’s visit Frances received a neat little note in Mrs Antrobus’ flowing yet legible hand which confirmed that she would be delighted to see Frances the following morning.
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June was the herald of summer in Bayswater, and the lifting of winter gloom and passing of a cool spring had given a new lightness to Frances’ heart. The fine, warm and above all settled weather had brought out the best in fashion. On every promenade young ladies paraded their newest ensembles in shades of sunny yellow and bright sky blue, with ribbons and bows in their bonnets, ruffles at cuffs and hem, and dainty parasols in their hands.


For over a year Frances had been in mourning both for her brother and father, and while that particular state would, in a sense, never change, she felt that it was time to put off her most sombre attire and adopt a deep pearl grey trimmed with a touch of white. A portrait of her brother with a twist of his hair enclosed in a locket hung about her neck from a black ribbon. The instruction not to wear silk when visiting Mrs Antrobus was an easy one for her to comply with as she had never owned or even worn a silk dress. As she checked her appearance before going out, she realised that she looked like a governess and would probably always do so. A governess, however, did not wave for a cab with such confidence or step lightly aboard with such aplomb as a lady detective.


The dust thrown up by carriage wheels that had once been a choking nuisance to both lungs and pretty fabrics in dry weather was somewhat less of a trial than in previous years. The long needed completion of the wood paving along the length of Westbourne Grove meant that traffic now rumbled over level hardwood sets rather than rattling and shaking over rutted macadam and pebbles, and it was possible for shoppers and strollers to spend more time in front of the windows of Mr William Whiteley’s growing emporium, marvelling at the latest trimmings from Paris.


On that bright, light day Frances saw the rotund figure of the proprietor himself standing at the door of his drapery shop, smiling and ushering customers in. He was a jolly fellow, so it was said, until anyone crossed him or owed him money, and then the story was different. Not so long ago he had fought an increasingly acrimonious battle with the Paddington Vestry after buying up some properties on Queens Road to convert them to warehouses and erecting towering hoardings that contravened every building law in the parish. Only the most stringent action by the vestry had succeeded in getting the work halted, but before long Whiteley flouted the court orders and started construction work again until he was made to stop. He had finally succeeded by a process of wearing down the patience and funds of his opponents until the vestrymen capitulated and let him do whatever he wanted.


Harriett Antrobus and her sister lived in an elegant three-storey house on Craven Hill, just far enough away from Paddington Station and the canal basin to avoid all the inconveniences of daily traffic, yet near enough for the man of business to meet his train without risk of delay. Frances rang the doorbell, which, she surmised, must only make itself heard deep within the house, where there was no prospect of it annoying Mrs Antrobus. As she waited she thought about the common noises of daily life that she took for granted. What if they suddenly became intolerable? How could one live? Frances had already consulted her small library of medical books, the legacy of her father who had been a pharmacist, and they made no mention of the malady from which Mrs Antrobus suffered, in fact they said very little about diseases of the ear in general. Perhaps, she reflected, this was an area of knowledge which doctors deemed unfashionable and therefore beneath their notice.


The door was opened by a tall woman of about forty. She was neither plain nor pretty but had the strong square features often described as handsome. She wore a plain dark stuff gown, several seasons old, but an effort had been made to disguise its deficiencies by the addition of woven braid. From her waist there hung not a chain of keys but a bag made of padded fabric, gathered with a cord. On seeing Frances’ card her features softened into a welcoming smile. ‘Miss Doughty, do come in. I am Charlotte Pearce, Harriett’s sister.’ She glanced at Frances’ shoes.


‘I will leave my street shoes in the hall if I may,’ said Frances, producing a pair of soft indoor slippers from the basket she carried.


Miss Pearce looked her up and down, took in the quiet dress and lack of clattering jewellery, and nodded her approval. ‘That is very kind of you. Harriett will appreciate your thoughtfulness.’


As they passed along the corridor Frances heard a whisper of sound, the deep low notes of a piano, gentle, soft, rippling like waves. It was not a melody, but it resembled the music played in preparation for a melody to arouse the expectation of the listener that higher notes would break in to make a contrast against the underscore; instead, the theme turned full circle and came back again to the start.


On reaching the rear parlour, her guide tapped gently on the door, not with her knuckles but using the pads of her fingertips. She paused and, once the music had ceased, said, ‘Harriett, Miss Doughty is here to see you.’ In a few moments the door opened soundlessly.


