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For RAH — another Harry Stubbs story, as requested


Once out of nature I will not take

My form from any natural thing

But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make

Of hammered gold and gold enamelling

W. B. Yeats, “Sailing to Byzantium”

Those with Celtic legendry in their heritage—mainly the Scotch-Irish element of New Hampshire, and their kindred who had settled in Vermont on Governor Wentworth’s colonial grants—linked them vaguely with the malign fairies and “little people” of the bogs and raths….The Pennacook myths, which were the most consistent and picturesque, taught that the Winged Ones came from the Great Bear in the sky, and had mines in our earthly hills whence they took a kind of stone … They harmed only those earth-people who got too near them or spied upon them.

H. P. Lovecraft, ‘The Whisperer In Darkness”


London, 1928


Chapter 1: Angel of Eternity

Mrs Bridges had been born before the Victorian era, and had survived into modern times. Her contemporaries had been laid to rest long ago. She was far from unscathed; you could see the relentless erosive effect of the years. Her skin was thin and papery, veins showed through at her thin wrists like blue cables. An old-fashioned mob cap covered her hair, but the faint wisps that escaped suggested it had thinned to almost nothing.

As if to make up for her bodily deficiency, everything else about Mrs Bridges was lavish: her black dress, her shoes, the rings and bracelet of black stones, and the cameo at her neck—the only splash of white against the unrelieved ebony. Bailey, who was overseeing the meeting, remained discreetly to one side.

She peered at me so long through a lorgnette that I wondered if she was quite all there. She had been widowed some fifty years previously, never remarried and still wore black. What kind of shock had she been through?

I became uncomfortably aware of my surroundings. The small sitting room must have been her private room as there was only seating for two or three other people. The mantlepiece was crowded with pictures large and small in silver frames. I had no chance to peruse them, but they looked very much like family photographs: men in unforms, girls at their coming out, wedding pictures, christening photographs. The Bridges family seemed to be legion.

“You’re an ugly brute and no mistake,” she said, at length and laughed a dry little laugh. At that laugh she became more human and for a moment I could see the woman inside the wizened exterior. “Don’t be shocked. I’m in my second childhood now, so I can say what I like. Wouldn’t you say he was an ugly brute, Bailey?”

Bailey was a placid, well-fed individual in his middle forties, rather formal in a wing collar. I knew his type from my days in the legal firm. In his official capacity he would be correct in every way, slow and fussy but attentive to legal niceties. And beneath that ponderous polite manner there lurked a keen intelligence. Nothing of financial significance ever gets past men like Bailey.

Mrs Bridges was being honest, giving voice to what many people must have thought when meeting me, but were too diplomatic to say it. Bailey nodded as though agreeing and looked me in the eye.

“I would rather say, madam, that Mr Stubbs’ appearance is complementary to his occupation. Entirely consonant with it, in fact.”

“Many a heart of gold beats beneath a rough exterior,” I said. “Or so I’ve heard.”

“Very good!” said Mrs Bridges, clapping her hands. “Bailey, have you ever seen such broad shoulders?”

“Not in the City, no,” he said. “On the rugby pitch, perhaps.”

He was being indulgent towards his mistress. Biding his time, and charging it in fifteen-minute increments.

“How wonderful it must be to be able to stride down the street like a battleship in full steam, forcing all the lesser vessels aside,” she enthused, moving her shoulders slightly for effect.

I hesitated to correct her. Crowded streets are awkward. Smaller, nippier individuals swerve around and find gaps, whereas I sometimes get forced into the road to get past stalls and knots of loiterers.

“There are undeniable advantages, ma’am,” I said.

“Bailey says you’re a boxer. I bet you could knock down anyone who disagrees with you. I’d knock Bailey down all the time if I had your fists. He’s such a fearful nag.”

“Mrs Bridges will have her jokes,” said Bailey.

There was the slightest hint of strain behind his bland smile. Mrs Bridges knew exactly how to get under his skin.

“I would knock you down too though,” she told him, then to me. “Bailey is supposed to be my man of business, but he really wants to run my business for himself. Do you know how much he pays himself out of my money?”

“Mr Stubbs doesn’t want to know that.”

I decided that diplomacy would be best. Getting on the wrong side of Bailey would mean being shown to the door in short order.

“Of course not, Mr Bailey,” I said. “In fact, it’s good of you to be here at all, given that this is not strictly a matter of business.”

“Oh, Bailey always wants to know what I’m up to. Always has to make sure I’m not being swindled. You see, practically the only visitors I get these days are people who want to swindle me.”

“Mrs Bridges exaggerates,” said Bailey. “But sadly, I am obliged to act as a gatekeeper to prevent Mrs Bridges’ good nature being exposed to questionable requests for funds under a variety of pretences.”

“Of course there are my family,” she said. “I’ve hundreds of relatives now—I have great, great grandchildren if you please. How many of them, Bailey?”

“Seventeen great-great grandchildren, madam.”

“They mean nothing to me. Bailey keeps track of their birthdays. My four dear children are all long dead.” She glanced at the mantelpiece, seeking out the precious ones in the crowd. “When my descendants visit, it is as though they are coming to see an ancient monument. They seem surprised I can still speak.”

