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Christmas Eve 1899







Mr. Abel Garland’s Christmas celebrations live up to his most appropriate name. The steel magnate is well known for his traditional celebrations of Yuletide at Codlin Hall, and this year is to be an especially extravagant Christmas, as the festivities will culminate in the private wedding of the Earl of Dombey to Mr. Garland’s only daughter, Ivy. 

Among the guests will be Lord Sidney Box, son of the Marquess of Leeford. Mr. Garland purchased Codlin Hall from Lord Leeford in 1892.

Lord Leeford was recently robbed of the Box family jewels, which were due to be sold in an exclusive auction at Veneerings Hotel in Lamb’s Conduit Street. The theft was carried out, it is believed, by the burglar known as ‘Captain Algy’ although cognoscenti of crime are reminded of the infamous ‘Lilywhite Boys’ gang of jewel thieves. It remains to be seen if Captain Algy is a mere copyist, or if certain notorious villains are making a return to the London stage.







John tossed the newspaper aside. He’d have liked to toss it out of the window: he’d never read so much tripe in his life. Weren’t journalists supposed to be seekers after truth? Someone should tell this fellow.

Lilywhite Boys, indeed. It was a nice touch to raise their spectre over the robbery: misleading the police, laying a false trail. Exactly what he’d expect from the clever swine.

The train was approaching Chesham Station. He grabbed his bag, and stepped out of the train into billowing steam that didn’t so much warm the frosty air as make it feel unpleasantly damp. 

It felt damp anyway, because they were in the depths of English winter. The 24th of December, Christmas Eve. According to Uncle Abel’s view of things, the land should have been carpeted with thick, glistening, virgin snow, the trees sparkling with attractively placed icicles and perhaps the odd robin for a splash of colour. In fact it was all mud, damp leaves, and bare branches, under a light but persistent drizzle.

Naturally there were no conveyances to be had: this wasn’t London with a row of hackneys waiting, and he wasn’t expected. Well, it was only three miles, and he didn’t want to waste a shilling on the fare anyway, given how few he had of them. He heaved his bag onto his shoulder, and set off towards Brazier’s End, and Codlin Hall. 

Three miles in freezing drizzle that soon turned to undeniable rain didn’t improve his temper any more than his appearance. He looked like a drowned rat by the time he’d plodded up the long drive towards the house. 

Even in this mood, he had to admire the building. It was a fine old place from the Jacobean era, enlarged and extended in Georgian times. It blazed with light, too, a hospitable glow in the early-afternoon twilight. God knew what Uncle Abel must spend on gas, but he could afford it. He had plenty of money. If John didn’t take action this weekend, he’d probably have a bit less. It wasn’t the most inspiring mission John could imagine—save Uncle Abel money he can well afford to lose—but it was all he had. 

He knocked at the front door. The magnificent butler looked down on him blankly. 

“John Garland. Mr. Garland’s nephew.”

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Garland.” The butler didn’t say, Were we expecting you? but only because he was extremely expensive. John made his soggy way inside, and stood dripping in the hall. 

It was decked with boughs of holly. Of course it was. Also mistletoe, ivy garlands, and pine branches, though it seemed Uncle Abel still resisted the German fashion for decorated trees. 

“John!” Uncle Abel emerged. His suit had been exceptionally well-tailored, and doubtless put onto him by a very superior valet. As ever, he made it look like he’d bought it off the wrong peg. “What are you doing here?”

“Coming for Christmas, Uncle Abel. You said I’d be welcome.”

His uncle’s exact words had been, “You’re always welcome, but really, under the circumstances...” John had replied that he quite understood and, indeed, he had understood very well. Uncle Abel did not want his worthless brother’s embarrassment of a son present, reminding everyone that the soon-to-be Countess of Dombey was not just the daughter of industry, but the cousin of incompetence and penury.

They didn’t want John here. He didn’t want to be here. They could all blame the same man for their mutual discomfort.

“I’m sure you said you didn’t intend to come,” Abel said. “We talked about it.” 

“But it’s Christmas, Uncle. The season of goodwill and family.” 