Frances saw a dignified woman perhaps a year or two younger than Miss Pearce. They were clearly, from the similarity of their features, sisters, but in Mrs Antrobus the cast of cheek and brow was more delicate, rounded and refined. While Charlotte might have drawn a gentleman’s approving eye she would only have done so if her sister was not present.


In view of her history anyone might imagine that Mrs Antrobus would be bowed down by her cruel situation, but there was a resolution in the lady’s expression, and she had the brave and confident face of someone who could meet the strongest adversity with the expectation of triumph. ‘Miss Doughty, please do come in,’ she said in a voice that was at once soft and harmonious, like her music.


‘I will bring some refreshments,’ murmured Miss Pearce and slipped quietly away.


Frances entered a small, comfortable parlour, where the floor was deeply carpeted and every hard surface covered by soft drapery. There were no items such as portraits or china ornaments that might inadvertently fall to the floor, but even if there had been and they had fallen they would have been received softly and safely without unpleasant noise. Heavy curtains protected the only window, and the room was bathed in the glow of gas lamps. There was a small pianoforte, the lid of which lay open, and a thick folded shawl rested across the keys, presumably to muffle the sound of the closing lid.


Once both women were comfortably seated Mrs Antrobus smiled warmly, her eyes reflecting the golden light. ‘It is a great pleasure to meet you Miss Doughty, I have read so much about you in the newspapers, and I was overjoyed when Mr Wylie informed me that you had agreed to help.’


Frances hoped that Mrs Antrobus had not read the halfpenny stories that were being published in Bayswater about a lady detective called Miss Dauntless who dared do anything a man might do and more, and whose exploits were often confused with her own. The author, who Frances had not yet identified, went under the obvious pseudonym W. Grove. She thought it best not to mention them. ‘I cannot promise success, but I will do my very best to find your husband.’ She hesitated. ‘I am not speaking too loudly for you?’


‘Not at all,’ Mrs Antrobus reassured her, ‘gentle speech without emphasis does not cause me pain.’ She handed Frances a paper. ‘I have written down the names and addresses of all Edwin’s family and associates. There are few enough as you see, he was not a gregarious man and preferred small gatherings to large assemblies.’


‘And was he on good terms with all these persons?’ asked Frances, studying the list.


‘I can scarcely imagine that anyone who knew Edwin might wish him harm. He was the least offensive of men.’


‘Nevertheless, people can take offence at even slight causes or sometimes for no obvious cause at all.’


Mrs Antrobus gave the matter some consideration. ‘Edwin, as far as I know, has always been honest and fair in business. His partner, Mr Luckhurst, thinks highly of him, as does Mr Wylie. Neither is he a quarrelsome man who might make enemies. People found him courteous and considerate if a little reserved.’


‘And yet he made a will that you found harsh. Why was this?’


The bright eyes dimmed with sadness. ‘I cannot blame him,’ she sighed. ‘He thought it best because of the boys. Our doctor had told him that I was suffering from hysteria, and he believed what he was told. I also think that he allowed himself to be influenced by his brother. Lionel has never approved of the marriage. My late father was an assistant in the tobacconist’s shop owned by Mr Antrobus senior. Our circumstances were far below what Lionel thought was appropriate. And once I began to suffer with my ears that only hardened his opinion. You know, I suppose, that my sons have been sent away to school and Lionel discourages them from visiting me during the holidays. I miss them constantly.’


‘Mr Wylie told me that your husband was about to change his will to something you would find more favourable. Did your brother-in-law know this?’


‘He is adamant that he knew nothing of it, but that is not too surprising as it was just a matter of a conversation between Edwin and myself the day before he left for Bristol.’


‘How does your brother-in-law benefit under the will as it stands?’


‘He receives Edwin’s half share in the tobacconist’s shop and a sum of money, quite a generous one.’


‘And if the will had been changed? What then?’


She ventured a little smile. ‘You mean would Lionel’s expectations have fallen had mine been advanced? I really can’t say. All I know is that Edwin reassured me that he would secure my entitlement to remain in this house for my lifetime and I would receive an income sufficient for its upkeep – rather more than I have now. He also agreed that in future the boys could come and stay with us during their holidays. That gave me more pleasure than anything.’