“They revere you,” said Bailey.

“Pfft, you say that, but they’re just waiting for the old dame to ascend to the Pearly Gates. Sizing up the furniture and deciding who gets the plate.”

“Madam!” said Bailey, shocked.

She appealed to me.

“It’s true. Swindlers want my money; relatives want my money. My other visitors are clergymen—like that bishop of, of, what was it Bailey?”

“The Deacon of Southwark visited Mrs Bridges last Tuesday.”

Bailey was back to unruffled efficiency. But he was still watching me like a hawk, alert to any flicker that might suggest a bad conscience.

“Southwark. Even he wants my money. Hinting about the hereafter and storing up treasures in heaven.” She raised her eyes skywards. “Tedious! Tedious! Do clergymen pester you for money, Mr Stubbs? Or do you punch them if they try?”

She mimed a jab with one tiny fist.

“I put my sixpence in the plate,” I said. In truth my attendance at church is casual and more down to Sally than personal inclination. They do like engaged couples to attend in the run up to a wedding. “I don’t get picked out for special attention.”

But Mrs Bridges was already moving on, her mind dancing lightly as a butterfly. Or perhaps she had trouble keeping anchored to the here and now.

“Oh, and there are the doctors too. If you count them. What do you think of doctors? They are so terribly young these days. And they all present bills.”

Bailey coughed discreetly. “Speaking of business, Mr Stubbs…”

“Which we weren’t,” said Mrs Bridges. “Bailey, you are so rude! I never get to talk to anyone of Mr Stubbs class, not in my parlour. Allow me to indulge my social curiosity for a minute, at least, won’t you?”

“Madam,” said Bailey, giving in with a slight inclination of the head.

“I’ve forgotten what I was going to ask now,” she said. “You vex me, Bailey. It’s gone right out of my head. Oh, very well, ask him about this business.”

Bailey placed half-glasses over his nose and glanced down at a letter he took from a folio. I recognised my own writing.

“You wish to carry out an investigation of the Norwood Benevolent Society for Widows,” he said gravely.

“I don’t see that has anything to do with me,” said Mrs Bridges. “I haven’t had anything to do with Society business for years and years. Those awful women make all the decisions.”

“Nevertheless ma’am, I understand you are the honorary Chair,” I said. “It operates under your name.”

“Quite so,” agreed Bailey. “Mrs Bridges holds that post for life—whatever designs the others might have. She still chairs their meetings.”

He was proud of her position, jealous of it as any courtier over any of the crown’s far-flung dominions.

“And because you have nothing to do with the day-to-day running of the Society, there is no suggestion an investigation would be directed at you,” I said. “But you do have the authority to agree to such an investigation.”

“Over the heads of the Committee,” said Bailey. “Against any possible objections. And I can assure you they will object—strenuously.”

Mrs Bridges laughed her dry little laugh.

“An investigation—that would shake them up, eh, Bailey?”

“Frankly, Mr Stubbs, you haven’t cited any valid grounds for an investigation. The Widows Society is an organisation of utmost financial probity. Any suggestion of irregularity would be—slanderous. And potentially damaging.”

“All I have is anonymous information,” I said, “A letter that suggests there is wrongdoing.”

The letter had been marked simply to ‘Harry Stubbs, C/O Lantern Insurance, Norwood, London SE’—the GPO is a marvel though, and it arrived at my office as if it has been fully addressed. It was folded, as though it had been enclosed in another letter before being forwarded to me. And the brief text, all in capitals, had instructed me to ‘BURN AFTER READING,’ which after noting the postmark (Camberwell) and making a copy I had done.

“English justice does not work by anonymous accusation,” said Bailey. “We aren’t French, thank heaven.”

“Tell him what you told me, Bailey—your exact words. About him being another swindler.”

“I don’t recall any such phrasing,” said Bailey, imperturbably. “I believe I may have said that the case was so thin that I wondered if it was a pretext for something else—gathering information about rich widows, for example. Otherwise, why not go to the police?”

He turned his half-glasses on me accusingly.

“As you say, Mr Bailey, there is no actual evidence at this juncture,” I said. “The police would dismiss the matter out of hand. Your own criteria might be rather different, however. You might be interested in the slightest hint of misdeeds and the need to avoid scandal.”

“We might,” he agreed. “If there were any. All we have is an anonymous letter—sent to someone who is not even affiliated with the Society! And all it alleges is ‘wrongdoing’ whatever that might mean.” His brow furrowed, an expression as false as the smile a few seconds earlier. “Tell me Mr Stubbs, what is your role exactly?”

“In the normal course of events I am a claims investigator for Lantern Insurance,” I said, and Bailey already had my business card in his hand as though checking it against my statement. “However, I play an informal role as an investigator for the community at large. People bring their problems to me.”

“I see—so you’re the Sherlock Holmes of Norwood,” he said with a small smile. “Doing all this extra work pro bono out of the goodness of your heart.”

