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    Ann Granger has lived in cities all over the world, since for many years she worked for the Foreign Office and received postings to British embassies as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. She is married, with two sons, and she and her husband, who also worked for the Foreign Office, are now permanently based in Oxfordshire.

  




  

    As well as writing two previous Victorian mysteries featuring Inspector Ben Ross and Lizzie Martin, Ann Granger is also the author of the highly acclaimed Mitchell and Markby novels; the Fran Varady mysteries; and a brand-new crime series set in the Cotswolds featuring Superintendent Ian Carter and Inspector Jess Campbell.

  




  




  

    Praise for Ann Granger’s Victorian mysteries:

  




  

    ‘Period colour is nicely supplied . . . This engrossing story looks like the start of a highly enjoyable series’                                                                                                                                     Scotsman

  




  

                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    ‘Murder most enjoyable’                                                                                                                                     Bournemouth Daily Echo

  




  

                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    ‘The book’s main strength is the characterisation and the realistic portrayal of London in the mid-19th century’                                                                                                                                     Tangled Web

  




  

                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    ‘Ann Granger has a keen eye and ear for the social nuances of the times. Readers are assured of a neat and rounded yarn to keep them guessing. Roll on volume three in this entertaining series’                                                                                                                                     Oxford Times

  




  




  

    Author’s Note:

  




  

    A visitor could walk all over London’s Green Park, but he or she won’t find the great oak tree claimed by Park Constable Hopkins to have been planted at the command of King Charles II, nor the adjacent clump of bushes. That is because I have planted both tree and bushes there in my imagination and trust I’ll be excused taking a liberty with a royal park. Similarly, the visitor to Piccadilly would search in vain for the location of Sebastian Benedict’s art gallery. The whole block is now occupied by the imposing mass of the Ritz hotel.

  




  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    Inspector Benjamin Ross

  




  

                                                                                                                                             


  




  

    I ONCE met a man on his way to commit a murder. I didn’t know it at the time. Perhaps no more did he. What was to become a crime could still have been no more than a hazy thought, a sick dream in his mind. If he had formed the resolve, then he still might have been frightened by the horror of it, a natural revulsion driving him back from the brink. A word would have been enough. I might have detained him if only to ask where he was going and told him to mind how he went; as police officers are always supposed to advise the public. He had still enough time to think it over. He might have changed his plans, had I spoken. But we passed by one another ‘like ships in the night’, as the saying goes, and a woman died.

  




  

    I made the transition from uniformed officer to plain clothes when I’d not been long in the force, only a couple of years. The occasion was the Great Exhibition of 1851. The idea was I should mingle with the crowds and catch pickpockets and passers of bad coin among visitors to the  great Crystal Palace in Hyde Park. I was moderately successful, although I soon learned that the criminal fraternity (and sorority) spots a policeman within seconds of his arrival on the scene however he’s dressed.

  




  

    Be that as it may, I’ve been with plain-clothes branch ever since, based at Scotland Yard and eventually rising to the rank of inspector. That, even if I say so myself, isn’t bad for someone who began his working life as a pit boy in his native Derbyshire, before coming down to London to try his luck. But I’ll never forget the Great Exhibition. I’d seen machinery at the pithead but nothing like the Crystal Palace had to offer. All kinds of gadgets and contrivances were on display: splendid furniture and household requirements fit for the Queen to use, everything you could think of, and even a steam locomotive to take you around the site.

  




  

    One product wasn’t on show back then but was well on display as I walked homeward that Saturday evening sixteen years later, in early November 1867 to be precise. It’s something I’ll swear London must be unrivalled for throughout the world. It isn’t made of metal, wood, china clay or cloth, nor has it sprung from the ingenious mind of an inventor or craftsman. It doesn’t come clanking past you belching steam and spilling oil. It isn’t painted every colour of the rainbow, but instead is a dirty yellow or dingy grey in colour. It’s silent and formed from the dank breath of the city itself. It is fog.

  




  

    The London fog is like a living beast. It swirls around you and attacks you from all sides, sneaking into your throat and crawling up your nostrils. It blinds your vision. Sometimes it appears so thick, it tricks you into thinking you can reach out  and grab handfuls of it, like cotton waste. But, of course, you can’t. It slips mockingly through your fingers leaving only its tarry smell sticking to your clothes, hair and skin. Even when you try to shut it out behind your own front door, it is still there in your living room with you.

  




  

    That day the fog descended in mid-afternoon and by four o’clock had wrapped its clammy embrace round central London and even stretched its damp fingers as far as the city’s outer fringe. Things had been pretty quiet all day. The weather had a lot to do with that: even crooks are kept at home by fog. Through the windows of my tiny office at Scotland Yard, I’d watched it thicken and now the sun – wherever it was up there above the grey blanket – was going down and darkness creeping in. Indoors the gas lighting made the world bright and clear; but the murk pressing against the window-panes mocked our efforts to keep it at bay. Officers came in coughing and swearing you could scarcely see a hand in front of your face. By the time I set off for home, you certainly couldn’t unless you held it in front of your nose.

  




  

    Superintendent Dunn took himself off homewards at four, muttering about a dinner party he and his wife were to attend, though how on earth was he to reach home in time to get ready? What was more, after that, how were he and Mrs Dunn to make their way to their hosts’ house in Camden?

  




  

    ‘And you might as well go home, too, Ross,’ he concluded.

  




  

    So I took him at his word and left the building not long after him. My intention was to cross the river not by  Westminster Bridge as I normally did, but by Waterloo Bridge. It wasn’t really so very far to walk if the weather had been clear. But it took me three-quarters of an hour and near-disastrous collision with a dozen obstacles before a worsening of the smell told me I’d reached the great embankment under construction along the Thames. Fog had put paid to work on that, too, for the day.

