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Chapter One
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‘The murder doesn’t matter,’ Louvain said abruptly, leaning a little over his desk towards Monk. They were both standing in the big office whose windows faced the Pool of London, with its forest of masts swaying on the tide against the ragged autumn sky. There were clippers and schooners from every seafaring nation on earth, barges from up and down the river, a local pleasure boat passing, tugs, ferries and tenders at work. ‘I have to have the ivory!’ Louvain gritted the words between his teeth. ‘I’ve no time to wait for the police.’

Monk stared at him, trying to frame an answer. He needed this job, or he would not have come down to the Louvain Shipping Company offices prepared to undertake a task so far outside his usual area of skill. He was a brilliant detective in the city; he had proved it time and time again, both in the police force, and later as a private agent of enquiry. He knew the mansions of the wealthy and the back streets of the poor. He knew the petty thieves and informers, the dealers in stolen goods, the brothel-keepers, the forgers, and many of the general ruffians for hire. But the river, ‘the longest street in London’, with its shifting tides, its constant movement of ships, and men who spoke scores of different languages,  was strange territory to him. The question beat in his mind, insistent as a pulse: why had Clement Louvain sent for him rather than someone familiar with the docks and the water? The River Police themselves were older than Peel’s city police; in fact they had existed since 1798, nearly three-quarters of a century ago. It was just believable that they were too busy to give Louvain’s ivory the attention he wanted, but was that really his reason for calling in Monk?

Louvain was standing on the other side of the big, polished mahogany desk, waiting, judging.

‘The murder is part of the theft,’ Monk replied. ‘If we knew who killed Hodge, we’d know who took the ivory, and if we knew when, we might be a lot closer to finding it.’

Louvain’s face tightened. He was a wind-burned, slender-hipped man in his early forties, but hard-muscled, like the sailors he hired to work his ships to the East African coast and back, with ivory, timber, spices and skins. His light brown hair was thick and sprang up from his forehead. His features were broad and blunt.

‘On the river at night, time makes no difference,’ he said curtly. ‘There are light horsemen, heavy horsemen, night plunderers up and down all the time. Nobody’s going to inform on anyone else, least of all to the River Police. That’s why I need my own man, one with the skills I’m told you have.’ His eyes swept over Monk, seeing a man reputed to have the same ruthlessness as himself, an inch or two taller, darker, with high cheekbones and a lean, powerful face. ‘I need that ivory back,’ Louvain repeated. ‘It’s due for delivery, and the money is owed. Don’t look for the murderer to find the thief. That might work on shore. On the river you find the thief, and that will lead you to the murderer.’

Monk would dearly like to have declined the case. It would have been easy enough; his lack of knowledge  alone would have provided grounds for it. But many men did know the river and the docks, and there was always someone who would undertake a private commission, for a fee.

But Monk could not afford to point that out. He faced the bitter fact that he must make himself obliging to Louvain, and convince him, against the truth, that it was well within his power to find the ivory and return it to him in less time, and with greater discretion, than the River Police could or would do.

Necessity drove him, the recent spate of trivial cases that paid too little. He dared not go into debt, and since Hester had given her time to the clinic in Portpool Lane, which was wholly charitable, she added nothing to their finances. But a man should not expect his wife to keep herself. She asked little enough – no luxury, no vanity, only to be able to do the work she loved. Monk would have served any man to give her that. He resented Louvain because he had the power to cause him acute discomfort, but, far more than that, he was troubled that Louvain showed more concern to catch a thief who had robbed him of goods than a murderer who had taken Hodge’s life.

‘And if we do catch him,’ he said, ‘and Hodge is buried, what evidence do we have? We will have concealed his crime for him.’

Louvain pursed his lips. ‘I can’t afford to have the theft known. It would ruin me. Would it serve if I swear a testimony as to exactly where I found the body, how and when, and that he was murdered by the thief, and the morgue attendant can swear to his injuries, and you yourself can look too? I’ll put it in writing and sign it, and you can have the papers.’

‘How will you explain concealing it to the police?’ Monk asked.

‘I’ll hand them the murderer, with proof. What more  would they want?’ Louvain answered.

‘And if I don’t catch him?’

Louvain looked at him with a wry, delicately twisted smile. ‘You will,’ he said simply.