“It’s not all for free,” I said. “And, as you mention it, I could not want a better model than the Great Detective, though I hardly live up to it.”

Bailey found this highly amusing. He was not the sort of man who even read detective novels.

“The Great Detective gets an unsigned missive hinting that there are dark deeds afoot. And he speeds to investigate.”

“Don’t be cruel, Bailey,” Mrs Bridges chided. “What do you think he should do with such a letter? Forward it to the Committee so they can ignore it?”

My first responsibility was to protect the identity of the letter writer, who I suspect might be one of the Committee. I was not going to let anyone else see it. It was frustratingly vague…but I had my instructions.

“I represent a completely independent investigative agency,” I said. “And one that is not going to share information prematurely with the police, or anyone else. I am thoroughly disinterested, and, if I say it myself, my reputation is founded on honesty.”

“If there was any scintilla of criminality in your background you wouldn’t be sitting there,” said Bailey. “Enquiries were made.”

“And perhaps I might be the right man to investigate this delicate matter.”

Bailey laughed out loud at that. He may have felt that the case called for someone a bit more polished, more used to genteel society, more suave, who would handle the whole affair with kid gloves—in short, someone more like Bailey himself. But Mrs Bridges thought otherwise.

“Delicate matter! People are always pussyfooting about me as though I’m too tender for the truth. Let me tell you, Mr Hobbs, I’m a tough old bird that has weathered more and harsher winters than you can imagine. I want the truth, however ugly.”

Mrs Bridges was fierce. But more than that, she was shrewd. For whatever reason, she knew or suspected there was something worth my investigating.

“Naturally, if anyone in the Society is engaged in anything improper, Mrs Bridges and I would be very interested to hear of it,” said Bailey.

“And so I should! So I should!”

“Furthermore,” I said. “The investigation will be carried out at no cost to yourselves. If I find nothing, it’s not your loss. If I find something…”

“Who is it you want to investigate?” Mrs Bridges asked. “Which one of them is it?”

“All of them equally,” I said. “Impartially and fairly.”

“Bailey, he won’t tell us,” said Mrs Bridges.

“Accepting for the sake for argument that your motive is honest, I’ve no reason to believe you’d find anything. And you would ruffle some feathers.”

“Oh, I like the sound of that!”

“Mr Stubbs is counting on it,” observed Bailey. “I believe he is by no means as uncomplicated as his appearance might suggest.”

This compliment was delivered with an expert backhand.

“Wouldn’t be fair, would it,” she said. “Exposing an innocent like him to that pack of screeching harpies. You can’t punch them, you know—more’s the pity!”

Bailey smiled politely.

“Was there anything else, Mr Stubbs?” he asked.

“No, I was just looking for Mrs Bridges’ approval on this one simple matter,” I said.

“Does it occur to you that you are the victim of a practical joke or simply a malicious hoax? Anyone can write a poison pen letter. And not all our members see eye to eye with the committee.”

“This is a source I have come to trust,” I said, a half-truth of ever the was one. “Their tipoffs, as we call them, have been reliable. Unfortunately I am not able to share details. Sources must be protected.”

“I that case I think the interview is at an end,” he said. “You play a good hand Stubbs, but innuendo and unsupported supposition are not sufficient here.”

“You hold on to your horses, Mr Augustus Bailey!” commanded Mrs Bridges.

“We’ve no reason to keep Mr Stubbs any longer,” said Bailey. “Unless you wish to ask him about his pugilistic career.”

“Perhaps I should remind you that you are my adviser,” she said quietly. “You are not officially part of the Society. No man is, and no man has power over it. And that is entirely deliberate on the part of the founders.”

“Nevertheless,” said Bailey, with a gesture that sought to brush away this inconvenient truth. “Nevertheless, Mr Stubbs has presented no rational grounds for proceeding.”

She turned to me, with a rather impish look.

“Perhaps he has something else up his sleeves besides those great thick wrists?”

“As a matter of fact, there is one more thing,” I said, preparing to loose my final bolt. “The letter ends with a Latin phrase—Prudentia Semper Triumphat.”

“‘Wisdom always triumphs’,” Bailey translated automatically. “What of it?”

“Do you know where it’s from?”

“No…” he said doubtfully, as though wary of being caught out. “Cicero, perhaps?”

“Very good, Mr Stubbs. I liked the way you held that in back until the end. It’s the motto of the Society, Bailey.”

The words had an immediate chastening effect and I felt the balance of power shifting.

She placed her hand on a book on the table beside her, as though drawing my attention to it, but said nothing. The gold-lettered title was facing me: Grim the Collier.

“I didn’t know that, Madam,” he said.

“Of course not, it’s a secret motto. It is part of a little ritual we have for new committee members.”

“Even so,” said Bailey, rallying. “That changes nothing. Clearly the phrase is known to many. Many women. Reasonable evidence, grounds for suspicion, that might be worth acting on. And that means bringing in a suitably qualified outside auditor.”

The phrase ‘suitably qualified’ was as barbed as it could be.

Mrs Bridges though had made up her mind, and Bailey was just annoying her.