  




  

    As for the stench, that rose from the Thames itself. Unable to escape upward and trapped at low level, the watery miasma mingled with all the other odours. Everything goes into the river, even though Mr Bazalgette’s wonderful new sewer system, part of it under my feet and the embankment, is designed to remove one source of pollution. But the river traffic discharges its own debris and if anyone living in the area wants to get rid of something, household or trade refuse, legal or otherwise, the easiest way is to take it to the river and throw it in.

  




  

    Bodies, mostly animal but occasionally human, also find their way into the river. Murderers roll their victims silently over the edge by night. Suicides fling themselves from the bridges. I am glad I don’t serve with the River Police. The smoke from the engines entering and leaving the great rail terminus of Waterloo on the south side added a whiff of their distinctive odour to the rest. I was used to that. I came home to it every night.

  




  

    I found my way to the great nine-arched granite bridge and stepped on to it. There was no attendant in the toll-booth. I dare say he thought no one would cross in this weather. The cabmen had as good as given up plying their trade. At the best of times, the traffic using the bridge is  limited by the fact that Londoners with their natural thrift object to paying the toll so, if they can, they cross elsewhere. I understand that the original investors in the bridge have never got their money back. They even say the government will have to take it over eventually and that will be the end of the toll and the taxpayer will have to pick up the bill.

  




  

    I set out, keeping prudently to the stonework on the left-hand side, reaching out to touch it every few minutes.

  




  

    In no time I felt quite alone in that silent world. The only occasional sound was a muffled blast of a foghorn. But mostly the river traffic had heaved to and was riding out the fog at anchor. Warning lights were of no use now. At intervals the gas lamps along the bridge glowed uselessly, doing no more than lend a saffron hue to the few inches of air around them. I could hear my own footsteps echoing off the parapet. Although I’d muffled my scarf round the lower part of my face, covering my nose, the wretched fog still found its way into my throat and made me splutter.

  




  

    I must have reached the halfway point, as far as I could judge, when I had warning I was no longer alone. Footsteps pattered towards me. Fog plays tricks with your hearing; so I stopped in case all I heard was the echo of my own cautious tread. But these were quick footsteps. The other person was running; there was no doubt about that. This was someone heedless of the lack of visibility and not afraid to pelt headlong into it.

  




  

    Now the police officer in me was alert. It isn’t only fearlessness that makes someone risk his neck. Sometimes it’s fear itself. The other didn’t care where he or she ran, or what obstacle might lie ahead, because he – or she – was  running away from something behind him – or her.

  




  

    I waited where I was, straining my ears. I guessed it was a woman. The impact on the cobbles was light, not made by a man’s sturdy boots.                                                                                                                                         Tap-tap-tap







































































































































 came the rapid footfalls, ever nearer, seeming to me to signal desperation. A woman made them: alone, afraid, and running headlong and heedless across the bridge through the enveloping ochre mass.

  




  

    ‘Damn this fog!’ I muttered into my scarf. I felt disorientated. I thought she was directly ahead of me, on the same side of the bridge. But she might be approaching to my right or even rushing straight down the middle. I moved out a little to the centre of the roadway. In the unlikely event wheeled traffic rattled on to the bridge, I could scuttle to one side. But from a central position, if she passed me either to left or right, I would know and with luck be able to intercept her. There was only the width of the bridge, after all. I debated briefly whether to shout out to let her know I was there. But if she were already terrified enough to risk life and limb, the sound of a disembodied and unfamiliar voice ahead of her would only panic her more.

  




  

    Biff!

  




  

    Before I could do anything about it, a dim shape materialised an arm’s length from me. I’d only time to realise it was wearing skirts, and the top of its head was crowned with something like a cockerel’s comb, before the figure cannoned full tilt into me. The breath gushed out of me. The world turned topsy-turvy. I staggered back and almost fell, yet managed to keep my footing and to reach out. By purest luck, I grasped a handful of light material – a woman’s gown  – and, as I did, a dreadful screech right in my ear almost led me to release it again, but I hung on.

  




  

    ‘Madam!’ I shouted to the unknown, still only a silhouette, ‘I am a police officer! Don’t be alarmed!’

  




  

    She let out another screech and began battering my chest and head with blows of her clenched fists. In with the smells of the fog, I sniffed another: cheap scent.

  




  

    ‘You let me go!’ she yelled. ‘I never done you no harm!’

  




  

    ‘I’m not going to do                                                                                                                                         you







































































































































 any harm!’ I shouted back as we wrestled.

  




  

    She realised I wasn’t going to let her go. I had even managed to get hold of her arm. She suddenly stopped struggling and in a weaker, pathetic voice, begged, ‘Don’t hurt me!’

  




  

    ‘I am not going to hurt you.’ I wanted to bellow at her but that would only have produced another panic on her part, so I tried my best to sound like a reasonable human being. ‘I told you, I’m a police officer.’

  




  

    Her free arm came out of the murk and a hand patted my chest in a rather familiar fashion.

  




  

    ‘You ain’t the law,’ she said accusingly. ‘You ain’t got no uniform! Where’s your brass buttons?’

  




  

    I realised that the peculiar crest on her head was formed by some kind of hat decorated with sprays of silk flowers or feathers pinned to it. I was now pretty sure that what I had here in my grasp was one of those women who plies her trade on the streets. I could be wrong. She might be a respectable girl, of course. But the flowery scent, the unseasonably lightweight material of her dress and summery nature of her headwear, to say nothing of the rapid way she’d  checked my statement by examination of my clothing, suggested otherwise.