Monk could not afford to argue. Morally it set ill with him, but in practical terms Louvain was right. He must succeed; but if he did not, then, with the possible loss of clues as time passed, the River Police’s chances were even less.

‘Tell me as much as you know,’ he asked.

Louvain sat down at last, easing himself into the padded round-backed chair, and indicating that Monk should sit also. He fixed his gaze on Monk’s face.

‘The Maude Idris put out from Zanzibar fully loaded with ebony, spices and fourteen first-grade tusks of ivory, bound round the Cape of Good Hope and home. She’s a four-masted vessel, with a nine-man crew: captain, mate, bosun, cook, cabin boy and four able seamen, one per mast. That’s standard for her tonnage.’ He was still watching Monk’s face. ‘She made fair weather most of the way, calling in for supplies and fresh water up the west coast of Africa. She reached Biscay five days ago, Spit-head the day before yesterday, and tacked the last few miles upriver with the wind in front of her. Dropped anchor just east of the Pool yesterday, the twentieth of October.’

Monk was listening, and he would remember it, but it meant nothing useful to him. He was certain Louvain knew that; nevertheless they both continued to play out the charade.

‘Crew was paid off,’ Louvain went on, ‘as is usual. Been away a long time, close to half a year, one way and another. I left the bosun and three able seamen on board to keep things safe. One of them was the dead man, Hodge.’ A flicker passed across his face. It could have been any emotion at all: anger, sorrow, even guilt.

‘Four out of the nine stayed?’ Monk confirmed it.

As if reading his thoughts, Louvain pursed his lips. ‘I know the river’s dangerous, especially for a ship newly come in. All the watermen will know the cargo’s still on her. Not much on the river is secret for long, but any fool could work that out. You don’t come up this far if you’re empty. You’re loading or unloading. I thought four men, armed, would be enough. I was wrong.’ His face was filled with emotion, but it was unreadable.

‘How were they armed?’ Monk asked.

‘Pistols and cutlasses,’ Louvain replied.

Monk frowned. ‘Those are close-quarter weapons. Is that all you carry?’

Louvain’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly. ‘There are four cannons on deck,’ he replied guardedly. ‘But that’s in case of piracy at sea. You can’t fire that sort of thing on the river!’ A slight flare of amusement crossed his face and vanished. ‘They only wanted the ivory, not the whole damn ship!’

‘Was anyone else injured apart from Hodge?’ Monk concealed his annoyance with an effort. It was not Louvain’s fault that he was obliged to work out of his depth.

‘No,’ Louvain said. ‘River thieves know how to come alongside and board in silence. Hodge was the only one they encountered, and they killed him without arousing anyone else.’

Monk tried to imagine the scene: the cramped spaces in the bowels of the ship, the floor shifting and tilting with the tide, the creaking of the ship’s timbers. And then would come the sudden knowledge that there were footsteps, then the terror, the violence, and finally crippling pain as they struck.

‘Who found him?’ he said quietly. ‘And when?’

Louvain’s face was heavy, his mouth drawn tight. ‘The man who came to relieve him at eight o’clock – Newbolt,  the bosun. He sent a message to me.’

‘Before or after he saw the ivory was missing?’

Louvain hesitated only a second. It was barely discernible and Monk wondered if he had imagined it. ‘After.’

If he had said ‘before’, Monk would not have believed him. In self-preservation the man would have wanted to know what he was dealing with before he had told Louvain anything. And unless he were a complete fool, he would have thought first to make sure the killer was not still on board. If he could have said he had captured him, and kept the ivory, he would have had a very different story to tell. Unless, of course, he already knew all about the theft, and was party to it?

‘Where were you when you got the message?’

Louvain looked at him stonily. ‘Here. It was nearly half-past eight by then.’

‘How long had you been here?’

‘Since seven.’

‘Would the bosun know that?’ He watched Louvain’s face closely. One of the ways he could judge the men left on the ship was by Louvain’s trust in them. A man in his position could not afford to forgive even error, let alone any kind of disloyalty.

‘Yes,’ Louvain replied, a flicker of amusement in his eyes. ‘Any seaman would expect it. That doesn’t tell you what you think it does.’

Monk felt the heat burn up inside him. He was clawing after answers, not grasping as he usually did. This was not the right pace at which to play games of wits with Louvain. He must be either blunter or a great deal more subtle.

