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About the Books

The first three 18th century thrillers featuring Harriet Westerman and Gabriel Crowther in one brilliant collection.

Book 1: INSTRUMENTS OF DARKNESS

Sussex, 1780. The most powerful of families can hide the most venomous of secrets.

Thornleigh Hall, seat of the Earl of Sussex, dominates its surroundings. Its heir is missing, and the once vigorous family is reduced to a cripple, his whore and his alcoholic second son, but its power endures.

Impulsive Harriet Westerman has felt the Hall’s menace long before she happens upon a dead man bearing the Thornleigh arms. The grim discovery cries out for justice, and she persuades reclusive anatomist Gabriel Crowther to her cause, much against his better judgement; he knows a dark path lies before those who stray from society’s expectations. That same day, Alexander Adams is killed in a London music shop, leaving his young children orphaned. His death will lead back to Sussex, and an explosive secret that has already destroyed one family and threatens many others.

Book 2: ANATOMY OF MURDER

London, 1781. Secrecy, ambition and deadly conspiracy.

The streets of London seethe with rumour and conspiracy as the King’s navy battles the French at sea. And while the banks of the Thames swarm with life, a body is dragged from its murky waters. In another part of town, where the air seems sweeter, the privileged enjoy a brighter world of complacent wealth and intoxicating celebrity. But as society revels in its pleasures, a darker plot is played out.

Yet some are willing to look below the surface to the unsavoury depths. Mrs Harriet Westerman believes passionately in justice. Reclusive anatomist Gabriel Crowther is fascinated by the bones beneath the skin. Invited to seek the true nature of the dead man, they risk censure for an unnatural interest in murder. But when the safety of a nation is at stake, personal reputation must give way to the pursuit of reason and truth.

Book 3: ISLAND OF BONES

Cumbria, 1783. A broken heritage; a secret history, a bitter death.

The tomb of the first Earl of Greta should have lain undisturbed on its island of bones for three hundred years. When idle curiosity opens the stone lid, however, inside is one body too many. Gabriel Crowther’s family bought the Gretas’ land long ago, and has suffered its own bloody history. His brother was hanged for murdering their father, the Baron of Keswick, and Crowther has chosen comfortable seclusion and anonymity over estate and title for thirty years. But the call of the mystery brings him home at last.

Travelling with forthright Mrs Harriet Westerman, who is escaping her own tragedy, Crowther finds a little town caught between new horrors and old, where ancient ways challenge modern justice. And against the wild and beautiful backdrop of fells and water, Crowther discovers that his past will not stay buried.
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PART I




I.1

Friday, 2 June 1780, West Sussex, England

 




GABRIEL CROWTHER OPENED his eyes.

‘Mr Crowther, sir?’

The light in the room was weak. Morning light.

‘Whoever it is, send them away,’ he said.

He blinked. The maid was still there.

‘She won’t go, sir. It’s Mrs Westerman from Caveley Park. She said she is determined, sir. And she said to give you this.’

The maid held out a piece of paper, staying as far away from the bed as she could, as if she feared her master would bite.

The intrusion was unusual. Crowther had done a good job of ignoring his neighbours since taking up residence in Hartswood, near Pulborough, the previous summer, and their visits had swiftly petered out. He did not need companions with whom to pass his time and had no intention of participating in diversions, picnics and subscription dinners of what passed for society in the county. The rest of the village never expected to have much to do with him, but after a month or two of observation, many of the local women found the easiest way to still a child was to threaten it with Mr Crowther and his big knife. He was a student of Anatomy. He wanted to know how bodies lived, what record a man’s life left on  his physical remains, and he had the leisure and means to inquire.

His habits soon became known. To the educated, he was a man of science cursed with an appalling lack of manners; to everyone under ten he was a devil doctor who cut the souls from the living bodies of naughty children and ate them.

The maid still held the note out towards him; it trembled a little. He snatched it from her with a low growl and flicked it open. It was written on notepaper - taken from his own desk downstairs, he noticed - in an educated female hand. The writer had not troubled with compliments or excuses about the hour, but confined herself to some dozen words: I have found a body on my land. His throat has been cut.


Crowther passed the note back to his maid.

‘My compliments to Mrs Westerman, and tell her I shall wait on her as soon as I am dressed. Have my horse got ready and brought round.’

The maid stared at him open-mouthed.

‘Do it now, if you please, madam.’

 



The previous evening, Adams Music Shop, Tichfield Street near Soho Square, London

 



Susan Adams pressed her ear to the floor. On the first of each month her father hosted a little concert in his shop for his neighbours and friends. It was a ritual of his since he had begun, in a small way, to succeed with his business of engraving and printing musical scores and selling them, along with collections of popular songs and airs, to London’s musically inclined residents. It was a kind of offering he made in thanks for his seven rooms, workshop and yard. His children built their own rituals around it. Jonathan would come into Susan’s room, claiming he wished to hear the music better, then be asleep before the first piece was over in the comfort of his older sister’s bed.

‘Susan?’ he grumbled. ‘You’re supposed to be in bed too. You can hear the music from here, and it is not so hard as the floor.’

‘Shush, Jonathan. I’m listening.’ She heard a sigh as her brother gave up and fidgeted the bedclothes around him. The air was still heavy with the heat of the June day passed.

‘Well, tell me what is happening then.’ He yawned.

She smiled; one of her blond ringlets tickled her ear. She tucked it away and considered.

‘Mr Paxton, Mr Whitaker and Miss Harding have all arrived. Mr Paxton has his cello, Mr Whitaker is to play my harpsichord and Miss Harding is to sing. They are all drinking punch in the shop.’

‘I helped sweep it this afternoon.’

Susan had watched Jonathan’s attempts to help the maid, Jane, while she tidied away the scores and parts with her father. She did not think he had been very helpful at all, but he was still only six, and should therefore be indulged by someone three years his senior such as herself. Though he could be annoying. She ignored the interruption.

‘The chairs have been dragged into long rows. Mrs Service is sitting very shy in a corner, because she never buys any music, and her dress is old. Mr and Mrs Chase from Sutton Street are here, because Mr Chase loves a little music when business is done. And Mr Graves is here, of course, frowning and trying to rub inkstains off his fingers because he’s only just noticed them.’

There was a sleepy giggle from the bed, followed by: ‘Is Miss Chase here?’

‘Of course.’ Susan leaped up suddenly and stood very straight, pointing one bare and not very clean foot in front of her. ‘She is walking in right now, like this.’

The little girl bent her head to one side, adjusted the shawl over her narrow shoulders and put one hand to her waist; the other gathered a pinch of her nightdress like the full skirts of an evening gown and she moved between the imaginary chairs, smiling to left and right. The room seemed to flood with candlelight and conversation.

Jonathan sat up in bed again. ‘And Mr Graves is watching her?’

‘Yes, from his corner.’

She hopped into a high-backed chair by the empty fireplace and became a tangle of limbs, a young man trying hard to look at his ease, and not entirely succeeding. His mouth opens as if he would like to address someone, then he stops himself and returns to examining his fingernails.

Jonathan laughed again. Susan held up her hand. Faintly from the room below came the first low rasp of Mr Paxton’s violoncello.

‘They are beginning.’

Susan jumped from her chair and crouched again, her ear pressed to the gap between the floorboards. She could feel the music from the room below entering through her hands. She could feel it on her open lips.

 



Crowther was not afraid of silence, but the morning seemed unnaturally bare of birdsong for early June. His visitor had already remounted when he came out of the house, and was waiting with her groom by his own chestnut bay. She had greeted him with nothing more than a nod of her head and then urged her horse forward out of the yard and into the roadway as soon as he had taken the reins. Crowther’s house was the first of any significance in the town, so in moments they were among the fields and hedgerows.

He was surprised, even a little annoyed at her silence. He looked sideways at her profile. A woman in her early thirties perhaps, neatly dressed and at some expense. She could never, even in her first bloom of youth, have been very beautiful. Her face was a little too long, and a little too narrow. Her carriage and neat figure suggested good health and habits, however. Her gloved hands rested easily on the reins and her hair was a dark red, curled under the edge of her riding hat.

‘Do you like it?’ she asked. ‘My maid Dido always rejoices when I agree to have my hair curled. I find it gets in my eyes.’

Crowther started, and faced forward at once. ‘My apologies, madam. I did not mean to stare.’

She turned to him, looking at him squarely for a moment or two, then smiled. Crowther noted the dark green of her eyes, was surprised to find himself wondering briefly what she might think of him.

‘No, I am sorry, Mr Crowther,’ she said. ‘And I must thank you for riding out so early. I have been wondering what to say to you, and I’m sorry to confess that nothing that seems appropriate has occurred to me. I could ask you what you think the weather will be today and how you are enjoying Hartswood, but it hardly seems fitting, given our expedition. So I waited until I had the opportunity to be rude to you instead.’

He almost smiled. ‘Perhaps you can tell me about your discovery and why you have called me rather than the Constable or the magistrate.’

She nodded at the suggestion and tilted her chin up as she chose her words. Her voice was light.

‘Well, my footman has gone to the Squire, in fact, but I read your paper last spring in the Transactions of the Royal Society; you wrote, if you recall, about the signs murderers can leave on their victims, and when I found the body I thought you might be able to read his death like the gypsies read picture cards.’ He looked at her with frank astonishment, and she frowned suddenly and looked out at the road in front of her again. ‘Just because I have my hair curled doesn’t render me incapable of reading, you know.’

Crowther could not decide whether to be offended at her tone, or to offer his apologies again and so did neither as they turned off the main road to Balcombe and then London and entered a narrower lane that, he guessed, must mark the boundary between the lands belonging to Caveley Park and those of the great estate of Thornleigh Hall.

‘The body is in the copse at the top of the hill,’ she said. ‘The best path to it lies through the woods, so we must continue on foot. My man will see to the horses.’

 



Susan could tell by her brother’s breathing that he was asleep. The music finished in applause, and a low female voice began to introduce  the next item. As Susan strained to hear, a floorboard in the passageway outside her door suddenly groaned, making her jump. She could hear people talking.

‘I should have gone years ago, when Elizabeth died. She told me I should, that the past must be looked at squarely or it will chase you down. But there was always a reason to delay.’

It was her father’s voice. On hearing her mother’s name, Susan’s heart squeezed a little in her chest, and she was lost briefly in an odd confusion of pain and comfort. Her mother had smelled of lavender, and had had very soft brown hair. She had died a week to the day after Jonathan was born. The little girl had held her hand till her father told her it was time to let go.

Another voice replied. It belonged to Mr Graves, and was nearly as familiar to her as her father’s. She had heard it almost every day in the shop or at their table, ever since he had come to London. She had seldom heard it so low or so serious as now, though. She thought of how his face might look, and her own tilted down in unconscious mimicry. His collar was not always neat but his grey eyes were always sympathetic, and though he was slender as a reed he could still pick her up and swing her round the shop till she was half-sick with laughing. Miss Chase had come in once to find them playing in this way. Mr Graves had become very red and set her down a little heavily. Susan did not think Miss Chase had minded what they did, or noticed that his brown hair had got rather ruffled.

‘You have spoken so little of your time before London, Alexander,’ he said now. ‘How can I advise you? Why has losing the ring concerned you so? Was it valuable? I have never seen you wear it.’

‘It had no great value to me, or at least I thought not.’ There was a pause. ‘I am surprised that losing it has caused me such upset. It has been nothing but a plaything of Jonathan’s for some years - he likes the lion and dragon on the seal, and I keep it in my bureau and let him play with it whenever I wish to keep him quiet and still - but it  was a last connection to my old home, and now it is gone I begin to worry again. Perhaps I owe something to the people I left there, or to the children. I have told myself I did not, but it itches at me.’

Graves spoke again. ‘There must be some reason you have held back so long. Think further on the matter. You are happy now and it is a fragile and delicate thing, happiness. Jonathan will not grieve long over a ring. Why so disturb your life over a trifle that he will have forgotten in a week?’ He hesitated. ‘Do not attract the attention of the gods now, when you still have so much to lose.’

‘You are right . . .’ Her father stopped again and sighed. Susan knew from his voice that he would be rubbing his chin with his right hand, and shifting the weight off his bad leg. ‘Perhaps the ring will turn up somewhere and my mind will be quiet. I’ll have Jonathan search the workshop again in the morning. He was quite determined that he hadn’t taken it from the bureau without my leave, however, and is rather indignant that I think he may have done so.’ Susan could hear the smile in his voice and looked back towards the bed where her brother slept. He had not mentioned the ring since he had cried so on finding it gone from its little box, but she did not think he had forgotten it yet.

Silence, then the lady downstairs started singing. Susan scrambled to her feet and went to open the door. Alexander and Mr Graves jumped like guilty truants as the light spilled from the children’s room across her shoulders and onto the landing.

Graves smiled at her. ‘Listening to the music, Susan?’

‘Yes, but what are you talking about? Is Papa going away?’

Her father looked between his friend and his daughter and knelt down.

‘Come here, daughter of mine, and tell me something.’ She took the hand he held out towards her. ‘Are you happy, Susan? Would you like to have a maid and a carriage and a large house and a hundred pretty dresses?’

She looked at him to see if he were teasing, but his eyes remained  steady and serious; his breath smelled a little of punch. She was confused.

‘I like this house. And I have seven dresses.’ She heard him sigh, but he pulled her to him at the same time, so she supposed the answer had pleased him.

‘Well then. If you have dresses enough, I don’t think I need go away at all. And I am glad you like this house. I hope we may share it a long while.’

Then he released her and said, ‘Now, as you are awake I think you may be allowed to join us downstairs for a while. Mr Paxton is to give us his Concerto.’

 



For the rest of her life Susan would search out that music, or any that reminded her of it, not only for its elegant passions, but for the memories that it carried of the long parlour by candlelight, the profiles and shoulders of her early friends and neighbours, and the feel of her father’s chest rising and falling below her small hand, her cheek pressed against the silver threads of his waistcoat.




I.2


IT WAS A particularly handsome, particularly English summer’s day, and the Sussex countryside was full of the pleasing and fruitful colours of the season. The meadow where Harriet and Crowther dismounted was glowing with tall buttercups and purple knapweed, and the morning wind that stirred them was lazy and good-humoured. Any civilised man, or woman, might be expected to pause a moment and consider the landscape and his or her place in it. A good season to be away from the city, its bustle and stink. Here the earth was preparing to offer up its gifts to its lords and their dependants. Crops grew, the animals fattened and the soil served those who had cared  for it through the year. Here was England at her best, providing reward to satisfy the body, and beauty to feed the mind and soul.

Mrs Westerman and Crowther, however, were indifferent to the scenery. Neither paused to admire the picturesque swell of the valley’s flanks, or philosophise on the greatness of the nation that had borne them. They disappeared into the woods without a backward glance. The groom dismounted and made his arrangements to lead the horses in his charge to their stables, and it was left to the beasts themselves to admire the view and tear up the wild flowers in their satin jaws.

The path ended in a clearing after some thirty yards of roughish rising ground, overhung with the branches of elm and oak. The way was dry - Crowther tried to remember the last time he had heard rain from the confines of his study - and the air was heavy with the scents of the woodland uncurling into its summer wear. Wild garlic, dew. It would be a pleasant place to walk before beginning the duties of the day, he thought; no doubt that was why Mrs Westerman had happened along this path.

Crowther realised he had not noticed the year was already blooming into its height. He would have been able to tell any man who enquired that today’s date was 2 June, of course, because he had written the date of the previous day in his notebook as he began work, but he never felt the shift of seasons in his bones, as so many in the country claimed to do. He knew winter because it was the best time to dissect, and summer because servants were more likely to complain then of the smells. From the world outside in its greatness, its bulk, its multitudes, he had turned away to pick apart the smallest vessels of life. He had stayed faithful now for years to the mysteries he could confine to his table-top. It had therefore been some months since he had lifted his eyes. Now he could feel the first prick of his sweat under the cotton of his shirt, felt his heart begin to labour with the climb. The sensations were oddly novel. He put his hand to his face where the sun reached it through the leaves.

Mrs Westerman came to a halt, and pointed with her riding crop.

‘There. About ten yards along the track to Thornleigh. My dog noticed it first.’ Her eyes dropped to the path. ‘I took her back to the house before I came to you.’

Crowther glanced at her. The voice was steady enough; her face was perhaps a little flushed, but that might be only a result of the climb. He walked in the direction she had indicated, and heard almost at once a small sigh, and her own footsteps following him.

The body lay just off the track and one might have thought it a bundle of old clothing but for the arm and its waxy grey hand extended at right angles from the tumble of a dark blue cloak.

‘Has the body been moved?’ he asked.

‘No. That is, I got close enough to see that he was dead and how - I lifted the cloak to do so - then covered him again. That is all.’

A little swarm of flies had gathered, and were walking as daintily as shop girls in Ranelagh Gardens around the edges of the cloak, and into the nooks and crannies it hid for their private business. Crowther knelt down, lifted the fold of cloth away from the corpse’s face and looked into the dead eyes. The flies buzzed angrily, and he waved them away without judgement.

He had heard it discussed as a student that in death the retina was imprinted with the last image the eyes had seen. The idea had intrigued him in his younger days, and he had made experiments in his former home with a number of unfortunate dogs and two cats before he had given the idea up as impossible. The signs murder left on the body were at the same time more subtle and more commonplace, but he did believe one could often read the expression of a human corpse. Some looked at peace, others, like this face before him, looked only surprised and a little disappointed. The man was wearing his own hair. Dark blond and thick. Crowther lifted the body a little and felt the ground below the corpse, and the back of his cloak. Both dry. And the body stiff, though perhaps  not fully so. The flies settled again as he let the ground take the body’s weight once more.

‘There was dew on the body when I found it, and the body was not as stiff as it seems to be now,’ Harriet said.

Crowther nodded, but did not look up. ‘Then I imagine that he died last night.’

‘That he was murdered last night,’ she corrected him.

Indeed, the wound through the neck was unequivocal. Crowther waved away the flies again and bent towards it: a single, violent blow completely severing the carotid artery, leaving the man with an extra, gaping mouth. He would not have suffered long, Crowther thought. The blow had been delivered with enough force to almost sever the neck, leaving the shocking white of the man’s vertebrae visible at the back of the wound. A quantity of dark staining around the collar showed where the heart had continued, briefly, to push blood through the body. Crowther looked along the man’s trunk. He was wearing clean-enough looking linen and an embroidered waistcoat that was made of some richer stuff; black stains were dappled across it in ugly dark pools. He could see in his mind’s eye the man caught and held from behind, the knife at its work, then the release of blood glutting out onto the soil with vivid and final force. He looked about him. Yes, there were marks on the trunks of the trees directly in front of him, and the last of the lilies of the valley had caught a little of his blood. They looked as if they were fading under the weight of it. This man lay where he had first fallen.

Harriet followed the movement of his eyes with her own.

‘There is a legend that takes place not far from here,’ she said. ‘A saint did battle with a terrible dragon, and wherever the saint’s blood touched the ground, lilies of the valley have bloomed from that day to this.’ She sighed. ‘Though I doubt we can blame a duel with a dragon for this death, don’t you agree, Mr Crowther? It was not a fight at all, I think. One stroke, from behind. He was probably dead before he fell.’ 

Crowther never liked to be hurried as he worked, and he found her enthusiasm a little grating. He punished her by standing silently and looking about him, particularly behind where the body lay, where a killer might have stood. The thornbushes curtsied at him and he reached among their white flowers to pull free a few threads he saw hanging there; he drew out his handkerchief to wrap them in. Only when they were securely in his pocket did he attempt to make any sort of reply.

‘And you have concluded this as a result of your extensive reading, I suppose, Mrs Westerman?’

‘I have irritated you. Forgive me.’ The frankness of her answer rather embarrassed him. He bowed swiftly.

‘Not at all, madam. Your conclusions are in tune with what I see here.’

She was quiet a moment, twisting the riding crop between her fingers, then spoke softly.

‘It is hard, don’t you think, Mr Crowther, to draw conclusions and have no one to discuss them with? One begins to doubt one’s own judgement, or trust it too much. I did not mean to hurry you. Perhaps I wish to prove to you I am not a fool, and in trying to prove it - behave like one.’ She met his eye briefly and looked away again. ‘To answer your question, I do not read as much as I would like. It was by chance I happened on your article. But perhaps my lack of squeamishness offends you. Before we bought Caveley, and my son Stephen was born, I sailed for three years with my husband. I have seen men killed in war and in peace, and served as a nurse, so I have witnessed more than perhaps I should.’

Crowther looked directly at her and Mrs Westerman turned away, a little embarrassed. Well, Crowther thought as he bent down again to the body, it was a universal truth that in the presence of a corpse people often said more than they intended. He felt it was as a result of this phenomenon that some people believed a corpse could condemn its murderer by bleeding again in his presence. No, the truth was  simply that people had a nasty tendency to run on and confess before such a vivid memento mori.

