



  [image: cover]




  





  John Dickson Carr and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime

  writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the

  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing

  means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America

  and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  I wished to compose pictures on canvas, similar to representations on the stage.




  —WILLIAM HOGARTH, Anecdotes




   




   




  They now beheld a little creature sitting by herself in a corner, and crying bitterly. This girl, Mr. Robinson said, was committed because her father-in-law, who was in the Grenadier Guards, had

  sworn that he was afraid of his life, or of some bodily harm which she would do him, and she could get no sureties for keeping the peace; for which reason Justice Thrasher had committed her to

  prison.




  —HENRY FIELDING, Amelia










  Chapter One




  London Bridge Is Falling Down




  THEY were approaching town from the Southwark side of the river. There was a flighty September wind, smelling of rain. Dusk had almost become night when

  the two-horse post-chaise from Dover, driven at the usual mad pace of such expensively hired vehicles, went clattering and bouncing along the cobbles of Borough High Street towards London

  Bridge.




  That post-chaise contained two passengers, a fashionably dressed young lady and a fashionably dressed young man sitting in the corners as far as possible from each other; and these passengers

  bounced too. Carriages were equipped with springs nowadays, but they bounced all the same. The young lady seized at a window-strap to steady herself. In her low, sweet voice she whispered a hearty

  curse.




  Instantly her companion, very haughty-seeming, became a drawling man of the world.




  “Pray, madam,” he said, “try to moderate your transports of joy.”




  “Joy!”


  “I have paid for this luxury. They’ll give me my money’s worth if they kill the horses.”




  The young lady was in a passion and very near weeping.




  “I wish you would die. I wish you would catch the smallpox. Lord, lord, I don’t know what I wish. Not content with abducting me—”




  “Abducting you, madam? I am taking you home to your uncle, that is all. Have you any notion in what sort of French establishment you were lodged?”




  “I am quite well able to look to myself, I thank you. This sudden fear for my virtue—”




  “Come, madam. I am not concerned with your virtue or any woman’s.”




  The girl smote her fist against the glass of the window.




  “No, you would not be,” she said furiously and inconsistently. “You are of the very sort and kind who would not be. My uncle paid you well for this, I daresay?”




  “To be sure he did. Else why should I have risked my life? Yet you were frightened, Peg. Confess it.”




  “I will not confess it. ’Tis a monstrous lie. ‘Paid, paid, paid!’ Is there anything on earth you would not engage to do for money?”




  “Yes, madam. Contrary to the humour of our times and indeed to my own principles, I would not love Peg Ralston for money.”




  “Oh!” cried the girl addressed as Peg.




  And they looked at each other.




  Here in Southwark, at a veer of the wind, you could already sniff the City-smoke rising in a palpable black cloud at the other side of the Thames. Here in Southwark, with most men abed at gusty

  nightfall, you could hear little except the crashing of iron-shod wheels on cobbles as the post-chaise flew towards London Bridge. Only a few fish-oil lamps, one supposed to be set burning at each

  seventh house but most of them unlighted, threw gleams into kennel-filth and gave them glimpses of each other’s faces.




  Miss Mary Margaret Ralston, a tall girl and very well shaped, again clutched at the window-strap when she made as if to rise. The tears in her eyes went deeper than mere rage; essentially, under

  her mannerisms, she was gentle and good-hearted and without guile, though she would have denied this and believed herself to be a past-mistress at all deceits.




  Miss Ralston’s eyes had irises of the true, rare, jet-black colour, vivid with glistening whites against a rose-leaf complexion and a strikingly pretty face. She sat muffled up in a

  travelling cloak, its hood back to show the straw hat with the cherry-coloured ribbon. No wig or powder disfigured her sleek light-brown hair; such fripperies were worn only by men in the year

  1757. Yet her face was as heavily painted as usual, having a small black beauty-patch on the left cheek-bone. This unmaidenly practice, combined with such manifest bodily charms, had a strong if

  different effect on every man she met.




  There was one reason why Mr. Garrick, a staid character but a shrewd man of business, had offered her the chance she craved at Drury Lane Playhouse. There was another reason why Sir Mortimer

  Ralston, when he heard of this offer, fell into a choleric fit for which he had to be bled. There was a third (and most understandable) reason for the feeling of young Mr. Jeffrey Wynne, now

  brooding beside her in the carriage.




  ‘Rot her soul,’ Mr. Wynne was thinking.




  And yet his heart misgave him.




  “Peg—” he began in a very different tone.




  “Foh! Get away from me!”




  “As you please, madam.”




  “And as though I had been in the least danger. That establishment at Versailles, into which you broke like a common thief, was none other than the school for the French King’s

  private theatre.”




  “Your pardon, madam. It was none other than the school for the French King’s private brothel. Madame de Pompadour keeps it as shrewdly as any bawd in Leicester Fields.”




  “Mr. Wynne, you shame me.”