‘All shipowners are in their offices at that hour?’ he concluded.

Louvain relaxed a little. ‘Yes. He came here and told me Hodge had been killed and the ivory stolen. I went with him immediately—’ He stopped as Monk stood up.

‘Can you retrace your steps, and I’ll come with you?’ Monk requested.

Louvain rose smoothly. ‘Of course.’ He said nothing else as he led Monk across the rather worn carpet to the heavy door, opened it and then locked it behind them, putting the key in the inside pocket of his waistcoat. He took a heavier jacket from a coat stand, glanced at Monk’s attire as if to consider its adequacy, and decided it would suffice.

Monk was proud of his clothes. Even in his most financially restricted times during the past he had dressed well. He had a natural elegance, and pride dictated that the tailor’s bill had come before the butcher’s. But that had been when he was single. Now he might have to reverse that order, and it already weighed heavily with him. It was a kind of defeat. However, he had realised that a man involved in shipping, as Louvain was, might well have business that required them both to go on to the water, so he had come with that in mind. His boots were heavy and well-soled; his overcoat was easy to move in and would cut the wind.

He followed Louvain down the stairs, and across the outer office where clerks were bent over ledgers or sitting on high stools with quills in hand. The odours of ink and dust were in the air and there was an acrid sting of smoke as he passed the iron heating stove just as someone opened it to put more coke in the top.

Outside in the roadway towards the dock the wind struck them immediately, raw-edged off the river, making the skin smart, whipping the hair back, catching in the throat with the taste of salt on the incoming tide. It was heavy with smells of fish, tar and the sour, overbearing effluent of mud and sewage from above the waterline beyond the wharfs.

The water slurped against the pier stakes in endless movement, the rhythm broken now and then by the wash  of barges laden so they sat deep. They moved slowly upriver towards London Bridge. The mewing of gulls was shrill, yet it was a sound that brought back echoes of meaning for Monk, flashes of his life in Northumberland as a boy. A carriage accident seven years ago, in 1856, had robbed him of most of those many-coloured fragments that build the past and form the pictures of who we are. By deduction he had pieced much of it together, and now and again windows opened suddenly and showed him whole landscapes for a moment. The cry of gulls was one of those.

Louvain was crossing the cobbles down to the wharf and striding along it without looking to right or left. The docks, with their vast warehouses, the cranes and derricks, were all familiar to him. He was used to seeing the labourers and watermen and the small craft coming and going.

Monk followed him as far as the end of the wharf where the dark water swirled and slapped under the shadows, its surface spotted with scum and drifting refuse. On the far bank there was a stretch of mud below the tide-line and three children were wading in it, sunk halfway up to their knees, bent over searching with busy, skilled hands for whatever they could find. A snatch of memory told Monk it was almost certainly for coal off the barges, fallen by chance, or deliberately pushed a piece at a time, in order to be picked up by the mudlarks.

Louvain waved his arm and shouted across the water. Within moments a light boat, twelve or fourteen feet long, drew up to the steps with a single man aboard at the oars. His face was weather-beaten to the colour of old wood, his grey beard little more than bristle, and his hat, jammed down over his ears, hid whatever hair he might have had. He gave a brief half-salute of recognition, and waited for Louvain’s orders.

‘Take us out to the Maude Idris,’ Louvain told him,  stepping easily down into the boat, adjusting his weight to keep his balance as it tipped and jiggled. He offered no assistance to Monk behind him, either assuming he was accustomed to boats, or uninterested in whether he made a fool of himself or not.

A moment of fear rose in Monk, and embarrassment in case he did it clumsily. He stiffened, and then physical instinct told him that was wrong, and he dropped down loosely, bending his knees, and adjusting with a grace that surprised both of them.

The waterman wove between the barges with practised skill, skirting around a three-masted schooner, her canvas lashed, timbers stained and peeling from long days of tropical sun and salt wind. Monk glanced down and saw the crusting of barnacles below the waterline. The river was too murky for him to see more than a foot or so below the surface.