  




  

    ‘I am in plain clothes,’ I said.

  




  

    ‘Oh, yes?’ Now she was sarcastic. ‘Well, that’s a new one on me. They tells me all sorts of things, but it’s the first time a man’s told me he’s a plain-clothes rozzer.’

  




  

    ‘My name is Inspector Benjamin Ross,’ I said firmly. ‘And you are running away from someone.’

  




  

    ‘No, I ain’t!’ she retorted immediately. ‘Let go of my arm!’

  




  

    ‘Certainly not!’ I said. ‘You may have stolen someone’s wallet or watch and chain, and be running from justice.’

  




  

    This time her free arm swung at me; and her clenched first struck me a forceful blow in the middle of my chest.

  




  

    ‘I ain’t a thief! I’m an honest girl.’

  




  

    ‘You are a ladybird,’ I said. I could have said ‘common prostitute’ but I suspected that would earn me another barrage of blows. ‘And you have just struck an officer of the law. For that alone I can arrest you.’

  




  

    She had been trying to tug her arm free of my grasp, but now she relaxed, which was an odd sort of reaction to my threat. There was a silence. Perhaps she was only thinking it over, but I sensed she was also listening. For pursuit?

  




  

    ‘All right,’ she said suddenly. ‘Arrest me.’

  




  

    ‘You want me to arrest you?’ I tried not to sound surprised.

  




  

    ‘Yus! Go on, arrest me!’ She had leaned towards me as she spoke and mixed with the cheap scent came a blast of beery breath.

  




  

    ‘Ah,’ I said. ‘You think you will be safer in my custody than free and risking a meeting with                                                                                                                                         him
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    ‘Who?’ she demanded immediately. But there was fear in her voice again.

  




  

    ‘The man you are running away from. Who is he?’

  




  

    I was loath to arrest her. She sounded very young. That was to be expected. The girls working the streets are mostly young, some distressingly so, only children. But I hadn’t caught her soliciting. I had only stopped a very frightened runaway girl. To haul her off to a police station and put her on a charge seemed uncalled for.

  




  

    ‘What’s your name?’ I asked.

  




  

    ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ she retorted sullenly.

  




  

    ‘Yes, I should like to know. I told you my name. Come along now, speak up, a fair exchange is no robbery.’

  




  

    ‘Daisy,’ she said, after a pause.

  




  

    ‘Surname?’

  




  

    Another pause. ‘Smith.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think so,’ I said.

  




  

    ‘Think what you like. If I say I’m Daisy Smith, you show me proof I’m not.’

  




  

    ‘Well, Daisy Smith,’ I replied, ‘tell me what has scared you so.’

  




  

    ‘You did!’ she retorted at once. ‘Grabbing hold of a girl like that. You gave me a very nasty fright.’

  




  

    ‘Perhaps I did, but someone else had already given you a nastier one.’

  




  

    Another silence ensued. In it, a foghorn echoed mournfully across the river. There was a creak of wood beneath our feet and a man’s voice shouting a warning. Someone was foolish enough to try navigating the river in these conditions.

  




  

    ‘It was him,’ she said suddenly in such a quiet voice I almost missed it.

  




  

    Just as softly I returned, ‘Then tell me who he is, Daisy. I can protect you from him.’

  




  

    She gave an odd forced little laugh. ‘Ain’t no one can do that! He’s beyond your grip, Inspector Benjamin Ross. Beyond yours and mine!’

  




  

    ‘Why?’ I asked.

  




  

    Another waft of beer breath and of flowery scent so strong that it made my nose itch. She had placed her lips close to my ear.

  




  

    ‘Because he’s dead already, ain’t he? It was the River Wraith. He crawls out of the Thames on foggy nights and prowls about the streets. He’s wrapped in his burial shroud and hides in doorways and alleys. You never see him nor hear him until you feel the touch of his hand and you smell him. Like the grave itself he smells, of dead things and blood. That’s what got a hold of me, back there. His cold hands came out of the fog and grabbed me by the throat. But I got away from him.’

  




  

    ‘How?’ I asked sceptically. Although the girls spin all kinds of tales when they’re arrested, this was a new one on me.

  




  

    In a voice suddenly briskly practical she said, ‘I shoved me fingers up his nostrils!’

  




  

    Ah, yes, a girl plying her trade on the streets has to learn all those tricks. But she had supplied my next line of argument.

  




  

    ‘Daisy,’ I said, ‘he’s no ghost or wraith or whatever you care to call him. Not if he can feel pain. Whoever had hold of you, he’s flesh and blood.’

  




  

    ‘So why does he only come out in the fog?’ she demanded.

  




  

    ‘It hides him,’ I said simply. ‘And he wants to be hidden. So do most criminals or people with bad intentions.’

  




  

    ‘They don’t all walk round wearing their shrouds,’ countered Daisy.

  




  

    I was determined to persuade her to abandon this fanciful version of her attacker and challenged, ‘You                                                                                                                                         saw







































































































































 him in this shroud?’

  




  

    That did make her hesitate but then she came back as confidently as before with, ‘I haven’t. But others have. A friend of mine, she saw him clear. She was waiting about for custom but, the night being so bad, she hadn’t found any and she was afraid to go home without any money.’

  




  

    This had the ring of truth to it. I know there is usually some lout who takes the girl’s money. The same ‘man friend’ is also quick with his fists if she comes back with nothing to show for her efforts. I wondered if this girl, Daisy, also had a ‘protector’ or had managed to survive without falling into such unsavoury hands.

  




  

    ‘Go on,’ I said.