  “Yes, madam. That is the true reason for these megrims of yours, and all the tears now. When I was surprised and set on by every servant in the cursed place, all ten of ’em, what

  could I do but throw you over my shoulder and run for it? Was it my fault if your skirts flew above your head and somewhat impaired your dignity at our taking-off?”




  “Now ’fore God, Mr. Wynne!”




  “’Fore truth, madam.”




  “It was no ridiculous figure you cut, I suppose? I am as tall as you; don’t deny it. I am far more brave than you. Foh! To shrink and run from a parcel of Frenchmen, more

  than half of them women!”




  “I will run, madam, when the odds are even three to one. I will run with right good will, be assured, when the odds are ten to one. Peg, Peg! Pray use good sense.”




  “Good sense!” cried the romantic-minded Miss Ralston. To do her justice, she scorned good sense for herself as much as she scorned it for others. “At last I apprehend, Mr.

  Jeffrey Wynne, why you resigned your commission in the Army. Or else they would not have you; they cashiered you. Merciful heaven, should I ever have fancied myself in love with such a caitiff. To

  shrink and shiver like any silly woman. To flee from the likes of Johnny Crapaud.”




  Ungallantly Mr. Wynne extended his forefinger and shook it under Miss Ralston’s nose.




  “Now hark’ee, Peg,” he said, with a slight roar in his voice. “It is well enough for all stay-at-homes to sneer at Johnny Crapaud. You don’t have to fight

  him.”




  “Foh, for shame.”




  “We are cock-a-hoop today, we idiot English. When a poor devil of an admiral merely defeats a French fleet without destroying it utterly, our lords of the Sea Office must have him shot for

  cowardice on his own quarterdeck. That was folly, Peg; that many think it a scandal must be small consolation to the kinfolk of Admiral Byng; we may live to repent such heroics.”




  “Good sir,” and she lifted one shoulder, “do spare me your philosophic discourse and your long words. Or keep them for my uncle Mortimer. I have no

  patience.”




  “None; you are too flighty and too desirable. I do not protest, in general, that so often you think and speak as a jackass might—”




  “Oh, give me strength.”




  “Though you have wits enough, madam, when you care to use them. But I myself will not be transformed into a jackass, which is what you are always contriving. Have done with it.”




  “Go away,” commanded a shivering Miss Ralston. “Your wig is awry; you are most horrid silly, and I hate you. Go away!”




  “Peg—”




  A lurch of the post-chaise threw them together. Instantly they both drew back into corners. Mr. Wynne folded his arms under his own cloak; Miss Ralston uptilted her pretty nose. Each had hurt the

  other badly; each knew it, and was conscience-stricken. But Jeffrey Wynne would not retract a word; the girl had never learned how to retract. In their passion to behave as they thought they ought

  to behave, both la-di-da and powerfully stately, Mr. Wynne succeeded better: his long, sardonic face, green-eyed and sharply intelligent, matched his words as well as his thoughts.




  And yet he spoiled the effect. He seized at the offending wig, a white bag-wig tied with dark ribbon at the back of the neck, and jammed down his three-cornered hat. Whereupon, catching her eye,

  with a bang he lowered the window on that side and thrust out his head as though wishing to be decapitated by the oncoming gateway at London Bridge.




  That this whole mood changed in an instant was due to something he saw or heard. Coachman and postilion must have seen it too. A long whip cracked. The postilion swore.




  “Jeffrey,” Miss Ralston twitched round, “what’s amiss now? What ails you?”




  There was no reply.




  Just ahead, where the Borough High Street opened out in a half-circle of shuttered shops and two tavern-signs on the right, loomed the dark mouth of a gateway in a squat tower with battlements.

  They should have gone thundering under that gate, out across wooden planks bolted together ten inches thick. For well over five hundred years, since the time of King John, the same stone bridge of

  nineteen stone arches had spanned the Thames from here to the foot of Fish Street Hill on the City bank.




  Grown shaky in its old age, often gutted by fire from the City shore and repaired at heavy cost, it was lined on either side with tallish crazy-built houses whose heads almost touched and were

  shored up with horizontal beams to prevent them from toppling inwards on a crush of wheeled vehicles by day. Flood and ebb tides roared through its narrow arches for a fall of six feet between

  water-level above-bridge and water-level below it, so that to ‘shoot’ the arches by wherry became dangerous or impossible. For it stood sixty feet above the rapids, which claimed a

  score of drowned victims each year.




  And now . . .




  “Jeffrey dear, what is it? I vow I shall die of curiousness if you don’t speak.”




  Mr. Wynne drew his head in from the window.




  “Peg,” he answered, “I have heard something I never thought to hear.”




  “Oh?”




  “I have heard silence on London Bridge.”




  It was not precisely silence. The water still roared beneath the arches, as it had roared five hundred years ago. But he did not mean this, as she well knew. He spoke of the hive, the community,

  the bustle of folk who had lived and worked and died since King John’s time.




  “There does not appear,” he said, suddenly with so odd a look that Peg Ralston peered at him, “there does not appear to be a living soul on the bridge. Or any light at all,

  except—”




  “Hold, there!” called a voice in their path. “Hold!”