He looked up quickly as they passed under the shadow of a much larger ship and caught his breath with a sudden thrill as the sheer beauty of her gripped him. She towered into the air, three tremendous masts with yards eighty or ninety feet wide and dark against the grey clouds, sails furled, rigging in fine lines like an etching on the sky. She was one of the great clippers that sailed around the world, probably racing from China to London with tea, silk, spices of the Far East. First one to unload won the stupendous prices, second got only what was left. His imagination teemed with visions of roaring winds and seas, worlds of sky, billowing canvas, spars thrashing in a wild dance of the elements. And there would be calmer seas, flaming sunsets, clear water like glass teeming with creatures of a myriad shapes, and windless days when time and space stretched into eternity.

He jerked himself back to the present and the loud, busy river, the cold spray off the water whipping his face. Ahead of them was a four-masted schooner lying at  anchor, rolling very slightly on the wake from a string of barges. She was wide-beamed and quite deep of draught, an ocean-going carrier of heavy cargo, swift under full sail, easy to manoeuvre, and, this close, the gun ports on the foredeck were plain to see. She would be neither caught nor captured easily.

Yet here in her home port she was a sitting target for two or three men creeping up over the black water by night, scaling her sides to the deck and taking an inattentive guard by surprise.

They were almost alongside, and Louvain rose to his feet, balancing with a very slight swaying of his body to the motion of the river.

‘Ahoy! Maude Idris! Louvain coming aboard!’

A man appeared at the rail, looking down at them. He was broad-shouldered, short-legged, powerful. ‘Right, sir, Mr Louvain!’ he shouted back, and a moment later a rope ladder hurtled over from the deck and uncoiled down the side. The waterman manoeuvred the boat underneath it and Louvain caught the bottom rung in his hand. He hesitated an instant, as if to question whether Monk was capable of climbing up after him. Then he changed his mind and went without turning round, hand over hand with obvious practice, reaching the top to swing over the rail and stand up on the deck, waiting for Monk to follow.

Monk steadied himself, grasped the rope ladder to hold it firm, then raised his foot as Louvain had done, put his hand out to grip the third rung, and hoisted himself up. He hung suspended for a perilous instant, neither balanced on the boat nor on the ladder. The water churned beneath him. The schooner rolled, swinging him wide, then banging him back against the hull, bruising his knuckles. He threw his weight upwards and took the next rung, and the next, until he too went over the rail and stood up beside Louvain. They had neither of them made any sound.

Monk controlled the breath rasping in his lungs with an effort. ‘And how would they do that if no one let down the ladder for them?’ he asked.

‘The thieves?’ Louvain said. ‘It must have been more than one, with an accomplice to stay in the boat, possibly hired for the job.’ He glanced towards the rail again, and the water beyond. The sun was lowering already and the shadows long, though in the grey light it was not easy to tell. ‘They’d climb up ropes,’ he answered Monk’s question. ‘Throw them up from below, grapple the rail. Simple enough.’ A brief, hard smile curved his mouth for a moment. ‘Ladders are for landsmen.’

Monk looked at Louvain’s tight-muscled shoulders and effortless balance, and was quite certain that the lack of a ladder would not have stopped him, had he been intent on boarding. ‘Would the grapple leave any marks on the wood?’ he said.

Louvain drew in his breath sharply, then let it out again as understanding came to him. ‘You think the crew were in on it?’

‘Were they?’ Monk asked. ‘Do you know each one well enough to be certain?’

Louvain thought before he answered. He was weighing some judgement in his mind; his eyes reflected it, and the moment of decision. ‘Yes,’ he said finally. He did not qualify it or add any assurances. He was not used to explaining himself; his word sufficed.

Monk looked around the deck. It was broad and open, scrubbed clean, but still it was a small space to imagine in the vastness of the ocean. The hatches were closed but not battened down. The wood was strong and in good repair, but the marks of use were clear. This was a working ship; even at a glance one could see the ingrained stains of hands on the surrounds of hatches, of feet on the tracks to and from the way down. Nothing was new, except one piece of shroud going up the foremast high  into the rigging to be lost in the web above. Its pale colour marked it plainly.

From the aft hatch, which was standing open, a hand appeared and then a huge body, climbing through and up. He stood well over six feet, his round head was covered in a bristle of brownish-grey hair, his chin similarly. It was a coarse face, but intelligent, and it was apparent he made no move without thought. Now he walked slowly over to Louvain and stopped a little distance short of him, waiting for his orders.

‘This is the ship’s bosun, Newbolt,’ Louvain said. ‘He can tell you all he knows of the theft.’