“If a member of staff is making anonymous accusations, then it is a serious matter. Mr Stubbs will cause pointless annoyance to the ladies, and they’ll resent me for it, you say. Well, I say, go ahead then—investigate them to your heart’s content. You’ll need to mind they don’t peck your eyes out, but the more ruffled their feathers are, the better I’ll like it. Teach them to mind their Ps and Qs.”

“Madam,” objected Bailey. “This kind of sniping is just….”

He trailed off, wisely, before saying anything which he might regret.

“Petty?” She challenged him to disagree. Bailey looked pained. “Childish, were you going to say? Well, I am a child, and I can behave as pettishly as I like.”

There must have been times when Catherine the Great stamped her little foot, and her courtiers scraped and drew back and hesitated to contradict her. It was not a question of the right or wrong course of action, but one of who really held power, and whether she was only allowed to do the things that he approved of.

“Perhaps you can proceed within set limits,” Bailey said. “And on the strict understanding that you are in no wise Mrs Bridges’ agent.”

Bailey was fast a calculator. He already had his plan of action.

“Strictly understood, Mr Bailey,” I said.

“Oh good,” she said. “And you’ll report back to me?”

“If there is anything to report—” said Bailey.

“No, no, you must report back to me anyway. I want to know everything you find. Even if you don’t find anything criminal. I want to know what those witches are up to.”

“I shall make a full report,” I said.

“Wonderful! Bailey, make a diary note now—make an appointment.”

“I will arrange a date for the meeting with Mr Stubbs in due course.”

“Now—I want to see you write it down.”

Bailey obediently lifted a quilted tome from a side table, and, taking a gold fountain pen from an inner pocket, made a lengthy note in swooping, elegant handwriting.

As he did so, she placed her hand on Grim the Collier again and, looking me in the eye, tapped it twice.

“Thank you very much, madam,” I said.

“I do so hope I can remember whatever it was I was going to ask you by next time,” she said.

I had not seen Bailey touch a bell. Maybe he had a secret hand signal. But however he had been summoned, the butler appeared at my elbow to escort me out.

Against all expectation, Mrs Bridges has given me the go-ahead to investigate the Society of Widows. The group was as respectable as any other organisation of its type, with the sole mission of managing the substantial investments of a number of women who had been left husbandless.

The Society was something of a closed book to outsiders, yielding its mysteries only to widowed women. Mrs Bridges’ description of the committee members as witches had been merely a figure of speech. But I suspected it might be more true than she could have imagined.

As I walked down the path to the gate, I heard two of the maids talking at an upper window, oblivious to how their voices carried in the evening air.

“It’s him,” said one of them. “I told you so.”

“Well I never,” said the other. “That’s Harry Stubbs alright. What’s she want with him?”


Chapter 2: An Unexpected Assistant

As I mentioned in my interview with Mrs Bridges, much of my time was occupied with generally unpaid and often trivial investigations for local people. They wanted me to look into what they regarded as mysterious happenings: apparent hauntings, supposed curses, allegedly mysterious disappearances, and generally things that went bump in the night. I have been through quite a catalogue of these, and am now an expert on this class of foibles and misapprehensions.

I can, for example, tell you that if you hear a hammering noise every night, the first thing to check is the plumbing.

My real work, which was sporadic, were those missions assigned me by the enigmatic Miss de Vere. She was a glamourous American lady, who represented an organisation referred to by the initials TDS. This could be characterised as a secret society involved in the occult though in truth I knew very little about it. Even what the letters stood for was an open question. My researchers have turned up any number of aliases used over the years—Templars of the Sacred Darkness, Tenebrae Dominium Sacrum, the Twilight Dominion Sisterhood, Tempus Dei Silentium, Temple of the Dark Seer—and I have come to doubt whether any of them is the original. My suspicion is that the answer changes with the tides and TDS has always stood for whatever they want it to.

According to Miss de Vere, our world is like an overripe apple, spinning though an endless void, on which various spores, germs and other agents of decay descend from space. These are other-worldly beings seeking, as Darwinian law demands, to colonise a new world. To earthlings, these visitors from the heavens might be seen as angels, demons or other supernatural beings. Whatever aspect they wear, TDS seeks to exterminate them and keep our planet free from alien influences.

My job, for better or for worse, is destroying such angels. A fallen angel is, after all, nothing more nor less than a demon.

Dr Blake. who I came to know in the aftermath of his experience in the Dulwich Horror, has probably done as much research into this area as anyone. If he is correct, then TDS may have been carrying out its mission for thousands of years, a fact which on its own boggles the mind. But he also suspects the modern version is a new group which has taken on the old name to puff itself up; the truth is lost in layers of haze.

Whether TDS, or the others like them which Blake hints at, are genuinely defending wider humanity or simply serving their own selfish interests, neither he nor I can say. Their aims seem to be broadly benign, though their methods are extreme. What I do know is that they wield considerable covert as well as occult power. Crossing them is inadvisable.

Miss de Vere strongly supported the mission to investigate the Widows Society. I had received a telegram to pursue the case using ‘ALL MEANS POSSIBLE’. I had never received such an emphatic instruction before.