Abel’s jaw twitched at that shameless prodding of his weak point. He might have caved then, but a tall, elegant figure came into the hall behind him. “Father, you are taking an age. We were discussing— John?”

“Hello, Ivy,” John said, regarding his cousin. “Gosh, you look smart.”

She looked magnificent in an elegant ivory gown of doubtless eye-watering cost, her hair beautifully dressed, with a rope of pearls round her neck. Her appearance was that of a princess; her expression strongly reminiscent of the little girl who’d frequently kicked him on the shins. She pulled the door to behind her and strode forward. “What are you doing here? Father, did you invite him? I told you!”

“No, my dear. I’m quite sure I did not.”

“You said I was welcome,” John put in. 

“And you are,” Abel said, looking justifiably harassed, “but we did not actually expect you. The house is full.”

“I can bunk down anywhere,” John assured him. “I didn’t realise it would be a trouble to find a room in this great place. Not for family at Christmas.”

“Well, you should have,” Ivy hissed. “I am to be married: the house is full. Full of people who don’t want to mix with a hotel detective who can’t even detect in a hotel! Oh, Dombey, my dear,” she added in a notably more pleasant tone, as a man came out to join them.

The Earl of Dombey was not a very impressive specimen, being of no more than medium height, with rounded shoulders, limited conversational horizons, and a tendency to let his mouth hang open. On the other hand, he was the Earl of Dombey, and thus a remarkably good catch for Miss Ivy Garland, who had no claim to noble birth and brought to the marriage nothing but shrewd intelligence, superb dress sense, and a massive amount of money. 

“I say,” Lord Dombey remarked. “Where did you get to, Ivy? Talking about shares and things, what?”

“Yes, my dear, I will be back with you in just a moment. It—”

“I say.” Dombey’s thin brows creased. “Who’s this feller? He’s all wet.”

“My cousin, John Garland, who—”

“Come for Christmas? I say. Pleased to meet you, sir.”

“No, my dear,” Ivy said. “I was just explaining we have no space so he will be leaving very soon, won’t you, John.”

“I don’t know if I will be able to find a train, or a place to sleep. It is late on Christmas Eve,” John said, stretching the definition of ‘late’ rather, since it was not much past four o’clock. 

“We’ll fit him in. More the merrier,” Dombey pronounced, gave John a slap on the arm, and looked at his hand as though wondering how it had got wet.

Lord Dombey, John was quite sure, had no idea how many bedrooms the house possessed, or how many guests there were, or how many staff, or how much bedlinen. Ivy knew all of those things to an inch, but gave her fiancé the carefree smile of a woman who had never thought twice about making unreasonable demands on the people who did the work. “Oh, they would, but you know, my dear, John is—”

“More the merrier,” Dombey repeated. “Christmas, what? Do come on, Ivy. Wrayburn wants an answer on that matter of business. Or if you’re busy I’ll talk to the feller myself. Seems a simple enough affair.”

“No, no, no, not at all. Father will come back in a moment and I should love to ask Mr. Wrayburn just a few questions in the meantime.” Ivy tucked her arm firmly through Dombey’s, gave John a Medusa stare, and departed. 

“Does he ever let her finish a sentence?” John asked once the door was safely shut. 

“No,” Abel said gloomily. “I’ve not got a word in for twenty years—she’s been telling me I’m an imbecile since she was old enough to spell it—but let him jabber on over her and she just smiles.”

“Biding her time till she’s married, I expect.”

“I should think so. Dombey won’t know what’s happening to him.”

“Does he ever?” 

Abel snorted, then gave a quick furtive look around in case of avenging daughters. John struck while the iron was hot. “And speaking of his lordship, you heard him, Uncle: surely that’s a seal of approval.” He tried to look wistful, with probably limited success since he didn’t have a wistful face. “Or I will go if you really cannot stand to have me.”

“It’s not that, my boy, you know it isn’t. Just—well, the marriage—houseful of titles—”

“You surely don’t care for that. You could buy most of them up in a trice.”