Monk relaxed a little, deliberately. He regarded Newbolt with care: the man’s immense physical power; his callused hands; the weathered clothes; dark blue trousers worn and shapeless, but strong enough to protect him against cold or a loose rope lashing. His jacket was thick, and the front of a rough woollen sweater in fancy stitches was visible at the neck. Monk remembered it was an old seafaring habit to wear such garments, the different stitches identifying a man by family and clan, even if his dead body had been in the sea for days, or weeks.

‘Three of you here, and the dead man?’ Monk asked him.

‘Yeah.’ Newbolt did not move at all, not even to nod his head. His eyes were fixed on Monk, steady, clever, unreflecting.

‘And it was you who found the murdered man?’

‘Yeah,’ Newbolt said again.

‘And where was it you found Hodge’s body?’ Monk asked.

Newbolt’s head moved fractionally to one side, a minute acknowledgement. ‘Bottom o’ the steps from the aft ’atchway down to the ’old.’

‘What do you suppose he was doing there?’ Monk asked.

‘I dunno. Mebbe ’e ’eard summink,’ Newbolt answered with ill-concealed insolence.

‘Then why didn’t he raise the alarm?’ Monk enquired. ‘How would he do that?’

Newbolt opened his mouth and took a deep breath, his huge chest swelling. Something in his face changed. Suddenly he was watching Monk quite differently, and with far more care. ‘Shout,’ he answered. ‘Can’t fire a gun around ’ere. Might ’it someone else.’

‘You could fire it in the air,’ Monk suggested.

‘Well, if ’e did, no one ’eard it,’ Newbolt replied. ‘I’d guess as they crept up on ’im. Mebbe one of ’em made a noise, like, and when ’e turned ter look, another one whacked ’im over the ’ead. As ter ’is bein’ found at the bottom o’ the ’atchway steps, that’d be where they threw’im. If they’d a’ left ’im lyin’ on deck someone else could’ve seen ’im, an’ know’d there were summink wrong. Thieves ain’t fools. Least not all of ’em.’

It made excellent sense. It was what Monk himself would have done, and how he would have answered such an enquiry. ‘Thank you.’ He turned to Louvain. ‘May I see where he was found?’

Louvain took a lantern from Newbolt and moved towards the aft hatch, leaving Newbolt where he was. Monk followed him.

Louvain climbed over on to the steps, twisting his body in a single movement. He went downwards, disappearing into the dense shadows of the interior, only the space around him illuminated by the flame.

Monk followed, with less grace, feeling his way rung by rung. Ahead of him floorboards and bulkheads were visible, and beyond the dark, open maw of the hold, denser outlines of the cargo emerging as his eyes became used to the gloom. He could just make out stacks of timber lashed tight. He could imagine the destruction if it broke loose in heavy seas. In weather wild enough it could  pierce the hull and the ship would sink in minutes. Even through the wrappings of oilcloth and canvas, he could smell the strange odours of spices, but they were not strong enough to mask the mustiness of closed air and the sourness of the bilges below. Memory brought back nothing like it. His boating had been above deck, open to the wind and the seas. He had known the coast, not the ocean – and certainly not Africa, where this cargo had begun.

‘There.’ Louvain lowered the lantern until the light shone on the ledge nearer the steps down on to the floor of the hold. It was clear enough to see the marks of blood.

Monk took the lantern from Louvain and bent to look at them more closely. They were smears, not the still-damp pools he would have expected if a man dead of a lethal head wound had either been killed here, or placed here within moments of being struck.

He looked up. ‘What was he wearing on his head?’ he asked.

Louvain’s face was upward lit, giving it an eerie, masklike quality that accentuated his surprise at the question. ‘A . . . a hat, I think,’ he answered.

‘What kind?’

‘Why? What has that to do with who killed him, or where my ivory is?’ There was tension in his voice, but no anger as yet.

‘If a man is hit over the head hard enough to kill him, there’s usually a lot of blood,’ Monk replied, standing up to face Louvain levelly. ‘Even when you nick your skin shaving, the head bleeds.’