  “Whup-ho!” said the coachman’s voice. There was a hiss of the brake-shoe; the post-chaise swayed, clattered amid volleying oaths, and ground to a halt.




  The tall girl bounced up, her delicate complexion flushed between excitement and alarm, and thrust her head out of the right-hand window as Mr. Wynne was again doing on the left.




  At the entrance to the bridge, swinging a lanthorn, loomed a foot-soldier in high pointed grenadier cap with royal insignia. To Peg it meant only another of the swarming military. But the

  weather-faded red coat and blue braid, no less than buff waistcoat and breeches above high black gaiters, identified him to Jeffrey as being of the 1st Foot Guards, a regiment often quartered at

  the Tower nearby.




  Hesitant, uncertain, yet as stolid as though under fire, the guardsman marched out and addressed Jeffrey.




  “Sir,” he said, “where d’ye come from?”




  “From Dover. What does it matter?”




  “Sir, d’ye lodge on London Bridge?”




  “In a rat-hole like this? Is it likely? But what does that matter either?”




  “Sir, this is Friday night. On Monday they’ll begin demolishing all houses on the bridge.”




  “Demolishing—?” Mr. Wynne stopped short.




  “By your leave, sir, I’d best fetch my officer.”




  It was not necessary to do this. A door opened in the gatehouse wall, emitting light as well as an officer whose single epaulet marked him as a captain. He was a stout young man with

  drink-pouched eyes but a reasonably affable manner, though he had risen from supper with a half-gnawed mutton-chop in one hand and a half-finished glass of claret in the other.




  Jeffrey Wynne, without turning from the window, reached out and seized the girl’s shoulder.




  “Peg,” he whispered, “I am acquainted with that officer. He must not see you. Crouch down! Draw your cloak above your head and crouch down. Don’t ask why or debate the

  matter! Do as I bid you!”




  Peg, breathing quickly, did not ask why; she never debated when there was something (often to her mysterious) which to him seemed so urgent. She overdid her part, actress-fashion, by yanking up

  the hood of the cloak, crushing her straw hat, and falling straight back against the cushions like a woman drunk or dead. But at least she obeyed instantly. The young captain, emerging a moment

  later into a glow of lanthorns and carriage-lamps, stopped and stared.




  “Jeff Wynne, by all that’s holy,” he said in high pleasure. “Come, this is well met! What’s the bother here?”




  “Your servant, Tubby. There is no bother. I but wondered at the reason for a guard on London Bridge. Has the old song come true? Is it falling down at last?”




  “Near to falling down, split my bottom,” said Captain Tobias Beresford, with a comfortable belch. “To take away the houses will widen it for a press of carts and wagons

  that’s got quite out of hand. They have no choice.” He gestured up-river. “Westminster Bridge is too far away. Blackfriars Bridge, only a builder’s dream and not yet begun,

  will be still further away. This old ’un, widened and with the weight of houses gone, may take years to fall.” Abruptly he paused. “Come, Jeff, don’t you know all this?

  Where have you been these months and months past?”




  “I have been in France.”




  “Damme, my boy, you can’t have been in France. We’re at war with ’em.”




  “I am aware of that, Tubby. When have we not been at war with ’em? Yet I have been in France all the same.”




  “Oh, ay? In secret, like?”




  “In secret, Tubby, and in search of someone who proved devilish difficult to find.”




  “Oh, ay.” Captain Beresford looked vastly relieved. “You’re about your old games, no doubt, as you used to be for the magistrate at Bow Street Office. Well, good luck.

  It’s more than I have.”




  “But the people, Tubby—the people who live on the bridge. What of the people?”




  “Well, what of ’em?” Captain Beresford demanded. “That’s one cause we’re here. They’ve had a full month’s warning to take their goods and quit the

  houses. Most have gone already; you never heard such a wailing and taking-on, in especial from the old ’uns who say they’re poor and have nowhere to go. If any are left by Monday

  morning, we’re to turn ’em out with the bayonet.”




  “Is it so?”




  “It is so, take my oath for it. But many of ’em come skulking back a time or two, to try if they can creep into their old houses and swear they must remain by right of possession.

  That’s another cause we’re here, to drive ’em away again, and a cursed nuisance it is. This fellow should never have stopped you, though; he’s stupid. (You’re

  stupid, fellow!) Good God, Jeff, what’s the matter?”




  Once more the damp wind veered, carrying soots and smudges. Jeffrey Wynne, casting aside his cloak, half opened the door as if he meant to jump down. The lantern-light fell on a long-skirted

  coat of plum-coloured velvet. Though of fine quality, it was far from new. At his left hip, beneath the skirt of the coat, swung a smallsword in a silver-mounted Morocco-leather scabbard.




  “Tubby,” he said, “near one of the openings in the blocks of buildings towards the far side—hard by Nonsuch House, I think—there is a print-seller’s called

  the Magic Pen. An old woman, so very old you must have remarked her if you saw her, either lodges or did lodge above that shop. Tubby, is the woman still there?”