Crowther began to run his hands over the body. His hand stopped at a bulge in the corpse’s waistcoat pocket and he pushed his long white fingers between the silvery folds of cloth to withdraw a ring. It was heavy in his palm, and as he turned it he saw a crest stamped into the gold. He recognised it from the carriage that rolled through the village from time to time, and also from the gates to the great park. He heard his companion draw in her breath and stood up, dropping it into her outstretched hand. She closed her fist round it, and Crowther could have sworn he heard her curse softly.

‘The arms of Thornleigh Hall, of course,’ he said dryly. She looked at him, then away. He raised an eyebrow. ‘I should have asked before, Mrs Westerman: do you know this man? Is he from Hartswood? Is he from the Hall?’

As she replied she tapped her riding crop against her dress. She did not take her eyes from the body, and her tone was that of private contemplation.

‘He is a stranger. I think if he were from Thornleigh or the village I would know him, but . . . How old do you think this man, and of what condition in life?’

‘I would put him between thirty-five and forty-five. About his condition - I would say he is not poor. He has a coat and cloak, and his hands are clean enough, and unscarred. You can see that yourself. What is it you know, Mrs Westerman, that I do not?’

‘Nothing. Merely local history. And the history says the eldest son of Lord Thornleigh left the protection of his family some fifteen years ago, and would be now of this age. His name was Alexander, Viscount Hardew. He is a blond-haired man in the portrait I have seen.’

She took a pace away from the body and turned to look up the path towards the Thornleigh lands. A breeze murmured through the trees and tugged gently at the edge of Crowther’s coat, as if trying  to take him back to his rooms and his books before any more was spoken, before some line was crossed.

‘You see, sir,’ she went on, ‘I cannot help wondering if this poor man is the heir to the great estates of my neighbours, and if so, why he received so cold a welcome home.’




I.3


AS SUSAN PRACTISED in the shop the morning after the concert, she wondered if she had been a little too quick to turn down the maid and carriage that her father had offered her the night before. The heat was oppressive: she could feel the sweat gathering under her arms and on the back of her neck, and in London heat brought the stench of the city all through the house. It might have been pleasant to drive round the park with a pony and a pretty dress on instead of going through her exercises here in the shop, with the scores and parts of music her father printed and sold piled round her.

Normally the room stayed cool even in the summer, for it was a long and elegant space with nothing to disturb it but her own harpsichord, the counter running along one wall and some small displays of the latest airs and themes arranged on table-tops below the windows, but already this year the air felt hot in her chest. These exercises her body knew almost better than her mind. She could watch her fingers on the keys and hear the pluck and thrum of the instrument as if she watched from outside her own body. It left her free to think while appearing busy, so she let her mind wander through the city outside.

She had seen carriages enough stopping at the shop, and the ladies who tended to get out of them. She had not seen anyone of her own age in them, though. The ladies in carriages tended to have maids with them or more ladies, never young girls. They were all very beautiful, but all seemed to look rather tired as if wearing those heavy dresses was a  great deal of work. She remembered a lady who had come in when she was at her instrument once, and who had wanted her to play at a party for her friends. She had called her a little Mozart and had gone into raptures. That is what she had said. ‘I’m in raptures!’ Her dress made a great deal of noise, and she had red stuff on her mouth. She had put her face right up to Susan’s and declared her ‘such a pretty thing’.

Susan had not liked it. And her father neither. He had been relatively firm with the lady, and she had not come back. He had told Susan that if she met ‘that woman’ on the street she was on no account to go anywhere with her. Susan wondered if she was a Cyprian. She knew about such women from the talk in the Square: they let men kiss them and do other things for money, but as she thought it was something her father would not want her to know, she had not questioned him. There were other ladies who smiled at her without coming so close, and her father often asked her to play through some of the music they sold so the ladies could say if they liked it and take it away to learn. They did all seem only half-alive to her, though. She thought how horrible it must be to walk around so slowly all the time. She found her fingers were playing the next variation all by themselves.

‘We all need time to think, Susan,’ her father said, smiling over his ledger at the counter. ‘But I know perfectly well you have not been concentrating at all in the last little while. If you wish to stop, you may. Otherwise, never forget you are in search of the music under the mechanics.’

Susan looked up. Her father was pushing a thread of his yellow hair out of his eyes. She grinned and sheepishly turned back to the keyboard, trying to remember the music, the cut and run of counterpoint growing under her hand. Alexander was a lover of music. The backyard of their house contained the brute force of his enterprise, the place where the copper plates were kept on which he carved other men’s notes, the presses that fixed them, and he had passed on the love and the craft to his daughter. Yet, at times when the metal smelled  hot and bitter and her hands were reluctant and weak on the keys, music could seem a tyrant and a bully. It mocked her, being always a little beyond what she could do, what she could know. She had seen her papa often enough late and tired sorting through his accounts to suspect he felt the same. Yet music was mother to her now, and her father’s beloved. Her nine years had been spent smothered in music, fed by it. She could not imagine any other way of life.

A gentleman came in through the door, bowed slightly to them both, then turned to browse through the open scores on the counter-top. Susan looked at him again. Perhaps not a gentleman, after all. When her father turned back to his books, the man covertly studied him with a narrowed, calculating look. Her fingers tripped, and he noticed and glanced round at her. His skin was rather yellow. He smiled - and she saw that his front teeth were missing. Just then, the bell rang again, and a woman in a skirt wide enough for three ladies swept in with a loud greeting and offered Alexander her hand. The yellow man slipped away before the door had time to close again. Susan shivered. The feeling of oppression the man had brought into the room lasted with her for much of the rest of the morning, and whatever her efforts, her practices were wasted.




I.4


MRS WESTERMAN’S HOME, Caveley Park, was acknowledged to be a well-run, handsome estate, flourishing under the care of its new owners. True, it had none of the pretensions to greatness of its nearest neighbour, Thornleigh Hall, but Commodore Westerman was a talented and, still better, a lucky commander of some seniority, and it showed in the size of the purchase, and the care with which the refitting of the house and investment in the estate had been carried out. His wife had acquired a reputation as a capable manager of his  interests, and her arrangements were approved of, and often copied by others in the area.

Harriet Westerman had not intended to remain ashore when the purchase was first discussed, but a number of circumstances had rendered her presence on the estate both practical and necessary while her husband continued abroad, first in the Channel and since the New Year serving his Sovereign by cruising the West Indies. She had therefore given up life aboard ship, or at some far-flung naval base, dining sometimes with potentates and kings, sometimes with fishermen and the threadbare officers of the more uncomfortable postings round her country’s growing empire, and taken on instead the more settled life of a country gentlewoman.

The first of these circumstances was the realisation that an estate of this size would need more close attention than the irregular and unreliable communications from a ship of His Majesty’s Navy might allow. The second was the birth of her son, Stephen who, though now he seemed to be thriving and strong, had been a weak, sickly sort of baby - reluctant to grow fat in sea air. He had been born afloat on his father’s ship as she laboured against unseasonable winds home from a posting in the East Indies. The Westermans had already lost one child in the previous year, and the grief of that little boy’s loss was a small burning place between them. He had been born and died on the far side of the world, and lived long enough only to be named. His little body was laid in the ground of the East India Company’s church in Calcutta. Harriet still sometimes saw that little patch of foreign soil under her feet even as she walked her paths of English lavender. She spoke of that time rarely even with her sister. The Westermans would do all they could to avoid such another grief. The question of the little boy’s remaining on land with some respectable family had been touched upon, but Captain Westerman put the case forcefully for the advantages of a mother’s care.

The third consideration, and perhaps this last was sufficient in  itself, was that Mrs Westerman’s father, an unambitious West Country clergyman already a widower himself for some years, had failed to recover after a riding accident and died, leaving his younger daughter, Rachel, without protection, poor, and at only fourteen, scarcely capable of making her own way in the world.

Mrs Westerman came home then with her child and gave up any intention she might once have had of going to sea again. She made herself manager and guardian of the Commodore’s lands and offered her sister a permanent home. Mrs Westerman’s and Miss Trench’s arrival was celebrated in the neighbourhood, and Harriet became a valued member of local society as soon as her sense, sound principles, and the value of the Commodore’s lands were generally know. She could, perhaps, be a little sharp at times, and a little inclined to enthusiasm, even contradicting her older neighbours if she felt they erred in matters domestic or political, but these mis-steps were put down to her strange experiences following her husband around the world, and allowances were made. The sister was generally thought of as a good, refining influence in the household, and was encouraged by the matrons of the county to regard herself as such. However, her own disappointments had been the occasion of some sad reflections in the past, and her future was still uncertain.

 



Miss Rachel Trench had heard the commotion of voices in the hallway and the yap of her sister’s greyhound as she drank her breakfast chocolate, looking out at the view to the woods from the salon, but it was the little suppressed shriek from Dido, their maid, that caused her to stand up and open the door. Mrs Heathcote glanced at her, then shooed Dido away towards the kitchen. William, their footman, nodded to her also, but set out through the main door before she could speak to him, pulling his hat over his ears as he went. Rachel looked at the housekeeper. She seemed very white, and Rachel felt herself pale in preparation for bad news.

‘What’s happening, Mrs Heathcote? My sister . . .’

‘Mrs Westerman is quite well, but there’s been a body found in the spinney, Miss Rachel. A man with his throat cut.’

Rachel felt the world shift around her and put out a hand to steady herself against the doorway. In the sudden blank of her mind she heard her brother-in-law’s voice. She had once demanded some useful knowledge from him after his years of travel as they dined one afternoon. He had laughed and said, ‘If there is an earthquake, my dear sister, stand under the doorframe and wait till it is over.’

Mrs Heathcote took two small steps towards her, shielding her from the view of the retreating maid.

‘Miss, be calm. They say it is a stranger.’

The housekeeper laid one hand under the girl’s elbow. Rachel nodded, and not daring to look the woman in the face, retreated back into the salon.

 



‘Where is the body to go? Do you have something in mind?’ Crowther asked.

‘I have sent a note to the younger son of Thornleigh Hall - Hugh. I despatched your man, in fact, while I was waiting for you to dress. If this is Alexander, I imagine they will wish him to be taken to the house. If not, we may receive him at Caveley, my home, and wait for the Squire.’

Crowther decided not to offer his thoughts on people who gave orders to other people’s servants, merely remarking, ‘Mrs Westerman, you know I have made it my business this year to learn as little as possible about my neighbours.’

She smiled sideways at him. ‘Other than to observe the types that pass in front of your house, you mean, sir?’ He looked at her with a frown as she said almost gaily, ‘Your habit of watching your neighbours go by like exhibition specimens from your parlour window has been noted.’

Crowther felt a little exposed, but Mrs Westerman did not wish to tease him. She became serious.

‘I expect you would like to know more about the Thornleigh family? Very well. Thornleigh is not the richest estate in the county, but it is one of the largest.’ She pointed with her crop to the north. ‘Lord Thornleigh is the Earl of Sussex, and the extent of the lands reflect his exalted state. Theirs is the land to the horizon there, and they own some of the farms beyond. The house itself is magnificent, hidden from its neighbours in a great park, and full of treasures ancient and modern. A wonder. I have not been there for some time, though the housekeeper gives tours to the curious, and we are told the last King himself has rested there. I understand they have a pocket-knife that belonged to James the First in a drawer ready to be displayed to anyone who asks to see it.’ The crop flicked back over her shoulder up the hill they had just climbed. ‘They own all the land to the west of the village, of course. It is a fine estate, though I suspect it to be run these days in a cheese-paring sort of way.’

‘Lord Thornleigh is still in residence?’

‘Yes, as is his second wife. But he is very ill. He had a seizure of some sort shortly after we arrived at Caveley and has not spoken since. He is very rarely seen and never mentioned. I believe he is cared for by his own staff in the upper part of the building. There are three sons. Alexander - the eldest, and missing heir to the title - and Hugh, whom you will soon meet, are sons of Lord Thornleigh’s first wife. His second wife also has a little boy, Eustache.’

‘I have seen her with him driving past my house.’

‘Yes.’ Harriet paused, as if unsure what further to say. ‘Hugh served with the Army in the Americas, and was wounded. He returned almost four years ago when his father was taken ill.’

Crowther thought of a gentleman he had noticed in the village; he had been searching for the book that had been his company over dinner one evening and from the front parlour, where he found it, he  had seen this gentleman meeting friends outside the Coaching House, some little way along the street from his own front door. Or rather, he had heard a loud greeting and turned to see who it was who had reason to be so demonstrably pleased with themselves. He had seen a young and solid-looking gentleman in profile and Crowther had recognised in himself the typical mix of envy and contempt men of his age commonly feel for the young, and was meditating on the emotion in the gloom of his empty house, when the young man turned to greet another - and Crowther saw that the right side of his face from the middle of the cheek to the hairline was badly scarred, and one eye milky and dead. Even in the darkness of the evening the skin looked freshly torn. It was as if some devil had so envied the young man’s looks, he had forced a partial trade.

‘A musket misfired,’ he said, almost to himself, then catching Harriet’s look of surprise: ‘I have observed him from my front window,’ this with a wry smile, ‘and the injury is distinctive.’

Almost at once Crowther heard steps coming up the path from Thornleigh. The gentleman himself was approaching fast.

He should, given his features and form, have been handsome, but the wound was violent, his expression was ugly, and his dress a little slovenly. As the distance between them shortened, Crowther took the chance to study him as he would a subject on a table: broken veins around the nose, a high colour and darkly rimmed eyes. A drinker. Liver disease in all likelihood already advanced. Crowther would not be surprised to smell wine on his breath even this early in the day. It still surprised him how many great houses could turn out sons who failed, in his opinion, to be gentlemen.

The man began to speak in a hoarse baritone before he had quite reached them.

‘Mrs Westerman, do you know how many times in the years since I came home I have been asked to look at corpses of men likely to be my brother? Four. Two itinerants who decided to die in Pulborough  without leaving any convincing address, one unfortunate drowned in the Tar and dragged up a month later when his own mother wouldn’t know him, and one corpse in Ashwell who turned out to be dark-haired and a foot shorter than Alexander was when he left home. And now you, ma’am, are scouring the countryside to find me others.’

Crowther glanced across at his companion. For the first time that morning she looked a little shocked, and he thought he saw a tremble in her hand. He stepped forward and bowed - low enough to suggest sarcasm.

‘Well, at least, sir, this gentleman had the consideration to be murdered relatively close to your home. So the inconvenience is kept to a minimum.’

The young man started and turned to face him, Crowther realised he had been standing where Mr Thornleigh’s damaged vision might have missed him, and wondered if he would have spoken in such a manner to a lady if he had not thought she was alone. He looked strong, powerful still in spite of the drink. Riding probably, though youthful bulk was already beginning to turn to fat. Crowther imagined what his muscular forearm would look like with its skin removed. The younger man cleared his throat, and had the decency at least to look a little embarrassed.

‘You are our natural philosopher, Mr Crowther, are you not?’

‘I am.’

‘I am Hugh Thornleigh.’ He bowed and shook his head, and seemed to deflate a little. ‘My apologies, Mrs Westerman. I spoke very ill-naturedly. Thank you for your note, and I hope the shock of finding this unfortunate has not been too great.’ He paused again, and cleared his throat. ‘I hope your family is well.’

Crowther could almost like him now. There was a residual charm under the ill-temper, a pleasing deference to Mrs Westerman. It was as if when he had shaken his head it had dislodged a mask, and he had found his own better self beneath it. He was a bear in a frockcoat. A beast - domesticated. Crowther remembered his own brother.

Mrs Westerman, though, was still angry. Her voice was cold, and she looked through the young man as she spoke rather than at him.

‘We are all well, Mr Thornleigh. Here is the body.’ She flicked aside the cloak again from the body’s face with the tip of her crop. Thornleigh sucked in his breath.

‘I had thought perhaps a vagrant. You did say murdered . . .’ He stepped nearer. ‘Was anything found on him?’ Harriet dropped the ring into his outstretched hand then withdrew, pulling on her glove again. Hugh shuddered a little as it hit his palm and caught the sun. Then he looked at them again quickly. ‘Nothing else?’

‘We have not completed rifling through his pockets, I’m afraid,’ Crowther said. ‘May I ask, sir, do you know this man?’

Hugh caught his tone and steadied himself.

‘I am sure he is not Alexander, though this man is of his age and colouring. Again my apologies, madam. I do not know how he came by the ring, though. That is indeed Alexander’s. I wear one very much the same.’ He extended his left hand, showing them the twin of the ring they had found, shining on his middle finger.

‘Can you be sure?’ Harriet asked. ‘I think you once said you have not seen Alexander for many years.’

‘I saw him last in sixty-five, shortly before I joined my regiment. But I am sure. If Alexander ever lay before me, I would know him, however many years had passed. This man means nothing to me. I believe, therefore, it cannot be my brother.’ He turned to Crowther. ‘My brother broke his leg badly as a child in a fall. After, he walked always with a slight limp. Would you be able to tell if this man had had such an injury, were you to examine him more fully? But perhaps I ask too much.’

‘The injury would show, and I am happy to examine the body further.’

Hugh nodded shortly. ‘Well, that may serve as confirmation for the Coroner and his men, and you have my thanks. But I am sure in my  own mind that this is not Alexander. And thank God for that.’

Mrs Westerman sighed. ‘Well, I am glad to hear it. I believe the body is just in Caveley Park lands, so I will have this poor man taken into my house till the Squire arrives, and we find out what is to be done - unless you have any objection, Thornleigh.’

Hugh looked at her longer than perhaps he should have done before he spoke, and as he looked, Crowther saw an expression of longing and shame that made him think of a whipped dog, pass over his face. Crowther found himself speculating. The young, battle-scarred neighbour, the husband away at sea . . . Then he smiled at himself. He was turning romantic.

‘Of course, Mrs Westerman. Can I be of any further assistance?’

‘No. The men from the park will be here shortly and we will accompany the body.’

‘Very well.’ And with no more than a bow to them both, Hugh turned and made his way back down the hill again - as fast, it seemed, as he could manage without running from the place.

‘He drinks,’ Crowther said, as he watched the blue frockcoat swallowed up again by the woodland. Harriet had leaned against one of the ash trees on the edge of the path.

‘Yes, I’m afraid he does. The steward, Wicksteed, runs the place while he keeps company with a bottle.’

‘It will kill him in the end - and fast, I think, if he is already at this stage in such relative youth.’

‘Good.’

Crowther twisted round to stare at her. An unusual woman certainly, but to say such a thing! He had not realised he could still be shocked by the speeches of a gentleman’s daughter. His manners must have remained more nice than he had thought. Mrs Westerman continued merely to look at the ground in front of her, tapping her crop. It was only moments before he heard more footsteps and saw Harriet’s groom with another man approaching up the path. She sighed and lifted her eyes.

‘My poor peaceful copse. It is as busy as Cheapside this morning.’ She straightened and gave the men their orders with calm good sense, then turned back to Crowther. ‘Come over to the house with me, Mr Crowther. We shall meet with the Squire and then examine this man a little more closely.’

As her servants made ready to carry the body to Caveley, Crowther noticed her gaze at the path down which Hugh had disappeared. Her anger seemed to have dissipated, and her face was filled now only with regret.




I.5


THE FEAR THAT she was about to hear that Hugh had slit his own throat nearly within sight of her home had left Rachel pale and nervous for some time, but she had recovered enough to greet her sister and Mr Crowther when they arrived and pour tea for them both without any shake in her hand.

She had seen Mr Crowther once or twice in the street, and once through the upper windows of his own house, staring out into the road apparently unaware of anything before him, and naturally she had heard the gossip about him from her maid when he first arrived. A recluse and a mystery. She had not thought of him a great deal, however, over the year he had been in Hartswood, her mind being much engaged with her own concerns, but she was glad of the opportunity to study him more closely now. She guessed him to be in his fifties, he wore his own hair, was very pale and almost painfully thin, but his height and the steady confidence of his deportment gave him a presence she could not help admiring. She had expected the brusqueness she associated with professional men, but his movements were smooth. There must have been a time, she thought, when he was used to company. His features were fine, though the lips were  thin and his expression was, if not welcoming, then not outright hostile either. He looked around their salon with polite curiosity and so she decided to like him.

Rachel had often thought her sister was not the most gracious of hostesses, but even she was surprised at the complete lack of any attempt to make conversation with their guest. Harriet was staring out across the room with her chin in one hand, rapping her fingers against her cheek. Rachel felt the duty of the house fall on her shoulders; she was young and therefore keen to supply what deficiencies she sensed in others.

‘I am glad to meet you, Mr Crowther. You are a man of mystery in our society.’

Crowther looked at Mrs Westerman’s sister and struggled for a minute to remember her name.

‘I am not sociable, Miss Trench. I am sure it is my loss.’