Fictions portrays the private investigator as a lone wolf with only hip flask for company, a man very much on his own in a largely hostile world. He has no colleagues as such, the police with whom he interacts treat him with suspicion, and the criminal fraternity see him as a threat. Perhaps the odd barman or taxi-driver will exchange banter with him and help with the occasional clue, but that is as far as friendship goes. As for the fairer sex, he is invariably unmarried and any relations with glamourous and dangerous females will be as short-lived as they are intense.

My experience has been rather different. Sitting alone in my office I might look like a one-man operation, but I am on friendly terms with the women in the china-packing concern which occupies the rest of the floor. I need never drink a cup of tea on my own if I do not want to, and in fact I rarely even make my own tea. Kitty, the manager next door, is always keen to hear as much about my cases as I can share, and offer observations on human nature.

My relationship with Kitty is purely one of cordial friendship. Unlike the stereotypical fellow, I have an actual fiancée, Sally, and not only do I have a strong romantic attachment to her, but she is also a practical support. In my last major case, in which I was imprisoned in a psychiatric establishment, I would never have made it through without her help. Like Kitty, she is also perceptive when it comes to the human side of things.

Perhaps more importantly for the business of investigation I have built up a network of friends, associates and helpers of various sorts, all with their special skills and knowledge. When it is a question of occult matter or ancient books, as it often is, I can turn to Captain Cross. If it is anything relating to what our press like to term ‘the underworld’, what Elsie Granger can’t tell me is not worth knowing. Mr Hoade at the library is the man to consult about anything relating to local history, and if anything needs deciphering, decoding or unravelling, Miss Frey has a knack for it. Dr. Blake has a deep and scholarly grasp of many things, especially when it comes to the further shores of science. And so on.

The more challenging the case, the more resources you need to deal with it. Even Sherlock Holmes, who Mr Bailey had uncharitably invoked, had help.

When I started out investigating I was a pawn, Mrs Crawford’s pawn in the Shackelton case. Now though I am a player in my own right, with my own board of pieces to deploy. The skill is knowing which to call on and when and where.

This modest network is not on a par with the great machine which my patron Arthur Renville can call on in his business. If a cargo of damaged barrels of herrings judged to be of no resale value is to be handled, he can locate a fifteen-hundred weight truck, round up a dozen strapping but discreet labourers to load and unload it, and find a source for new barrels, a few hundred gallons of fresh vinegar and a chap who knows how to re-pickle and a place to do it, all in less time than it take most people to do their grocery shopping.

I am in a sense still a pawn, or perhaps a knight, on Arthur’s chessboard, and he brings me into play whenever anything peculiar arises in the parish that he believes needs my expertise to resolve.

So it was that I looked up from a rather dull book of mythology at the sound of an exchange next door—a male voice talking to the women who packed china tea-sets for dispatch.

I caught Kitty’s voice in particular: “It’s the door on the corner there. Just let yourself in, dear.”

Kitty is an effective gatekeeper and an inquisitive one, and it is rare for her to let anyone through without quizzing them on what their business might be, and she usually insists on escorting them herself. I surmised that this must be someone who was known to her, and, from her tone, for whom she had some sympathy.

As a mental exercise I tried to imagine who it would be before he turned the door handle, but drew a complete blank. I could not think of any intersection of people that both she and I knew and with whom she would be casually friendly.

There came a half-knock on the door which was half-opened by a young man whom I instantly recognised. Arthur Renville Junior, eldest son of my mentor.

“D’you mind if I come in?” he asked, boldness battling with timidity. “Mr Stubbs?”

“Make yourself at home, lad,” I said.

Young Arthur had recently started at public school, and was home for the holidays. He had exchanged child’s garb for that of a man, a new tweed jacket with a tie in blue and green stripes. He threw himself into the chair opposite me, slouching in a pose borrowed from the silver screen. These days every man was Ronald Colman. His new shoes were scuffed and his trouser knees stained from climbing about somewhere he should not have been. The transformation from street urchin to gentleman was by no means complete.

“I’m looking for a job,” he said, in a serious, thirteen-year-old voice.

“Is that so?”

“I’m at leisure for a few weeks and the inactivity is driving me mad,” he said. His accent, formerly pure South London, had shifted more out into the Home Counties, but was mobile. He was not quite sure who he was supposed to be when he was with me, but seemed to be striving for worldly maturity. “I thought I could give you a hand.”

I resisted the temptation to laugh, as that would have been most unkind and the boy meant well.

“And what sort of opening would you be looking for, Master Renville?”

“Just—anything,” he said, his tone suddenly pleading. “Aw, please Mr Stubbs, it’s just so boring kicking around here.”

I was not unsympathetic. Arthur had decided that his son was going to be a gentleman, and had packed him off to an establishment which would knock off his sharp corners and smooth down the rough edges. That was bound to be a painful process for the young man. It would be difficult for him to fit back in with his former associates here, after months apart. Many of them would have taken up apprenticeships and other occupations. To the others he would be an outsider, a toff, a public-school boy.