  “Now how a pox should I know? I’ve not seen her. What concern have you with an old woman on London Bridge?”




  “None.” Mr. Wynne hesitated. “No true concern, when all’s said. But once, in some sense, she served my grandfather when our fortunes were good. Besides, it seems a most

  barbarous thing to turn these people from their homes.”




  “She’s an old servant, hey?”




  “In some sense, yes.”




  “Well, the feeling does you credit. I’m a man of tenderness too, split my bottom. The pin-and-needle makers are of some use, I grant; there are ladies who come from as far away as

  St. James’s to buy good wares cheap of the pin-and-needle makers. But the others—pah! If any suffer loss or hardship here, ’tis the Bridge House Estate; they’ll be out of

  pocket nine hundred pound a year in rents.”




  “That is all you have to tell me?”




  “It’s all I know to tell you,” Captain Beresford answered in a huff. “Now drive on if you must, or stay and crack a bottle if you will.”




  “I much regret, Tubby, that I may not linger. Coachman, drive on.”




  “Stay but a moment more, Jeff!”




  Captain Beresford moved his shoulders. Still holding mutton-chop and glass of wine, he glanced suddenly behind him, and then began slowly to turn round and round. The expression on his face was

  matched in the eyes of the guardsman with the lanthorn.




  “If you’ll not linger here, Jeff,” he said, “then you’ll not linger on the bridge either?”




  “Why not? Is it forbidden?”




  “Not by order, no. Still, I want no more of these odd noises by night; nor does the officer at the bridge-foot end. The men don’t like it. If I was a cursed imagining fellow like

  you, which thank fortune I ain’t, I could call this a cursed ghosty place and think things were walking. Hey?”




  “It is full of dead men’s bones, Tubby. You need feel no surprise if it be also full of ghosts. A sweet good-night to you. Coachman, drive on!”




  The long whip cracked. Hoofs and wheels thundered on thick-bolted planks beneath the arch of the gatehouse; and then, as they settled to a gallop, beneath so many arches of timber between houses

  that echoes reverberated as though in a tunnel.




  The young man sat down and brooded. Peg, immediately alert, assumed that fierce stateliness which so ill became her, and flounced to her own side of the post-chaise.




  “If ever I despised you ere this, Mr. Jeffrey Wynne, it is as nothing to what I feel now. Why, pray, must I hide my face from that officer?”




  “Tubby Beresford? Can you swear, Peg, you never met him? Or even saw him before?”




  “I—I—to speak a truth, I can’t recall. But I wondered.”




  “So did I. Tubby goes much into good society, and his tongue wags overfreely. Forget him now. More serious consideration must weigh with you when I deliver you to your uncle at the Golden

  Cross.”




  “At the Golden Cross?”




  “For sure you know the Golden Cross Inn? Hard by Northumberland House at Charing Cross?”




  “You said you were escorting me home!”




  “Yes; you shall go home presently. Before that, however, your uncle desires to question you at some place remote from servants and neighbours in St. James’s Square.”




  “Why does he desire to question me?—No, I insist upon knowing! I’ll not leave off until you answer.”




  “To speak plain, then, because you have become damaged goods. Despite the fortune you inherit, it will not be easy to arrange a good marriage after this last adventure.”




  “Was ever, ever a woman made so miserable as I have been?”




  “By whom, madam? You grow more fearful, to be sure, as we draw nearer the ogre; and I don’t blame you. Sir Mortimer Ralston is not a good-tempered man.”




  “Hell forgive me; he always does.”




  “True. Take comfort. In his own fashion he loves you, and he will only question you. He will not, as others might, summon a physician or a panel of matrons for a more intimate

  examination.”




  “Oh, filthy!” There were tears of unhappiness stinging Peg’s eyes again. “You are offensive. You are disgusting. I’ll hear no coarse language, rot your soul; I

  would remind you I am a gentlewoman.”




  The wild gallop across the bridge had gone only a few yards before the driver reined in hard. These crazy old houses were built so close together that from a distance they resembled blocks of

  buildings with only a few open spaces between them so that a man on foot could walk to the rail of the bridge. In some places the road was twenty feet wide; at others it narrowed to twelve. Jutting

  first floors above the street, with metal shop-signs all acreak in the wind, closed in so tightly that a high-loaded dray could get stuck between.




  And now not even the usual dim gleams showed from upper windows; the place, ill-smelling but not so bad as most London streets because of the river-breeze, was pitch black except where the light

  of a rising moon touched open spaces. It would have seemed dead without the clatter of their own passage, the unceasing current-roar; and, on the approach to Fish Street Hill, a thumping and

  jingling as great paddle-wheels supplied power for the water-works.




  But they did not hear these things. Peg Ralston, for once in her life desperately honest, wrung her hands and wept under the ruin of a straw hat.




  “And that you, you of all persons in this world, should tell me I am no maid! When it was you, and only you, who—”




  “Peg, be silent!”




