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CHAPTER ONE


Charles Lenox sat in the study of his town house in Hampden Lane—that small, shop-lined street just off Grosvenor Place where he had passed most of his adult life—and sifted through the papers that had accumulated upon his desk, as they would, inevitably, when one became a member of Parliament. In fact now they were like a kind of second soul that inhabited the room with him, always longing for attention. There were outraged letters about the beer tax from his constituents in Durham; confidential notes from members of the other party, inviting his support of their bills; reports on India, anarchism, and the poor laws; and oh, any number of things beside. It hadn’t been an easy year so far, 1874. As his stature within the House increased, as he progressed from the backbenches to the front—aided, in part, by the knowledge of international affairs he had gained on a trip to Egypt that spring—the amount of work increased commensurately.

While he organized his correspondence, Lenox’s mind worked over each problem the papers presented in turn, going a little ways on one, then turning back to the start, then going slightly farther, like a farmer plowing a furrow, setting out to break still newer ground. If he could get Cholesey and Gover, of the Tories, to agree to vote for the Ireland bill, then he might just permit Gover and Mawer to let it be known that he would stand behind the military bill, in which case Mawer might—so his thoughts ran on and on, ceaselessly formulating and analyzing.

Eventually he sighed, sat back, and turned his gaze to the thin rain that fell upon the window. Whether he knew it or not he had changed in the past few years, perhaps since his election, and would have looked to someone who hadn’t seen him since then indefinably different. His hazel eyes were the same, kind but sharp, and he was still thin, if not positively ascetic, in build. His short brown beard had been clipped only the evening before to its customary length. Perhaps what was different was that he had developed the air of someone with responsibility—of multiple responsibilities, even. Thinking of one of them now, however, his face changed from discontent to joy, and though his eyes stayed on the street a great beam of a smile appeared on his face.

He stood. “Jane!”

There was no reply, so he went to the door of the study and opened it. This room of his was a long, book-filled rectangle a few feet above street level, with a desk near the windows and at the other end of it, around the hearth, a group of comfortable maroon couches and chairs.

“Jane!”

“Keep quiet!” a voice cried back in an urgent whisper from upstairs.

“Is she asleep?”

“She won’t be for long, if you hullabaloo about the house like an auctioneer.”

He came out to the long hallway that stretched from the front door to the back of the house, rooms on either side and a stairwell near the end of it. His wife came down this now, her face full of exasperation and affection at once.

“May I go up and see her?”

Lady Jane reached the bottom of the stairs. She was a pretty woman, in rather a plain way, dark-haired and at the moment pale, wearing a gray dress with a pink ribbon at the waist. Above all the impression she left on people was of goodness—or perhaps that was the impression she left primarily on Lenox, because he knew her so well, and therefore knew that quality in her. For many long years they had been dear friends, living side by side on Hampden Lane; now, still to his great surprise, they were man and wife. They had married four years before.

Better still, to add to his great happiness and evergreen surprise, at long last they had received a blessing that made him stop and smile to himself at random moments throughout every day, as he just had in his study, a blessing that never failed to lift his spirits above the intransigent tedium of politics: a daughter, Sophie.

She had been theirs for three months, and every day her personality developed in new, startling, wonderful directions. Almost every hour he snuck away from his work to glimpse her, sleeping or better yet awake. Granted, she didn’t do much—she was no great hand at arithmetic, as Lady Jane would joke, seldom said anything witty, would prove useless aboard a horse—but he found even her minutest motions enchanting. Babies had always seemed much of a muchness to him, but how wrong he had been! When she wriggled an inch to the left he found himself holding his breath with excitement.

“Hadn’t we better let her sleep?”

“Just a glance.”

“Go on, then—but quietly, please. Oh, but wait a moment—a letter came for you in the post, from Everley. I thought you would want it straight away.” Lady Jane patted the pockets of her dress. “I had it a moment ago. Yes, here it is.” She passed him the small envelope. “Can you have lunch?”

“I had better work through it.”

“Shall I have Kirk bring you something, then?”

“Yes, if you would.”

“What would you like?”

“Surprise me.”

She laughed her cheery, quiet laugh. “I doubt Ellie will surprise you very far.” This was their cook, who was excellent but not much given to innovation.

He smiled. “Sandwiches will be fine.”

“I’ll go out for luncheon, then, if you don’t mind. Duch invited me to come around. We’re planning the Christmas ball.” Lady Jane, rather more than Lenox, was one of the arbiters of Mayfair society, much sought after.

“I shan’t see you for supper, either.”

“Dallington?”

“Yes. But we’ll put Sophie into bed together?”