‘What was your husband’s manner shortly before he departed? Did he seem troubled in any way? Was he in full health?’


‘As far as I was aware his health was sound and he seemed quite his usual self. If there was anything worrying him I did not know of it.’


Frances wrote in her notebook, but there was little enough to write. She had asked the obvious questions and learned nothing. Either Mr Antrobus’ disappearance was the result of some unknown and unanticipated incident, or an aspect of his life she had not yet explored. ‘Can you say how it was that you were able to convince your husband to make changes in his will? In fact, before you answer that question, it might help me to know the history of your affliction. How did it arise? What advice were you given?’ Frances paused. ‘I am sorry if such a question distresses you but it may be of some importance.’


‘I understand,’ said Mrs Antrobus, ‘and I welcome the opportunity to tell another person about my disease. I fear that there may be many others like myself, who are thought to be mad when it is only their ears that are affected.’


Frances allowed her time to collect her thoughts.


‘When I married Edwin I was twenty-one and had never suffered a moment’s anxiety about my hearing. Not long after Arthur, our youngest, was born, Edwin and I attended a display of fireworks, and there was one that exploded too near to the ground and alarmed everyone. From that time, I found that all noises, but especially those that were sharp and shrill, seemed much louder, and some gave me pain, while other people tolerated the same sounds with equanimity. I took to putting cotton wool in my ears. When that was not enough I used softened wax, but when I removed the wax, the noises seemed even louder and were more painful. The street, a busy shop, these places seemed to be crowded with demons sent to torment me with their screaming. But of course they were not demons and neither did they scream. They were just people, laughing and talking and exclaiming as people do.’


‘Were you afraid of becoming deaf?’ asked Frances.


Mrs Antrobus exhaled softly through trembling lips, and a tear glimmered at the corner of one eye. ‘Oh, Miss Doughty, I would never make light of another’s affliction – my own dear late mother was hard of hearing in her final years, and I know what a trial it can be – but sometimes, in my darkest hours, I am ashamed to say that I have prayed to be made deaf. A mother who is deaf will never hear the laughter of her children, but she may still play with them. The voices of small children, even my own beloved boys, cause me the most exquisite pain. Our physician, Dr Collin, said that I needed rest and quiet and prescribed a tonic mixture. But I saw him whisper to Edwin, and later my husband confided in me that Dr Collin believed I was suffering from hysteria, that I had experienced such a fright from the exploding firework that I had started to imagine that all sounds were dangerous, and since – as some doctors believe – there is a connection between the ears and the womb, it resulted in my curious condition.’


‘Do you believe that is the case?’


‘No, Miss Doughty, I believe it is the kind of nonsense doctors talk when they do not know the answers.’


Frances was unable to restrain herself from a little laugh and was astonished and mortified to see Mrs Antrobus flinch at the sound. ‘I am so terribly sorry.’


Mrs Antrobus waved away her alarm. ‘Please do not distress yourself,’ she said kindly. ‘But to complete my story, Edwin truly thought that I was losing my mind and it was for this reason that he made a will which placed his brother in control of his property.’


The door opened admitting Miss Pearce, who brought a tray of tea things. The tray was wooden and lined with a folded cloth while the vessels and plates were of wood as were the spoons, and the teapot was encased in a quilted cover. The tea was poured and the wooden bowls delivered to Frances and Mrs Antrobus, then Miss Pearce departed.


‘Do you trust your brother-in-law to act properly under the will?’ asked Frances. While it was not possible to know how much Lionel Antrobus might have lost had a later will been made, his current control must, she knew, give him the opportunity to abstract funds if he was so inclined.


‘I have no evidence that he is doing anything he should not, but I have no entitlement to see the financial records, and, even if I did, these things may be given a false gloss and I would not see what lay beneath. If Lionel is not acting as he should that will not become apparent until the will is proved. If I cannot show that my husband is deceased that will not be until October 1884.’


Frances sipped her tea. ‘So, to return to my earlier question, what was it that made your husband change his mind?’