  “Ah, does that stab your conscience?”




  “Yes; I confess I am not happy.”




  “Jeffrey, if only you had been less cruel to me!”




  “By this time, no doubt,” said Mr. Wynne, “it has all become my fault.”




  “I do not say as much, or even think so. It was stupid and s-silly of me to flee from home; I own that. But I was so extravagant vexed with you that I scarce knew what I

  did. You vowed I had been abed with a dozen men in London. And now, I dare swear, you think it was a dozen men in Paris. And you’ll tell my uncle so.”




  “Must it be repeated, madam, that your broad-minded views are no concern of mine? I could tell your uncle only where I found you. And he knows that already.”




  “He knows it? How?”




  “By the smuggled letter I sent him, as we were both smuggled across the Channel. Incredible as it may seem, your conduct has troubled him.”




  “I am sorry! I repent of it!”




  “Even if I wished, then, it could not be concealed that you spent some months in the school for King Louis’s Parc aux Cerfs.”




  “Some months?” echoed the astounded Peg, leaving off weeping to cry out at the injustice. “It was a matter of scarce two or three hours.”




  “Two or three hours? Come, madam!”




  “I swear—!”




  “When it required months to find you? Such enquiries, admittedly, are not rapid in a country where at any moment the enquirer may find himself jailed or hanged as a spy. Yet you had gone

  nowhere near any friend or acquaintance in France. How did you live during all that time? Was it by someone’s disinterested charity?”




  “I took no charity; none was needed. I’ll not deny that before leaving home I—I took a deal of money from my uncle’s strong-box.”




  “Gad’s life, this is still better! Sir Mortimer Ralston’s temper must be sweet past all understanding.”




  “It was not truly stealing; is he not my uncle? And I was in that place at Versailles, I swear, but a matter of hours! I grew affrighted, as you guessed. I had swore to punish you; I was

  resolved to punish you; but I grew affrighted. Jeffrey, Jeffrey, have you no tenderness for me at all?”




  “Well! I . . .”




  “Don’t you love me?”




  “No.”




  Peg swept up both arms and clenched her fist in a last extremity of woe.




  “So that now,” she said, “I am to be haled before Uncle Mortimer like any strumpet haled before a magistrate? Mrs. Cresswell will be there too; that odious woman will be there,

  who is nothing but my uncle’s doxy and yet will take on the most righteous airs and preach at me. I don’t complain; no doubt I deserve it. But you! That you should desert me

  too.”




  “How, madam? Desert you?”




  “Yes, you will. Don’t gainsay it. When you have left me at the Golden Cross, it is in your mind straightway to take coach or chair and return here to London Bridge. For you are

  minded to visit an old woman who lodges above a print-seller’s shop called the Magic Pen. Is it not so?”




  Jeffrey Wynne whirled round. “Peg, how the devil did you know that?”




  Momentarily all speech was blotted out by the thudding and jingling of the great paddle-wheels, under the bridge against the City bank, which pumped water to all London east of Temple Bar. Then

  the post-chaise had crossed over it; it passed St. Magnus’s Church on the right, and went toiling up Fish Street Hill for a left-hand turn at Greater Eastcheap. No guard appeared. Nobody

  stirred in the street except an elderly watchman, one of the despised Charlies, skulking with pole and lanthorn, under the red lattice of a tavern near the Monument.




  “Peg, how the devil did you know that?”




  “Is it not true?”




  “True or false, how did you guess?”




  “But I knew it; simply I knew it. How should I not know it, since it concerns you?”




  “Hark’ee, Peg, I’ll not desert you tonight so long as there is need.”




  “Then you do love me, don’t you?”




  “No, woman, I do not. But you are in the right of it; I have every intent to return here as soon as possible. For I have come to a decision.”




  “About us?”




  “In the main, madam, it concerns the ghost of a woman long dead, and a portrait in the green-room at Covent Garden. What I plan is sheer folly, let’s allow. It will lead to

  law-breaking and may lead to murder.”




  “Murder?”




  “And yet I am determined on it. Be silent, now, and try to entrust me! More lives than our own, I can assure you, will depend upon the occurrences of the next two hours.”










  Chapter Two




  Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary




  “GOOD sir and young mistress,” the landlord said heartily, “give yourselves the trouble of stepping down. You are awaited and

  welcome.”




  He dodged past the horses’ heads as the post-chaise halted on the cobbles of the inn-yard, and opened the carriage-door. Jeffrey Wynne, adjusting his tricorne hat, swung out and jumped

  down to mud and straw on the cobbles.




  A thick smoke-reek eddied in the yard, which had a railed balcony round all four of its inner sides. There were lights in little latticed windows off the balcony; they shone on the young

  man’s sword-scabbard and the silver buckles of his shoes.




  “‘Awaited and welcome,’” he said in no easy tone. “Sir Mortimer Ralston—?”




  “Nay, sir, I can’t tell you his name. But a gentleman, doubtless the same, awaits you in my set of chambers called the Antelope, with the private parlour. He desires that you and the

  young mistress shall attend him immediately.”