She smiled, then stood on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Of course. Good-bye, my dear.”

He stopped her with a hand on the arm, and leaned down to give her a kiss in return. “Until this evening,” he said, his heart full of happiness, as so often it was these days.

After she had gone downstairs to arrange his lunch with the butler and the cook, Lenox remained in the hall, where he opened his letter. It was from his uncle Frederick, a relation of Lenox’s late mother.



Dear Charles,

Please consider this a formal invitation to come down for a week or two, with Jane of course and the new Lenox; I very much want to meet her. The garden is in fine shape, and then, Fripp is very anxious to have you for the cricket, which takes place Saturday week. I haven’t seen you in more than a year, you know.

Yours with affection &c,

Frederick Ponsonby

Postscript: To sweeten the pot, shall I mention that in town, recently, there have been a series of strange vandalisms? The police cannot make head or tail of them and so everyone is in great stir. Perhaps you might lend a hand.





Lenox smiled. He was fond of his uncle, an eccentric man, retiring and very devoted to his small, ancient country house, which lay just by a village. Since the age of four or five Lenox had gone there once a year, usually for a fortnight, though it was true that the stretches between visits had gotten longer more recently, as life had grown busier. Still, there was no way he could leave London just at this moment, with so many political matters hanging in the balance. He tucked the note into his jacket pocket and turned back to his study.

Ah, but he had forgotten: Sophie! With soft steps he bounded up the stairs, past a maid carrying a coal scuttle, and toward the nursery.

The child’s nursemaid, Miss Taylor, sat in a chair in the hall outside it, reading. She was a brilliant young woman, accomplished in drawing and French—both useless to the infant at the moment, but fine endowments nevertheless—who had a reputation as the most capable nursemaid in London. She cared for a new child every year or so, always infants. Jane had acquired this marvel for them, at great expense, to Lenox’s derision—yet he had to admit that she was wonderful with Sophie, with a gentle comprehension and tolerance for even the child’s worst moods. Despite her relative callowness—she was perhaps two and thirty, though her complexion retained to an unusual degree the bloom of youth—Miss Taylor was an imperious figure; they both lived in frank terror of offending her. Still, she was used to Lenox’s frequent interruptions and indulged them with less severity now than she had at first.

“Only for a moment, please,” she whispered.

“Of course,” he said.

He went into the room and crossed the soft carpet as quietly as he could. He leaned over the child’s crib and with a great upsurge of love and joy looked down upon her. Such a miracle! Her serenely sleeping face, rather pink and sweaty at the moment, her haphazard blond curls, her little balled-up fists, her skin as smooth and pure as still water when you touched it, as he did now, with the back of his fingers.

It was joy beyond anything he had ever known.



CHAPTER TWO


The light rain of the afternoon had thickened into a torrent by the evening. It emptied the streets of London, and even up close the streetlamps, paced fifty feet apart along the pavement, were no more than shrouded yellow smudges against the darkness, while the buildings of Pall Mall loomed above like great, lightless cliffs. As for the driver of Lenox’s carriage, he and his horses alike were soaked to the bone—though upon closer inspection one could in the dimness around the driver’s face perceive a small dot of orange, growing faint and then brightening every so often: his inextinguishable cigar.

He didn’t remove it to call down. “Here we are, sir.”

“Thank you kindly,” Lenox answered and climbed out of the carriage.

It was a short, wet walk into his destination, Brooks’s, one of the gentlemen’s clubs along Pall Mall. Lenox was not a member here, preferring the less erratic and more civilized air of the Athenaeum or the Reform nearby. Certainly the average member of Brooks’s was quite highly born—royalty were upon its rolls—but they were also almost uniformly wild men, who gambled at cards for days and nights on ends, jousted with cues across the snooker table, and placed with each other the oddest sorts of bets in the infamous club book. This lay open on a marble plinth in the warm, comfortably carpeted entry hall where Lenox stood now; the entry that caught his eye read:



Mr. Berkeley pays five guineas to Lord Erskine, to receive five hundred should he successfully entice an unclothed woman of good birth into a hot air balloon, which must then attain no less a height than one thousand feet.





“Oh, dear,” said Lenox to himself.

“There you are!”

Lenox turned and saw his companion for the evening, Lord John Dallington, coming down the club’s grand staircase. He was a handsome, compact man of perhaps twenty-seven or twenty-eight, wearing a black velvet blazer with a carnation affixed to its buttonhole.

“Hello, John,” Lenox said.

“Have you been peeking into the club book?”