Harriet snorted. ‘Oh, most definitely, Mr Crowther. My sister is a fiend at backgammon and whist. You have missed any number of stimulating evenings by your refusal to know your neighbours.’ There was an unmistakable sneer in her voice, and Rachel felt it directed at herself. She blushed and got up a little quickly.

‘You must excuse me,’ she said. ‘I need to go and speak to Mrs Heathcote about dinner.’

Crowther barely had time to bow before she had left the room, and Harriet watched her go with a frown.

‘Damn. I have upset her. I am an unfeeling sort of sister at times. But she is only eighteen, you know, and rather prim for her age.’

Crowther said nothing, but continued to observe Mrs Westerman over the rim of his very elegant tea cup.

‘I am trying to decide what is the right thing to be done, Mr Crowther, and poor Rachel’s attempts to be polite were an irritant.’

Crowther decided not to comment on her temper, but asked instead, mildly enough, ‘And what do you conclude, Mrs Westerman? What  is the right thing to be done?’

She looked up into the corner of the room.

‘I shall start by saying what I think will happen now, and trust you to catch me if my conclusions are faulty.’ He nodded. ‘Well, then. First the Squire will arrive, and tell us that the Coroner is summoned and will be meeting with his jury in the Bear and Crown tomorrow afternoon. He will ask us for our opinions and agree we should examine the body for any further indications as to who the man might be, and why he has come here, and check that our unknown friend does not have a leg-break such as Alexander must have.’ She ticked the points of her narrative off on her fingers. ‘We will find nothing conclusive to add to what we already know. Tomorrow the Coroner will listen to us in a gentlemanlike manner, and the jury conclude that this unknown was killed by other unknowns for unknown reasons and ask God to have mercy on his soul. Ideally, someone will have spotted him coming from London and from there, as we know, all vice and evil makes its way. We shall therefore conclude that his destruction followed him from town, and that will be an end to it. Apart from the fact that you will be watched carefully for a day or two after the burial to check that you do not dig up the body to experiment on in your godless manner.’

Crowther smiled. ‘And that will be that.’

They were silent for a little while.

‘Do you think, Mr Crowther, that he was in those woods by chance?’

The question was asked lightly, but as he replied he looked at Harriet quite steadily.

‘No. I think he went there to meet someone, and either that person or another who knew of the meeting, attacked and killed him.’

‘And given the meeting place . . . ?’

‘And given the meeting place, he expected to meet someone from either Thornleigh or Caveley. I think you believe the same, and yet I doubt you suspect anyone in your own household. But that does not necessarily help us understand what the right course of action might be.’

Mrs Westerman stood and walked over to where the French windows gave out onto the lawns at the side of the house.

‘My husband and I were a little naive perhaps, when we bought this estate. It has not been easy to manage a household of this size, and look after its interests while he is away. I did it all at first for my husband and my son.’ She turned quickly, smiling at him. ‘I have a daughter too - just six months old. Her name is Anne. Born the day before her father sailed for the West Indies.’ Her features softened a little when she spoke about her children. Crowther began to ready himself for some fuller discussion of their unique gifts and graces, but she moved on. ‘Perhaps if I had my own way, I would abandon it even now, but I can be stubborn, Mr Crowther. This is now my home, the village is my home and Thornleigh seems to sit above it all like a great black crow. There is something wrong in that house. Something wounded and rotten. I am sure of it.’

He set aside his cup and looked up at her a little wearily.

‘And have been sure for a while, I dare say,’ he replied, ‘and now you have all the moral authority a corpse on your lands can give you, so you may have the adventure of exposing it. It will make a change from estate management. Oh, and as you described Thornleigh as nestling in its own valley a little while ago, I don’t think I can allow you to have it as a crow towering above the neighbourhood. Perhaps the black dragon in its cave.’

She looked surprised. ‘I am glad I called you, Mr Crowther. You are very frank.’

‘You summoned me from my bed before noon, have shown a terrible lack of deference to the local lords, and sworn at least once in my presence. You should not expect me to bother with the normal forms of politeness.’

She looked at him, but there was no sign of a smile to lighten his words.

‘I prefer it so,’ she replied, looking more pleased than he expected.  ‘And you are probably right about my metaphors. I have always had a fondness for dragons, though I shall not malign them with comparison to Thornleigh. Thornleigh Hall can be a malignant spider’s nest when I next feel my rhetoric take hold of me.’ He did allow himself to smile a little now. She looked at him directly. ‘Are you not curious also? Do you not wish to know why this man died, and by whose hand? Those threads you gathered in the copse . . . I took that action to mean the puzzle interests you?’

He sighed and shifted in his seat.

‘This is not a parlour game, madam. You shall not complete a riddle and gain polite applause for it. You must ask impertinent questions, and however just your cause, it is unlikely you will be thanked for it. Many good men and women have refused to go down that path and perhaps you should think about following their example. I confine my work to the dead as a rule because the dead speak a great deal more truth, and are often better company than the living. For many years now I have preferred a dead dog to a hand of cards.’ Harriet was surprised into another laugh, as he continued unemotionally: ‘Perhaps I will help you drive out your nest of spiders, or dragons or crows, but I do so from a position of strength. I have nothing to lose.’

‘And I do? My reputation you mean? It is already known I can be a little outspoken, but yes, possibly I may do further damage to it by pursuing this business. So be it. I must do what I think is right if I am to look my family in the eye. Your assistance would be invaluable. I wonder how I can ask it, though. You may have nothing to lose, but I cannot see any gain for you in this. I do not flatter myself you offer your services for the pleasure of my company.’

‘Perhaps you should.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘No, madam, I have no intention of flirting with you, but you spoke before about the dangers of being isolated and how one’s judgement may become warped as a result.’ He looked down sadly at the design of the carpet  under his black shoes. ‘I fear I am looking in the wrong place in my current work, so you take me from nothing of importance, and you know from my paper that I occasionally indulge an interest in the markers of murder. I have nothing better to do than help you ruin yourself.’

‘Whatever your motives, sir, you have my thanks.’

The door opened and the maid stepped into the room.

‘Ma’am, the Squire is here.’

‘Very good, Dido.’

As the Squire bustled in he beamed at Harriet with such open-hearted pleasure, Crowther’s thin frame was almost thrown back by the force of it.

Squire Bridges was a well-built man, perhaps some ten years older than Crowther, and could never have been mistaken for anything in his life other than an English country gentleman of the old school. He had the red complexion and solid girth of a man who enjoyed vigorous exercise and noisy dinners. Indeed, his personality seemed altogether too solid and massive for the gentle confines of the salon - it seemed to strain at the walls, questing amongst the furniture to spread as much goodwill as possible. Crowther felt immediately tired, looking at him.

The Squire flung himself towards them with his hands outstretched.

‘Dear Mrs Westerman, what a pleasure to see you! An ornament to the morning! And looking as ever the picture of health! I must take a proper look at you, my dear. For you know, Mrs Bridges will not let me rest till she has extracted every particular of your appearance from me, as well as all the news! And Miss Rachel is three times more beautiful this month than last - we just exchanged our good days in your hallway. We do not meet often enough, my dear. I feel it, and my wife feels it, and tells me so!’

Harriet stepped forward with a laugh and shook the Squire’s hand with great friendliness.

‘I am very well, as you see, sir. You may deliver good reports of us all. Stephen is blooming, the baby strong, and the latest news of Commodore Westerman full of fine winds and good officers! That is to say, he speaks well of those under his command.’

The Squire’s attention sharpened a little. ‘He has some doubts over Rodney, perhaps?’ Harriet said nothing. ‘Well, we shall see, we shall see.’ Then he looked enquiringly towards Crowther, who had slunk into whatever thin shadows the room could afford as if he feared the Squire would eat him.

‘Squire, this is Mr Crowther who took the Laraby house last summer. Mr Crowther, our local Justice and good friend to all, Squire Bridges.’

They made their bows, the Squire’s face lightening still further with the anticipation of a new acquaintance.

‘An honour, sir. I have heard of your reputation as a man of science and am glad to know you. Very glad indeed.’ He peered eagerly into Crowther’s face for a moment. Then, turning back to his hostess he became in a moment all serious concern. ‘Now Mrs Westerman, tell me of this sad business. All I know is a body was found in your woods this morning.’

Harriet proceeded to share with him all they knew of how the man had died and Hugh’s conviction that it was not his brother. The Squire’s face grew gradually more sombre, and as she continued, he could not refrain from exclaiming under his breath, ‘Oh, a sad business! How shocking!’

Harriet finished and the Squire was quiet a few moments. Then: ‘I am at a loss, Mrs Westerman. We can, of course, enquire in the villages to see if any stranger has been seen over the last two nights, and if anything might have given rise to reasonable suspicion. This is beyond all my experience, I am afraid. Dear madam, we are old friends so I shall not scruple to announce myself deeply uneasy. Enquiries must be made, indeed. The ring is a confusing factor; it  darkens matters, darkens them considerably. Did the family have any knowledge of Alexander’s whereabouts over these past years?’

‘I have heard of none.’

‘There have been rumours,’ the Squire said, ‘mostly centred on London. I have not heard the matter discussed at the Hall. Well, the Coroner and his jury must be summoned. May I borrow one of your lads to show me the spot, and I shall view the body, of course, and dash off a note or two. A sad business indeed.’ He turned to Crowther. ‘And are you willing, sir, to make the necessary examinations of the body? We would be most grateful.’ Crowther bowed.

The Squire beamed. ‘Of course, of course. Capital. Good fellow.’

‘And who is the Coroner?’ Harriet asked.

The Squire spoke as much to the fireplace as to either of his companions, and scratched absently behind his wig as he did so.

‘Oh, a mean little man from near Grasserton. He took on the duties to add lustre to his lawyering. He’ll hold his session tomorrow afternoon at the Bear and Crown, I imagine. I’ll have to ask you to attend, my dear. And no doubt one of the jurors will write it all up for the London papers - they always do, these days. So sorry.’

Harriet put her hand on the Squire’s sleeve.

‘No matter, sir. Will you be able to dine with us when we have finished examining the body?’ If Harriet noticed the flick of the Squire’s eyes at the suggestion that she would be examining the body with Crowther, she gave no sign of it. ‘I believe Mrs Heathcote intends for us to be at table at four. If Mrs Bridges can spare you, of course.’

The Squire immediately brightened again. ‘Why! If I get sufficiently detailed news for her of yourself and your doings, she will gladly spare me most of the evening! I will go to the Coroner and arrange for the jury to be summoned.’

Harriet touched the bell, and Dido appeared to lead him away.

The Squire turned to Crowther. ‘Your servant, sir,’ he said, and left the room with a bow.




I.6


WHILE THE SQUIRE began to marshal the limited resources of the law - himself, the Coroner and a Constable chosen by the local parishioners as the person least likely to give them any trouble - Harriet led Crowther out of the house and towards the body. They turned in at a collection of outbuildings, and passing by the current generous stables, Harriet took him to a smaller building in the corner of the yard which had housed the horses of Caveley Park in earlier times. It was a large open space, the north and south walls each partitioned into three empty stalls, and with a large unglazed window to the east with the shutters thrown back. The raw beams rose, ghostly, into the shadow of the roof ’s incline, and the stone flags under their feet were patterned by the heavy sunlight from the window and door. Motes of dust and straw shifted in the air. Odd pieces of tackle still hung from huge iron nails driven between the stalls, and the air tasted of lavender and old leather. In the central space in front of them a long table had been set, used normally in the yard for holiday and harvest feasts, Crowther supposed. Now the body was laid out on it, decently covered in a white linen sheet. It looked like an offering. There were cloths, a wide bowl and ewer on a bench under the window.

Crowther placed a hand to his brow and exhaled. When he opened his eyes again, he found Harriet’s gaze on him, her head tilted to one side.

‘Forgive me, but you look very tired, Mr Crowther.’

‘I am, Mrs Westerman. It is my habit to work at night, and keep to my bed in the morning when not viewing the slaughtered gentry of the neighbourhood.’ He weaved his hands together and stretched his fingers, making them crack, then continued in a practical tone: ‘Now, this will not be a full dissection. This is not the weather, the  body must be viewed by the Coroner’s men in the morning, and I think we can be certain as to how this man died. We will confine ourselves to externals and examine his leg for any old injury.’ Harriet drew herself very straight and nodded. Crowther suspected she was fighting the impulse to salute.

He had removed his coat and was turning to hang it on a convenient nail when he noticed his own tools, wrapped in their soft leather roll on the bench beside the ewer and bowl.

‘How came these here?’

‘William picked them up from your people as he came back through the village. Had you not required them, they would have been returned before you had noticed they were gone.’

‘Your house is well run.’

‘William and David were both at sea with my husband and myself. Mrs Heathcote’s husband serves with him still. I could not wish for a better family. The maids still come and go, but in general I believe a woman never had better servants, or more loyal.’

Crowther turned to the corpse again, wondering if Miss Rachel Trench had ever been to sea, and if not, what she thought of the family now gathered round her.

He had been expecting Mrs Westerman to leave him at this point, but she did not. Instead, she folded back her habit from her wrists, and picked up an apron to cover her skirts. Catching his look, she gave him a wary half-smile.

‘You did say it would not be a full examination.’

‘Indeed.’

‘Then I think I shall stomach it.’ She moved to the body and folded away the linen cover, then, her attention caught, she bent down to examine the hand.

Crowther had studied with some of the best surgeons and teachers of anatomy in Europe. They were busy practical men, their inquisitiveness their main feature, their niceties blunted by their  commerce with the dead and the necessary dealings with the underworld of bodysnatchers and resurrection men. He had seen any number of corpses cut up and manhandled, the floor slippery with blood and air thick with human effluvia while a dozen men in powdered wigs jostled over a body to examine some peculiarity pointed out by their instructors. He thought now that he had never seen a sight as shocking, or as strangely beautiful, as Mrs Harriet Westerman taking the stiff fist of the corpse between her own white hands and stooping to examine the dead flesh. Its grey, waxen emptiness alongside the delicate colouring of her face and intelligence in her eyes, seemed a metaphor of divine spark. If she had breathed on that hand and made it warm again, and alive, Crowther would have accepted the miracle and believed.

‘He has a hold of something. Do you have a pair of tweezers?’

‘Of course.’

He handed them to her and watched as she pushed them between the man’s fingers. She bit her lip when she was concentrating.

‘There!’

She passed the tweezers back to him with a flourish; in between their delicate silver tips Crowther saw a scrap of paper. The corner of a sheet, torn off.

‘He had something with him. A note or letter to go with the ring and it was taken from him,’ she said immediately.

‘Perhaps. Or perhaps it was a note from his tailor.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘I doubt anyone goes to meet someone in the woods, in darkness, with a note from their tailor clasped in their hand. Though I understand you. I am too quick.’ She reclaimed the scrap of paper, folded it into her handkerchief and put it to one side.

‘You are perhaps a little hasty. But your methods are just as I would advise.’

‘You forget. I read your article and watched you this morning. I am your student.’

Crowther raised his eyebrows briefly and returned to the body.

The cloak revealed no more than a purse with a few shillings and Crowther wondered where this man’s other possessions, if he had any, might be waiting, dumbly, for him to return. His boots were rather dusty, but whole. The clothes he wore were of passable quality, though a little worn in places, but only the material and design of the waistcoat showed any pretensions to fashion. Was its purchase one indulgence in an otherwise sober existence? An attempt at gentility? Crowther rubbed the stuff of the waistcoat between his thumb and forefinger, feeling the quality of the fabric. It might have been his own at one stage of his life.

‘How far away are we from Pulborough? And does the stage stop there?’ he asked, and Harriet looked up at him with surprise. ‘I have not needed to make the journey since my arrival in Hartswood,’ he explained.

‘It is about four miles. The stage to London passes there on Tuesdays, from London on Thursdays. You are wondering how he reached our village.’

‘I am. But it is most likely if he came from London, it was by coach and then on foot. He has the dust of the road on his feet.’

Mrs Westerman merely nodded then took up a cloth, wet it, and began calmly to clean the blood away from around the horrid gash in the neck. Crowther stared for a second, then fetched a cloth of his own and started the same work opposite her. Their silence stretched into minutes, and Crowther slowly became aware of a sense of reverence, of humility in the warm room making its way into his bones. He recognised it from his own workroom; that sense of wonder that came to him as he concentrated on these bodies, these vessels through which life so fleetingly, and often with such cruelty, flew. The sensation was, he had recognised long ago, the nearest he would ever come to religion.

Returning to the window, he dropped his cloth into the basin, watching for a moment as the water bloomed pink around it. He recalled Harvey’s words: A‘ll the parts are nourished, cherished, and quickened  with blood, which is warm, perfect, vaporous, full of spirit . . .’ This wondrous substance that flowed through the hearts of every man, whatever his condition or nature, this symbol of love and death floating free from his fingertips. He thought again of the dark marks on the tree trunks in the coppice, and wondered how long it would be till the local children made a little shrine of terror about them.

Turning back to the body, he crouched down to examine the wound afresh, and with infinite gentleness placed a finger on the edges of skin.

‘Mrs Westerman.’ His voice sounded unnaturally loud in the room, after their long silence. ‘If you have the stomach for it, come and look at this wound again and tell me what you see.’

Her greenish eyes searched his face for a moment, then she walked slowly round the edge of the table, her bloodied cloth still in her hands, and gave her attention directly to the place he indicated, her face bent to the horror of the wound. Her voice as she spoke was composed.

‘The cut is deepest here, on the right side. So if he was surprised from behind . . .’ She frowned.

Crowther took a knife from the roll behind him. ‘May I?’

‘Of course.’

He stood behind her, took the knife in his right hand and said, ‘You are looking forward . . .’

‘Waiting for whomever I am meeting to appear in the clearing . . .’

‘I come up behind you. Take you by the shoulder . . .’ He did so, placing his left hand on her shoulder, and with his right brought the knife in front of her body, hovering a few inches from her throat. His own mouth went suddenly dry and as if from a great height he saw himself, the woman, the body.

‘I see,’ Harriet said. ‘The force came on the right side of the wound as the cut was completed. He was murdered by a man who favoured his right.’

‘And who was of about the same height, since the cut goes straight back to the vertebra.’

Harriet looked at the knife that hovered still in front of her. ‘Whereas if you were to cut my throat,’ she told him, ‘the wound would most likely be angled upwards, given your superior height.’

He bowed and moved carefully away.

 



Mrs Westerman stood a little apart as Crowther looked for evidence of a break in the lower limbs of the corpse. He opened the flesh to expose the bone from knee to ankle. Again he felt the sweat slowly gathering at his neck. The bone in both legs was solid and clean. ‘Harriet did not speak as he worked, merely nodding as he showed her that the bones were true. He felt her attention as he folded the flesh back over the leg and with a curved needle of his own design knitted the skin back together with silk. It was neatly done, and some part of him expected to be praised for it, but when he looked up, he saw that her mind was already elsewhere.

‘This was a cowardly attack,’ she said.

‘To cut someone’s throat from behind, in the night? Yes, that is cowardice - or desperation. You never believed this was an affair of honour, I think.’

‘I did not, but I have been thinking further as you sliced up his shins. The murder was done swiftly, quietly. There is no sign to suggest this was done in the heat of the moment, in a fight or argument.’

‘Though words may have been exchanged and the murderer returned.’

‘Perhaps. In either case the murder was done, and the note taken ... the note - but not the ring. It was not hard to find and it indicates a connection to the family at Thornleigh Hall. If the murder was done with an aim to secrecy, as the wound indicates, why not take the ring and conceal the body, at least to some degree?’

Crowther walked to the ewer and found himself briefly confused  about how to wash his hands without getting matter on the water jug. Harriet came over and lifted it to pour over his wrists. He worked the blood free from his short nails, then took up a fresh cloth and began to dry his fingers, looking up into the shadowed roofspace above them. Harriet moved away to cover the body again.

‘Perhaps the murderer was disturbed,’ he said to the empty air above him.

‘Someone, other than the murderer, arrived to keep the appointment? That would be interesting,’ Harriet mused, then continued with a sigh, ‘I wish we knew more about this man, Crowther. Neither rich nor poor, tall nor short. He is a blank.’

‘As you say, Mrs Westerman. But the clothes tell us something. It is they that convince me this man is not Alexander Thornleigh—’

‘The Honourable Alexander Thornleigh - Viscount Hardew to give him his proper title. One should address an Earl’s son properly, even in absentia.’

‘I stand corrected,’ he said, then continued, ‘As I was saying, the contrast between cloak and waistcoat convinces me more than the soundness of his leg bones or even his brother’s word. This is a man who would spend a large amount of money on a waistcoat, but not his travelling cloak. That speaks of one who wishes to pretend in company that he has more money than his cloak tells us he has, yet Mr Thornleigh, from what you tell me, has abandoned for fifteen years great rank and fortune.’

Harriet looked at Crowther for a long time, considering, then threw up her hands.