  




  

    ‘Well, she heard footsteps and thought maybe, here’s one! So she stepped out in front of him. The fog parted sudden, like it sometimes does, and there he stood right in front of her. She told me all about it, the shroud, everything. All white, it is. It covers him all over, his head as well except for his eyes. Only he doesn’t have any eyes. Only big black empty sockets where eyes ought to be. So there!’ she finished triumphantly.

  




  

    I didn’t believe in shrouded ghouls in any weather. But there was a mystery here and I wanted to get to the bottom of it, preferably in more comfortable surroundings. I was  getting chilled standing there and my companion, in her light gown, must be nearly frozen.

  




  

    ‘Let’s go back across the bridge to the Strand side,’ I suggested. ‘We can find a coffee house. You could do with a hot drink and you can tell me all about it.’

  




  

    She squirmed in my grip. She had changed her mind about accompanying me. Perhaps she was confident she had shaken off her pursuer or thought my presence had frightened him away.

  




  

    ‘I ain’t going anywhere with a policeman, not even an inspector! It’s no coffee house we’ll go to. I’ll end up down the police station and find meself up in front of the magistrates in the morning!’

  




  

    ‘I’m not arresting you, Daisy. I want to help! Listen to me. Have you been attacked by this so-called wraith before? When did he first appear?’

  




  

    ‘Perhaps as long ago as six months,’ she said vaguely, adding with more spirit: ‘You can ask the other girls. More than one of them’s been lucky to escape him. I’m not making it all up.You can ask any of them that works near the river, Waterloo side or Strand side.’

  




  

    ‘And you say these other girls have actually been attacked, some of them as long ago as six months?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, they have! But only on nights like this, when the fog comes down and you can’t see him. But he can see you, just like it was a clear sunny day! That’s why he’s no human being like you and me. Here I am standing right by you. Yet you don’t know what I look like; nor do I know what you look like. I can’t see clear in the fog. You can’t, neither.                                                                                                                                         But the River Wraith, he can!’

  




  

    With that she suddenly twisted like an eel, her arm escaped my grasp and before I could grab it again she was off, running full pelt again to the Strand side of the bridge.

  




  

    ‘River Wraith!’ I muttered furiously. ‘The girl’s brain is addled.’

  




  

    But someone had attacked her. Someone or thing had frightened her into headlong, blind flight.

  




  

    I resumed my walk across the bridge. I could smell the massive locomotives distinctly now and hear them growling and clanking as they negotiated the tracks in and out of Waterloo Station. The engine drivers were taking it slowly and wouldn’t pick up speed until they had cleared central London and visibility improved. That meant I was nearly home. I’d just about reached the other side when I again heard a footfall coming towards me, but this time a measured tread, a man’s boot. This pedestrian was making prudent progress. He had no cane. I would have heard it tap on the ground or against the balustrade. Perhaps, as I had done, he felt his way by hand.

  




  

    Another silhouette loomed up: male, on the short side, wearing a long dark coat and carrying some kind of bag. I guessed he was a traveller, just arrived and come from the railway station.

  




  

    ‘A poor evening, sir!’ I called out sociably to him.

  




  

    A grunt was the only reply. He quickened his step and hurried past. I was able to make out that he held his handkerchief to his face against the bad air and was obviously not inclined to remove it to return my greeting.

  




  

    Or perhaps, with the best will in the world, I couldn’t help sounding like a policeman.

  




  

    But if he realised I was a policeman, he also knew I was walking in the opposite direction to his. With every step the distance between us lengthened. Perhaps a little thing like that settled his mind.

  




  

    It’s something to be making for your own front door and my step quickened and lightened and I quite forgot about my encounters on the bridge for the moment until, would you believe it, it happened again!

  




  

    A second figure cannoned into me and again a female voice let out a cry of surprise and then, from the fog, came a familiar voice.

  




  

    ‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you!’ it gasped.

  




  

    The speaker scuttled to one side to get round me but I reached out and caught her arm.

  




  

    ‘Lizzie? Is that you?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, Ben,’ gasped my wife. ‘It’s you! What an awful evening!’

  




  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    Elizabeth Martin Ross

  




  

                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    BEN’S FIRST question, when he realised the identity of his catch in the fog, was to demand what on earth I was doing out and about.

  




  

    I told him I was looking for Bessie.

  




  

    ‘What’s Bessie doing out in this murk?’ he demanded.

  




  

    ‘I’ll explain later,’ I told him, ‘it has to do with apples.’

  




  

    I heard Ben give a gusty sigh which turned into a cough as fog seeped into his throat.

  




  

    ‘Let’s go home,’ he said. ‘You won’t find her in these conditions and she may have made her own way home by now.’

  




  

    I wasn’t sorry at the prospect, so home we stumbled, holding on to one another like a pair of blind people.

  




  

                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    When we married we invested what money we had in our little red-brick terrace house not far from Waterloo Station. We were able to do this because the previous owner was my former employer, my godfather’s widow, ‘Aunt’ Parry. It had  been among the many properties she owned and one of the best of them, built only twenty years before. (Other buildings she owned were frankly slums and no one would choose to live in them, but the rents kept Aunt Parry in comfort!) However, she generously allowed us to purchase our new home at a very good price.

  




  

    Having laid out our capital for the house, however, there was no question of us being able to furnish it down to the last saucepan and also pay servants of the better sort. (Although Ben is in receipt of a very respectable salary with prospects of it being increased.) Anyway, the house wasn’t large enough to warrant ‘staff’. But if I were to be spared the rough work, I would need help. In Dorset Square, where I had been living with Aunt Parry, Bessie had been the lowliest staff member, the kitchen maid. She was more than willing to escape the eagle eye of the Parry cook, Mrs Simms, and come to be our maid of all work. So we moved into the house, all three together.