“No—or rather—”

“Good. There’s a bet I have with Ollie Pendleton which I don’t think you ought to know about—all on the up and up, I swear. It’s to do with stealing a certain horse from a certain stable. Damned impudence to call a lock unbreakable—sheer hubris—but never mind, it’s neither here nor there. Come along, let’s go up, I’ve reserved us the small room by the library. The wine is open.”

Lenox smiled. “Cork it again, then—I have too much work to feel mutton-headed in the morning, these days. Not to mention a daughter.”

“How is she, then? Happy, healthy? And Lady Jane?”

“They’re flourishing, thank you.”

“I’m glad you’ve been able to get away, nevertheless. I’ve got a tricky one this week.”

Lenox felt a quickening of anticipation. “Oh?”

“It’s a poisoning in Belsize Park.”

“Have I read about it?”

Dallington, climbing a step ahead of him, shook his head. “It hasn’t made the papers yet, because the chap who was poisoned is hanging on to life like a limpet. He’s comatose, unfortunately, which means he’s roughly as communicative as one too, ha, ha.”

Lenox and Dallington sat down to supper once a week when both were in town, always at Brooks’s. It was a strange and unexpected relationship. For many years Lenox had heard of the younger man only distantly, the disappointing youngest son of one of Lady Jane’s closest friends. Dallington had been sent down from Cambridge under a cloud of angry rumor, and after that had proceeded to investigate every alehouse, gambling pit, and gin parlor in London, usually with a string of unnameable women and several debased aristocratic companions. By the time Lenox first really got to know him, Dallington’s reputation had been hopelessly blackened.

Yet now Dallington was probably the premier private investigator in London. Lenox himself had occupied that position for many years, before the whole business of Parliament took his attention away from crime, and during the time when it was still his primary pursuit Dallington had come and asked to be his protégé. Lenox had been deeply suspicious at first, but within a matter of months the young man—neither as pure at heart as Lenox would have wished, nor the wastrel his reputation would have had one believe—had saved his mentor’s life and helped to solve the detective’s thorniest case in years.

These days they were firm allies, and while Dallington still came to Brooks’s, he was a tamer creature, given over more and more to detection. Like Lenox he felt a passion for it; in fact Lenox envied him. While he saw Parliament as a duty—or in fact more than that, a complex of duties, ambitions, and vanities—detection had always been his truest vocation. Now these suppers, at which they discussed Dallington’s cases, held for him his favorite relaxation of the week.

They came into a small room, papered dark blue, full of portraits of old members—many now snoozing in the House of Lords, solid ancient Tories, no longer the fire-breathing rascals of their youth—and sat at table, which was laid out for supper.

Dallington rang a small bell. “Are you sure you won’t have a glass of wine?”

“One, perhaps.”

“That’s more like it—just one, there, no, not to the top, apologies. Ah, and here’s the waiter. What would you like to eat, Lenox, guinea fowl or beef?”

“Guinea fowl.”

“For two, then, and bring all those things you bring, too, please, potatoes and carrots and mustard, if you don’t mind.” The waiter, who was terrible at his job but too stupid to blackmail any of the men he served, and received therefore a princely remuneration, smiled, nodded, and left.

“A poisoning?” said Lenox, too curious for preliminary chatter.

Dallington retrieved a small notebook from his jacket. “I’m glad you’re here, in truth, because I have my suspicions but I can’t confirm them.”

“Tell me the details.”

“The victim is a solicitor in Belsize Park, Arthur Waugh. He—”

“How did you come by this case?”

Dallington smiled. “Inspector Jenkins didn’t like the look of it.”

“Ah—the old story.” Lenox had received cases in the same way, once upon a time. Scotland Yard’s men couldn’t always devote the time or resources to an investigation that an amateur could. It gave him a pang that they went to Dallington now, though he tried not to show it. “Go on, then.”

“This Waugh was apparently a rotten apple. His first wife died five years ago, and it seems almost certain that he killed her, but all of the servants swore up and down that she had fallen down the stairs. It couldn’t be disproved.”

“He married again, I take it?”

“Yes, and it’s she that I suspect, Florence Waugh. Four evenings ago, after supper, Arthur Waugh fell ill. Before supper he had had a toothache, for which he took a dose of laudanum, but he often did that.”

“It was his usual prescription?”

“Yes.”

“Go on.”

“About an hour after he went upstairs to bed his servants heard him crying out for help, and called for the doctor. By the time the doctor arrived Waugh was comatose.”

“How much of the laudanum was missing?”

“Precisely what I asked. The answer was that much more than usual was gone, certainly much above his usual dose. So his wife and servants all confirmed.”

“Separately?”