‘For a man so unwilling to look his fellow creatures in the eye, you are a subtle student of psychology,’ she declared, and he bowed.

There was a gentle knock at the door, and Dido put her face around the opening. Seeing the body covered, her expression became less fearful and she came far enough into the room to drop a curtsy to them.

‘Excuse me, ma’am. The Squire has returned from the village and Cook is ready to serve dinner.’

‘We shall come in at once.’ The maid let the door drop behind her. Harriet turned back to Crowther with a half-smile.

‘Well, it seems we have had all the private dealings with this poor wretch that we may expect. I suppose we’d better make matters known to the proper authorities.’ As she turned towards the door, Crowther held his ground and cleared his throat.

‘I have made an examination of the body, ma’am. That is all the true expertise I can offer in this case. I must ask you then, why have you made me an ally in this puzzle-solving of yours?’

She looked at him. ‘Because I think you are by nature a clear-headed man, and you are an outsider, sir, who cares little for the politics of society in this place. That makes you very important to me. I am trusting you to keep us honest. You have already been very rude to me on several occasions, so I am more and more convinced of my need of you. There are very few independently-minded, unencumbered and intelligent men in this neighbourhood, particularly when my husband is at sea, so perhaps my hand was forced.’

‘And would your husband approve of your actions in this matter, madam?’

She looked at the floor. ‘Probably not. He is more of a politician than I am, and he is rich enough already.’ Crowther frowned, and she continued, ‘But it will be six weeks before he can hear of this, and another six before any scolding he has for me will be able to reach Caveley. He can clear the decks of any embarrassment I cause when he returns. He has done so in the past. Does that concern you?’

‘No. Though perhaps it should concern you.’

She smiled at him mildly, then turned and without further comment began to walk towards the door.




I.7

‘FATHER,’ SUSAN CALLED, running back into the shop from the family parlour. She came to a sudden stop in the doorway, seeing Alexander by the shop window peering out into the street, and remembering a little too late that now she was nine she was supposed to have stopped dashing about the house like a street urchin. He turned when he heard her, and although he was frowning she thought it was not so much at her as at his own thoughts.

‘Is everything well, Papa? Would you like to eat? Jane and I have made a pie!’ She became serious. ‘Are you still fretting about your ring? I am sorry we could not find it.’

He smiled at her. ‘No. I have decided not to miss it and the pie sounds wonderful.’ He glanced out into the Square again. ‘I think all is well. Lord George Gordon has roused up a mob. They think giving Catholics the right to own their own property is an offence against every English Protestant and wish to stop the Bill allowing it from being passed. Fools. Mr Graves just came by to tell me that Parliament itself is under siege, but the mob should not worry us here. Does Jonathan miss the ring? I think he thought more of it than you or I.’

Some half-memory stirred in the back of Susan’s mind. The ring appeared before her, the picture on it, and something Jonathan had told her when he came back from play some days before. He had said something about a waistcoat.

Susan had just opened her mouth to tell her father this when her brother swung into the room.

‘No popery! No popery!’ he shouted, waving his handkerchief in the air and dashing across to their father. Alexander swung him up into his arms.

‘No need to ask if you have been out at play, sir. But watch your  words, young man. They cause hurt to your friends and do you no honour.’ Jonathan looked a little confused and was about to question when his father shushed him. The serving girl had appeared behind them, looking anxious.

‘Sir, they say the crowds are coming back from Westminster, and looking black.’

Jonathan opened his mouth to shout again - then, catching his father’s eye, shut it.

‘You are worried about your people, Jane?’ Alexander looked with a friendly concern at the girl.

‘A little, sir. They say the crowd are heading for the fancy houses, but our religion is known, and there’s only my mother there. I’m afraid she’ll be nervous, sir.’

‘Well, you must go to her. And give her our best wishes.’

Jane had begun to untie her apron as soon as the first words were out of his mouth, and spoke again in a rush.

‘Thank you, sir! I’ll be back as soon as it’s quiet. Miss Susan and I have made a pie that will do for dinner, and there is cheese in the crock, and bread for supper.’

‘We will manage. Go and see to your family, and come back again when you can.’

Susan looked about her unhappily. She had never seen Jane look so nervous before, and she did not like the tone of her father’s voice. Jane disappeared out into the kitchen and away, and Alexander crossed over and put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder.

‘Don’t fret, little woman. Just silly people making a lot of noise and trouble for their entertainment. We’re safe enough. Now let’s go and try this remarkable pie of yours.’

 



Crowther and Harriet were walking up to the French windows that gave onto the main lawn, when they heard a sharp slap and a child’s cry of surprise. Crowther looked to Harriet, who hurried over the  last few steps to the house. He followed. As they stepped into the room, Crowther saw Rachel, her cheeks flushed, holding a boy of about five by the arm and vigorously shaking him. There was already a red mark rising on the little boy’s cheek and he was clutching a paintbrush in his free hand. Rachel’s voice, as she spoke, was quavering and hot.

‘Stephen, you naughty boy! How could you?’ The boy caught sight of Harriet in the doorway and, shaking himself free, ran over to her and buried his face in her skirts, crying lustily. Miss Trench saw them both and gave a start. She held out her arms to Harriet in appeal.

‘Oh Harry, I am sorry. I did not mean to, but he has painted black marks all over my picture just out of badness - and it was just as I wanted it!’

Harriet knelt to better embrace the boy and, having removed the dangerous brush from his hand, she handed it wordlessly to Crowther and stroked her son’s hair. His crying slowed a little. He put his face into her neck and mumbled something between sobs.

‘What is it, Stephen? I can’t hear you,’ Harriet asked him softly, still not looking at her sister.

‘Crows. She forgot the crows,’ he said, then his voice rising to a bitter wail, ‘I was helping!’ He tucked his face into Harriet’s neck again, his small hands gripping the collar of her riding dress in determined fistfuls.

Rachel looked more stricken than ever. Crowther remained in the shadows of the drapery, as if Harriet’s curtains might provide some protection from the emotions flying round the room like the Chinese fireworks at Vauxhall. He looked down at the dirty brush between his fingers.

Harriet waited until the little boy was calmer and spoke to him gently.

‘Perhaps Aunt Rachel did not want crows in her picture, Stephen. Have you thought of that? You would not like it if she painted all  your soldiers yellow, now would you? Even if she thought they looked better that way.’

The little boy’s sobs stopped suddenly, and he pulled away from his mother as he considered this horrid possibility. He shook his head. She took his small face in her hands and smiled at him, then kissed him on his hot smooth forehead.

‘Well, you do not seem much hurt, young man. Apologise to your aunt and perhaps she will not paint on your things in revenge.’

Stephen shot a glance towards Rachel, then walked carefully over to her.

‘I’m sorry, Aunt. I thought it would look nicer with crows.’ He thought for a moment and extended his hand. Rachel knelt down and took it with great seriousness.

‘I didn’t realise you were helping, Stephen. And I am very sorry to have been so cross. May we be friends again?’

‘You won’t paint my soldiers yellow, then? Because they should all wear red coats.’ She shook her head. Crowther found he was smiling a little, and stepped clear of the curtains. Stephen grinned with relief and pounced forward to kiss his aunt on the cheek, then struggling free from her embrace, turned and started with surprise as he caught sight of Crowther hovering in the doorway behind his mother and twisting the brush between his fingers.

‘Who are you, sir?’

‘I am Gabriel Crowther.’

The little boy considered for a moment, then his eyes widened considerably.

‘Do you eat children, sir?’

Crowther stooped slightly from the waist, till he had brought his thin body to the point where he could look the little boy in the eye.

‘Not as often as I would like.’

Stephen looked at him with awe and pleasure, thrusting one small fist to his mouth. He then announced to the world in general that Mrs  Heathcote had made cake and he would be allowed to eat the crumbs from the tin, and raced out of the room. Harriet stood and smiled at Crowther, then, her eyes growing more serious, she turned to her sister.

‘I’m so sorry, Harriet. I didn’t mean, I—’

Harriet looked irritated, and held up her hand. ‘This is not like you, Rachel.’

Miss Trench flushed red. ‘I have been more upset than I know. There was a moment when I heard of the body when I thought . . .’

Harriet put the heel of her hand to her forehead for a moment, then moved across the room to take her sister’s arm and lead her to a chair.

‘Oh Rachel, I’m so sorry. It never occurred to me . . . Then I was unkind to you. You must have wished us all to the devil.’

Rachel shook her head. ‘It was stupid, and only for a moment.’ She glanced up at where Crowther hung awkwardly in the background. ‘I’m sorry you have seen me display such a temper, sir. I am ashamed.’

Her sister laughed. ‘Oh, I’ve said at least seven shocking things to him this morning myself, Rachel. Have I not, Mr Crowther? He could blacken us across the county if he has a mind. But then, as Mr Crowther hardly moves in society at all, he can do no more damage to our reputations than we do ourselves. Please, take a seat, sir.’

Rachel looked across at Crowther as he sat, placing the brush gingerly in a vase on the side-table.

‘Still, I am sorry you were witness to my bad behaviour, sir. I trust you will try not to think ill of me, and I rely, as my sister does, on your discretion.’

Crowther felt the warmth of her eyes and voice like a benediction; to the family good looks present in the elder sister was added real feminine grace. The girl’s hair was more honey than her sister’s, though the sunlight caught the fire in it and made it shine. Her eyes were the same green as Harriet’s. Softened a little, and a little wider  perhaps, but their close kinship was obvious. She was a little thinner than she should be, but it gave her a delicacy that Crowther had already noted as rather lacking in Mrs Westerman. The younger woman still had the freshly unwrapped softness of youth in her skin. She looked as if she had, as yet, suffered no rough weather. Again, she could not be ranked as a remarkable beauty, but he felt his old character of connoisseur of women stir in his breast.

‘Till death, ma’am.’

Harriet raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, let’s hope that will not be necessary, sir.’ Crowther squirmed a little on his chair. ‘Now Rachel, could you tell me if you have hidden Squire Bridges somewhere in the house?’

Rachel gave a slight choking laugh under her breath.

‘He’s in the library finishing his letters. We should dine shortly or we will annoy Cook and Mrs Heathcote. She so loves the Squire, I think the whole of the store room is coming to table, and it will be all the worse for us if it is spoiled.’ She turned towards Crowther and continued: ‘Will you be joining us, sir? We dine quite informally and you’ll be most welcome.’

Crowther felt somehow, and by doing very little, he had made himself a touch ridiculous.

‘I fear not, Miss Trench, though I thank you for the invitation. I dine at a later hour and at home.’

Harriet did not turn towards him, but said nevertheless, with a slightly bored tone that suggested she found these society shufflings rather wearying, ‘Please let us persuade you, Mr Crowther. The Squire will certainly dine with us, and I would be glad to talk further on your impressions of what has passed.’

Mr Crowther felt Miss Trench’s encouraging smile on him and, bowing as best he could from his perch on the edge of one of Harriet’s neatly upholstered chairs, he accepted the invitation.

‘I will tell Mrs Heathcote,’ Rachel said, giving him a slight curtsy  as she stood and hurried out of the room. Crowther could hear the rapid scuff of her shoes on the flagstones of the passageway while the door was still closing; she was running as if she were still a girl.

Harriet rose and walked up to an elegant desk at one end of the narrow salon, where she began to glance through some of the correspondence neatly piled upon it. Crowther realised that this room must be her main place of business as well as leisure. It suited her, he thought, being pleasant and practical, but without the profusion of frills and fancies that Crowther had found oppressive in many feminine apartments. The room was long and well-lit from the garden; the furniture was modern and practical but showed taste. The wall behind the desk was lined with volumes bound in brown leather, and the little objets d’art collected on the side-tables and above the mantel were interesting and well-chosen for the spaces they occupied. Her husband had obviously collected a deal of prize money as well as household staff on his voyages, and delivered his wealth to a careful manager. Harriet put the papers back down on her desk with a sigh.

‘Nothing of importance here, I think. Well then, sir. Shall we dine?’

 



Normally when the shop bell rang while they were at table, Jane would go into the public room and let them know if the master was required. Since she had now left for her parents’ home, Susan leaped to her feet when they heard the bright brass chime in the parlour and dashed into the shop before her father could put down his napkin.

She had forgotten about the yellow-faced man. He closed the shop door carefully behind him and pulled down the blind, then turned towards her with the same unpleasant smile of the morning. She came to a sudden stop in front of him. He took a step forward and bent down to her.

‘And what is your name, young lady?’ His breath smelled like Shambles Lane where the butchers threw the meat that had spoiled.

‘Susan Adams.’ This seemed to amuse him.

‘Adams, is it? That’s charming, charming. And is your father at home, Susan Adams, and your little brother?’

‘Can I help you, sir?’

Susan turned to see her father, his coat off and his eyes severe, coming into the room. He came up behind her and gently moved her out of the way. She slunk gratefully behind him a little, glad he kept his hand on her shoulder.

The man looked deep into her father’s eyes for what seemed a very long time, before saying, ‘I believe you can, sir. I was told to give you a message from the Hall.’

Susan saw the man move, and heard her father grunt as he did sometimes when picking up a bundle of scores. He pressed down suddenly on her shoulder and she stumbled under his weight; they landed heavily on the floor together. She struggled to sit, and looked up in confusion. The man was standing over them, still smiling. He was holding something in his hand she had not noticed before, red and wet. She could hear her father breathing hard, ragged. She turned to him; his hand was pressed to his side where he had been struck, his eyes wide with surprise. She looked up again at the yellow man for explanation. The man looked back.

‘Stay easy, child. It’ll all be over soon enough.’

She could not move, but her hand found her father’s and she felt it grip her own. Jonathan, bored at being left so long, wandered into the doorway.

‘May I eat the pie crust if you do not want it, Papa?’

The yellow man looked up quickly and smiled his twisting smile. Susan thought he must be very old. His skin was deeply cracked, like porcelain badly repaired. The hat he wore low over his wig was greasy and shone in places.

‘Hello, Puppy! Come over here and see us a moment.’ There was an urgency in his voice now. Susan tried to open her mouth, her voice was whispering.

‘No, Jonathan.’

‘Now, don’t you listen to your mean old sister, my boy. Come when your betters tell you to.’

Susan could not see her brother, she could only watch the glint of the man’s eyes. Without taking them from the little boy, the yellow man wiped his knife on the inside of his coat. Susan felt her heart throb as if for the last time.

Just then, the brass bell rang again, and Mr Graves walked in with his usual quick step.

‘Alexander!’ he said excitedly. ‘You won’t believe the progress of the mob. They are making an attempt on—Good God! What is this?’

The yellow man gave a yell of rage, and spun round towards the door. Susan saw Graves start towards him, blocking his way; the yellow man’s arm swung up in a wide arc, and Mr Graves staggered back, falling onto his side. The yellow man ran out into the street; the door rattled behind him. Jonathan began to scream. Graves struggled onto his knees and crawled over to Susan and Alexander.

‘Dear God! Dear God! Alexander!’

Susan looked down at her father again, and saw a red alien bloom across his waistcoat, just where their clasped hands lay; even his cravat was stained and that had been clean on this morning. Jane would complain at the extra work.

Mr Graves groaned, then looked up at her. ‘Susan? Susan! Listen to me! Are you hurt?’

His face had a long thin slice of red across it, beaded here and there like jewels on a string. He grabbed her shoulders and shook her.

‘Are you hurt, girl?’

She looked at him in surprise. He seemed a very long way away.  Jonathan was hysterical. She must keep him quiet or he would wake Mama, and she needed her rest very much now. She shook her head. He held her gaze.

‘I’m going to fetch a surgeon. Lock the door behind me, and only open it for me, you understand. For me!’ He turned to the crying boy. ‘Jonathan, go and fetch water for your papa.’ He put his hand on Alexander’s shoulder. ‘Don’t move. No! For God’s sake - don’t try to speak, man.’

Alexander tried to lift a hand. His stertorous breathing formed into words. The two men looked at each other.

‘Care for them, Graves.’

‘I swear it. Now . . .’ he stood and dragged Susan to her feet, forcing her to let go of her father’s hand, which made her yelp in protest like a kicked dog. He held her shoulders again, and looking her straight in the eye, said: ‘Come to the Door, Susan. And lock it behind me.’ She managed to nod. ‘And remember: you must not open the door again to anyone till I get back. Will you remember that?’

She nodded again and he pulled her to the door, waiting outside, his eyes wild with impatience till he heard the lock being turned, then set off down the narrow street at a run.

Susan watched him go, almost wondering why he ran so fast, then turned back to her father. She dropped on the floor beside him and gently lifted his head onto her knee. She tried to give him a little of the water Jonathan had brought from the table, weeping whenever he spilled a drop in his hurry. It was difficult, for her hands were all slippery and red, but she thought a little went in between her father’s lips. Jonathan burrowed into her side, and Susan shifted a little so he could get close to her. When she moved she was sorry to see the red had become a pool and her own dress, and Jonathan’s breeches were steeped in it. She set down the water glass and with great care took her father’s hand again. Jonathan took the other. Alexander’s breathing became more ragged still, and slower. He forced his eyes open and swallowed.

‘Susan ...’

She did not move. Everything was very far away, as it is just before sleep. The world swam in and out of existence around her. She stroked her father’s hair. It had become disarranged when he fell, and he thought it always so important to be neat.

‘Susan . . .’ His voice was so deep, it hardly sounded like him at all. ‘Listen . . . there is a black wooden box under the counter, hidden under the Bononcini scores.’ He paused and shut his eyes again. The breaths were single gasps now. Susan continued to stroke his hair. His eyes opened again, and fixed on hers. ‘You must take it with you wherever you go . . . Talk about what you find in it with Mr Graves.’ Again he closed his eyes, again the sucking gulp on air. Stuff trickled from the corner of his mouth, red and thick. Jonathan began to cry again and hid his eyes. ‘Do not blame me, Susan . . .’

She did not speak, but continued to stroke his hair. A memory came back to her of lying ill in bed as a child. She remembered the cool of her mother’s hand smoothing her forehead and her singing to her. Her father gasped again, and a tremor ran through him; she felt her hand held almost painfully tight, then his grip suddenly relaxed. Jonathan gulped, and looked up at her.

‘Shush, Jonathan. Papa needs to rest.’ She wet her lips, and never ceasing to smooth her father’s hair, began to sing in a cracked and whispering voice:

‘Will you sleep now, my little child?  
For the sky is growing dark.  
Will you sleep now, my lovely child?  
For the sky is growing dark.’






She was careful of her word, and would not let anyone into the shop until Mr Graves returned a quarter of an hour later with a surgeon panting and complaining behind him. When he arrived he had to  fight his way through a crowd of the concerned citizenry who had gathered in the doorway, having heard the shouts and seen men running. They were pressed to the plate glass of the window, staring and exclaiming at the sight of the straight back of the little girl, who knelt with her brother in a seemingly shoreless pool of their father’s blood, stroking his hair and murmuring lullabies.




I.8


DINNER AT CAVELEY Park was a pleasant enough affair considering Crowther said very little, and all were aware of the body of the stranger lying in the stable block.

The various dishes having been brought to table, the family waited on themselves and each other. The scrape of knife on plate and the comfort of good food well prepared provided all the background and counterpoint necessary to the Squire’s news and enquiries, and Harriet’s and Rachel’s good-humoured responses.

Crowther let much of it pass without interest or remark until he heard Harriet ask, in response to some light remark of the Squire’s which touched on Thornleigh Hall: ‘My dear sir, I hope you will not mind me asking in the circumstances, but I am curious about your impressions of Lord Thornleigh. We know so little of him. What did you think of him, as a man, before his illness?’

The Squire did not reply at once, and pushed his plate a little way from him. He pursed his lips, and for what seemed to be the first time that afternoon, thought carefully before he spoke - and when he spoke, his tone was serious and considered. Crowther saw a more thoughtful man appear to take the Squire’s place, or rather saw the mask he habitually wore put carefully aside. Crowther examined him with renewed interest.

‘Well, I struggle to say much that is good of him.’

He drew a long slow breath and let his eyes rest on his half-worked plate, though it was clear he was seeing something else.

‘I knew him in the blossom of his life, though we were not closely associated, his rank and fortune being so much greater than my own. He was very proud, and the people he had about him I could not like. They held, it seemed to me, their fellow creatures in contempt. Among the staff in his house, good honest creatures did not seem to thrive, and those in this neighbourhood I had least cause to love, and most reason to doubt, always seemed to do better in his service than their virtues might merit.’ He dragged his gaze upward to meet Mrs Westerman’s for a moment. Then cleared his throat as if to drive some troublesome taste from it. ‘But these are idle prejudices, and I must not speak ill of one brought so low.’

Crowther spoke for the first time since dinner had begun.

‘I understand, sir, that Lord Thornleigh fell victim to a seizure some years ago.’

The Squire nodded and gave a slight shrug of his massive shoulders.