  




  

    I had always thought, when I was at Dorset Square, that Mrs Simms was unduly strict with Bessie. But then, I had never had charge of a fifteen-year-old girl; and after a very short time I began to have some sympathy with Mrs Simms.

  




  

    Bessie was hard-working and loyal and I knew her to be intelligent and quick-witted. But she also possessed an independent mind and was certainly not shy of giving her opinion. In addition she proved unexpectedly artful. The problem had been exacerbated, not long after we set up house, by Bessie discovering temperance.

  




  

    My first knowledge of this came when Bessie, after we had been only a month in the house, meekly asked if she might  have permission to go to a regular prayer meeting at five p.m. on a Sunday.

  




  

    I hadn’t expected Bessie to develop an enthusiasm for religion but it seemed a reasonable request, even laudable. Nevertheless, I asked one or two questions. One of Mrs Simms’s recommendations, when she handed Bessie over to my charge, was a darkly whispered, ‘You want to watch out for followers, Mrs Ross!’

  




  

    I must admit Bessie isn’t the prettiest girl. She has a scrawny but wiry frame and, given that the poor child has been employed to scour pots and scrub floors since the age of twelve, her hands are roughened and red enough to belong to a forty-year-old. Add in frizzy mouse-coloured hair and crooked teeth, and ‘followers’ wasn’t the word that first sprang to my mind when she begged her permission. But I did ask what kind of prayer meeting it was, where it was held and who conducted it.

  




  

    I learned it was run by a Reverend Mr Fawcett in a nearby hall and was an offshoot of the temperance movement. I consulted Ben.

  




  

    ‘I’ve seen enough violence and crime originating in drunkenness,’ said Ben, ‘if Bessie wants to “sign the pledge” it’s fine with me.’

  




  

    It would have been acceptable to me, too, but Bessie’s new-found interest extended to a desire to ‘spread the word’. In a nutshell, Ben and I were expected to shun the Demon Drink, too. It wasn’t that we did drink very much. Ben had an occasional glass of porter with his supper. During his time in London he had come to like this strong dark ale, very popular with the porters at London’s meat and  fish markets. A bottle of porter on the table is unsightly, so on the rare occasions we had guests I removed the porter and substituted a bottle of inexpensive hock.You can see, we hardly kept a cellar! Porter or hock, it had to be drunk with Bessie looming in the background like a Greek chorus. She didn’t wring her hands, but she had mastered the sorrowful shake of the head and the reproachful look.

  




  

    ‘Ignore her,’ said Ben, who was amused by the pantomime, ‘she’ll soon get tired of it.’

  




  

    So Bessie got away with that and moved on to a more openly expressed criticism.

  




  

    I found her in the kitchen, standing over the washing-up, gazing at a pair of wine glasses, and shaking her head dolefully.

  




  

    ‘I can’t do it, missus,’ she said as soon as I approached. I did wish she wouldn’t call me ‘missus’ and had suggested various alternatives, but Bessie had decided in her own mind what my title should be. Ben was always referred to as ‘the inspector’ and addressed as such.

  




  

    ‘You can’t wash up, Bessie, why not?’ I asked.

  




  

    ‘I can wash the pots and dishes,’ said Bessie, ‘but not them glasses as have had strong drink in them. If I do, I’m encouraging you and the inspector in what I know is wrong.’

  




  

    My instinct was to shout, ‘Rubbish! Get on with the dishes!’ But for once I managed not to say the first thing to come into my head. I had a better idea how to deal with this.

  




  

    ‘Oh, I see, Bessie. Well, yes, I have been thinking it might be better if you left the glassware to one side and I’ll wash that. The glasses were a wedding present from my Aunt Parry and I shouldn’t like them broken.’

  




  

    Bessie turned to me, her face a picture. She opened her mouth but, for once, no retort came out. I picked up the offending glasses and put them to one side. Bessie washed up the dishes with much clattering and clanging of the pots but otherwise in a mutinous silence. For some time after that I was repeatedly asked, ‘Are you sure you want me to wash this plate, missus? I might break it.’

  




  

    She would gaze at me innocently when she put the question, but I had won that round and she knew it.

  




  

    On that day, the day of the fog, we were to have pork chops for supper and I discovered, when I went into the kitchen to prepare the meal, that we had no apples for the accompanying sauce.

  




  

    ‘There were two apples in the bowl, Bessie. What happened to them?’

  




  

    ‘The inspector put them in his pocket, missus, when he went off this morning.’

  




  

    ‘But they were cooking apples, sour.’

  




  

    ‘I did tell him,’ was the serene reply. ‘But he took ’em just the same. He’ll have a horrible ache in the guts. Do you want me to run to the greengrocer and get some more?’

  




  

    ‘Stomach, Bessie, not “guts”,’ I corrected automatically and hesitated. The fog, gathering fast all afternoon, was now a real pea-souper.

  




  

    ‘It ain’t far,’ said Bessie. ‘I know the way. I’ll keep close to the wall.’

  




  

    Against my better judgement, I agreed. In normal weather it would have taken her fifteen minutes at the most. The shop was only just round the corner. Even adding on time for the fog, she should have been back easily in half an hour.  But when there was still no sign of her three-quarters of an hour later, I threw a shawl round my shoulders and went out to look for her. Instead I’d found Ben.

  




  

                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    We hurried back to the house as fast as we could. As soon as we were through the front door I was listening for Bessie, in the kitchen, but there was no sound. I made sure the kitchen was empty and came back to Ben.

  




  

    ‘No luck?’ he asked, ‘I’ll go and look for her.’

  




  

    As he turned back to the door I detained him.