Dallington laughed. “You taught me one or two things, Charles. Yes, I asked each of them separately. I don’t believe it was the laudanum, though—I think his assailant drained half the bottle in the sink to try to make it look that way. Waugh was in rude health and certainly not suicidal—pigheadedly in love with life, from the sound of it, if anything—and he had been taking laudanum for years without incident.”

“What did the doctor say?”

Dallington turned a page in his notebook now. “You anticipate me again. I spoke to him this morning and he believes that it was antimony poisoning. That or arsenic, though arsenic is much more difficult to come by, arousing suspicion as it does when one tries to order at the chemist’s.”

“Does it? How do you know?”

“I tried it on, once, to see what they would say. On a different case.”

Lenox was impressed, as he had been repeatedly at these suppers, with the younger man. There was a doggedness there that the outward flair of personality concealed. “I take it there was skin rash?”

“You’ve seen antimony poisoning before, then?”

“Oh, several times. There was an ironmonger in Fulham who killed his son with it, I’m sorry to say. The woman he wanted to marry refused him because he had a child and she had no great longing to be a mother. An appalling thing. What did this Waugh look like?”

“There was a red rash all over his hands and arms, but Florence, his wife, said that it had been there for days.”

“And the servants?”

“They hadn’t noticed, but it’s not conclusive. His vomiting and headache might have been from an overdose of laudanum.”

“Would she have had access to antimony?”

“I canvassed the chemists in the neighborhood but none of them, including the one she frequents, remember her buying anything unusual at all.”

“Of course it would have been the easiest thing in the world to disappear onto a crowded omnibus and go to the other side of London.”

“Exactly.” Dallington sighed. “So you can see—I feel strongly that something nasty is afoot, but it looks so hard to prove.”

There was a noise at the door; the waiter had returned with a heavy tray, and set out a variety of dishes and pots in front of them, all appetizingly fragrant and warm on that cool, wet night. He fixed a few more logs onto the fire in the hearth and withdrew. Dallington poured from the bottle of wine without any objection from Lenox.

“Shall we eat, then, and I’ll give you the rest of it afterward? In the meantime tell me of Sophie. Does she roll around on the floor yet? Has she got any children her own age she plays with?”



CHAPTER THREE


When their cigars were lit and their glasses of port poured, Lenox and Dallington sat back. The older man spoke. “What was her motive, though, this Florence Waugh? Why do you suspect her? You still haven’t said.”

“It’s just a sense.”

“Has her behavior been suspicious?”

“On the contrary, she has been just as one would expect—grieved, bewildered.”

“I take it, then, that Arthur Waugh was not as cruel to her as he was to his first wife.”

Dallington shook his head. “No. She has a great deal more money than he does, all under her own control, and their acquaintances implied to me that it shifted the balance of power toward her.”

“I wonder if you’re too influenced by the circumstances of his first marriage. After all, she stands to gain little enough from his death monetarily, and she loses a husband whom, however you may view him, she chose to marry. Mightn’t you look elsewhere for your killer?”

“Where, though?”

Lenox frowned. “Who are the other inhabitants of the house?”

“There are a butler, a parlor maid, and a cook. All of them have been with Arthur Waugh since he moved into the Priory, which is what he calls the house.”

“They predate her, then?”

“Yes.”

“And all three swore that the first Mrs. Waugh fell to her death?”

Dallington’s eyes were screwed up tight in concentration. “Tell me, what are you getting around to?”

Lenox shrugged. “I’m not certain myself, to be honest.”

“What would any of the servants stand to gain from Arthur Waugh’s death, if it comes to that?”

“I don’t know. I would only say—and from this very comfortable chair, with a glass of port at hand, which is not the same thing as being in the mix of things as you have been—that he seems perhaps to have had a complicated relationship with these three people. The butler, the maid, and the cook.”

“Yes.”

“Let me ask you a question: Did Florence Waugh fall ill, after supper?”

“In fact she did, though her complaint was very mild. She hadn’t eaten much.”

A thought formulated in Lenox’s head. Slowly, he said, “Perhaps there’s another angle to look at it from, in that case—what if she was the target?”

Dallington whistled. “You believe the servants were trying to kill her? And made a hash of it?”

“Perhaps they mixed up the meals, yes. Or perhaps they were trying to kill both Waugh and his wife! Could they have stood to gain from the two deaths in conjunction? Are they remembered in Waugh’s will, perhaps, and is he the automatic recipient of anything she leaves behind? He’s a solicitor—it should be written up somewhere.”

Dallington was writing furiously in his small notebook. “You’re a pip,” he said. “I hadn’t considered any of that.”