I knew what it felt like to be an outsider. But my sympathy had its limits. I did not want the little blighter hanging around my neck like an albatross all summer, and there was an obvious way of curbing him.

“Anything between us would have to be with your father’s written permission,” I said.

“If I get a note from Father, will you take me?” he asked, eager as a puppy.

“I don’t know as how you’d find it as entertaining as you think,” I said. “My work is a deal more boring than folk imagine. It’s not all about kicking down doors and getting into fights—neither of which activity, I might add, you would be ideally suited for. Nor do I meet ghosts and goblins on a regular basis. It’s more bookwork and interviewing witnesses and suchlike.”

“I can do that. And I think I can handle myself pretty well in a scrap,” he said, jutting his jaw out. “I’ve been in a few.”

I considered the possibility that Arthur really would consent for his son to assist me. It was exceedingly unlikely, especially if Mrs Renville got wind of it. But the boy was the apple of their eye, and young people’s powers of pestering are considerable.

“I suppose you have some education in ancient languages,” I said, rummaging through a drawer. “That might come in useful.”

“Latin and Greek,” he said. “I won the prize for Latin Composition last term.”

“Very impressive,” I said, pleased at this confirmation. “Perhaps you could carry out a spot of translation.”

I opened a drawer, fished out the old book wrapped in tissue paper and slid it across the desk. This unprepossessing volume was the most valuable thing I owned. He looked at it as though suspecting a trick.

“Vita et Peregrinationes Magni Paracelsi,” he read from the title. “The Life and Travels of the Great—Paracelsus?”

“A tome acquired for me at no small expense,” I said. The payment to Captain Cross has been in kind rather than pecuniary, but it had been significant. “Printed in the year 1499.”

Young Arthur leafed through the Travels suspiciously, trying to make out the antique typeface. It was one of those scripts you had to figure out one letter at a time.

“What’s the point of it?” he asked with a little too much whine.

“The point, Master Renville, is that this is the only account extant which describes Paracelsus’ journeys and which might have a bearing on certain antiquities very pertinent to my work.”

Exactly how Cross had obtained this work is another story. It is a shadowy book, not included in catalogues, dismissed by many as an eighteenth-century fake, but Cross swears it is legitimate. I have long harboured a particular interest in Paracelsus. He has a habit of cropping up in my cases, his works providing vital clues in a way that seems uncanny. And he seemed to have some connection with this area.

I had hoped, from what I gathered of the contents, that the book might tell me more than I could glean from the rambling contents of other works. I thought it might speak in plain terms of the alchemists’ encounters with beings from other worlds. So I had been disappointed to find that it was in Latin.

“Is there no translation?” I’d asked.

Cross had shaken his head doubtfully.

“Everyone who’s interested in Paracelsus reads Latin. Well, almost everyone.”

“I’m sure it won’t be difficult to find someone,” I said.

A few names had sprung to mind, like my friend Dr Blake. But translating a whole book is a tall order, and nobody owed me that big a favour. I had resolved to hold on to the book until the opportunity presented, and some sufficiently educated person fell into my debt.

That had been some months ago. And now…

“Who’s Paracelsus?” he asked.

“If you were to read the book, you would discover that, and plenty more,” I said.

“But it’s worse than Latin homework. There’s pages and pages of it.”

“Should you be looking for an opening in this enterprise, the only vacancy I have is for someone able to carry out translation from Latin,” I said. “Perhaps you might consider this as a sort of entrance test before you can graduate to other tasks.”

“I’ve already got enough homework for the whole summer holiday,” he said.

“Investigation is apt to be arduous, tedious and interminable,” I said. “If you want to be an Investigator you’ll have to knuckle down to it. Or find another job.”

For a moment I thought he might start crying, but young Arthur bucked up, sticking his chin out again.

“You know, I think I’ll take a look at it,” he said, back to his Ronald Coleman voice. “But I’ll need some materials—dictionary, a Latin Grammar, et cetera.”

I suspect he would already have most of what he needed, but I was willing to indulge him.

“Naturally,” I said. “Mr Hoade at the public library will be very helpful with lending you anything you lack. I’ll let you have a card to show him to prove your bona fides. But I will have to ask you to leave the Travels here.”

I was not about to entrust a priceless antique book to a schoolboy, even Arthur Renville’s son.

“I quite understand,” he said politely. Then, shifting tone again. “Does that mean I can work here?”

“If you can get that letter from your father,” I said. “And this is strictly a probationary arrangement, contingent on an acceptable level of performance of your duties and other factors.”

I had not thought of what these were. But I was determined that if he was going to make a nuisance of himself he would be dropped like a hot brick, whatever his parentage.

“Aw, thanks Mr Stubbs!” he said, and was on his feet and out the door in a flash—an attempt to forestall, I suspected, any change of mind on my behalf.

Perhaps I should have refused him straight off the bat. There were countless ways that the boy could cause trouble and complications, and the responsibility of taking care of him weighed heavy lest anything should happen. On the other hand, Arthur might well be grateful for me finding occupation for the lad and keeping him happy.

And the lad might be useful. Another pawn to my chess set. Also, I did hope to get that book translated.