  “In good time, landlord, in good time!”




  “Under favour, sir,” and the landlord made an agonized genuflexion, “he hath awaited you some hours. He said ‘immediately.’ There is a lady with him.”




  From inside the carriage came a noise of someone stamping her foot.




  “Did he so?” enquired Peg Ralston’s sweet voice. “And a lady, God’s death.”




  Flushed and lovely, as tall as her companion but soft of body and with no great physical strength, she appeared at the doorway. She had thrown aside her cloak, to reveal a lilac-and-rose satin

  gown with skirt slightly widened by whalebone supports in an under-petticoat called a hoop; she was gulping back tears of fright which made her speak like this.




  “I am filthy,” she said dramatically. “That’s to say, I mean, I am much travel-stained. I have not shifted my clothes these four days. Mr. Wynne, I’ll not meet that

  odious woman until I am made ready.”




  “Landlord,” said Jeffrey, “be good enough to escort this lady to another room with a private parlour. Fetch her soap and water, if such be available.”




  “Sir, sir,” moaned the landlord, “I am not certain that—”




  “You have a pump, surely? Should all else fail, she can put her head under that. No, madam, I must not permit you to use more white-lead and rouge. You have too pretty a face to daub it

  like a juggler at Bart’s Fair.”




  “Sir, has the lady luggage?”




  “Now how should I have luggage,” asked Peg, “when I was catched away in my petticoat? Did you hear this gentleman?”




  “Sir, sir, but I must escort you and show you the way to the Antelope.”




  “I know the way. I can escort myself. Look to the lady.”




  A gold coin spun into the air, followed by another for the coachman and a third for the postilion astride the off-horse, causing Peg to protest against extravagance in terms that would have been

  strong if he had just dissipated a family fortune as a famous forebear had done. Then, as ostlers gathered round the carriage, he strode away across the inn-yard.




  The Golden Cross, presumably so called because the tavern-standard outside its arch bore the sign of a white cross on a green background, faced towards the statue of King Charles the First. You

  could not see that statue from the yard, or see anything except the loom of Northumberland House with weather-vane and two stone lions. It was also the coaching-station for the west of England; a

  powerful smell of horses steamed in night air.




  Jeffrey, cloak across his arm, went up an outside staircase to the balcony. He did not touch the leather draw-string at the outside door he was seeking. Instead he peered in through the window

  beside it.




  The room appeared charged with emotion, yes. But it was not quite the emotion he had expected to find.




  Two candles burned on the chimney-piece of a wainscotted parlour with a bare board floor. Behind a table in the middle, facing the window, sat a man who had been doing himself well at

  supper.




  He was a big man of past fifty, muscular as well as bulky from a big paunch and a heavy jowl. His rich clothes, flowered satin, were spattered with stains of food and snuff; and he had on a

  great draggled bag-wig. Sir Mortimer Ralston wore a sword only through custom; he would often say, smiting his fist on something, that he didn’t know how to use a sword and suspected few men

  could use one either. At the moment his red face did not seem so much ill-tempered as watchful and thoughtful, his eyes moving sideways while he drank from a dropsical glass goblet.




  The emotion in that parlour, such as it was, flowed from a graceful woman pacing back and forth at the fire-place with a closed fan in her hand. Mrs. Lavinia Cresswell, widow, could have passed

  for thirty anywhere except in the broad daylight most fashionable ladies avoided.




  Mrs. Cresswell was very handsome despite rather-too-pale fair hair and a rather-too-pale blue eye. She was not tall. Yet she had the true bearing, the true languid haughtiness, which Peg so

  passionately desired and could never imitate. Mrs. Cresswell spoke briefly to her companion; the onlooker could not hear the words; but it was almost as though Sir Mortimer cringed.




  ‘Now I wonder,’ Jeffrey Wynne was reflecting.




  It seemed to him that all his joints ached from the long jolting of the carriage, and his head ached from the anxiety of months. He watched them a moment more, thinking whatever thoughts you may

  attribute to him, before he went softly to the door. Also softly, so that the latch should not click, he lifted the leather draw-string. Then he threw the door open. The effect, on one person at

  least, was as though he had thrown a grenado.




  “How now?” said Sir Mortimer.




  The big man surged up, his paunch all but upsetting the table amid a clatter of pewter dishes. His mouth fell open. Much of the ruddy colour drained from his face as he looked first at Jeffrey

  and then past Jeffrey’s shoulder. He had a deep voice, a cellar-rumble and hoarse; but it cracked none the less.




  “How now?” he said. And then: “Hell’s death. You failed after all?”




  “Don’t fear, sir. I did not fail.”




  “But the wench? Is she safe?”




  “Quite safe.”




  “Why, then!” said Sir Mortimer, controlling himself as though shamefaced. “Why, then!”