Lenox shrugged. “It may be a blind alley, of course, but when there is a large sum of money attached to the scene of a crime, it’s often as well to look at the money from every angle.”

“First thing in the morning I shall go and look at Waugh’s will, and Florence Waugh’s too.”

Lenox smiled. “Not a late night here, then?”

“D’you know, when I’m on a case I find that I never come here other than to dine with you. Funny, that.”

The waiter came in then and cleared away the table. The rain still lashed violently at the windows, while inside the two men smoked their small cigars.

“It’s nearly ten,” said Lenox with a sigh. “I suppose I had best be off home, soon. Have you any other case at present?”

“I don’t. Have you heard of anything?”

“Nothing, no. Ah, but I tell a lie—my uncle has written from Somerset, complaining of vandals in his village. You know how it is in places like that. If they find themselves sixpence shy of the usual tally in the church collection they cry out for Scotland Yard as if Jack the Ripper has moved in above the local pub.”

Dallington laughed. “Are you going to look into it?”

“No, no. I’m far too busy in Parliament. There will be an up-and-down vote on the naval bill in three weeks’ time, among other things. I can’t chase about after a gang of bored schoolboys on their hols.”

Dallington smiled gently. “And yet you miss it?”

“Can you tell so easily? I don’t mind confessing that I rather do. I’d be curious to clap eyes on this Florence Waugh. For one thing, how did she grow so rich? Is there a dead husband in her history?”

“No. I asked, in fact, and verified her story. Her father was a brewer in Birmingham and brought her to London after he retired. Died two or three years ago, and entailed all the money very specifically upon her and her heirs. Unusual, you see.”

“Quite so.”

As his carriage rolled him over the cobblestones toward home, the rain somewhat abated but still steady, the night fearsomely cold for so early in September, Lenox thought about his old profession. He had had cause to renew his endeavors in detection twice: once for a friend, once on board a ship bound for Egypt, when of course no member of the constabulary was close to hand. Those cases had been a few years apart, years that had seen him married and, now, a father. In truth he was out of the game.

His meetings with Dallington always filled him with a strange blend of regret and pride. Lenox’s father and brother had both taken the family seat in the House, and served with great distinction—in fact his brother was one of the Prime Minister’s leading confidants at the moment—and he was pleased to join their ranks. Many members of his small social world had looked upon his work as a detective as folly, more embarrassing than admirable, and though he had put a brave face on the embarrassment he was glad to be distanced from it. There again, he knew Jane was happy, too, for his change of career, though she didn’t mention it. It meant an end to the knives and beatings and guns he had encountered through the years.

He also loved politics, but for all his pleasure in the long debates and the hushed hallway conversations of his present life, Lenox had never quite felt as viscerally engaged with Parliament as he had with crime.

The house on Hampden Lane was quiet when he returned, dark but for a flicker of light in two upper windows. Lenox entered quietly and found that his political secretary, Graham, was sitting in the hallway, waiting for him. Graham was a small, sandy-haired man, deeply intelligent; he had for many years been Lenox’s butler, but after trying and failing to find an enterprising young man to manage his political affairs, Lenox had given him this unorthodox promotion. So far it had worked beautifully.

“Have you been at the House?” said Lenox.

“Hello, sir. I thought I might catch you here. Yes, I was down with Frabbs, going over the bills for the new session.”

“I haven’t missed a meeting, have I?”

“No, but something has arisen.”

“What is it? You look grave.”

“You mistake me, sir,” said Graham. “I’ve good news.”

“What is it?”

“Mr. Hilary and Mr. Gladstone have invited you to open the speeches this session.”

Lenox’s eyes widened. “Is this a rumor? Or a confirmed fact?”

“Mr. Hilary’s secretary”—James Hilary was the young and ambitious Secretary of State for the Colonies—‘has confirmed it for a fact.”

Lenox whistled, taken aback by the news.

It was a signal honor, usually assigned to a member of the cabinet. In such a speech Lenox could lay out his own political philosophy, like Burke or Fox or Palmerston before him, and address the great issues of the day. The House would be full. His party would be reliant upon him, and all of the papers would print the speech in its entirety.

It felt like an enormous responsibility, but even as he thought as much he realized that he was ready for it. He had been in Parliament for years now, working his heart out, and there would likely never be a time when he knew more or felt more deeply passionate.

“In the past,” said Graham, “men who have given their party’s opening speech—”

“I know,” said Lenox.

Graham soldiered on. “They’ve become prime ministers, sir, cabinet members, been elevated to the House of Lords …”

Lenox smiled. “Not much to live up to, then. I suppose I had better get to work.” He turned toward his study, forgetting, for the moment, that he had intended to look in on his sleeping daughter and wife.