  




  

    ‘There’s no chance of finding her in this, Ben.You’ve only just arrived home. Sit down and warm yourself by the fire and if she’s not back in another twenty minutes, perhaps, well, I don’t know what we can do.’

  




  

    Ben looked unhappy. ‘She would choose tonight of all nights!’

  




  

    ‘Why? What’s so special about tonight?’

  




  

    Ben hesitated but eventually told me about his encounter with the girl on the bridge. ‘It doesn’t mean any harm has come to Bessie, but I don’t like her being out so long.’

  




  

    ‘That sounds terrifying,’ I said, worried. ‘But is it true? Do you believe the girl? About the shrouded figure, I mean?’

  




  

    Ben hesitated before answering. ‘I know it sounds fanciful, but she swears the other girls working in the area know about him and one of them, she says, actually saw his face.’ He gave a hiss of frustration. ‘I wish I could find that girl and get a description,                                                                                                                                     any



































































































































 detail would help. First, though, I have to find Daisy Smith,                                                                                                                                     if



































































































































 that’s her real name, and ask her the name of the girl who got a glimpse of the Wraith’s face. But I know nothing about Daisy, other than  she’s a street-walker and wears a hat with feathers on the top of it.’

  




  

    The gaslight gleamed on something stuck to the lapel of Ben’s overcoat. I stretched out my hand and gently detached it, holding it up. It quivered in the draught, a single thread of a colour almost scarlet in its intensity.

  




  

    ‘We know one thing,’ I said. ‘She has bright red hair.’

  




  

    Ben uttered an exclamation and took the hair. He hurried into the parlour to the desk where we kept writing materials and, taking a fresh sheet of clean letter paper, carefully folded the hair inside it in a little packet. On this he wrote, ‘Daisy Smith’ and the date.

  




  

    ‘Preserving the evidence, Inspector Ross?’ I asked with a smile.

  




  

    ‘As yet we have no crime,’ he replied. ‘But we may well end up with one.’

  




  

    At that moment, a faint click from the ground floor rear told us someone had just closed the back door very gently indeed.

  




  

    We both dashed into the kitchen to find Bessie, still in bonnet and shawl, gripping a basket with apples in it.

  




  

    Together we demanded to know where she’d been for so long.

  




  

    ‘It’s the fog, missus,’ said Bessie defensively. ‘It took me longer than I thought it would.’

  




  

    ‘It’s taken you an hour, Bessie!’ I reached out to take the basket from her. She was unwilling to relinquish it and I saw why. ‘What are these?’

  




  

    From underneath the apples I retrieved a stack of cheaply printed leaflets. ‘“Beware the danger of strong drink!”’ I  read aloud. ‘What on earth is this, Bessie? Where did you get them?’

  




  

    Bessie looked miserable. But she was a truthful girl. ‘I got to the greengrocer’s shop real quick, and I thought I had time to go on just a little bit further and collect them pamphlets from the hall. Mr Fawcett asked us last week to give out the pamphlets, when they came from the printer’s. There’s a meeting at the hall tonight, so instead of waiting till tomorrow, I thought I’d collect them now, and give some of ’em out before I went to the meeting tomorrow, Sunday.’

  




  

    ‘Give them out!’ I cried. ‘Does Mr Fawcett expect you to stand about on street corners handing out these things?’ I shook the stack of paper sheets at her.

  




  

    ‘Oh, no,’ said Bessie earnestly. ‘Just give ’em to people we know, to tell ’em about temperance.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know about temperance,’ said Ben, ‘but if there should be a bottle of porter in the larder, I’ll have it with my supper.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, good heavens, supper! Bessie!’ I ordered, ‘we must get on with that now. There’s no time to discuss this. But we’ll talk later.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, missus,’ said Bessie unhappily.

  




  

                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    ‘What are you going to do?’ asked Ben later, over the pork chops.

  




  

    The fire burned cheerily in the grate and glinted on the brass fire-irons and fender. It was a sight to make anyone feel more relaxed.

  




  

    ‘It’s partly my fault,’ I said, ‘I should have found out more about these meetings before now. I thought they just sang  hymns and listened to this fellow Fawcett preach about temperance. I think, I think that tomorrow I’ll go with Bessie, meet this preacher for myself and tell him that distributing leaflets is completely out of the question as far as Bessie is concerned.’

  




  

    ‘Fair enough,’ said Ben, pouring out the last of his bottle of porter.

  




  

    ‘Ben,’ I asked, ‘do you really eat sour cooking apples?’

  




  

    ‘Certainly,’ said my husband, ‘I’ve always liked them since I was a child.’

  




  

                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    Ben was snoozing in front of the fire when Bessie and I left the house late the following afternoon. There was no sign of the previous day’s fog, though every chimney belched out grey clouds to hang above the streets. These were emptier than on a weekday and in a Sunday silence. Those few people to be seen were dressed in their best, although as always, there was a scattering of street urchins in rags. They ran alongside the Sunday strollers asking for pence, trusting that it being church day, Christian charity would make the target feel obliged to part with some small coins.

  




  

    The hall where the meeting was to be held was wedged between two taller buildings and looked as if it might have begun its existence as a storehouse of some kind. Its brickwork was coated with the normal layer of soot but its tall narrow windows had been cleaned and a noticeboard outside had a paper sheet pinned to it, advertising that evening’s meeting ‘with an address by Reverend Joshua Fawcett. Tea and biscuits to follow’.

  




  

    ‘Sometime I help with the tea and biscuits,’ said Bessie  proudly as she led me over the threshold, ‘and sometimes I mind the little ones.’