‘I told him that I was not satisfied with Dr Collin’s opinion and asked to see other doctors. He agreed, and that was when we learned that my disease was as much a mystery to medical men as it was to us. Each man had a different opinion. One doctor said that there was nothing the matter with me. He said that I was afraid of losing my husband’s love and nervous about his absences from home on business and was merely feigning the condition in order to keep him by me. Another suggested that as I had been shocked into it I should be shocked out of it by the loud ringing of bells. The distress that that supposed cure caused me was sufficient to make us abandon the idea very quickly. I was bled with leeches, purged, given some nasty acid to drink and galvanism applied to the nerves of my face. Yet another doctor was obsessed by the idea that he had discovered a disease new to medical science and made a great nuisance of himself, hoping to find fame through my suffering. Then, at long last, we found that I was not mad or deluded or pretending – or even alone; others, both men and women, had had this affliction before, but it was rare and known only to those who make a special study of the ear. Edwin promised that once he returned from Bristol he would change his will. But his mind was very occupied with business matters and it seems he failed to make an appointment to see his solicitor or send him a letter regarding his intentions.’


‘Who is your solicitor?’ asked Frances, hoping it would be her own advisor, Mr Rawsthorne.


‘Mr Marsden. I cannot say I like him a great deal but I have heard he knows his business.’


Frances tried to conceal her disappointment. Mr Marsden regarded her with the kind of derisive contempt he afforded all women who aspired to professions he thought should be reserved for men. At their every meeting he lost no opportunity to belittle her undoubted achievements in the capture of criminals and mention her failure to secure a husband.


‘Do you still consult a medical man?’


‘No, I believe that medicine has done all it can do for me, which is nothing at all.’


‘What I propose to do, Mrs Antrobus,’ said Frances, examining the list of names once more, ‘is start by speaking to all those people who were your husband’s closest associates in the six months before he disappeared. He may have said something to them or they may have noticed something in his manner that could be a valuable clue. I will of course interview his partner, Mr Luckhurst, as well as his brother and Dr Collin. Are there any other names you could suggest? I see that you have not put the names of the other medical men on this list.’


‘Oh, I hadn’t thought to do so. I suppose I did not think of them either as my husband’s friends or associates. Some of them only visited once, and that was several years ago. Let me consult Charlotte and we might be able to recall their names. It was only Dr Goodwin who called more often. He was more kindly than the others.’


‘What of the doctor who was such a nuisance?’


She made a tiny grimace. ‘Oh, Dr Dromgoole, yes, he caused a great deal of annoyance. He actually suggested that my condition was due to tobacco fumes I had inhaled from my husband’s clothing. Quite ridiculous. Edwin was furious with him – in fact I don’t believe I have ever seen him so exercised – and told him not to come here again. The man actually wrote to the newspapers proposing this idea but then Dr Goodwin, who is a great expert in these things, wrote to the papers to show what a foolish man Dr Dromgoole was. I saw that Dr Goodwin knew something of my affliction and wrote to him and he agreed to see me. It was he who told Edwin that it was my ears that were affected and not my mind. He was an honest man, and while he brought relief of a kind, he also told me that there was no cure.’


‘When did you last see Dr Dromgoole?’


‘It was … perhaps four years ago.’


‘And Dr Goodwin?’


‘I think he last made a professional call about a month before Edwin disappeared. After that I could no longer pay his fees, and in any case there was little more he could do for me. When he heard about Edwin he made a courtesy call, but I have not seen him since.’


Frances added those names to the list. ‘What of the servants you employed just before your husband disappeared?’


‘We had a parlourmaid, Lizzie, and a cook, Mrs Dean, and Mrs Fisher who came in twice a week to clean. I doubt that they will know anything. There is just one maid-of-all-work now; we engaged her not long after Edwin disappeared, and Charlotte keeps house and cooks. Our means are limited but we do not starve. There are effects that in a household so straitened as ours we might have thought to sell, but of course until Edwin is declared dead and the will overturned they are not mine to dispose of. If I was to sell so much as a teaspoon I am sure Lionel would notice and fly into a perfect rage.’


Mrs Antrobus poured more tea into the wooden cups and Frances took advantage of the pause to compose her next question.


‘I feel I must apologise in advance for what I am about to say. In my profession I often see the very worst kinds of behaviour and therefore have a suspicious mind and am obliged to ask about matters which might cause offence.’


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
£ !
ANCES DOUGHTY )y

THE

CHILOIQREN
SILENCE

LINDA STRATMANN





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
FRANCES DOUGHTY MYSTER
A v

THE

CHILDREN
OF

LINDA STRATMANN






OEBPS/images/icon.jpg