  Mrs. Cresswell had turned away and was tapping with her closed fan at the ledge of the chimney-piece. Sir Mortimer sank into the chair, gulping so hastily at the goblet that red wine ran down

  over his chins into the lace at his throat. It was some seconds before he finished or spoke. The veins of his forehead began to swell blue and choleric. He whacked the foot of the glass on the

  table, and rose up again.




  “Afeared?” he said. “Now who’s afeared, God damme? Very well: where’s my niece? Where is the strumpet? Where’s she hiding? Fetch her out, young man,

  and I’ll kill her. I’ll kill her, egad, and then I’ll disown her. Fetch her out!”




  “Sir,” said Jeffrey, “I ask you to hear me.”




  “You do, hey? Where is she?”




  “Sir, Peg is making ready in another room. For God’s sake, sir, deal gently with her. For all her mighty pretences, she has suffered much in her mind.”




  It was Mrs. Cresswell who answered, turning round coolly from the chimney-piece.




  “Indeed?” she smiled. “Before we have finished with her, I greatly fear, the dear girl will have suffered more in her body.”




  “If I may venture a suggestion, madam—”




  “You may not. Mr. Wynne, might I ask your age?”




  “I am twenty-five.”




  “Indeed. You are twenty-five.” Mrs. Cresswell raised pale eyebrows. “From your mien and your fashion of speech, I had thought you perhaps a trifle more. But you are

  twenty-five. Therefore be pleased to speak when you are spoken to; not before.”




  “Madam—”




  “There is another matter, Mr. Wynne. You have been of some service to us, or so I understand. Why did you perform that service?”




  “I did it for hire.”




  “Good. I am rejoiced you should apprehend as much. But your usefulness is over; and so, I must regretfully mention, is our interest in you.”




  Suddenly Sir Mortimer clenched his first and smote the table.




  “Nay, now, Lavvy . . .”




  “My dear man, do you fancy me not devoted to your honour and your interest, if none else is?”




  “Nay, Lavvy, I—I know it. But why be harsh with the boy?”




  “Why be harsh with the girl?” asked Mrs. Cresswell.




  Gently opening her fan, she advanced towards him with a pinkness on her waxy forehead and her upper lip lifted above a pale, prim, handsome mouth. Candlelight caught gleams from the

  gold-and-ruby pendant round her neck.




  “Or do you fancy me deluded by your bluster, by this play-acting at being Squire Western in the tale by the late Mr. Fielding? I am not deluded. You will ‘kill’ her, you say?

  What will you do? How will you chastise her as she deserves, for having run away like this? Will you in truth chastise her at all?”




  “Nay, Lavvy, be easy! She’s my dead brother’s child. I brought her up.”




  “Truly you did. That’s evident in your speech and hers. There is good blood in your veins, no doubt. But you are a country bumpkin and so is she.”




  “Lavvy—”




  “Saw you ever such cozening eyes? Such tricks and wheedles of a milkmaid to gull stupid men? You can’t help bringing her up a bumpkin; you need not have brought her up a slut. Is she

  fit for the company of His Gracious Majesty at St. James’s Palace?”




  “‘Gracious Majesty,’ is it?” shouted Sir Mortimer. “That tub-o’-lard booby who’s not even learned to talk plain in English, and with no more wits than

  anybody else out o’ Hanover?”




  “Still a Jacobite, dear man? Still with schoolboy’s love of the Stuarts? Don’t tremble for your neck; these Jacobites are dead and done with. But do you indeed desire to see

  your loutish girl mingle in good society, as you say you do? Or must there be stronger means used to curb you for your own good?”




  “Lavvy, Lavvy, I can’t deny you anything. God’s death, have it as you please. What’s to be done with Peg, then?”




  “She must be stripped naked and thrashed with a strap. Afterwards you will have her committed to Bridewell for a month on a charge of common harlotry. What’s she to you, or you to

  her, when there are others who truly love you? And you need not flog her; I would not have it so; you are too soft of heart. My good brother, Mr. Tawnish, is below-stairs to render the

  service.” Mrs. Cresswell swung round to Jeffrey. “You spoke, young man?”




  “I did, madam.”




  “May one ask what you said?”




  “I said, madam, that your good brother will touch Miss Ralston at his own risk.”




  “Indeed?” enquired Lavinia Cresswell, who was not impressed. “Have you met my brother, Mr. Wynne? Or his near friend Major Skelly?”




  “I have not that doubtful honour.”




  “Nor are you quite an accomplished swordsman, I believe?”




  “No, I am not. And I have no taste for heroics in any case.”




  “Again I commend you. Few fortune-hunters are so wise. Now where is this poor persecuted one? In what room is she skulking?”




  “I can’t say.”




  “You mean you won’t say. Then I fear I must fetch her for myself. Or do you design to prevent me?”




  “Not even that, madam. Yet a moment ago you made reference to a tale of the late Mr. Henry Fielding. Were you acquainted with Mr. Fielding?”




  Mrs. Cresswell looked at him. Her gown was of cream-coloured velvet, with a pink sacque and wide lace double-sleeves from elbow almost to wrist; the ruby pendant rose and fell at the very low,

  square-cut opening of the bodice.