“And they all know it, yet I’ve to pretend I can’t,” Abel said, with an evident sense of ill usage. “Ivy has me bowing and scraping, Lord Sidney this and Lady Jarndyce that, while they eat me out of house and home. They like my money well enough, but they don’t want the smell of trade or sweat or hard work that it comes with. Oh, curse it. Stay if you like—no, I shall be very glad to have you, my boy, for my poor fool brother’s sake and your own. Of course you’re welcome. George, go and tell whoever it is to have a room prepared for Mr. Garland at once.”

“Thank you, sir,” John said, as the footman went off. “I appreciate it.”

“Yes, well, Just, in the name of God, keep your head down,” Uncle Abel said, the spark of rebellion fading. “It’s bad enough I’m in industry; at least I’m rich. You don’t even have that. You don’t have a job, do you, unless—?”

“No.”

“No. And after that shocking business—you know Lord Sidney’s here—really, my boy, do you not feel this will be awkward?”

John expected it to be exceptionally awkward. If it wasn’t, it wouldn’t be his fault. “Unless Ivy is to disown me altogether, which she may choose to do, I am still her cousin, and your nephew.”

“Mph. Well, you’re here now. Go and get yourself dry, you look like a drowned rat. And be down for carols in the Great Hall. Six sharp!”







***
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THEY FOUND HIM A ROOM. It was in a back corridor, and John suspected it was intended to accommodate valets or lady’s maids, since it was small, plain, and barely decorated. But the iron-framed bed was comfortable enough and the bathroom wasn’t a long walk. He made himself respectable, did his best with his well-worn evening clothes, which were in fact his work clothes, and then sat on the bed wondering what the devil he was doing. 

Uncle Abel was a millionaire several times over. Ivy was marrying an earl. The house was full of Dombey’s people—rich, titled, expecting to be treated with every luxury and indulgence. John had been a hotel detective for nine years, and he knew that world well: the drink-glazed eyes, the routine adulteries, the petty thefts that were treated as minor eccentricities if the light fingers were adorned with diamonds. 

Some of them might know him by sight, as staff. Lord Sidney Box certainly would, since it was John’s fault that his father had been robbed of jewels worth twelve thousand pounds. Gossip said that Lord Leeford might now have to sell off the remainder of his lands and even his ancestral home. John’s heart bled. 

Lord Sidney had blamed that loss on John’s failure to do his duty. He had demanded John’s dismissal, and got it, and made enough fuss that John had been unable to secure another post since. A good hotel detective was competent, reliable, and unnoticed. Lord Sidney had made it known that John was neither of the first two, so loudly that he was no longer the third. 

Unemployed, with no prospect of another position and no idea what to do, and he knew bloody well whose fault it was. 

That was what he was here for. He didn’t give a damn for Christmas, and while he wished Ivy well, he had no more desire to attend the wedding than she did to have him there: it wasn’t his world. John wanted—needed—justice. He knew who had ruined him, he strongly suspected why the bastard was here, and he intended to put a spoke in his wheel. If that meant enduring the sneers and smirks of well-born scroungers, who gave a damn? They’d sneer anyway. John had an opportunity to avenge himself and his shattered reputation, and he intended to take it. 

Uncle Abel’s house was being treated as a hotel by his noble guests. John would play hotel detective, whether Ivy liked it or not. He raised his head, put his shoulders back, and headed down to the drawing-room to listen to carols. 

The Great Hall was very much a period piece, with panelled walls, and tall thin leaded windows that currently let in only the dark. It was currently festooned with greenery—holly, ivy, mistletoe—and lit only by candles. That was probably a fire hazard, an inconvenience to the servants, and a monumental extravagance, but it did look marvellous. Along with a magnificent fire in the hearth the effect was undeniably medieval, demanding rich, bright colours; the men of the party in their unrelieved black and white looked incongruous and rather cheap. 