‘I am not a medical man, Mr Crowther, but yes, that is what I believe. It was within a year of his second marriage. He lost almost all his capacity for movement, and all his abilities of speech. Yet he lives. What sort of existence it can be I cannot say, yet live he does. Perhaps the Almighty in His infinite mercy is giving him time to repent the wrongs of his youth, though the servants say he is to all intents and purposes an idiot now.’

‘Has he so much to repent?’ Rachel asked lightly.

The Squire did not choose to hear her, but instead lifted his head and stared into the corners of the dining room.

‘We assumed he would not long survive the attack, yet still he continues. It speaks well to the care that is taken of him, yet it seems a cruel fate to me, and one I could not wish on any man.’

‘You’ll forgive me, Squire,’ Crowther said, ‘but you speak as if you suspect him of some greater sin than pride?’

‘Perhaps I do. But that suspicion must remain between me and my God at this moment. I will not slander a man who cannot make a reply, nor share unpleasant stories with the ladies for the time being. I know, Mrs Westerman, you have the stomach of a warrior, but there are things I would not have your sister hear me speak of.’

Rachel looked down at her plate, and Harriet smiled at him, while gently placing her hand over her sister’s.

‘Shall we have rain tomorrow, do you think?’ she asked brightly, and the Squire took up the subject. Nothing more of significance was spoken of until the ladies retired.

When the wine had been poured and the servants released, Crowther introduced the subject of the Squire’s suspicions once more. The older man put down the wine in front of him, and slowly shook his head. Crowther looked hard at the soft red profile the Squire presented from under his hooded eyes. He let the silence between them lengthen till it formed a pressure in the room. The Squire was frowning a little, and began to turn Harriet’s delicate wine glass distractedly with his sausage-like fingers until Crowther wondered if it were quite safe.

‘Mrs Westerman wishes to know the truth of what has happened here,’ Crowther stated. ‘It is clear she suspects some dark doings at Thornleigh, and the murder took place on her land. She will not be satisfied with a simple “killed by persons unknown” at the inquest. She has requested my help and I have given my word to assist her.’

As Crowther spoke, the Squire let his glass rest, and his profile hardened with deep attention. Crowther had the sense that his companion was listening not merely to the words themselves, but their undertow, what they brought with them. He felt some judgement was being made on him.

‘Well, Mr Crowther, I shall tell you then, since you ask in such a manner,’ the Squire said heavily. ‘I have no reason, however, to believe it pertains at all to the death of this poor wretch. You cannot say you  speak for the family here without drawing me to you in some degree - though I sometimes feel they might do better in some other place. For all her experience in the larger world, Mrs Westerman does not yet understand the pull of the little threads that hold us all together and in our place in such a society as ours. Nor do you. Just because the head of Thornleigh is in some ways cut off, it is still a great power. A little King in stone for the county. And she wishes to bang on their gates and cry murder! Her husband has his connections, of course, but not many. I can tell you my story, but I advise you to forget it. Retire to your previous seclusion and persuade Mrs Westerman to confine herself to her proper duties.’ He rubbed his chin with his palm. ‘Perhaps my story may serve as a parable that in the end we are wise to leave justice in the hands of God.’

He looked up at Crowther’s face. Crowther merely blinked slowly at him. Bridges took a swallow of wine and, having settled himself in his chair, he began to speak.

‘Well then, when I was a young man - oh, some forty years ago now, long before Mrs Westerman was even born or Lord Thornleigh married for the first time - there was a girl killed on the edge of the village of Harden, some two miles south of here. She was a good child, a general favourite in the area and respectably brought up. Search-parties were organised and in short order her body was found. Her name was Sarah Randle. She was twelve years old.’

The Squire paused and drained his glass, nodding his thanks as Crowther refilled it.

‘I found her, I’m sorry to say. I would rather have lived my life free of that image, but the only service I can render her is to remember. I was out riding and came upon one of the search-parties as they neared the woods on the outskirts of Harden. Knowing the girl myself, I dismounted to join them. It was a summer’s evening, much this time of year, the air warm and delicate, the paths and f ields so alive with the buzz of creation - everything becoming, it seemed,  more perfectly itself. Such a pale little thing she was. She had been thrown down, some yards from one of the smaller paths in the wood. So terribly wrong, it seemed, that she lay there all broken and stopped amongst such a profusion, such vigorous life. Her face was quite unmarked, but her clothes were black with blood. Her body had been stabbed about in a frenzy. Thirteen wounds I counted in her breast and stomach. She was in her holiday clothes, and they were so torn and bloodied about her . . . It was sunset when we found her, and the sky was gold and red, with magnificent deep purple clouds draining from the day. The two images are linked in my mind. Her broken body and the glory of the sun sinking in the west. Poor innocent. It could not have been an easy death, or a quick one.’

Crowther did not trust himself to speak. He realised he was held by a narrator of talent; he had felt the late sun on his back, heard the thrum of life in the hedgerow.

The Squire continued, ‘Her belly was swollen. There was no doubt she was with child.’

‘No one knew who the father could be?’

‘There was gossip that damaged several good men over the coming months, but she had been close. Not one of her friends had, I believe, been confided in. Nor had the sister who shared her bed. Some passing pedlar in the village was taken up by the hue and cry, but he was vouched for by two or three of the better people, and the crowd had fixed on him more in sorrow than in anger. He got away unharmed. The whole village turned out for the burial, but Lord Thornleigh did not attend. However, he did ride by with one of his friends, while we were burying the poor sinner. They were laughing at something and I looked up from my prayers and caught his eye. That look I saw on his face is the only reason for the suspicion I have ever had against the man. It chilled my soul then, and the memory of it does so still. It was triumphant, exhilarated. Quite wild.’

One of the household passed along the passage outside the dining room, their shoes skimming carpet and stone. Crowther drank deeply.

‘And no one enquired further into his connection with the girl?’ he asked.

‘I believe I have said enough of his character to suggest why no one had the stomach to enquire more closely,’ the Squire said. ‘The girl certainly had no Mrs Westerman to champion her, no one so wilfully naive. Or if she did, perhaps he was warned away early and well and has learned his lesson since. Mrs Westerman may have the same path to tread.’ The Squire looked a little angry. ‘Nor did Randle need a champion, nor does this fellow in the woods. Thornleigh has lost his eldest son to the world, his second to drink and lives an idiot while his third is brought up by a whore.’ The Squire’s voice had become almost hoarse on his final words.

Crowther did not move, merely continued to watch his tented fingertips, his face without expression.

‘Sarah Randle died before Thornleigh’s first marriage, you say?’

The Squire looked up again, as if surprised to find he had been speaking aloud, and to another. He shrugged, and his voice returned to something like its usual pitch and phrasing.

‘Indeed. He spent much of the next few years in London, then returned to us with a wife. And an unhappy affair that was, though the first Lady Thornleigh bore him two sons, as you know, before her death. Three girls died before they reached four years old.’

‘And did she die in childbirth?’

‘No, a fall, only three years after Hugh was born. I fear the death of her daughters left her . . . a little nervous. From that point until Thornleigh’s second marriage we saw little of him. He lived mostly in town, only coming to hunt with small parties, and always reluctant to stay long. The children were brought up by the servants, then sent away to school. They seemed good enough men in their youth, though.’

He shifted his chair a little.

‘I am grateful to you for examining this wretch, but I wish you would trouble yourself no further in the matter. Mrs Westerman, and I mean no disrespect, can be impulsive, a little quick to judge. It is the penalty she pays for her own prodigious energy, so I am glad she is to have your counsel, Commodore Westerman being away, and he acting as he does as her sea-anchor in the general run of things, if I have understood that term correctly.’

Crowther bowed slightly. The Squire nodded, interpreting the gesture according to his own desires.

‘The place where you must come to, where damage will be done, you must come to very quick. And if you do not hold her back, you must take a share in the blame for whatever comes to pass. And, of course, your own association with the family, if you intervene or not, may harm them.’ The Squire paused, watching Crowther’s forehead crease with a slight frown. His voice took on a certain soft sheen. ‘I should perhaps tell you, while we are being so open, that I know your name was not Gabriel Crowther at birth.’

The silence in the room was like an act of violence. Crowther held himself absolutely still. The corner of the Squire’s fat red mouth twisted a little.

‘I am that which I appear to be, Mr Crowther. But there have been other chapters in my career, and some of the habits I learned, I have kept. I make it my business to know a little of the people of note in the area, beyond the usual gossip. But I shall not address you by any other name or rank than that you have chosen for yourself.’ He paused. ‘I can assure you that my enquiries have been discreet, and my silence on the subject is absolute - for the time being. To my knowledge at least, no one else within the county suspects you to be anything other than who or what you say you are. I will say no more, other than to repeat my request that you attempt to hold Mrs Westerman back, for her own sake.’

Crowther was conscious of little more than the passage of the air into his lungs and out again. He did not trust himself to speak. The  Squire sighed deeply and scratched again at his stubble before continuing in the same low voice.

‘I am very fond of the family at Caveley Park, and would like to be assured they have protection and support from a man of intelligence and skill such as yourself.’

When Crowther finally spoke, his voice sounded to him like a thing apart. He had no will in it.

‘As you say, there may be no great mystery here, but I will do all I can to support the family.’

The Squire lifted the wine and filled their glasses, smiling expansively as if he thought Crowther an excellent fellow and charming company. His voice lost its serious tone, and he became once again the expansive country gentleman he had at first appeared to be.

‘Excellent, excellent. Now tell me, sir, is that your bay I noticed in the new stables as I came round? Do you hunt? She reminds me very much of a filly I had as a boy. Marvellous jumper, she was . . .’

Crowther let him talk and drank his wine, though it tasted to him suddenly bitter and black.
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MR GRAVES HAD promised not to leave the house, and Mr and Mrs Chase and their daughter were happy to let him keep watch within calling distance of the old nursery where the children slept. He had taken them to that family’s house, old friends of Alexander’s, as soon as it was clear nothing could be done for his friend, and before he would allow anyone to see to his own wound. It stung now, but the pain was nothing next to the horrified throb in his throat. He wondered if Susan would ever recover. She had been white and silent since they found her, apart from the moment when he had pulled her away from her father’s body again, and she had let out such a terrible  yell that several in the crowd had crossed themselves. The yellow man was searched for, but no one could name him, and with the growing disorder in the town, there was not a man free to look further for him.

Miss Verity Chase stepped into the room, carrying a steaming glass.

‘Do drink some of this, Mr Graves. It is my mother’s restorative, and mostly brandy, I think. She and some of our neighbours have gone to see to Alexander and fetch clothes for the children. And you should know that their girl, Jane, came back with her mother as soon as news reached them. They will look after the shop. But then what will happen after that, Mr Graves? The children are orphans now. Do you know of any family that might take them? If not, we must hope their inheritance shall pay for some school or other, though if they are poor and without relatives to fight for them, their lives will be hard.’

Mr Graves passed his hand over his face, and Miss Chase felt suddenly like the worst sort of fool. She had spoken the first words that had come into her head, and had offered him worries to heap upon the horrors he was already victim to. She watched him holding the glass. Even his hands seemed suddenly older.

‘I have little enough, nothing but what I can earn with my pen. It makes me a poor prospect, but I will always have a place for them. I hope you will also stay their friend.’ She nodded. ‘As to family . . . that may be difficult, but must be tried.’

He stretched out his long legs, then noticed with a pulse of horror that a little of his friend’s blood was still visible, dried and dusty, on his shoes. He pulled himself straight again, and drank for want of anything else to do or say.

The brandy hit his stomach and glowed there briefly before the cold and dark of his body extinguished it again. Her presence was a comfort though. It had been in the past a torment and delight, ranked as he was in the legions of admirers; he had never before felt it as this. He glanced at her profile again then back at the glass in his hand before he continued.

‘Alexander told me that he left his family when he married for love, but that his family is at least well to do, I think. He wondered if he had done the right thing, cutting the children off from their inheritance, but he seemed glad to have left the influence of his house. I doubt Adams was ever his name.’

Miss Chase looked shocked and serious. ‘What is to be done then?’

Graves shifted awkwardly on his chair and looked around the room as if he might find answers posted on the fire irons or hanging from the bell pull.

‘I shall go to the magistrate and the Coroner in the morning, then let us bury him under the name he chose. There is no more family to shift for him and his if we shall not.’

‘You have no idea why Alexander was murdered in this way?’

She picked up her sewing from the table at her side as she asked the question and let a few moments pass. She found that her hands were still trembling too much for the fine work she had in front of her, so she let it lie on her lap again, and traced the emerging pattern with a fingertip. Graves frowned, and the wound on his face twisted painfully.

‘I have no idea. I do not think it was cards, or women.’ He held up his hands in miserable frustration. ‘We may know more when Susan decides to speak, if she decides to do so. But I cannot question her.’

His voice struggled under the last words, and he felt more than heard Miss Chase’s soft response: ‘Of course.’

Her father came into the room and prevented Graves’s attempt to stand with one fat hand.

‘Don’t you even think of getting up, boy. I’ve set up a truckle bed in the side room of the nursery. Not much comfort, but I thought the nearer you are to those children tonight, the easier you’ll rest.’

‘What news, Father?’ Verity asked. Mr Chase looked worried and bit his nail. ‘Don’t bite your thumb, dear sir.’

The words were automatic, but she blushed to find herself correcting him this evening. Mr Chase did not seem to resent the comment, however.

‘They say Lord Boston was dragged from his coach, but no one was hurt more than ripped clothing and injured pride. Half of the House seem to have lost their wigs though. All the great legislators of the land, struggling about with their fine coats in tatters and mewling like infants.’ The thought amused him, and he struggled for a moment to maintain a proper gravity, but as his thoughts moved on his tone evened. ‘Troops appeared at the House of Commons to guide them out again, but they cannot act against the crowd till the Riot Act is read and the magistrates are in hiding or besieged. An evil night this is, an evil night.’

Graves stirred himself and looked up into Mr Chase’s broad face.

‘Who then do we inform of Alexander’s death? The proper authorities . . . He must be buried. The children.’

Mr Chase’s paw tapped him gently on the shoulder again. ‘Do as you can in the morning, Graves. But if I read it right, the law will be no help to you while this disorder lasts. Let us look to our own and bury him decently. There are enough of us to swear to what was done when this is passed and the law can turn to us again.’

Graves settled in his chair. ‘Thank you, sir, for allowing me to stay near the children.’

‘Dear boy, as if I’d send you away with your face in pieces and all of London, it seems, ready to fall to flames. And I was very glad you came to us. Speaks of a trust, boy, that I value. Your place is not fit for a family, I imagine, and they cannot stay in the shop. No, we must hugger mugger here, keep a watch on the children and an eye on those drunks and warriors staggering about outside.’ He saw a look of alarm on his daughter’s face. ‘Briggs and Freeman have gone to fetch your mother home, my dear, and see poor Alexander is secure. I hear the crowd broke up a wine shop owned by some poor Catholic, so now  they are drunk and hungry for whatever they can grab. A dark day it has been, and who knows what the morning will bring us.’




I.10


CROWTHER LEFT THE house after sitting with the ladies awhile, silently, as the Squire entertained them. He was aware that the current situation in America, and Commodore Westerman’s part in it - crucial, apparently - had been much discussed, but he had not attempted to pay any close attention. He heard, however, the tone and temperature of the conversation and so learned that Commodore Westerman was loved and missed by his family.

His attention was directed to a portrait to the right of the fireplace. The Commodore looked very young to him, and pressingly vigorous. He wondered why Mrs Westerman kept the picture here in the formal salon, rather than in the room where most of her daily business was conducted. Perhaps she did not wish to be always under his eye. He watched her a little coldly in the candlelight - the flutter of her hands as she talked, the play of red in her hair as she gave enthusiastic agreement to some truism of the Squire’s. He wondered how her manner would change if she knew of the conversation the men had just had. Her friendly reception of Bridges in her house looked suddenly like the worst sort of naivety. How could she see into the mess of murder if she thought this man was her friend? But he would not hold her back. The Squire had angered him, and in so doing had bound him tightly to the body in the stables.

Having taken his leave early and pleading a tiredness he no longer felt, Crowther let his horse walk at its own pace through the modest gates of Caveley, and turned the animal’s steps back towards the village with the merest pressure of his knee against its flanks. The  evening was beginning to darken, reluctantly, as if holding on to the pleasant sun of June as long as it possibly could.

He supposed that to an extent his system was recovering from the sudden shock that another man knew the secret of his identity. The sharp chill that had spread through his bones had faded, but he was left uneasy. The wall he had constructed between himself and his past, that had seemed so solid mere hours ago, had become weak and porous. It was true the Squire had no reason to expose him, not at the current moment at any rate, but if Bridges traded his way through life with information and politics, it might at sometime be worth more to him to expose Crowther, than to keep his knowledge to himself. And as Crowther knew he had no intention of withdrawing, or persuading Mrs Westerman to withdraw, that moment might come suddenly and soon.

Crowther was angry with himself. His secure existence seemed suddenly a sham. He had been building his self-respect on an illusion. And if the truth were generally known in the neighbourhood, what would the world then say? Would they condemn the women of Caveley for having had him in their house? He pulled his cloak up around his face, and let the horse walk on. Probably not, and it was unlikely that Mrs Westerman would care if they did. But her husband might think differently, and worse than that she herself might pity him, and he was not sure if he could stand her pity. He would become again merely a walking freak show. People would point him out on the street to tell his story to their neighbours. He would be shamed, tainted with more horrible stories than any of the Gothic fairy tales that were told of him and his butcher’s knife today.

He should never have written that paper, but he had been flattered into it. He was proud, that was his difficulty. He sighed, and ran his hand through the black mane of his horse, testing its coarse texture against his hands. He had taken the identity of Gabriel Crowther more than twenty years ago, travelled with it, studied with it,  corresponded and dealt under it, till he felt it become far more his own than that with which he was born. The week after his brother died he had put it on like a new skin and left England to study anatomy in Germany, so turning in his thirtieth year that which had been a casual interest of his youth into the reason and occupation of his waking hours. He had walked the hospital wards in that country and others. He could, and did, pay for the privilege without having to concern himself with examination boards and fighting for a paying position in any hospital. From the beginning his fellow students ignored him. Once they realised he was no threat to their chances of employment he ceased to be of interest. He was glad of it, feeling already too old and worn for their entertainments or friendships. His studies then took him to lecture halls all across Europe, studying the vessels of humanity watching them being opened up, learning to make the same - and further - investigations of flesh. He was not squeamish, nor sentimental. He had done his part for his masters, waiting to collect the bodies of the freshly damned from under the city gallows to dissect and study, and made use of what he had learned in order to develop his own theories and lines of enquiry. His knowledge earned the respect of his teachers even if his manners estranged them.

After ten years he had returned to London to study with John Hunter, a man of talent and energy for whom he had done some of his best work, though at the time he refused to take any credit for it. He remembered now as the summer scents drifted up to him from the hedgerows the strange specimens Hunter would pay a fortune to lay his hand - and then his knife - on: a crocodile brought all the way from the African coast alive in the hold of a merchant ship; a lion that Hunter had bought sagging with old age from a travelling menagerie. Both had shared his home a while. Crowther had flourished under the influence of the man’s questing intelligence, his rough disposal of fools or knowledge untested. His grounds were always full of the strangest creatures in God’s creation. As were perhaps his lecture halls.

Crowther himself had been drawn back again and again throughout the years to the marks that violent death leaves on a body. He had made observations and documented them, handing out his conclusions to the world in anonymous papers or in conversation and correspondence. Only once had he put the name of Crowther to a paper, that which had fallen into the hands of his neighbour. His remarks had been general, the specifics referring only to experiments conducted on animals, but when his colleagues had encouraged him to work deeper in the area, he had shrunk away. When his work was questioned, he had retreated rather than take his theories into the world. He wondered if Mrs Westerman had read those responses to his work, the ironic enquiries as to why Mr Crowther did not make use of the multiple murder victims London could offer, and the f inal punishing line that if ever a madman took it into his head to attack the city strays, Crowther would no doubt prove their avenging angel. His move to Hartswood and Laraby House had been an attempt to distance himself from that branch of his studies; to begin afresh on contributing to the growing knowledge of his age, some small but useful discoveries of fine detail. The attempt, it appeared, had failed. His work over the last year had not been good, and now here was another corpse.

Crowther looked about him at the deep silhouettes of shadows in the lane and, like an incantation, mouthed the old syllables of his lost name. They conjured the image of his father, his lands, his brother. He saw the faces and vistas of his youth and early adulthood, and felt them crowd about him. He had told himself they were lost and forgotten, yet he knew in truth, if he were as honest with himself as he claimed to be, that they had never left him for a moment in all these years. So, beyond his talent with eye and knife, this then was all he knew of himself: he was a man who had seen his brother hanged for the murder of their father. He was a man who had angrily, bitterly, pulled free of his brother’s hands when the latter had protested his innocence and  begged for help. In those deaths, in that action, his whole fate and being was bound. The rest was merely dressing and show.