  




  

    Inside, the hall was warmed inadequately by a smoky stove. It was sparsely furnished with rows of wooden chairs and our boots clattered on the bare boards. At the far end a stage had been built and in the middle of it stood a lectern. On the right-hand side, near the threadbare curtain, lurked a scratched piano in need of a polish. Below the stage and to the left, as we looked towards it, was a table with a large urn hissing gently on it, presided over by a pair of ladies, one short and plump and one taller and thinner.

  




  

    ‘The little fat one,’ whispered Bessie impolitely, ‘is Mrs Gribble and the tall one is Mrs Scott. Mrs Scott is a widow lady. Her husband was a soldier, but he didn’t die in no battle. He went out to India and took a fever.’ She frowned. ‘It don’t look like Miss Marchwood’s here today. I wonder where she is. She’s always here, doing the teas. I wanted you to meet Miss Marchwood. She’s like you were, missus.’

  




  

    ‘Like I was?’ I asked, puzzled.

  




  

    ‘Before you married the inspector. She’s a lady’s companion,’ explained Bessie.

  




  

    ‘Indeed?’ I murmured. But I was studying Mrs Scott. Though soberly clad, her fine green mantle was trimmed with fur. It was worn with a skirt of some Highland plaid, such as Her Majesty has made so popular. I noted that her crinoline was of the newer style, with more fullness behind and less at the sides. A round astrakhan hat of vaguely Russian style was pinned atop a chignon of dark hair. I suspected the chignon to be false, and put her age at a little over forty. I wondered what such an obviously well-to-do  woman of fashion was doing here, supervising the making of cups of tea at a temperance meeting.

  




  

    Mrs Gribble was by contrast colourful, in a maroon skirt with tiers of flounces, stretched over a perfectly round crinoline, green bodice, paisley shawl and bonnet adorned with silk flowers. As I watched, Mrs Scott drew her attention to some irregularity in the line of pottery teacups set out ready for the promised refreshments. Mrs Gribble, flustered and red-faced, hastened to correct the fault so that the cups stood as straight as a line of guardsmen.

  




  

    I took a seat to the rear of the hall in order to observe everything.

  




  

    ‘You want to move a bit nearer the front, missus!’ urged Bessie.

  




  

    I thanked her but said I would do very well where I was.

  




  

    Bessie looked disappointed. I fancied she wanted to show me off.

  




  

    Gradually the hall filled. A group of infant abstainers was placed at the front under the command of a short, stocky, wan-faced middle-aged man in a tight suit of hound’s-tooth tweed. I suspected his hair was thinning early, because he had brushed it all forward over the top of his head and arranged the resulting fringe in a row of carefully constructed curls across his brow. The whole lot was plastered into place with a liberal application of some pomade that made his whole coiffure shine.

  




  

    ‘Is that Mr Fawcett?’ I asked Bessie, taken aback.

  




  

    ‘Oh no,’ replied Bessie dismissively, ‘that’s only Mr Pritchard.’

  




  

    A lugubrious gentleman with muttonchop whiskers appeared and handed out dog-eared hymn books. Bessie  identified him for me as ‘Mr Walters’. There certainly seemed to be no shortage of helpers.

  




  

    But an air of suppressed excitement had been growing and the buzz of whispered chatter mingled with the soft hiss of the gaslights around the walls. Anticipation was written on every face. Clearly Mr Fawcett was ‘a draw’.

  




  

    But still we were not to see him yet. Whiskery Mr Walters climbed on to the stage and requested us to stand for the first hymn. As we obeyed, he made his way to the piano and struck an opening chord that demonstrated the piano not only needed a polish, it needed tuning. Nevertheless we all gave voice lustily.

  




  

    We then sat down. Mr Pritchard ushered his infant charges to the centre, facing us down the hall, and with much arm-waving conducted them in a cheerful ditty promising us that they would never touch ‘wine nor beer, nor even apple cider’.

  




  

    Then they scrambled back into their seats and Mr Pritchard, his pale cheeks flushed with triumph and sweat trickling from his curled fringe, turned round to take his bow and receive our polite applause. I clapped the children’s efforts, though not approving of them performing this sort of turn.

  




  

    But the main moment of the evening had come. Mr Walters brought his whiskers back on stage and begged that we would all give an enthusiastic welcome to Mr Fawcett, our speaker this evening.

  




  

    Everyone burst into renewed applause, Bessie with particular energy, and on to the stage strode the Reverend Joshua.

  




  

    I had had no idea what to expect. I hadn’t wanted to quiz  Bessie too much to avoid having to listen to his praises sung in my ear. He now proved much younger than I’d expected. I doubted he was much over thirty and if he was in holy orders, it was not in the Church of England. He was tall and slender and elegantly clad in a well-fitting dark-blue frock coat and dove-grey pantaloons. His linen was snowy white and the only black he wore was a silk cravat with a diamond pin. He was clean-shaven, but had long hair like a poet, and was altogether far more a dandy in appearance than a minister of the cloth. I understood now why the larger part of the audience consisted of ladies. Indeed, at his appearance on stage, a collective sigh of appreciation went up all around me.

  




  

    ‘Dear friends,’ began Fawcett, gripping the lectern between his hands, his bright gaze sweeping across our ranks. ‘My dear, dear friends . . . What a very great pleasure it is to see you all here this evening. It makes my heart rise in my bosom to know that so many are anxious to support our truly noble cause. I see in your faces that you have given your own hearts and minds to our great task.’

  




  

    His voice was mellifluous, but his eyes sharp. He had marked me in the back row as a newcomer, I was sure.