CHAPTER FOUR


The next day, the skies having cleared, brought instead a new kind of downpour: one of visitors. First there was James Hilary, who substantiated the news.

He was a young man, very handsome, with blond hair and a riding stick under his arm, having apparently come by horse through Hyde Park, on his morning exercise. “I gave the speech three years ago, you know—fearful bother, hours upon hours of preparation—and once I stood up and began to declaim the thing it all seemed wrong, but there you are.”

“You did a very fine job, as I recall.”

“Ah, well, who can say. Do you know what you want to speak about, chiefly?”

“Poverty, I think.”

“Oh?”

It was the single issue that most interested Lenox, but he knew that Hilary, ambitious and powerful, would have a list of other subjects he might want raised on behalf of the party, so Lenox added, “And other things, of course, education, the navy, Ireland …”

“Ah, the general approach. Very sound. Listen, I’ll leave this here.” It was a black leather dispatch bag that bore the royal seal. “I want you to sketch yourself in on its contents before you write your speech.”

“What are its contents?”

“You’ll see soon enough.”

Lenox understood that to mean they involved state secrets. He nodded. “Thank you, James.”

The next visitor was a Tory member, Bottlesworth. He had a large, conical head, which tapered toward a magnificently hairless crown, and small round spectacles. There were also several chins gathered around his neck. Both sides of the aisle credited him with tremendous perspicacity, though as far as Lenox gathered the man only ever spoke about eating.

“The great matter is sustenance,” he said when seated, hands carefully steepled before him—when they weren’t darting out for one of the cakes the housekeeper had placed on the table in Lenox’s study. “I tell you this as a member of the opposition party, quite freely, you see, because I feel that in the end we are all pulling in the same direction. I hope we are, anyhow.”

“Hopefully,” said Lenox, and smiled.

“What you’ll find,” Bottlesworth went on, a picture of seriousness, “is that a half pint of porter is not enough to sustain you. There, the great secret of oratory, at your feet! You will need at least a pint of porter, perhaps even a pint and a half, and I have known great men, very great men indeed, to take two pints of porter, ere they speak before the House. Which is to say nothing of sandwiches, of course.”

“Of course.”

“I needn’t mention to a man of your experience and wit the importance of sandwiches.”

“No.”

“Horseradish and roast beef I find to be too upsetting to the insides. Perhaps you will have a stronger constitution than I do, though I very much doubt it.” He laughed at the idea that Lenox’s constitution might exceed his own, eyes screwed shut with merriment and spectacles bouncing. When he had recovered, he said, “What I find is that a gentle ham sandwich, even a tomato sandwich, answers capitally. You see the picture?”

When Bottlesworth had left, carrying in a handkerchief the scones that the butler had thought to bring in just before the Tory’s departure, there was almost immediately a third ring at the door.

It produced another member of Parliament, this time from Lenox’s own party. This was Phineas Trott; and where Bottlesworth found assurance and strength from victuals, Trott—a flustered, red-complected gentleman, who was thought to own more horses than any other claimant in Warwickshire—found them in hunting and the Lord. He, too, took a place upon the red couch near the fireplace.

His approach was direct. “What these speeches want in them is more of Jesus.”

“D’you think so?” said Lenox.

“I do. Country sports and Jesus—all of our problems could be solved by one of the two, Mr. Lenox.”

“Not the Suez question?”

“Jesus.”

“Education?”

“Country sports.”

“What, you want the coal miners’ children to go hunting?”

Trott frowned. “No, that wouldn’t do. Perhaps they could go beagling, though.” His face brightened. “They’ll certainly want Jesus, I can promise you that.”

In his mild way, never given over to much show, Lenox was a God-fearing Christian. Nonetheless he felt compelled to say, “I think they want better food, milk without chalk in it, and not to go to the factory at the age of five, that sort of thing.”

“Well; I suppose,” said Trott, doubtfully. “I wouldn’t put that about too much in your speech. This is England, after all, we’re not a raft of Hindoos.”

“What do you think I should say, then?”

“It starts with Jesus,” replied Trott, more firmly now. “Stick to Jesus, and country sports, and you’ll get through it very well.”

“Thank you ever so much, Mr. Trott.”

Trott went; and in his place came the worst of the lot, Lord Brakesfield. This white-haired, tenebrously attired fellow, born to a butcher in Ealing, had succeeded in making himself one of the richest men in London by exporting soap of startlingly poor quality to all of the country’s counties. The most recent New Years’ Honours had seen him receive a lordship for services to Her Majesty’s Government, and he had immediately released a soap called Brakesfield to capitalize on the notoriety of his newly bestowed name.