Very well. Flight had finally proved impossible; he must turn about and look the world in the face again. He sighed and looked down at his hands. He had been twisting a loop of the reins so tightly round his fingers, he had driven the blood away and left them stiff and aching. He released them, and felt the warmth of circulation pricking again under his skin. He must risk living a little more in the world, and see how the world responded.

A shadow suddenly freed itself from the hedgerow some yards in front of him, and stood waiting for him in the road. Crowther felt himself pulled from his thoughts and back into the very present. Should the fellow try to rob and murder him, he would still at least have to thank him for taking him from his own preoccupations.

‘Captain Thornleigh?’ The voice was a loud whisper, impatient and nervous. Crowther kept his cloak high, felt his fear ease away and his curiosity awake, and rather than respond he brought his horse to a stop.

‘You left me waiting, Captain. My servant will become nervous if I am gone all evening. I am sorry indeed that it did not come out right with Brook, but I must know what you will have me say tomorrow. I would not bring anything disagreeable to the Hall for all the world, but my mind is troubled, sir, troubled.’

The man stepped forward, and caught his first glimpse of Crowther’s face. His own went white.

‘My mistake, sir. I thought you came from the Hall. My apologies for disturbing your ride.’ He looked down and stepped clear of the track. Crowther did not move, however, but continued to stare into the man’s face. It was broad and pleasant enough. A well-preserved specimen of middle age, and middling means. Crowther felt a dim light of recognition spark in his brain.

‘You run the draper’s shop in the village.’

The man looked up again with a little reluctance, and a not entirely  convincing smile. He continued to glance up and down the lane as he replied.

‘I do, sir, I do. I sold the gloves you are wearing now, sir. I remember, as gentlemen normally come to buy their own, but your maid Betsy came in with an old pair, and we endeavoured to find a match in size and quality. I hope we managed to your satisfaction, sir.’

Crowther was aware of a slight reprimand in his tone. Aha, so he had offended this little man by not coming into the shop and discussing leathers and fits with him, had he? Indeed, villages were as complex to negotiate as the courts of Europe. He lifted his hand and looked at his glove in the fading light as if for the first time in his life. The man had good eyes to recognise his merchandise at this hour and distance. The shopkeeper did not like to be kept in suspense.

‘I hope you find them a comfortable fit, sir?’

‘Very, Mr . . .’

‘Cartwright, sir, Joshua Cartwright. It is writ above the door of my shop.’

Crowther folded his hands across the reins, and watched Mr Joshua Cartwright’s eyes skip right and left along the path.

‘So it is, forgive me. And you are waiting for Mr Hugh Thornleigh?’

‘Captain Thornleigh he is to me, sir. Always shall be. As you say, though I think I may have mistook the evening, so I shall head home now, begging your pardon. I do not like to leave the shop long. With the death of that man my maid will be worrying herself over me, and I don’t want her coming out to search for me in the dark, sir. Wouldn’t be right.’

‘Indeed.’ Crowther nodded, smiling his chilly smile.

‘Good night then, sir.’

The shopkeeper stumbled a little, climbing over the stile under Crowther’s suspiciously benign stare, and set off back towards the village with busy officious strides through the uncomplaining grass of the meadow. He turned back every other minute, as if hoping  Crowther might simply disappear, though without apparently slackening his pace, an impressive manoeuvre on uneven ground. Crowther remained mounted and still until the shopkeeper was lost in the gloom of the first cottages, then slid from his horse and led it behind the hedgerow, returning to assume Cartwright’s position leaning on the low stile. He hoped he would not have to wait long.

He was lucky; the moon had shifted her position but little in the sky when Crowther heard someone moving down the road towards him. He stepped into the road, just as the man who had surprised him had done. A figure on horseback approached. When he spoke, Crowther knew him at once as Hugh Thornleigh.

‘Joshua?’ And when Crowther said nothing: ‘Well, what will you have of me? Much good your assistance, or that of this Carter Brook, did me. We have nothing to speak on. Send me no more messages, but give your Hannah this coin at least - get her a salve for her sore feet. She must be exhausted, the number of times you’ve sent her tripping up to the Hall today.’ The voice was fat and slurred; a gloved hand reached towards him. ‘Well, take it then, Cartwright.’

Crowther stepped closer and lowered his cloak.

‘You may keep your coin tonight, Mr Thornleigh. Joshua found it necessary to return to the shop. He seemed rather concerned, however, about what he should say to the Coroner tomorrow.’

Hugh was surprised enough to jerk at his reins, and his horse whinnied and shook her head in protest.

‘Mr Crowther! You have a talent for coming up on my blind side. What do you mean, skulking around the bushes?’

‘It is a pleasant evening. I have no reason to hurry home.’

‘Aye! This is a coincidence, is it? You sent Joshua running away, did you? Damn it, what business is it of yours whom I choose to meet and where!’

Crowther opened his eyes innocently wide, and waited for Hugh to calm his ride before he replied.

‘I think it may be a matter of more general interest at the moment, Mr Thornleigh. Who is Carter Brook, and in what way was he to assist you?’

‘Again I ask, what business is it of yours? By what right do you, sir, question me?’

‘In the cause of the general good, naturally.’

Hugh snorted, and Crowther stepped forward a little. ‘And as I spent the better part of the day examining this Mr Brook’s body, I would say my curiosity is therefore both right and natural in the circumstances.’

‘Reaching, I call it. I have never met Mr Brook,’ Thornleigh paused, and his voice became a little lower, ‘though I was due to do so last night. I was prevented from keeping to the time of the appointment, but I did intend to meet him in the copse. When I managed to get there, no one was waiting, so I stayed till my coat was getting dew on it, then came home. It may well be his throat that was cut - though never having seen the man I could not say for sure. But I still see no reason to answer to you on that.’

‘You may have to answer to a higher power than myself.’

‘You a religious, Crowther? How does that square with cutting up bodies and leaving them all mangled?’

Crowther raised an eyebrow. ‘I meant the Coroner.’

‘I have every intention of telling the Coroner,’ Hugh said irascibly.

‘Cartwright has no reason to fuss at me. But, yes, it is likely that the body is that of Carter Brook.’

‘You will also tell the Coroner the manner of your business with the man, I suppose?’

‘He was employed to find out the address of my elder brother. I had hoped he had met with some success. The ring would seem to say as much, but whatever else he knew, he can no longer tell.’

Crowther plucked one of the white flowers free of the hedgerow next to him and stared into the darkness.

‘Yes, he was very effectively prevented from sharing any secrets.’

Hugh looked down his nose at the elder man.

‘You suggest his errand and his death were connected?’ He laughed. Crowther thought the similarity to the noise his horse had made moments before, uncanny. ‘No, Crowther, you are pursuing a false trail there. I am simply a man cursed with the worst sort of luck in the world, and any step forward I attempt will always send me sliding backwards again. I dare say some other business followed him from London.’

Crowther found he was uninterested in whatever conclusions Hugh decided to draw.

‘And why did you arrange to meet him at night, and away from your home?’

‘Perhaps I had hopes of it being a fine night,’ Hugh said with a sneer.

‘Could the shopkeeper, Mr Cartwright, identify the body?’

‘I believe they knew one another. Joshua met him in London and engaged him on my behalf. I will ask him to address himself to the Coroner.’

Crowther nodded, and began to move away towards his horse. Hugh raised his chin.

‘You have been whipped up by the women of Caveley, I presume.’ Crowther could hear the edge in Thornleigh’s voice. ‘How exciting for you. Go careful there, sir. A nasty, pushing family. Visit them more than twice and it will be chanted through the neighbourhood that you have made a bid for the hand of the little one. And the elder is a shrew, and a bluestocking, everyone admits it. The Commodore is likely very happy to have stowed her ashore and gone on his way himself. Perhaps he finds women who know their place and duties a little better away from home.’

Crowther turned back slowly towards the speaker, brushing the remains of the flower he had plucked from his fingertips.

‘I have heard that many disappointed men find comfort in wine  and slander. You give a thorough example of it. I wonder if your ill-luck caused you to become what I see, or if it was your behaviour that has brought the ill-luck upon you.’

The worst thing about these words, spoken so clearly into the evening air, was their lack of passion. An Earl could not have spoken more coldly of a dog. Crowther continued to watch Hugh as he smarted under them. Even in the relative darkness he could see the unmarred cheek of the young man flush indignantly.

‘Do you wish me to ask you to name your friends?’

Crowther felt himself smile. This was what came of leaving the dissecting room, he thought - his secrets discovered, murder, duels, missing sons and dead children. He should have kept his doors locked more tightly.

‘If you wish to fight, I shall certainly meet you, Thornleigh. Though I warn you, my hand is always steady at dawn. I doubt if you can say the same.’

They held each other’s gaze a moment.

‘Damn your eyes, Crowther,’ Hugh whispered, jerking hard at his horse’s head and he turned away, riding hard back towards Thornleigh.

Crowther led his own horse out into the lane again, and mounted with a grunt of effort. He looked up to see the first of the stars appearing above him. Well, he thought, we must follow where the signs lead us. As we follow the pathways of the body to their sources and springs, so this blood spilled must take us to the heart of the matter. He had already stepped clear of the path advised by the Squire. Now he must see where his steps took him, and if the family at Caveley had to pay for their curiosity, then so be it. They would be wiser for it, and Mrs Westerman seemed eager to be educated. He thought again of Hugh, his scarred face and dead eye, and wondered how much the devil had marked him for his own under that torn skin. The family at Caveley had liked him once, and yet now the Mistress seemed happy to see him killing himself with drink. Crowther urged his horse forward.

7 April 1775, Boston, Massachusetts Bay, America

 



 



CAPTAIN HUGH THORNLEIGH of the 5th curled awkwardly over his writing desk and stared at the wall of his billet, trying to compose his thoughts.

He understood little of the complexities of the political situation of the colonies and cared less. The legal niceties of taxes and teas did not concern him. The Army had appealed to him as a career, not just because of the possibilities to give further glory to his ancestors’ name, and create a comfortable life for himself independent of the family estate, but also because it knew how to use men of action like himself. He hoped he would one day lead armies rather than companies into battle, but he fully expected to leave the rationale for those battles to other men. He cared for those under his command, and was known as a fair commander. Ready with his fists, but as ready to laugh and knock the air from a man’s lungs with a slap across the back. He needed only a wife to spoil and a son whom he could teach to shoot, to make himself content. Still, this letter to his father must be written. He began as follows:
My Lord,

 



I wish I had better news for you since our arrival in America. The situation of Boston is indeed pleasant - good, green, rolling country not unlike our own - so the provisions are plentiful and our men remain healthy and alert, for the most part, to their duty. There are some gentlemen in town with whom one would be happy to dine anywhere in the world, but the manners of the common sort show a strange lack of regard for rank. It is hard to put across. It is not the surliness of the London mob so much, but a rather more insidious habit of behaving as if we were all cut from the same stuff, if you take my meaning. By way of example - if eating outside the  regiment, a fellow may serve you your food and sit down to conversation as if you had both just come in from the fields together. This lack of awareness of station and position in the ordinary sort of people must be the root, I believe, of the mood of rebellion that approaches like a contagion both from the countryside around us, and even within the town itself. The people are arming, and though they are in no way proper soldiers, and any but the largest force of them must be short work for a small company of His Majesty’s Own, they have begun to gather in great numbers and a dark mood. We may have to slaughter a fair number of them before they are willing to slink back to their farms. A sad state indeed, when the King’s subjects find themselves facing each other in such a situation.





Thornleigh paused, and resumed staring at the wall again with a worried frown till a voice called from his door.

‘Thornleigh, drop your pen. No one can read a word you write anyway. I am ordered to see how the hospital arrangements are being managed. Will you come with me?’

Hugh turned towards the voice with a ready smile. It was his friend Hawkshaw, so light and thin he seemed to have been wound together out of odd bits of rope. Thornleigh unfolded himself from his round-shouldered hunch over the letter, and placed on it his pen with the awkward delicacy of a bear attempting to arrange roses for a drawing room. Hawkshaw walked quickly across the room and peered over his shoulder at the page.

‘Did you never go to school, Thornleigh? My masters would have whipped me to shreds for having such a horrible hand.’

Hugh grinned. ‘Old Lobster Grimes beat my hands till they bled. Funnily enough, it never made me write any better. I’ll come to the hospital with you, though I cannot let another packet sail without reporting to my father. He likes to claim first-hand intelligence in the House.’

Hawkshaw grimaced. ‘Lord! Politics! Well, it may come to nothing  as yet. We must be all civility and neatness and keep our powder dry. In the meantime, let us enjoy the air a little and look at all these pretty green hills and roads like travellers till we must watch them like soldiers.’

‘I did not come here to admire the country.’

Hawkshaw did not reply, but looked out of the window into the quiet streets of the town. The trees planted at intervals along the wide and pleasant streets gave the whole an air of peace and solidity. A woman, her maid following close behind her, was walking by. She blushed a little to see the officer watching her, then with a smile, she looked back down at the path in front of her.

‘Ah, the fair ladies of this city,’ he murmured. ‘Yet she may slit my throat soon as lie with me, sell my pistols to the Minute Men and call herself a daughter of liberty.’ He turned back towards Thornleigh with a crooked grin. ‘Which is why I always visit the ladies of this town wearing my sword only, so as not to tempt their revolutionary fervour.’ Hugh laughed. ‘There are rumours that some of us may see action soon enough, Thornleigh. Talk of a march on Concord to relieve them of the arms we suspect are being collected there.’

Hugh snorted. ‘Hardly an action. I have stolen apples from my neighbours’ orchards with more risk to life and limb. These rebels are cowards and braggarts. As soon as they see a company of British soldiers drawn up in front of them, they shall hand over whatever we ask for.’

‘I wish I had your confidence. They may not look like an army at the moment, but I think I see a determination in their eyes that could make any soldier cautious. Some of them fought in the last wars alongside us, remember. The reports of them were not all bad.’

‘What good will determination do them against ball and bayonet and trained men? Determination doesn’t render them bulletproof.’

‘Nor us our red coats.’

‘They are farmers! Hunters! If they can reload more than once in  a minute I’ll buy them all the tea and stamps they want myself.’

‘If they fire straight with every shot,’ Hawkshaw said quietly, ‘they need not worry if they fire slow.’

Captain Thornleigh was not by nature a reflective personality, but his friend was. Indeed, the friendship that had grown up between the two Captains since Thornleigh had transferred to them had surprised many in the regiment. They were now known among the officers as the Bull and Whippet; if either man knew, they did not seem to mind it.

As they left the room, a breeze knocked the shutters against their frames, catching the curtains between them so the clack was muffled, like gunfire echoing across a body of water.

 



The building requisitioned for the hospital was a former warehouse situated on the wharf. The surgeon obviously saw their arrival as something of an imposition, and having greeted them briefly, turned to his nurses, both wives of Sergeants in the regiment, to further instruct them on the preparation of bandages, and asking the officers to direct any further questions to his assistant.

The young man he indicated stood up from his desk and approached them. He was well-made, dark in his colouring and moved with a certain grace. Hugh was reminded of the foxes on his estate. The impression was strengthened by the man’s high cheekbones, the cautious assessment of them apparent in his dark eyes.

‘I am Claver Wicksteed,’ he introduced himself. ‘You are Captains Thornleigh and Hawkshaw. Did the Colonel send you down to see how we get on?’

‘He did.’ Thornleigh was a little taken aback by the man’s attitude. Wicksteed continued to watch him.

‘And how do you get on?’ Hawkshaw asked pointedly. ‘Do you have all you require? You are new to this doctoring line, are you not?’

‘Not sure if you could call it doctoring, sir, what I do. The surgeon  said he needed more help and here I am. He saws and sews people up, I help hold them steady then write out the requisition for blades and needles. Would you like to see around the place?’

The Captains nodded and Wicksteed bowed. ‘Very well. This room we have reserved for surgery. As you see, men can be brought in direct from the wharf, and there is space for seven at a time, we think.’

Hugh could not help feeling the man came a little too close, for comfort. He was as slender as Hawkshaw, but his movements seemed more sinuous. He held his hands together when he spoke, though the right would occasionally swim out to emphasise some point of the preparations made, only to be firmly clasped again by the left, as if it were a wayward animal in need of control. It seemed as though he was stirring the air between them into something more dense and difficult to breathe.

They made their way through a broad corridor into a larger space, hurrying to keep up with Wicksteed’s brisk pace.

‘In this main area we will keep most of the beds, and we have a store of straw laid in.’ Again the right hand flew up to describe in the air a cartload. ‘The space is the largest continuous one in the building, and of course we believe the high ceilings may provide a quantity of clean air, it being so beneficial in a sickroom, I am told.’

‘It is indeed a large space, Wicksteed. I hope we may have no occasion to fill it,’ Hawkshaw said. Wicksteed blinked at him, then shrugged.

‘As you say. Though we are at present one of only two proper hospitals on the island, and there are a great many of us soldiers, sir, running about the place. And though we have been lucky to avoid great sickness so far, who knows what the summer may bring.’

‘I presume, Wicksteed -’ as Hugh began to speak, the man swung his whole body round to face him - ‘that prisoners will be treated in Stone Gaol?’

‘As you say. Who knows if these rebels are the sort to carry off their wounded with them, or leave them to us to deal with? There are family bonds between many of them, most likely, and shared blood can make a man carry his comrade farther than he should, I believe. The only family that has ever carried me anywhere has been the Army, and I’ve yet to see if it’s taken me anywhere to my advantage. Any they leave behind will likely be beyond our help.’

‘You like your work then, Wicksteed?’ Hawkshaw asked after a pause.

The man shrugged again, and slouched against the wall. ‘For the moment, Captain Hawkshaw. We must take the chances that come to us.’

Hugh was becoming bored. ‘All is in good hands here, Hawkshaw. Shall we return and report?’

‘I am with you, Thornleigh.’

Wicksteed’s comments on blood ties had irritated Hugh out of his usual good humour. They itched as if the man’s sharp white teeth had bitten him. Back in his own quarters he found himself thinking of his brother Alexander for the first time in years. They had hardly known each other, sent to separate establishments for young gentlemen soon after their mother had died, but Hugh had always been glad to see him. He was rather more bookish perhaps, than Hugh’s chosen friends, but they dealt well enough together.

In the end Alexander had grown up under the protection of a family rather than in the dog eat dog world of thrashings and bad food that served for an education among the upper classes. He had removed himself from his own school before he was ten years old and declared he would live with a Mr Ariston-Grey in Chiswick. The man was a gentleman and musician. Their father had thought the idea ridiculous, but faced with Alexander’s calm determination he had in the end relented. Or rather ceased to care about the matter and let his heir do what he would.

In that house Alexander had met his wife. He remained there until his majority, and then moved no further from them than into a neighbouring street, ignoring the fashions and habits of his own class, though his allowance was generous and unconditional. Hugh heard him speak of the lady only once, the last time the brothers were at the Hall together. They had ridden out to the northerly edge of Thornleigh’s lands, and as they watched the light play across the expanses that were Alexander’s to inherit along with the Earldom and all the pomp great position can bestow, he had told his brother simply that he had met the woman he would love to the end of his days and meant to marry her. Hugh had laughed at first, unused to such soft language spoken between men, but the serene, almost sympathetic smile his brother had given him in return had stopped the sound in his throat and made him serious.

‘Is she suitable?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Alexander smiled. ‘She is perfect - but not suitable. I will speak to Lord Thornleigh, but I suspect he will cut me off. Very well. Elizabeth has inherited a little money, I have saved more from the allowance my father has made me, and my education has made it more possible for me to earn a living than many men of my class. We will take ourselves into London and see how we shift.’

‘You will work?’ Hugh asked, rather shocked.

‘Yes! Many people do, you know. And I would rather have Elizabeth’s love and work for it, than . . .’ he lifted his hand and let it sketch out the landscape in front of him ‘... all of this.’

‘How romantic!’

His brother reached into his coat pocket, producing a miniature in a silver case which he flipped open to show his brother. It revealed a remarkably pretty woman, smiling at the observer with wide blue eyes.

‘I was standing behind the artist as he made his sketches. This is how she looks at me. Now, don’t you think she is worth it?’

Hugh turned away from the little picture, saying, ‘How could any woman be worth this sacrifice? And what do you mean to do when my father dies? Will you come and reclaim the estate then?’

Alexander frowned. ‘I may be tempted to reappear, but I think not. When Lord Thornleigh dies, you may declare me dead and become an Earl yourself, for all I care.’

‘Thank you.’

His brother tried to explain. ‘I know you must think it odd, Hugh, but I have never found happiness here, except in your company perhaps. With Elizabeth I am happy every single day. That seems a greater gift than all the pomp and gilt my father bathes himself in.’