  




  

    Then, in an abrupt change of tempo and style, he was off. My goodness, as I told Ben later, I had to give the man his due. He was a formidable preacher. His voice swooped low and rose again, grew louder or hushed, as required. He led us through the story of Noah in the vineyard. He reminded us that wine and all strong drink dulled the senses, was the cause of all kinds of physical ailments (including loss of teeth) and premature ageing. It led to violence and terrible  errors of judgement. Most of all, addiction was a first step on a slippery slope to all kinds of sin, leading from foul language and lewd behaviour in public to forbidden desires and adultery in private, to greed and envy, from the hatching of criminal plots to murder.

  




  

    He went on to explain there wasn’t one of the Ten Commandments we couldn’t easily be led to break if we took enough drink. As for the seven deadly sins, we’d fall into all of those head first.

  




  

    ‘Lust!’ cried Fawcett, his voice echoing around the hall.

  




  

    The ladies in the audience all shivered. Every one of them had been gazing at him, rapt. No one fidgeted, not a chair scraped, no one even coughed. I thought the infant abstainers at the front might get restless, but they seemed as fascinated by him as everyone else. Beside me, Bessie’s eyes shone. I began to feel uneasy.

  




  

    ‘Go out into these streets!’ cried Fawcett, flinging out a manicured hand to indicate the world outside the hall. His long dark hair flew around his head. For one wild moment I was reminded of some stained-glass image of the Archangel Michael about to spear the dragon of evil. ‘You will find dens of vice, every kind of vice, my friends! You will see men brought low, workless, devoid of all self-respect, and begging in the streets! You will see women selling themselves openly! You will see wastrel young men of good family throwing away their fortunes! You will see starving mothers cradling miserable babies, waiting at the doors of public houses and calling for their husbands to come out before every penny has been spent. And what has brought them all to this? Drink!’ he thundered.

  




  

    The word fell into silence. We waited. After a pause, Fawcett resumed in a more moderate but no less expressive tone, sinking into pathos and rising to indignation as he recounted a dramatic tale of a drunkard in charge of a horse and cart. Befuddled and heedless, the fellow had run down a virtuous young female escorting her elderly and infirm father across the road.

  




  

    Fawcett gripped his hands as if in prayer. ‘Imagine the scene, dear friends, if you will. “My dearest daughter!” cried the poor old man, kneeling at her side, “speak to me!” But his child lay lifeless and could not, while the drunken carter stood by, overwhelmed by horror at his deed. But too late!’

  




  

    Several ladies were by now weeping decorously into lace-trimmed handkerchiefs.

  




  

    My reaction, I am afraid, was different. Of course, the story was a dreadful one and I know these tragedies do happen. My father was a doctor and was sometimes called out suddenly from his surgery to attend accidents in the street, or at places of work. Drunkenness was the cause of many of them. I have myself seen wretched women and half-naked children waiting at the doors of public houses and drinking dens, knowing that when the man of the family does stumble out it will probably be to rain blows on them. But I am ashamed to tell you that, as Mr Fawcett’s ringing tones fell silent, and he put a hand to his sweating brow to brush back his disordered locks, I suddenly had a desire to giggle and was forced to look down quickly at my lap. My father would have explained the impulse as an emotional response to a speaker who made no bones about appealing to his audience’s feelings. But I was sorry for it and mastered it.  When I looked up again, Mr Fawcett was staring straight at me and I was certain he guessed. To my mortification, I felt myself blush.

  




  

    ‘Those in a better station of life,’ Fawcett began silkily (I swear he was still looking at me), ‘need not think they are not at risk. What gentleman sees no harm in a glass or two of port wine after a good dinner? What otherwise respectable lady may take a glass of sherry?’

  




  

    He shook his head sorrowfully and his long hair floated cross his face. He plucked the offending strand away. ‘But before we know it, the gentleman is drinking an entire decanter of port of an evening and lying senseless most of the night. As for his wife, the bloom of virtuous womanhood soon deserts her. Her cheeks are mottled with broken veins, her dress is careless and hair pinned up anyhow. Her servants lack direction and soon begin to shirk their tasks. In no time at all, the entire household has gone to rack and ruin.’

  




  

    Did



































































































































 Fawcett look in my direction? Had Bessie told him of Ben’s innocent glass of porter or our occasional bottle of hock? My earlier unease began to turn to anger.

  




  

    But the address was over. Fawcett’s tone became practical. He reminded us that much work was to be done among the drink-addicted poor and begged us to give generously in order to support the many projects under his eye. Our money would not be wasted and we would be laying up treasure in heaven.

  




  

    Then, mopping his brow with a crisp white handkerchief, he strode off stage, presumably to recover. Mr Pritchard invited us in a high-pitched voice to come forward and sign a pledge promising never to touch a drop of strong drink  again. The document lay on the lectern. Three or four people went up to him. As they put their names down Mr Walters took his seat at the piano. We stood for a final hymn, during which Mr Pritchard, still perspiring, came round with a wooden bowl collecting offerings. By the time it reached me, it was almost full. Moved by Fawcett’s eloquence and his final pleas, people had been generous. I dropped a modest shilling in it and, seeing that Bessie was about to add two pence, tapped her hand and said, ‘I have put in for us both!’

  




  

    Mr Pritchard gave me a reproachful look but I met his eye directly and he scuttled away. Not before, however, I had time to realise that it wasn’t scented pomade that glued his fringe in place: it was lard. The melting fat trickled across his brow and made it shine as if it had been polished.

  




  

    People began to gather around the tea urn. Mrs Gribble, in a flurry of shawl and flounces, sprang into action under the direction of Mrs Scott.

  




  

    ‘You sit here, missus,’ said Bessie, ‘and I’ll bring you a cup and a biscuit.’
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