  “I am a person of taste; it may be, not ashamed to shed tears at an affecting page. But his work is coarse and abhorrent, unlike Mr. Richardson’s. That most moving and impassioned

  book Clarissa—”




  “My question, madam, was not as to your literary pretensions. Are you familiar with him in another capacity? Or with his half-brother and successor, the blind magistrate at Bow Street?

  With those who most stealthily are called ‘Mr. Fielding’s People’?”




  “I am familiar with blind insolence, at all events. May I go below-stairs, or may I not?”




  “Be pleased, madam, to go below-stairs or to the devil.”




  “You will regret this,” said Mrs. Cresswell.




  The door opened and clapped shut. Two candle-flames jumped and undulated. A wind rushed over Charing Cross into the mouth of the Strand, through streets which one who knew them had described as

  being ‘in a downright state of savage barbarism.’ Perhaps it was not so different indoors.




  “Sir—” Jeffrey began.




  “You never thought, boy,” said Sir Mortimer Ralston, “to see me like this. Confess it! You never thought to see me fall so low.”




  Throughout Mrs. Cresswell’s remarks he had not moved from behind the table or raised his eyes from the floor. Now he lumbered out, half turning. His wig was askew. One white stocking, the

  left one, had slipped the buckles of his knee-breeches and tumbled down over a big shoe. And so he halted, peering red-faced over his shoulder in the firelight, like a gross and swollen

  schoolboy.




  “I’m besotted with the woman, d’ye say? Well, damme, and what if I am? I can’t resist her, d’ye say? Well, damme, and what if I can’t? Am I the first man to

  be taken so?”




  “Not the first or the last, if it were only that.”




  “As you are besotted with Peg. D’ye think I don’t know you are? Only you hide it the better. I can’t hide it. I’m a plain blunt man.”




  “Sir, you are anything but a plain blunt man.”




  “Ay?” demanded Sir Mortimer, with his natural colour and truculence flowing back. “You’d fathomed that, had you?”




  “Something of it.”




  “How much of it? D’ye guess why I sent you on that cloud-cuckoo quest of Peg when I could have had her found and haled back a dozen times by a dozen men of mine in Paris?”




  The cloak still hung across Jeffrey’s arm. He thought of cursing to high heaven, of taking that cloak and hurling it on the floor in a gesture like one of Sir Mortimer’s. But he only

  looked back.




  “A dozen men of yours in Paris? Do you emulate Sir Francis Walsingham?”




  “Who’s Sir Francis Walsingham?”




  “He is dead. Once, or so we read, he employed a legion of spies for Good Queen Bess.”




  “Ay; book-learning,” snarled Sir Mortimer. “I respect it, mind; but there’s a mort too much of it and too little hard sense. It was not for spying I put capital behind

  Hookson’s the goldsmith’s of Leadenhall Street. We’ve been at war with the Mounseers this twelvemonth and more. But bankers don’t go to war; bankers get rich. Keep this to

  yourself, hark’ee; they’d drive me from home in my shirt, these people of fashion would, if they learned I had interest in trade. Still, there’s my answer.”




  “Your answer to what? What did you send me into France?”




  “Why, damme, because somebody must wed Peg. I design you shall wed her; who else? I’ve had a mind to it from the first, when I could make you prove your mettle and show

  yourself nothing of the cursed timid fellow you affect to be.” He caught Jeffrey’s eye. “Nay, now, don’t resent it. I like you. If you’re besotted with Peg, and

  she’s still more besotted with you, now where’s the harm in that or in my design either?”




  “There is no harm in it. But there is a grave error. The error, sir, is that I won’t have her.”




  “How?” cried the other, outraged. “You won’t have her?”




  “No, I will not.”




  Sir Mortimer lumbered forward, his shoulders rising and thickening against candlelight.




  “Because she’s no virgin, hey? I can’t prove ’twas you first lay with her; the wench would spit on me before she said one word against you; but I’ve no need to

  prove it like a demnition lawyer. In any case, what’s the small matter of a maidenhead in a gel with so large a wedding-portion as Peg? Is it her virtue?”




  “No, it is not. This female virtue seems to me a much overprized commodity, and mysterious for the veneration in which they told it. To praise a woman because she has never exercised her

  sex is as though you should praise a man because he has never exercised his brains.”




  “Well, that’s good sense. Don’t say it so loud, mind; you’ll have the whole pack o’ parsons in full cry after us. But it’s good sense, and what ails

  you?” Then Sir Mortimer stared. “It’s not the rhino, is it? You’re not too proud-stomached to take Peg’s money, when any young man of family expects to mend a ruined

  fortune with a rich marriage and quite right of him too? For sure it’s not the rhino?”




  “No, it is not the money. At least—”




  “Then what a fiend’s name is amiss? Do you deny you love this wench?”




  “In my heart I don’t deny it. But I’ll cut my throat before I wed with her or so much as acknowledge I desire to.”
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