Comprehension flared in Louvain’s eyes. ‘A woollen hat,’ he answered. ‘It gets very cold on deck at night. Air off the river eats into your bones.’ He drew in his breath. ‘But I think you’re right, he was probably killed up there.’ He lifted his shoulder slightly and glanced upwards  towards the ladder and the darkening square of sky through the hatchway. ‘As Newbolt said, they’d have thrown him down here to stop the chance of his being seen by a passing boat, and the alarm raised.’ He nodded slightly; it was a single movement, but it was approval.

Monk turned back towards the hold, lifting the lantern higher to see it more clearly. ‘How do you unload the timber?’ he asked. ‘Is there a main hatch which comes off?’

‘Yes, but it had nothing to do with this. It’s locked fast,’ Louvain replied.

‘Could that be why they took the ivory? Because it could be carried up the steps and out of this hatchway?’

‘Possibly. But so could the spices.’

‘What does a tusk weigh?’

‘Depends – eighty or ninety pounds. A man could carry them, one at a time. You’re thinking a chance thief ?’

‘Opportunist,’ Monk replied. ‘Why? What did you think?’

Louvain weighed his answer carefully. ‘There’s a lot of theft on the river, everything from piracy to the mudlarks, and people know when a ship comes in and has to be at anchor before she can find a wharf to unload. It can be weeks, if you’re unlucky – or don’t know the right people.’

Monk was surprised. ‘Weeks? Wouldn’t some cargoes rot?’

Louvain’s face was sardonic. ‘Of course. Shipping is not an easy business, Mr Monk. The stakes are high; you can win a fortune, or lose one. No errors are forgiven, and no mercy is asked or expected. It’s like the sea. Only a fool fights with it. You learn its rules and if you want to survive, you keep them.’

Monk believed him. He needed to know more about crime on the river, but he could not afford to expose his ignorance in front of Louvain. He loathed being obliged  to court a job and equivocate about his own abilities in order to do it.

‘Could anyone assume you would be anchored here for several days before being able to unload?’ he asked.

‘Yes. That’s the only reason I can put off my buyers,’ Louvain answered. ‘You’ve got no more than ten days at the outside to find my ivory and get it back, whether you get the thief or not. We can prove his guilt later.’

Monk raised his eyebrows. ‘Of murder? Wasn’t Hodge your man?’

Louvain’s face hardened, his eyes cold and hollow as a winter sky. ‘How I deal with my men is not your concern, Monk, and you’d be advised to remember it. I’ll pay you fairly, or better, and I expect the job done my way. If you catch the man who murdered Hodge, so much the better, but I’m concerned with feeding the living, not avenging the dead. You can take your evidence to the River Police. They’ll hang whoever’s responsible. I assume that is what you want?’

A sharp retort rose to Monk’s tongue, but he bit it back, and merely agreed. ‘Where is Hodge’s body now?’ he asked instead.

‘At the morgue,’ Louvain answered. ‘I have made arrangements for his burial. He died in my service.’ His mouth formed a thin line, as if the knowledge caused him pain, but there was a hard thread of anger as well.

Monk found it the first comforting thing he had seen in Louvain. He no longer feared that Hodge’s killer would escape any kind of accounting. It might be river justice, so the burden upon Monk to make sure he had the right man was even greater, but perhaps he should have expected that. He was dealing with men of the sea, where judgements had to be right the first time because there was no mercy, and no appeal.

‘I need to see him,’ Monk said. He made it an order rather than a suggestion. Louvain would have no respect  for a man he could dominate, and Monk could neither afford his contempt nor stomach it.

Wordlessly Louvain took the lantern from him and turned to begin the climb up the ladder again through the hatch and out on to the deck. Monk followed after him. Up on deck the wind was harder, like a whetted knife edge as the tide came in. The heavy grey skies made it close to darkness already, and there was a smell of rain in the air. The wash from a string of barges made the ship strain a little at the anchor and set the boat rocking where it was waiting for them, the waterman steadying it with his oars.

Newbolt was still on deck, his arms folded over his barrel chest, swaying to keep his balance.

‘Thank you,’ Monk said to Louvain. He looked at Newbolt. ‘Was there a change of watch during the night?’ he asked.

‘Yes. I did eight till midnight. Atkinson was on midnight to four, Hodge from four till eight,’ Newbolt replied. ‘Then me again.’

‘And no one came on deck before eight in the morning when you found Hodge?’ Monk let his surprise show, and a degree of contempt, as if he considered Newbolt incompetent.