Uncle Abel beamed in the corner. He loved his fantasy of traditional Christmas with a passion that had nothing to do with religion. Ivy wore a different but equally expensive gown, and stood with Lord Dombey, making the earl appear quite insignificant. Lord Sidney Box chatted to them, tall and handsome, wearing his usual blandly superior expression. John recognised a few others from Veneerings: George Fanshawe, Lady Jarndyce, Lord and Lady Hexam. He slid in, keeping to the pools of shadow, and found a place to perch at the back of the group on his own as the guests of quality chattered away.

A knock at the door startled everyone into silence, and then giggles. It was a booming sort of noise as if the door had been struck with a staff. There was a second knock, and a third, and then the main door swung open, revealing a set of people holding candles, who began to sing in shocking, startling unison.

Nowell nowell, nowell nowell!

Who is there that singeth so: nowell nowell? demanded the women singers.

The baritones responded, deep and rolling. 

I am here: Sir Christemas!

And the reply rang out in all the voices: 

Welcome, my Lord Sir Christemas! 

Welcome to all, both more and less! 

Come near, nowell!

Uncle Abel always started with ‘Sir Christemas’. John doubted many of the company had heard it in their lives, but the choir performed the urgent rhythms with aplomb that caught the attention.

Buvez bien par toute la compagnie. 

Make good cheer and be right merry, 

And sing with us now joyfully!

Eight men and eight women, singing hard enough to fill the hall. The soprano voices soared to the ancient wooden rafters as the medieval tune spun its magic. No ‘Away in the Manger’ or similar modern sentimentality for Uncle Abel. He liked the carols that reeked of ancient madrigals, the ones that made you imagine snow and wolves out there in the darkness, kept off by fire and song. 

The choir moved into ‘The Holly and the Ivy’—the rising of the sun, and the running of the deer—and then the Sans Day Carol, another hypnotically repetitive one about plants. 

John knew them all. His father had not been of much use since his mother’s death—or before that, truthfully—and Uncle Abel had welcomed his nephew at Christmas every year. He wasn’t a churchgoer, or even a man of faith, but the ancient tunes were comforting all the same, and he needed comfort. Because there, standing amid the tenors singing like the angel he wasn’t, was the man he’d come to catch.

Barnaby Littimer. Thrice-damned Barnaby bloody Littimer.

He looked exactly the same. Too-long hair swept back over his forehead in a dramatic poet’s sort of wave, the reddish lights in its chestnut brown caught and magnified by the candles. Pointed moustache and goatee and eyebrows, probably all combed to look so perfect. Heavy-lidded eyes, and lips that curved in a permanent, faint, lying smile. 

Fucker, fucker, fucker. 

Littimer seemed not to have noticed him. John hoped he hadn’t yet: it would be pleasant to give the fellow a nasty moment. He watched and listened as another medieval song rollicked around him, this one paying only the barest lip-service to anything but feasting. 

The boar’s head, as I understand,

Is the rarest dish in all this land,

Which thus bedecked with a gay garland

Let us servire cantico

Caput apri defero

Reddens laudes Domino.

Even Uncle Abel was unlikely to serve a boar’s head at his Christmas dinner. John just hoped he didn’t make a pig’s ear of things himself. 

It was a dangerous possibility. Barnaby Littimer had run rings around him before, and he was in a good position here. He’d somehow got himself hired to organise Uncle Abel’s Christmas festivities and ensure the guests were sufficiently entertained until the wedding. That meant he was, for now, a trusted, recommended man and a deal better placed than John. It would not be easy to prove him the villain he was. God knew John hadn’t seen the betrayal coming.

The choir finished with ‘Masters in this Hall’, an invigorating piece to an ancient French tune that made the hair on John’s neck rise. 

Nowell, nowell, nowell,

Nowell sing we clear!

Holpen are all folk on Earth, 

born is God’s Son so dear!

Nowell, nowell, nowell, 

Nowell sing we loud!

God today hath poor folk raised 

and cast a-down the proud!

The audience applauded with anything from wild enthusiasm (Uncle Abel) to a belated and lacklustre flap of hands suggesting that the clapper hadn’t been paying attention (Lord Dombey). The choir bustled around to place their great candles in designated spots, and disappeared, except for Barnaby Littimer, who raised his hands for attention.
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