‘I wish you well,’ Hugh mumbled.

‘Thank you. And Hugh, should you need me in years to come, you will find a way to discover me, I am sure. There are ties that bind us together, bonds of blood beyond titles and land. If you cannot free yourself, call for me, and I shall come to you in some way or other.’

Alexander clicked his tongue, and his horse shook its mane and started down the flank of the hill.




PART II




II.1

Saturday, 3 June 1780

 




HARRIET WESTERMAN’S DUTIES for the day started early. Her destination was a narrow room in the upper corridor at Caveley, where she knew from the moment daylight woke her, Mrs Belinda Mortimer would be at work. Mrs Mortimer sewed for several houses in the neighbourhood, spending from time to time two or three days at each to deal with the linen and dresses of the ladies, and doing whatever fine-work fashion and utility suggested to the gentry. Fabrics were not cheap, and nothing that could be used again or altered would be replaced by any but the most improvident. The woman was no gossip, however, and Harriet knew she would not be able to bully her into confessing the deeds and misdeeds of her other clients. No one liked a servant who was known to talk intimately of the families she visited, after all. She paused for a moment, reflecting on this, before pushing open the door to the room reserved for Mrs Mortimer’s use.

She emerged almost an hour later, knowing a great deal more than she had, despite Belinda’s reticence, and having acquired a new stable boy in the shape of Belinda’s nephew. She folded Crowther’s handkerchief with its few threads back into the pocket of her skirt.
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Harriet was slow to reach the breakfast room even though she did not pause to visit her son or baby girl that morning. Instead she took time to consider what she had learned, walking round the fruit garden to the east of her house. She was proud of the trees that flourished under her care, and found being among them soothing. The movement of the wind in the leaves reminded her of the sea, and when she closed her eyes she could almost call up the sounds of wind and wave making the timbers of a sailing boat shift and groan, almost catch the tang of salt in the air. But she was now a long way inland.

When she got into the hallway, she was told that Crowther had arrived, and was already at the breakfast-table drinking chocolate with her sister. Harriet found them sat close together with Rachel’s sketchbook open on the table between them. Rachel looked up as her sister entered.

‘Harriet, Mr Crowther has been looking over my sketches of Mrs Heathcote’s cat, and he thinks I have talent!’

She looked as smug as the cat in question, an animal Harriet had never warmed to.

‘But he says I must understand the webbing of the animal’s muscles to get it quite right, like Da Vinci! Next time he has a dead cat to dissect, he has promised I may go and watch. Isn’t that good of him?’

Harriet raised her eyebrows. ‘Charming, you unnatural beast.’

Rachel looked back down at her sketchbook, riffling through the pages, and gave a little shrug.

‘I follow you in everything. And it was you who told me “we must not be afraid to know”.’

Harriet took her coffee from the sideboard and sat down.

‘I was quoting someone else - “Aude sapere” - and I recall he came to an unpleasant end. Still, there are worse words to live by.’

Crowther lifted an eyebrow. ‘It was Horace and I believe he retired from more active business to run an estate. Many would consider him lucky.’

Harriet gave no sign of having heard him.

There was a moment of silence. Rachel looked from one to the other and rose with a sigh.

‘Well, you have things to discuss, I imagine. So I will leave you. Harry, a note came from the Squire. It is there by your plate.’

‘I see it. Details of when the inquest is to be, I suppose.’

She looked up at her sister’s soft face. Rachel would make a good manager in a wealthy man’s home, and look for no other satisfaction in her life than providing comfort for those she loved. Harriet felt a wave of affection for her sister, but was disturbed to find within that affection a breath of jealousy. She had fallen into the role that her sister was formed for, and felt herself wronged in it. The world gave its gifts, but its pains also often came wrapped in pretty papers.

Rachel let the door close behind her, and Harriet found Crowther observing her over the edge of the newspaper. He caught her eye and turned his attention back to the little items of horror and amusement that made up the Daily Advertiser till she was ready to talk to him.

‘You seem to have been made a favourite,’ Harriet remarked.

Crowther glanced up briefly. ‘I’m honoured. But she might think me less her friend when I accuse the man whom she loves of murder.’

Harriet became very still.

‘Though,’ Crowther continued with the air of a man commenting on the weather, and folding the paper again, ‘he is a stupid, brutish, unpleasant sort of man. He almost challenged me to a duel last night.’

Harriet turned swiftly, her lips parted in surprise, and knocked over her cup. Some of the coffee splashed on the tablecloth.

‘Oh, damn! I’ve ruined yet more of the Commodore’s linen.’ She sprang up and dabbed at the stain with a napkin. It seemed to spread and darken. ‘A duel, Crowther? What on earth are you talking about?’ She picked up the napkin again, and used it to hide the stain, arranging it carefully as she went on, ‘And as to any feelings Thornleigh once encouraged in my sister, I assure you . . .’

He put up his hand. ‘Mrs Westerman. Please do not let me frighten  you into trying to protect the reputation or conduct of your sister or yourself. I am sure it has been above reproach.’

There was a dryness in his tone that made Harriet uncomfortable. She tried to think what he had seen of them the previous day. A horrid image of herself appeared in front of her; her worst traits blown up and highly coloured, her motivations petty and foul.

‘And now you think I wish to attack Thornleigh and the Hall as revenge for his jilting my sister?’

Her voice was crystalline. Crowther looked at her with surprise. Harriet noticed his cravat had been tied very sloppily, and there were crumbs of bread on his sleeve. She was sorry to find it did not make her feel any better.

‘No, madam,’ he said gently. ‘I do not think that, though Hugh may suggest it to your neighbours at some point.’ He sighed and shifted in his chair. ‘Mrs Westerman, we both know any discussion of the relations between your sister and Mr Hugh Thornleigh between us is irregular, and I am well aware I am neither confidant nor counsellor to you. But not knowing these things leaves me more in the dark than ever. The Squire tried to persuade me last night to convince you to go no further into the concerns of Thornleigh Hall. It irritated me. But he promises matters will become unpleasant, and if you are too nice to speak to me of Hugh Thornleigh without worrying about your reputation, perhaps he is right, and you had better keep to household management.’

His voice had risen a little as he spoke. Harriet held up her hand without looking up from her napkin and nodded.

‘I do trust you,’ she said simply. ‘And for some strange reason, I seem to value your good opinion.’ Her fingers plucked at the tablecloth. ‘I am not sure I behaved well. It is ridiculous, I like to tell myself I do not care what the world thinks of me. But I find it unpleasant to talk about these matters.’

‘I very much doubt, Mrs Westerman, if anything you can say will alter the opinion I have of you.’

He said these words almost tenderly, and when Harriet looked up it was with a smile and a faint blush.

‘Lord! That almost sounds like a challenge. Oh, very well. I will be as frank as I know how. And I am sorry to be so overly sensible.’ She put her elbows on the table, and rested a cheek on one hand. As she talked, the fingers of the other tapped out an irregular rhythm on the stained tablecloth.

‘Hugh came back from the war in America with the injury to his face and eye that you see. He had been away since before we purchased Caveley - indeed, it was only two months before, that we had met Lady Thornleigh. The family had not been in evidence at all until Lord Thornleigh’s illness. I believe Hugh wished to continue to serve, since the injury did not stop him being a useful soldier, but when he heard of his father’s illness, and that Alexander’s whereabouts were still unknown, he thought it his duty to return home. It was the first time he met his stepmother, you know. She was a dancer before she became Lady Thornleigh, and only a year or two older than Hugh. They were not friendly. Still, I was glad he had come back, and he became a regular visitor here.’

Harriet looked up into the air to her left, and Crowther waited in silence for her to continue. ‘Hugh was not then as he is now. A little prone to bluster perhaps, rather loud - but there was humour there and, I thought, a generosity of spirit that wanted only encouragement. He did not drink much more than other men, and though life at the Hall was not perfect, he seemed very happy to sit here with us, swapping war stories with me or listening to Rachel read.’ She smiled briefly. ‘She has a talent for it, you know. I should put her on the stage.’

Crowther returned her smile, then, leaning back in his chair with his fingers tented in front of him, he waited once more for her to continue.

‘I say he seemed content enough, but he was still a troubled man. Hugh had black moods from time to time, and twice stood up in the middle of conversation with us and left the house without a word. I  never did reason out the cause of those strange departures. We were talking the dullest of estate business on both occasions.’

Crowther stretched his fingers in front of him, apparently absorbed in contemplation of his short nails, and spoke to the air in front of his nose.

‘You know better than most, I think, Mrs Westerman, that time in battle can do strange things to the spirits of the bravest men.’

She picked up a teaspoon from the tablecloth and spun it between her fingers.

‘Just what I thought. So I did not worry over-much, and when I saw an affection growing between Mr Thornleigh and my sister, I thought it would be a help to him.’ Her smile twisted a little. ‘In fact, I congratulated myself that Rachel would be so soon and so well settled. I thought it was all but decided on, and that he was waiting only for the Commodore’s next leave to ask to pay his addresses.’

‘And then?’

‘Then things began to change. This was about two years ago, so two years after he had returned to Thornleigh. He drank more, his moods became darker. Sometimes he seemed quite wild.’ Crowther felt her regret, her sympathy for the man, flow from her. ‘Then he arrived here one evening very drunk. Raving even.’ Her mouth set in a line. ‘I had David and William throw him down the steps. There were bitter words.’

‘And your sister?’

‘I suspect she tried to speak to him shortly afterwards, and he said ... unpleasant things to her. She was desperately unhappy for some time.’

She let her forehead drop into her palm, and brought the teaspoon in her other hand down onto the table with a dull crack.

‘I was a fool. I should not have let her be so friendly, but society here is so limited, and I truly believed he loved her. My husband calls me naive, and there have been times perhaps when I have not been such an asset to him in his career as I should have been.’

‘An alliance with such a great family would have had its advantages.’

‘James is a fine Commander. And as for Mr Hugh Thornleigh - yes, there was that, but also . . .’ she began to twirl the spoon again, watching it pick up the sun flowing into the room, and throwing it up along the walls ‘. . . Crowther, I enjoyed his company. I think we both felt ourselves creatures out of their natural sphere.’ She looked resigned, letting the reflection of the light hover over an Italianate landscape above the empty fireplace. ‘I believe the business did our family’s reputation some damage. But then my husband came home for some months in the summer and made us show our faces at every event and gathering within five miles. Rachel is so sweet-natured, anyone who meets her knows she is no schemer, and my husband is every inch the gentleman, and Hugh’s behaviour continued so . . . Well, people began to talk of poor Rachel’s lucky escape. And I was glad. He had made us very wretched.’

Crowther waited till she looked up and met his eye, and asked her kindly, ‘Do you think there is any connection, any link between that change of behaviour and the events of yesterday?’

Harriet tilted her head to one side. ‘Rachel is afraid she did something wrong, something that made Hugh cease to love her, and I wish I could make her easy on that point. She has not been happy since.’

‘And yourself, perhaps, Mrs Westerman? You too would like to make yourself easy on that point?’

She did not reply, but nodded sadly. Crowther returned his gaze to his fingertips.

‘Did anything else of significance occur at about that time?’

‘His new steward, Wicksteed, arrived. I will tell you what I can of him.’

Crowther abandoned the study of his nails, and brushed some of the crumbs from his sleeve, having noticed them for the first time.

‘Very well. I am content you are not a pair of scheming harridans. Before you tell me of this steward, however, shall I tell you about my  conversation with the Squire and my meeting with Mr Hugh Thornleigh last night?’

Harriet gave a horrified laugh into what was left of her coffee, and still choking a little, waved her hand to encourage him to continue.

‘Very well, I shall. But only on condition you stop playing with that spoon.’

She put it down very smartly and sat straight. The model of an attentive audience.




 II.2


ALEXANDER WAS TO be buried in St Anne’s churchyard, half a mile or so from his home. There were burial grounds far prettier, but it was here that his wife had been laid to rest, and Mr Graves believed that Alexander would not wish to be separated from her. Graves’s first duty though was to reach the magistrate of the parish and find what the law could do to pursue the murderer of his friend. Morning had only just begun to stretch across the city before he was on his way, leaving the children in the care of Miss Chase. Susan was still silent, but more watchful than stunned now, and Jonathan repeatedly found himself caught by sudden waves of grief that seemed to lift and drop his little body at will.

It was not long before Graves came upon the signs of the previous night’s work. The destruction of the Catholic Church in Golden Square shocked him. The ground was dotted with pages ripped from the hymn and prayer books, the words singed, wounded, fluttering. The smouldering remains of a bonfire brooded in the centre of the embarrassed-looking square of houses. He could see the bars of pews and other fittings of a church rearing within it like the blackened ribs of an animal caught in a forest fire. He paused for a second and a plain-looking man crossing the Square halted next to him.

‘Shocking, isn’t it, sir? Don’t they know it’s the same Bible we use?’ He rubbed the stubble on his chin, and settled the linen bag of goods he carried more comfortably on his shoulder. ‘How do you call yourself a defender of true religion and then burn down a church? That’s what I want to know.’

Graves nodded sadly, then stepped back in slight alarm. Apparently out of the black and clinging ashes of the fire another man reared up, like a devil come to claim them from the ruins of the destroyed church; he staggered towards them, a damp blue cockade hanging from his hat and his back black with the soot of the fire, next to which he had presumably slept. Graves and his companion stood their ground as he weaved across the Square towards them, mistaking them for admirers of the handiwork of his crowd. He looked at them both, then leaning forward into Graves’s face said with a leer, and with a broad wink, ‘No popery!’

Graves recoiled at the stench of stale alcohol on his breath, and thrust the man away from him. The Protestant hero was still too out of himself to maintain his balance and tottered backwards, tripping over the remains of a burned cross at his feet and landing heavily on his arse.

Graves’s companion laughed heartily and pointed at him. The man ignored him but fixed an angry eye on Graves.

‘I’ll have you for that, you Catholic bastard! I’ll know you again, and I’ll have you.’

He made no move to rise though, and Graves turned on his heel without bothering to reply and continued on his way. The journey was wasted, however. The Justice’s house was besieged, and the mob would not let him through. Some of the rioters of the previous night had been taken up and were to be examined and confined to Newgate for trial. Through the crowd he could see the flash of redcoats. Soldiers on the steps to guard the gate.

‘It’s a matter of murder!’ he protested. ‘I must speak to the Justice!’

Some of those nearest to him turned enough to look him up and down.

‘Will be murder, if they send those prisoners down. True Protestant heroes, every one.’

Graves tried to step forward, and was shoved back by a vicious-looking man twice his size.

‘Get out of here, boy. Your business will wait.’

Graves made one more attempt and the same man twisted his arm hard behind him and whispered in his ear with horrible intimacy, ‘Will your business be served better when this crowd has torn you all up to pieces? Get away, I say.’

Graves slunk back, only able to comfort himself with Mr Chase’s words of the previous night, and went to make his arrangements with the priest of St Anne’s. The man was sorrowful and kind, and confirmed the wisdom of letting Alexander be buried and turn to the Coroner when the city was calm again.

Graves returned briefly to his own lodgings - a room in one of the least disreputable houses in the vicinity of Seven Dials - to change his clothing, on which he at least could still see the marks of his friend’s blood. As he changed his clothes, he paused a long moment before the pocked and dusty mirror. He no longer looked, he thought, like such a young man. His own wound was still fresh and livid, of course, but the real change was a heaviness in his eyes he did not recognise.

Owen Graves was only twenty-one. He had come down from the country three years before, from his father’s home in the Cotswolds, determined to make a living in London with his pen. It had caused a breach with his family who, struggling to live like gentry on a clergyman’s income, had hoped he might find advancement in the law. But Graves had been romantic. He had struggled to feed and clothe himself through those three years with the work of his pen, and though his work was often admired, it had yet to prove profitable.

He wrote best about music, offering his short reports of concerts to the various presses turning out papers to entertain and inform the capital, but the publishers often complained that though he wrote prettily, he  had an unfortunate tendency to write more about the music itself and how it struck him, rather than give a list of any fashionable personages in attendance, and describe their manner of dress and behaviour. He often tried to combine the necessary with what he regarded as the essential by claiming that some darling of the haut ton was particularly captivated by a certain melody in a certain piece. The trick served him well enough, as those to whom he gifted this great musical sensibility seldom wanted to contradict him, and so he lived. Barely.

He had loved music since childhood. His mother had a beautiful soprano voice, though she had given up her own career as a singer to marry the man she loved and live in uncomfortable poverty. It was family legend that Mr Handel himself had said her leaving the stage was a waste, and a damn shame. His father would tell any new acquaintance the story with pride, but Graves noticed that his mother always seemed to wince when it was mentioned.

So Mr Graves arrived in town, and found Alexander at one of the first concerts he attended in the capital. He had been so engaged by the playing he could not resist sharing his pleasure with the gentleman next to him at the interval. He had chosen to praise a piece that was a favourite of that man’s, and his opinion was listened to with appreciation.

Alexander, being a much older man than himself, had taken the place of a parent for him in those early months, encouraging and counselling the young man even while the grief from the loss of his wife Elizabeth was still raw. In return, Graves gave him his love and loyalty, his enthusiasm and quickness. Alexander’s house had become a second home to him. The man’s children were like the younger siblings he had never had; in their chatter he had found an escape from his own fears and failures, while in Alexander he had found a mentor who rewarded him with his trust and faith. Now he must earn what had been so freely given.

It took Graves a great effort of will to leave the house again. Before he left, he moved the loose pages of his writings around on the table-top  as a child spins buttercups in a pond, and wondered, without knowing why, when he might come back here, and what sort of man he might have become before he next lifted the latch.

 



Harriet did not feel any pleasure at the idea of calling on Lady Thornleigh that morning. It would look unusual, and she shrank a little from putting herself in a position where her behaviour could be questioned.

The purpose of the visit was unclear even in her own mind. She knew she wanted Crowther to see Thornleigh Hall, to see if he sensed there the same aura of corruption she felt, but it seemed a vague beginning to any thorough investigation of the circumstances that had brought the body to the copse on the hill. She said as much to Crowther when she proposed the visit, and was comforted to hear he thought it the right thing to do.

‘In my work, Mrs Westerman,’ he had said, ‘we must often explore in a general fashion at first, till we have specifics with which to grapple. You have suspicions that are still out of reach of language. We must look about us with those sensations in mind, and see if we can put a little meat on the bones of our argument. As to the visit itself, perhaps the local gentry will at this point simply assume you are proud of drawing me out of my seclusion and are parading me about like a leopard on a chain.’

Harriet could not imagine comparing the spare and dry Crowther with a leopard, but the image made her laugh, and that gave her some courage.

It was a long time since the families had done more than exchange compliments via their servants. Rachel felt it her duty to join them, and while Harriet was glad of it for appearance’s sake, she felt almost cruel sharing with Crowther what she had gleaned from the little sewing woman in the morning as they drove in the carriage towards the main gates of Thornleigh Hall. As she spoke, she glanced at the  pale profile of her sister from time to time, but Rachel seemed determined only to examine the passing countryside and pretend, for the moment at least, not to hear them.

‘Mrs Mortimer was quite enlightening in the end about the key personages in the Hall. The last steward of Thornleigh was known as a hard, but practical man. Not popular with the tenants, but a favourite of his master. Then, a little over two years ago, Claver Wicksteed appeared, out of the clear skies, it seemed, and Hugh announced his intention to make him steward. The former steward was bundled out of his place with enough to buy himself a little shop and left within a week, the hisses of the tenants ringing in his ears.’

Crowther turned towards her, one hand holding onto the edge of his seat as the carriage bounced a little on the dry roads.

‘Is Wicksteed better liked?’

‘No, not at all, and Mrs Mortimer suggested to me that his influence on his master seems . . . unhealthy.’

Crowther looked at her with a lift of his eyebrows. The timing of Wicksteed’s arrival and Hugh’s change in behaviour was not lost on them.

‘She was not more specific? He takes on no more than the usual duties of a steward?’ he asked.

Harriet shrugged. Crowther had always thought the gesture a little vulgar in women, but he was learning to allow Mrs Westerman any number of liberties.

‘No, though of course in an estate of this size those are considerable enough. He manages the rents and repairs and no one sees Hugh on estate business any more. There was a period where he took a more active role in the management of the estate, but that time seems to have passed. Everything goes to Wicksteed and through Wicksteed - and Mr Thornleigh appears not to give a damn.’

‘Strange he should not choose to lose himself in London then.’

Harriet nodded. ‘I was surprised he did not leave again. I do not  know - he seems restless, but has not visited the capital since Wicksteed arrived. Mrs Mortimer gave me the impression that Wicksteed has the upper hand in the relationship. I suspect that goes against her feelings of the proper order of things. The only people in the village who would speak well of Wicksteed are those young girls with whom he has had nothing to do.’

Crowther looked at her enquiringly.