“Mr. Lenox, I have found in business that honesty is the best course.”

“No doubt.”

“Here is my proposal, then. I will pay you a hundred pounds if you mention Brakesfield soap in the first three paragraphs of your speech.”

Lenox almost laughed out loud. “But I don’t want a hundred pounds,” he said.

“Nonsense. Everyone wants a hundred pounds.”

“Not I.”

“You don’t?” the lord asked incredulously.

“No.”

Lenox’s guest considered this turn of affairs. “Perhaps I might raise my offer to a hundred and fifty pounds.”

“I don’t want a hundred and fifty pounds, either.”

“Hm. Your way, then, make it a hundred if you simply mention my name—don’t have to say anything about soap—but it has to be in the first two paragraphs.” The lord sat back, well-satisfied with this gambit. “Can’t say fairer than that, get the Brakesfield name out there. People know about the soap already, after all, but a mention in the opening address to the House of Commons would give it such a touch of dignity.”

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to accept your offer,” said Lenox.

After Brakesfield left—also with a handkerchief full of scones, for he had never turned down the opportunity for something free in his life—there was still another knock at the door. Lenox sighed, and felt that if the days leading to the speech would all be this way, they could have it back.

This knock, however, brought a more welcome guest: his older brother, Edmund.

“Thank God it’s you,” said Charles.

Edmund chuckled. “Have you been receiving guests?”

“You wouldn’t believe it if I told you. And a dozen more have left their cards for me down in Whitehall, Graham says, all to talk about the blasted speech. It will be the death of me.”

Edmund and Charles looked rather alike, though the older brother—the ninth baronet in his line, and the heir to Lenox House, where both had grown up—was haler; his cheeks were red and he always looked fresh from the country, which was indeed where he generally would have preferred to be. Despite that preference he had risen to be very powerful in the Commons.

“Is it you I have to thank for this opportunity?” asked the younger brother. “I’m grateful, of course.”

“You must stop believing me to have a hand in your success, Charles. You’re a rising man.”

“Then it wasn’t you.”

“No. I say, you couldn’t get Kirk to fetch me in some tea, could you?”

“Oh, instantly.”

They sat companionably while they waited for their refreshment, talking as brothers will about any number of things, each seemingly unconnected to the last from the outside, their line of connection clear to the two speakers. Bessie the cow had given birth; the Marquess of Broadhurst was ill; there was to be a party for Toto McConnell the next Wednesday; and so forth.

When they had their tea the conversation returned to Lenox’s speech. “What do you want to say?” asked Edmund.

“I’d like to talk about the poor. So far I haven’t had a moment to think, however. Only a series of visitors.”

“It will be worse when you go down to the House. Everyone will be in your ear.”

“What I need is somewhere quiet.”

Edmund shrugged. “That’s done easily enough. Go to Lenox House.”

“I couldn’t leave now, with the speech in three weeks.”

“On the contrary, through the years many people I’ve known have left London to write the opening speech. People will consider you statesmanlike, I imagine, if you disappear to have a deep think through things. It implies an appropriate seriousness. Really, honestly.”

“I wonder …” said Lenox. With a quick tug of excitement he remembered the letter from his uncle Frederick. “Perhaps you’re right, after all,” he said.



CHAPTER FIVE


Before supper Lenox and Edmund had a visit with Sophia. Her affectionate uncle dangled his pocket watch over her crib and she happily batted at it, smiling and laughing.

“I wish I had had a daughter,” said Edmund, rather wistfully.

“How are the boys?”

“Oh, they’re in excellent form. Teddy is still aboard the Lucy with Captain Carrow, as you know, and happy as can be. Have I shown you his letters? Remind me to, when you next come to see me and Molly for supper. The ship has acquired a pet monkey, apparently. He sleeps with them in the midshipman’s cabin. But a little daughter, to dote over … I should have liked it above all things.”

“At any rate you may dote over Sophia, provided it doesn’t interfere with my schedule of doting.”

Edmund laughed. “A generous and fair proposal.”

As he was walking his brother downstairs, Charles said, “Uncle Freddie has invited me down to Everley, in fact.”

“Has he? It would be an ideal retreat, I should say. The most excitement I ever saw in those parts was the three-legged race at the summer fête. Then again you were always fonder of it there than I was.”

They were at the door, Edmund putting on his cloak and his hat. “I liked the country, it’s true.”

“And you were Freddie’s favorite.”

“Perhaps.”