I leafed through the incomprehensible text, trying to get some hint of what it contained. Sadly there were no pictures to guide me. Print had not reached that level back in those early days.

Paracelsus had travelled all over what had been the known world, in search of esoteric knowledge. While his contemporaries confined themselves to libraries and endless rehashings of medieval authorities, Paracelsus went in search of the true founts of wisdom. He had a healthy disrespect for the scholars who were then the leading lights of medicine, and preferred to talk to bone-setters, midwives, village herbalists and the like, people who had an actual practical knowledge of what they were talking about—whereas most university doctors never saw an actual patient, which they saw as beneath them.

Paracelsus is never an easy read. He spins off in odd directions, he rants for pages at a time about the stupidity and ignorance of his age, and he speculates at length, trying to make sense of the few facts available to him. Not for Paracelsus the medical encyclopaedias of our age with neat diagrams and colour plates; he must scrape together odd bits of knowledge however he could, and it is painful to see a man struggle so.

His wanderings took him across what we would now call Germany, and Russia and Scandinavia, and also, intriguingly, to the British Isles. A great fat man with a huge capacity for drink who carried an executioner’s sword, he had the most overbearing manner—like many, he was never wrong about anything—but who was kindness itself to his patients and would talk to the lowest beggar as easily as to a prince.

He travelled to Egypt, and saw wonders and horrors which he did not dare describe. Perhaps the plunder of some forgotten Egyptian vault gave him the foundations of his knowledge. Or perhaps he just felt his travels needed a bit of colour. Travelers these days say that Egypt is hot, dusty and poor, and the grandeur of the pharaohs had vanished well before Julius Ceasar set foot in the place.

As to what Paracelsus found in England, we have no hint. He was greatly interesting in mining, and it is believed that he may have visited the tin mines which were then such a big industry in Cornwall. But I believed there were other stops on his itinerary.

Mr Robert Browning composed his epic poem, Paracelsus in Dulwich Woods, after meetings with the Gypsies there. Paracelsus always spoke about the need to talk to Gypsies and other country folk as repositories of wisdom which never reached the scholarly world. In my adventures I had continually stumbled over hints of secret knowledge in these parts.

Item: Ernest Shackelton’s strange fascination with the Antarctic and what lay beneath the ice came from a boyhood in Norwood.

Item: Madame Blavatsky’s circle started dabbling with the occult art of palingenesis (a topic also explored by Paracelsus) after she moved to Norwood

Item: The Gypsies knew of the strange forces associated with the mineral springs at Beulah Spa and the underground forces that drove them, another subject dear to the heart of Paracelsus.

Item: Rober Browning’s epic verse play Paracelsus, composed while wander the woodland in Dulwich

Item: The Whatelys, supposedly of Romany stock, their supposed possession of a copy of the Necronomicon—genuine or otherwise—and occult workings therefrom, also hinted at by Paracelsus.

…and so on.

My suspicion was that the Swiss physician had passed this way and his notes would tell me far more than I would ever find out myself. And now I had found my translator.

I am aware that this makes me sound like one those eccentrics, the ones who take up so much of my time by putting two and two together then getting five. And I was aware that hunches and forebodings are unreliable guides. But Paracelsus’ writings about his journey did indeed shed light on the situation. But as to whether it was such a good thing for Master Renville, was another matter.


Chapter 3: The Recording Angel

Mrs Barbara Kennedy was not the sort who suffered fools gladly. And she seemed uncertain whether I fell into that category.

Mrs Kennedy was a handsome woman in her middle years, her clothing dark but not entirely black, with a jewelled brooch at her throat of subdued, dark emeralds. The effect was serious rather than sombre. An equally soberly-dressed young woman, who I now understood to be Mrs Kennedy’s secretary, had admitted me into the house and guided me to this study, before taking her place behind a desk. I had seen two other women, presumably clerks, also in black. It hardly took my detective skills, such as they are, to appreciate that the Widows Society employed entirely its own kind.

I have visited premises where a commercial enterprise was run from a house before, but that was a matter of a back room given over to business. In this case the entire house seemed to have been converted, but without losing its decidedly domestic character. This was clearly a living room with bay windows, braid curtains and decorative knickknack, but with desks instead of sofas and armchairs.

“Just what is it you wish to investigate, Mr Stubbs?” Mrs Kennedy asked, looking at me over her glasses, after I had introduced myself.

I had not been offered a seat, nor was one even set out. Mrs Kennedy made no pretence of setting aside her paperwork as she talked to me.

“I understand you oversee the Society’s financial affairs,” I said.

“You understand correctly. And our books are audited every year.”

Shelves of black bound volumes lined walls, which represented the full transactions of the Society back to the year dot. Mrs Kennedy had been the first member of the committee to respond, but evidently her consent was from a desire to deal with me promptly rather than to help. The interview would be a short one.

My debt-collector’s nose picked up the scent of lucre all around. Good Axminister underfoot, and the decorative items included antique vases, the bronze bust of what I took to be a Greek goddess, and some oil paintings of nautical scenes that looked like originals.