‘No, I mean no scandal. He has never been seen to court any local girl. Only that his looks have won him friends, but his manner of doing business is inclined to be vicious. He knows the benefits that bargaining for such an estate brings, and squeezes his advantage. I believe he takes pleasure in it.’

Crowther looked thoughtful. ‘So Wicksteed and Mr Thornleigh had known each other before, we assume?’

‘Yes. He told us, soon after Wicksteed arrived, that they had served together in the early days of the American Rebellion, though I never heard his name mentioned when Hugh spoke to us of his experiences previous to that, and I thought we could name every man in his regiment within a month of his coming home.’

Rachel turned from the window and looked at Crowther.

‘I think the Americans are quite right to claim independence, don’t you, Mr Crowther? Why should they not govern themselves? I think it a great shame my brother James has to serve in such a war.’

Her sister looked annoyed, and drew herself straight.

‘My husband does his duty, Rachel.’

The younger woman put a hand out and patted her sister’s knee as a mother might encourage a child.

‘Of course, Harry. And I am very proud of him, and he does very well with prize money for the ships he takes. I do not like his orders, though.’

Both women radiated a calm certainty which Crowther found entertaining. They might express it in different ways, but they shared  strong will as a characteristic, he noted. He wondered what their father had been like.

‘You are a defender of liberty, Miss Trench.’

Crowther was rewarded with a smile.

‘Yes. But if you have more unpleasant things to say about the Thornleigh family, say them now, Harry, for we are already in the park.’

Thornleigh Hall was first built by the second Earl some two hundred years before, but extensive improvements had been made over the generations to create an elegant and imposing building. Its wide, white-stoned frontage was full of high regular windows which reflected the open green parkland on which it stood. The west and east wings swept back at the same height as the frontage, suggesting a superfluity of apartments. It was designed to impress rather than welcome, and that it did. From the open lawns to the ornamental pools that framed the entrance, from the great doorway that could have swallowed their carriage whole to the innumerable chimney stacks that spoke of a city rather than the home of a single family, from the carved arms above the door to the intricate flourishes of stone below each window, it signalled wealth and power so assured it need never concern itself with anything so small as a single being crossing its threshold.

They sent their compliments to Lady Thornleigh from the carriage, and were invited to step in as quickly as could be hoped. Walking into the entrance hall, the sisters and the maid who was guiding them automatically paused for a moment to let Crowther absorb the grandeur of the place. Huge oils hung up the main stairway that reared in front of them and curled its back over their heads to reach the state rooms on the first floor. The pictures were mostly Biblical scenes of battle and sacrifice, mythical beasts being slain by heroes of almost satirical bodily perfection, accompanied by an array of worthies of the house, all displayed in full-length portraits and surrounded by their own personal signifiers of wealth, civilisation and dominion.

From the foot of the stairs Crowther could look up into the vault of the roof where a domed skylight allowed in sufficient light for him to admire the remarkable frescoes that spun out over the ceiling. Heaven, Hell and the family of Thornleigh crowded round the Christ Child as He sat in His mother’s arms delivering judgement over creation from His position in the heart of Thornleigh Hall. No doubt the owners thought it the place He would have chosen from whence to judge.

When Harriet noticed where his attention was directed, she murmured, ‘The ceiling was painted soon after the current Earl succeeded his father. That is the current Lord Thornleigh, by the Archangel Michael.’

Crowther looked to where she indicated. A handsome, long-faced man in ermine was shown ignoring the angel and his flaming sword just above him. While piously lifting his hands to the Christ Child, Lord Thornleigh was also glancing backwards towards the torments of the damned, if not with pleasure, then at least with complacency. The impression it made on Crowther was unpleasant.

At that moment, the maid obviously felt they had paused long enough.

‘This way, madam.’ As they followed her up the stairs, Crowther idly counted the liveried footmen standing to attention among the more valuable artworks they passed, but grew bored after reaching five and quickened his pace to keep up with the ladies.

The drawing room into which they were shown was an assault on the eye such that Crowther was afraid it might permanently damage his sight. The room was gold - exclusively, overpoweringly. The wallpaper was of golden fleur de lys embossed in velvet on a paler background, the curtains were looped and spun with heavy golden brocade, each chairback, carved into a profusion of cherubs, clouds and cornucopia, was gold; the portraits on the walls were lapped with heavy golden frames; the mantelpiece over the empty grate was studded  with gold trinkets, with, in its centre a clock perhaps two feet high where robust golden shepherds and shepherdesses on golden hills prepared to ring the quarters on golden bells with little golden hammers.

The woman in the room stood among all this splendour like a single lily on a gem-encrusted altar. She was about Harriet’s age and a little taller. When they entered, she was leaning among the curtains by one of the long windows that gave out over the front of the house. She turned as the maid announced them and looked at them for a long moment without speaking. Now this, Crowther thought to himself, is beauty.

Lady Thornleigh was dark-haired, with wide eyes and a full mouth, and the outline of her body, showing under the tight formal lacings of her gown, suggested a form to be worshipped. She was the model every artist would want for the Magdalene. A sensuality flowed from her that overpowered even the stench of gold.

Crowther felt his mouth become a little dry, and wondered if Lady Thornleigh always greeted her visitors standing, and began each visit with this moment of silence so they could admire and adjust to her presence among them.

‘What an age you’ve been coming upstairs, Mrs Westerman. I am sure I saw you step out of your carriage ten minutes ago.’

Harriet moved forward into the room. ‘We could not help pausing to let Mr Crowther see the paintings, my lady.’

‘Ugh!’ Lady Thornleigh gave a shudder. ‘Horrid things, all that blood one has to see going downstairs every day. I wished for them to be taken down, but my son, Hugh, will have none of it. He calls it our heritage. Some heritage - I would prefer something rather more cheerful. I take my coffee in the upper salon now so I can avoid seeing them before breakfast.’ She turned to look at Crowther. Her fine eyes ran him over and he felt as naked and helpless as a punished child.

‘Lady Thornleigh, may I present Mr Gabriel Crowther?’ Harriet said. ‘He has been living in the Laraby House in the village.’

Crowther bowed, and Lady Thornleigh offered him a slight curtsy. Her movements were perfectly graceful, yet made with the minimum of effort. Crowther remembered her former profession was as a dancer. He wished he could have seen her perform.

‘Yes, I recognise you. We sent our compliments when you arrived in the village.’

‘I have been a slave to my studies, Lady Thornleigh.’

She looked at him again for a long moment, her smile mocking. The word ‘slave’ seemed to please her. She broke the moment with a sweep of her skirts.

‘Well, let us sit down then. Miss Trench, always a pleasure, I’m sure.’

When Lady Thornleigh bothered with the ordinary civilities, she did so with such ill-disguised boredom, Crowther almost laughed. As they sat she leaned back her beautiful head and shouted for her footman at the same volume as a street-seller advertises her mackerel.

‘Duncan!’ The gold door opened again and a footman leaned in his elaborately powdered and wigged head.

‘Tea.’ The head nodded and withdrew. Lady Thornleigh stared at them again for a moment. ‘Mr Crowther, do you like my drawing room? The Earl had it done for me by way of compliment when we married. He said it suited me. I took it as a great kindness before, but now I wonder if he was being funny.’

She yawned a little behind her hand. All Crowther could think of was a cat. The nature of the smile that hung on her red lips made him hope he was never the bird she chose for sport. He bowed a little. Harriet settled her skirts.

‘I hope Lord Thornleigh continues comfortably, my lady?’

My lady leaned back her head to admire the golden ceiling as she replied, ‘Oh, just the same. It is so dull - one marries a man for his wits then he loses them.’ She looked at each of them in turn with a slow blink. ‘He was entertaining company before I married him, you  know. He always had the cleverest things to say about his friends and neighbours. What a shame he never met the ladies of Caveley Park before he fell ill.’ Lady Thornleigh let this thought sit in the air a moment, then shifted her gaze towards Crowther. ‘We were in London at first, you know. He used to promenade with me in the London parks, and all the dowager Duchesses would try to run away. He could make them be civil, of course. Everyone was frightened of him then. Now people just pity him.’

No one could think of a response to this. If Lady Thornleigh found the silence uncomfortable, she did not show it. She turned her focus to Rachel.

‘Miss Trench, I must thank you for that preparation you sent us. It smells disgusting, you will admit, but the nurse tells me it has eased the inflammations Lord Thornleigh is prone to suffer on his skin.’

‘During my father’s last illness, it gave him some relief,’ Rachel said softly.

Harriet looked at her sister in surprise. Lady Thornleigh noticed it and tilted her head to one side, her eyes wide.

‘Did you not know your sister has turned apothecary, Mrs Westerman? You will hear soon enough how half of Hartswood is in love with her skin salves.’ She turned back to Rachel and raised her hand to wag a finger at her. ‘Though you should charge a full shilling, dearie - it is a mistake to sell it for only sixpence. People value things according to what they have paid for them. Charge them the shilling and they will tell everyone it is a wonder, for who wants to look a fool spending money on nonsense?’

After this moment of relative animation, Lady Thornleigh sat back in her chair again, watching Harriet’s continuing surprise with real pleasure. She looked away again to examine the middle distance of the golden air.

‘It is remarkable how little some people know about what is going on in their own house.’ A hand lifted to her face and she bit her full  lower lip a second, pulling on one dark ringlet. ‘And it is not even a very big house.’

Crowther coughed.

The rituals of serving tea followed. Crowther noticed Harriet seemed a little at a loss in the presence of the Earl’s wife. Her introduction of the subject of the body in the woods seemed almost clumsy.

‘Is it not strange, Lady Thornleigh, that Viscount Hardew’s ring was found on the corpse?’

Lady Thornleigh yawned. Even her hands were exceptionally well made, Crowther thought as she lifted one to her mouth before replying. It was always a matter of proportion; the length of the fingerbones compared with those webbing together to make the palm, the ratio of fat and muscle, and of course, the quality and properties of the skin.

‘No doubt he found it in London, recognised the arms and was coming to the house to see if he could gain a reward from Hugh,’ she said with a shrug. ‘It is what I would have done.’

Harriet frowned briefly, then struggled on.

‘How strange, also, to have had no news of Viscount Hardew for so long, and now the ring. He left the house before we came to Caveley, I believe. I do not think I have ever heard the detail of the case.’

‘Have you not? Well, I always thought you above such a romance. I suppose we can pass the time telling the story again. It is almost funny when one considers it.’

Lady Thornleigh paused to reach for one of the dainty cakes provided with her tea, and nibbled at it with her small white teeth. It did not please her, so she replaced it with a little pout of disgust and picked up another from the plate to try instead. It was obviously an improvement as she kept it between her neat white fingers as she continued.

‘Alexander fell in love with one of the family with which he was lodging. Some family in Chiswick with a funny name. Ah yes, Ariston-Grey. Sounds a trifle French to me. Musicians. A widowed  father and his whelp. Alexander was mad for music, I am told. The old man died still fiddling away for his family’s entertainment, though I’m sure my husband paid him enough for keeping Alexander all those years, so he can have had no need to spin out tunes to entertain.’

‘Perhaps he did it for the love of the music, Lady Thornleigh,’ Rachel suggested.

‘If you say so, Miss Trench.’ Lady Thornleigh looked at her a little amazed. ‘I only ever had to do with music for my profession. No butcher slaughters animals for his own entertainment at the end of a day. Why should a fiddler play?’ Rachel had no answer, so Lady Thornleigh continued. ‘The funny thing is, the lady turned out to be so terribly virtuous he could not have her without marrying her. My husband was fearfully angry. Thought Alexander a ridiculous fool and said if he couldn’t get a girl like that to be friendly without marriage, he was certainly not fit to run the estate, as he would be robbed at every turn. Alexander was a terribly upright sort, by all accounts, so before you could spit he was off out of the house and ready to marry the girl on the little scrap of money the fiddler left, and they’ve neither of them been heard of since.’

She ate a little more of the cake. ‘I say funny because of course Lord Thornleigh was thought to be a little daring to marry me, but I think it was Alexander’s priggishness and whining about the virtues of his intended that brought about the breach, more than the rather unequal nature of the match.’

She wiped the crumbs from her mouth and smiled her catlike smile. ‘We have so much money that the Thornleigh men could all marry paupers for five generations and it would still be all thoroughbred horses and ices in July.’ Her dark eyes drifted over Rachel’s face. ‘That is, if they really wished to do so.’

The rest of the visit was nothing but awkward banalities, and an attempt to discuss the weather which made Lady Thornleigh yawn so widely Crowther was afraid she was in danger of dislocating her  elegant jaw. Her remarks had been unpleasant enough that he expected Rachel and Harriet to be very angry when they left, but they were oddly forgiving. He was surprised by their generosity.

‘No one would receive her in town, even when Lord Thornleigh was well, for all her talk of scaring Duchesses,’ Harriet said as the coach set off again.

Crowther remarked, ‘But why did she not make more friends when her husband became ill? I would have thought she still had an acquaintance wide enough after a year of marriage that would be eager to spend his money.’

Rachel turned towards them from the window and smoothed her skirts.

‘She has very little money of her own, as a matter of fact. And she must be resident wherever Lord Thornleigh is, to receive anything at all. The articles of the marriage contract were very strict. When Lord Thornleigh dies she will be guardian of their little boy and have charge of his money, though not much is settled on him direct. He gets everything at the discretion of the new Earl - Alexander, if he can be found. Hugh as well has only a little of his own. In her position, I think I would bundle up that horrible clock in a blanket and make a run for London, but she is probably too lazy.’

Miss Trench realised that both Crowther and Harriet were looking at her open-mouthed.

‘Mr Thornleigh told me,’ she said, with an air of slight defiance. ‘And Harry, I did tell you I was making skin salves from Mama’s old recipes. You just weren’t listening.’ She pouted a little. ‘You would have noticed when you did the accounts for the next quarter, for I have made four pounds, as it happens.’

Harriet was amazed.

‘You have surprised your sister into silence, Miss Trench. An achievement, I think.’

Rachel met Crowther’s eye and smiled happily. He blinked his  hooded eyes at her. ‘Now, if you are interested in inflammations of the skin, I have some books I can lend to you. Not usually reading I would recommend to females, but if you find it interesting . . .’

Rachel looked very pleased. Crowther glanced out of the window for a moment, trying to avoid the cheerfulness in her smile defrosting his own bones too far into softness. He was just in time to see a figure standing under the great portico at the Hall. It was a man, slim, but as far as he could tell from this distance, well-formed. It was not Hugh Thornleigh, nor did he have the look of a servant about him. His hair was dark. The man watched their carriage retreat without moving. There was a stillness in his posture that Crowther found oddly disquieting.




II.3

‘MAKE WAY THERE for the lady, please. Oi, Joe, move yerself and get a chair for Mrs Westerman, will you? I said, move yer arse, for the love of God! Pardon me, Mrs Westerman.’

The body had been moved from Caveley’s stables to those of the inn during the course of the morning. The fifteen jurors, gathered up by the Constable from the customers of the Bear and Crown the previous evening, had had an opportunity to tut over it and look narrowly into the dead man’s eyes, and now the jurors, Coroner, witnesses and the curious lookers-on were squeezing into the low, rough room in the back of the Bear and Crown.

Michaels, the landlord, was always insisting he was on the point of presenting a series of musical concerts and private dances there, but Harriet suspected he found it too convenient for the storage of salted pork and potato sacks during the winter to do anything of the sort. However, the polite fiction that renowned musicians were about to take the day’s journey from London to entertain them was maintained  throughout the neighbourhood, as there was a general agreement that even the rumour enhanced the reputation of the area.

Michaels was a huge man who had started his life on the London streets, and through his love of horses, luck and a good head for business had found himself in his forties a man of property and owner of a flourishing business. No one knew his first name, or even if he had one; his children, his friends and even his wife never used any other form of address to him. He was to be found every morning among the hubbub of his household - to his own offspring were often added cousins and nephews who were thought to be in need of his generosity and rough love - reading the newspapers and drinking his small beer. It was said that he was often appealed to, to arbitrate disputes in the village, and had been consistently found to be fair, and almost unnaturally incorruptible. Some of the villagers were worried that the Squire would not approve of this circumventing of his own authority as local Justice, but Harriet had long believed that Bridges and Michaels had an understanding of their own.

She was glad of his assistance now as Michaels pushed his way through the crowd and set a chair for her near to the table round which the jury were gathered. A fair proportion of the local inhabitants were there, though the county gentry, it seemed, had thought the affair below them, or had not yet heard of it, Harriet thought, looking around her and thinking that the village shops must mostly be closed this afternoon through want of their usual staff, owners and customers. Crowther followed in her wake and took up a position behind her. There were a few murmurs in the crowd as he was recognised, but if he was expecting any hostility he was wrong to do so. A man he thought he might know as the father of his maid grumbled something at him, and he found he was being presented with a chair of his own, and a not unfriendly nod.

He looked about him. On the opposite side of the room - it was arranged a little like a church with the jurors playing the bride, the  corner the groom, and the observers seated or standing the length of the space like family and friends - he noticed Hugh. He was as usual looking somewhat dishevelled and uncomfortable. Crowther noticed he had so placed himself that most of the room would be hidden from him by the blindness in his right eye. On his left, leaning back a little in his chair, was the same lithe figure Crowther had spotted on the steps of Thornleigh Hall. His colouring was very dark and his features marked. He looked a little overdrawn, Crowther thought, to be regarded by most women as truly handsome. His cheekbones were a little too high, his chin rather too pronounced. Probably in his early thirties, so of an age with Mr Thornleigh, though a great deal better preserved. He reminded him of the slightly satirical drawings of great male actors he had seen in the Illustrated News. Even for a man as controlled in his movements as Crowther, this figure next to Hugh appeared strangely still. Yet his thin lips were moving; he was speaking to his master, and by the bend of his neck, Crowther could see Hugh was listening.

Crowther gave his companion a look of enquiry. She caught his eye and nodded swiftly. So this was Claver Wicksteed. There was a gloss to him, as if he had been polished. Crowther wondered if his pupils were white in a fawn iris, as if constructed out of thin mother-of-pearl veneer and maplewood. The man was prettily made, like a flashy piece of furniture for my lady’s chamber, but Crowther doubted the craftsmanship. Hugh’s face was set in a deep frown and he stared at the dusty floor to the side of his crossed ankles.

Crowther looked behind him and caught the cautious smile and nod of the Squire, who was conversing with a couple of middle-aged men Crowther assumed to be farmers. Turning his eyes to the front again, he saw Joshua Cartwright standing unhappily by the window. He spoke to no one, and continuously picked at the lint on his sleeve till Crowther was afraid his cuffs would be bald by the end of the session.

The Coroner looked about him, then stood and shushed the crowd.  The appeal for quiet was picked up and carried to the rear doors, where it was reinforced with a growl from Michaels. The air was still: the Coroner looked pleased with the effect.

Evidence was called, and questions asked. Harriet spoke of finding the body on her morning walk, her inspiration to fetch Crowther as well as the Squire, and sending to Hugh - and of Hugh’s resolution that the body was not that of her brother. That gentleman had shifted in his chair a full quarter-turn to look at her as she spoke. His expression was still sullen.

Harriet’s short narrative was received respectfully. The foreman of the jury thanked her on behalf of them all for her actions and courtesy in coming to speak with them. Crowther watched her as she spoke and noted an uncharacteristic shrinking in her demeanour, a tendency to look up at the Coroner and foreman from under her long eyelashes, hiding the green flash of her eyes, a mute appeal to the gentlemen to treat her kindly. They responded happily and there was an air of manly solicitude almost palpable in the air when she took her seat again. Only Hugh and Wicksteed did not, it seemed, take a proprietorial delight in looking at her.

As she sat down, Harriet shot Crowther a look of apology. He found he was impressed by the performance and could see the advantages and cover a little feminine reticence in such a company might give her, but he fancied she hated being anything other than what she naturally was, and pitied her that it was necessary. He wondered if women would ever be able to be themselves if they fell into such tricks, but having never known the dangers to which a frank woman might expose herself, he was disinclined to judge. His ruminations were broken by the sound of the Coroner calling his name.

Crowther was also listened to with respect, though he failed to win any affection from the room. He spoke of the wound, the likely time of the death and his investigations to try the soundness of the body’s lower limbs. He had to be stopped from time to time to convert his  naturally Latinate, scholarly language into something more easily digestible to the jury, and when he reported Hugh’s remark that Alexander had had a bad leg due to a youthful injury, he was a little surprised to hear corroborating shouts from some of the men in the room of, ‘True, true!’ and, ‘He did indeed, since he was seven!’ and, ‘His horse tripped in the warren on Blackamore Hill!’ and, in a deep bass from somewhere near the door, ‘Landed on him!’ It was as if the village had agreed to be a chorus to the court, and Crowther had an uncomfortable sense of fellow feeling with the players at Drury Lane.
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