Edmund smiled and tipped his hat. “Congratulations, Charles. Really, I’m excited to hear what you’ll say. It will be brilliant, I know as much as that.”

“Good-bye, then. I’ll write to tell you what I’m doing.”

“Tell Jane I’m sorry I’ve missed her.”

Even as Edmund walked away from the house, someone was approaching it from the other direction. It was J. G. Reese, the member for Dover, who was perpetually convinced that the French were at that very moment bracing themselves to cross the channel and climb his constituency’s white cliffs.

“Ah! Lenox! Capital, I was just coming to see you. Want a word about France. I hear dire things about their gunnery, really you won’t believe it when I tell you. Beastly frogs, their budget for pigiron alone would make you shiver.”

“I’ve no doubt at all.”

“At a bare minimum we need to double the budget at the Woolwich arsenal, for starters, and shift more men to Dover—hate to think of the poor cliffs—but here, I’ll come in, thank you, yes. You haven’t got a scone handy, have you? I’m positively famished.”

A trip to the country, thought Lenox, as he invited Reese into his study. It was just the thing.

To convince Lady Jane of it would be a different matter. When his final visitor had vacated the study that evening—George Swan, who wanted to outlaw Catholics from sitting down in Hyde Park—Lenox waited for her to arrive home, wondering how he could convince her to come along for a week in the country.

When she arrived it was with a bustle of boxes and parcels. “Oh, there you are!” she said to her husband, who was waiting in the hall. “How is Sophia?”

“She’s asleep. Can I help you?”

“Would you? I bought ever so much at the food hall at Harrod’s—I couldn’t stop. There are some marvelous ostrich eggs I want to give to your brother, he is fond of them, and then once I got to the chocolate counter I couldn’t resist—but listen to me. How is your speech coming along?”

He had told her the night before of his news, and now he told her about his day, about Bottlesworth, Brakesfield, and the rest of them. “The prospect of setting foot in the Commons is terrifying.”

“Won’t they stop bothering you after a day or so?” she asked.

“Edmund imagines not.”

She furrowed her brow and sat down. “Well, we must think of something to thwart them, these hordes.”

“I quite agree. Would you suggest tipping hot oil over them?” She removed her gloves, and looking at her thin, lovely fingers he felt a wave of love for her. “How are you feeling, incidentally?”

She looked up at him and smiled. “You’re sweet, Charles, but really I haven’t felt badly for a month or more, now.”

“You look pale.”

“Well, it was a long day.” He sat next to her and she leaned into his shoulder. “Perhaps I do feel a bit off, if I think of it. It’s only that I think I should be able to do what I did before, you see, and when I can’t …”

It had been a difficult birth for her, and she had been ill, though not gravely, for six weeks afterward. Still she looked too thin to Charles. “I wish you would rest,” he said.

She looked up at him, her eyes slightly saddened. “It’s London, I suppose. The invitations keep rattling through the door, noon and night, and now we must plan a party for your speech—of course we must, don’t shake your head—and, oh, I don’t know … I wish it could just be the three of us for a little while, don’t you?”

“You were cheerful when you came through the door, my dear. I feel guilty.”

“When I think of it I suppose I don’t feel my best. I try not to think of it.”

“Would you like to go to the country?”

He thought he saw hope dart across her face and then vanish. “But you couldn’t, of course, you must be here.”

“On the contrary, Edmund was advising me we ought to go away before the speech. Thinks it’s more statesmanlike,” he said with a tiny smile.

She laughed. “Are you to be a statesman, now? As long as you don’t get a big head. Oh, but Charles, could you really leave? It sounds heavenly, the country, having walks, skipping breakfast, nobody to see …”

“My uncle Frederick offered.”

So it was that in due course the Lenox family decided they would depart London for Somerset.

Lenox wrote to Everley immediately to tell them the family was coming, and to expect them as early as the next evening. Kirk, who had been Jane’s butler for many years, a fat, severely dignified specimen, was thrown into a panic of packing and sorting out, as was Sophia’s nurse, Miss Taylor. For his part Graham was shocked that Lenox would leave town at such a juncture. In the end he conceded Edmund’s superior political judgment, but he still refused to look happy about any of it, and kept muttering about the meetings they would have to cancel.

It didn’t matter to Charles and Jane, who both expressed, over supper, a feeling of relief, of a burden being lifted.

“In a way,” said Lenox, “we’ve never been alone with Sophia. I’ve had to work so much, and you were ill.”

“You shall still have to work.”

“Can’t you picture us walking her in the garden, though? And it’s still really splendid weather, if we hurry down.”

Jane laughed. “I don’t think a day will make much of a difference in that regard.”
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