Even the embroidery sampler on the wall behind Mrs Kennedy was in a respectable gilt frame. Rather than the usual ‘Home Sweet Home’ or other platitude it read “Go to the ant, thou sluggard; consider her ways, and be wise: Which having no guide, overseer, or ruler, Provideth her meat in the summer, and gathereth her food in the harvest. Proverbs 6:6-8”

I had met people with too much affinity for insects. In this case though I suspected it was the female gender which was seen as worth imitating. Words for widows to live by, I supposed.

“If you wish to look at the books, or to have an independent auditor do so, that can be arranged.” She gave me a wintery smile. “But I would be very, very surprised if they were to find anything amiss.”

“As it happens I have perused the summary in the public records,” I said. “And I admit I found them somewhat perplexing. Your financial affairs are not entirely straightforward.”

Her smile only grew.

“The profit and loss figures are easy enough to interpret,” she said, with the implication that even I should be able to understand them. “As for the rest of it, we prefer to maintain a certain degree of—opacity. A lady keeps her secrets veiled when she is surrounded by men who have designs on her fortune.”

As she spoke she signed a document in front of her and held it up.

“Beaumont, send this by First Class post at once.”

The assistant came over wordlessly, received the letter with a slight curtsey and went back to her own desk.

“My concern is that concealed in that dense thicket of transactions there might be lurking something which you do not suspect,” I said.

The Society worked through a whole spider’s web of interconnected companies. Many of them were likely no more than shells, legal fictions, all owning shares in each other and carrying out transactions which were mainly sleight of hand. Getting to the bottom of it was far beyond my meagre skills.

“The auditors would have noted any such thing,” she said, “That being, you know, their job. Like any other benevolent society in the land, we keep a close eye on our finances. We know what is happening even if others do not. The only unusual aspect is that our Society happens to be run for women by women.” She steepled her fingers. “I am always tempted to paraphrase Jane Austen: ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged that every widow in possession of a fortune must be in want of a man to manage it for her.’.”

A more confident or less wise person than I might have made a patronising or ingratiating remark.

“The Society has always shown a healthy profit under your management,” I said.

The Society appeared to have been quietly making money since its inception. It has weathered the financial storms that had sunk many another venture. If Mrs Kennedy had been a gentleman, I might have looked at what clubs she attended and who her friends were with financial connections.

“We have good financial advisors and our investments have performed satisfactorily,” said Mrs Kennedy. “Which further undermines any suggestion that there is embezzlement. It was embezzlement that you were interested in, I take it?”

She slit an envelope with a wooden letter opener with more emphasis than necessary. It stood to reason that, as she was the Society’s financial mastermind, she must be aware of, if not responsible for any irregularity.

My anonymous letter had not suggested the malfeasance was financial, so it was interesting that was Mrs Kennedy’s assumption. Clearly, she felt she was the obvious suspect and resented it.

“Not as such,” I said.

“‘Not as such’? Well, Mr Stubbs, here are the public accounts for last year.” She hefted a volume which she must have had ready for my visit. “Everything you could wish to find is in there. You may borrow it.”

I took it up quickly. Getting this had been one of the main objects of my visit. Was this a success, or did it mean that there was nothing to see here? Or, having made my acquaintance, had Mrs Kennedy decided that I lacked the skill to unearth whatever secrets were hidden inside?

Many a criminal has fallen because they overestimated their ability to outwit the police. Mrs Kennedy did seem like a woman very secure in her own abilities, and if she was not openly disdainful of me, I did not feel that I stood very high in her estimation.

I moved on to my next goal.

“I suppose that brings me to the subject of Mr Parrish,” I said. “A gentleman who devoted considerable effort to investigating the Society. Until his untimely death.”

She looked at me over her glasses again, and her grey-blue eyes were flinty.

“Are you making an insinuation?”

“I’m here to investigate, not insinuate,” I said. “Perhaps there is something you can tell me about the matter.”

Mrs Kennedy pursed her lips. She could have thrown me out there and then and been perfectly within her rights. Even if I had been obstreperous about it, the telephone in front of her gave her a direct line to the police station if I needed to be forcibly ejected. But I was expecting a more thoughtful response, and I was not disappointed.

“Beaumont,” she said. “Will you leave us, please?”

“I’ll take this to the post,” said Beaumont, letter in hand, getting her coat from the stand.

“I trust her with everything,” said Mrs Kennedy. “But I don’t think she needs to hear your innuendos.”

“I’m not about to say anything unsuitable for Miss Beaumont’s ears,” I said, not liking to see her sent out.

“It’s Mrs Beaumont,” said Mrs Kennedy. “All our employees are widows.”

“Of course. As I say, my job is one of investigation,” I said. “So perhaps you can tell me what happened with Mr Parrish.”

“Nothing happened,” she said. “This man Parrish wrote to me asking questions. Eventually I agreed to meet him just to impress on him that no information about the Society’s financial or other affairs would be forthcoming, but it only made him more eager. When I refused to communicate any further, I believe he bothered other members of the Society and our employees. And then he died. That’s all there is to it.”
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