‘Course they were on deck!’ Newbolt growled. ‘Nobody went down the ’old, so they didn’t find ’Odge’s body.’ His eyes were level and grey, the way a man’s eyes are if he has been unjustly accused – or is lying.

Monk smiled, showing his teeth a little. ‘What time?’

‘Just arter six,’ Newbolt replied, but his face betrayed his understanding. ‘Yeah . . . the thieves came arter four an’ afore six, an’ that’s cuttin’ it fine.’

‘Why wouldn’t they come between midnight and four?’ Monk asked him, temporarily ignoring Louvain. ‘Wouldn’t you . . . if you were a thief?’

Newbolt stiffened, his big body motionless. ‘What are you sayin’, mister? Exact!’

Monk did not flinch or move his eyes even a fraction. ‘That either we have the facts wrong, or we have a most unusual thief who either chooses, or is obliged, to carry out his robberies on the river in the last couple of hours before dawn, rather than the middle of the night watch. Do you disagree with that?’

‘No . . .’ Newbolt admitted reluctantly. ‘Mebbe ’e’d tried other ships an’ either the watch were too spry, or they din’t ’ave nothing as he wanted or could move easy. We was ’is last chance for the night.’

‘Perhaps,’ Monk agreed. ‘Or could he have picked Hodge’s watch for some reason?’

Newbolt understood immediately. ‘Yer sayin’ as ’Odge were in on it? Yer wrong, mister. ’Odge were a good man. I know’d ’im fer years. An’ if ’e were in on it, ’ow come the poor sod got ’is ’ead bashed? Don’t sound ter me like a bargain even a fool’d make!’ He sneered at Monk, showing strong, yellowish-white teeth.

‘No, it wouldn’t be Hodge’s arrangement,’ Monk agreed.

The dull colour rose up Newbolt’s face. ‘Well, it bloody in’t mine, yer son of a bitch! ’Odge is family ter me! I know’d ’im twenty years, an’ ’e’s married ter me sister!’

Monk felt a stab of regret. He had not even thought of personal loss until this moment. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said quickly.

Newbolt nodded.

Monk considered the information. It was possible all of it was true, some of it, or very little. Atkinson might have been in collusion with the thieves, and been caught by Hodge at any time from midnight until four, or possibly even later.

Monk turned to Louvain. ‘Get me Atkinson,’ he requested.

Atkinson was a tall, lean man. The scar that ran from his brow across his cheek to his chin now showed livid  through the stubble of his beard. He moved easily with a feline sort of grace and he regarded Monk with faint suspicion. He looked to Louvain for orders.

Louvain nodded to him.

‘What time did Hodge come to relieve you from watch?’ Monk asked, although he knew the answer was of little use because he would have no idea if it was the truth or not.

‘’Bout ’alf-past three,’ Atkinson replied. ‘’E couldn’t sleep, an’ I were ’appy enough ter let him do my last’alf-hour. I went away ter me bed.’

‘Describe the scene you left,’ Monk requested.

Atkinson was surprised. ‘Nothin’ ter tell. All quiet. Weren’t nobody on deck but me an’ ’Odge. Nobody near on the water neither – least, not that I could see. Course, anyone could be there wi’out ridin’ lights, if they was daft enough.’

‘Did Hodge say anything to you? How did he look, sound?’

Newbolt was watching him, his eyes angry.

‘Same as any time,’ Atkinson answered. ‘Much as you’d be if yer’d come out o’ yer bed at ’alf-past three in the mornin’ ter stand on a freezin’ deck an’ watch the tide rise and fall.’

‘Sleepy? Angry? Bored?’ Monk pressed.

‘’E weren’t angry, but yeah, ’e looked rough, poor sod.’

‘Thank you.’ Monk turned to Louvain. ‘May I see Hodge’s body now, please?’

‘Of course, if you think there’s any point,’ Louvain said with frayed patience. He walked over to the rail and shouted for the lighter to come back, and waited while it did so. He swung over the rail, grasped the ropes of the ladder, nodded at Newbolt, then disappeared down.

Monk went after him, a great deal more carefully, scraping his knuckles on the way, and bruising his fingers  as he was bumped against the ship’s hull by the movement of the water.

Once down into the boat he sat, and he and Louvain were rowed wordlessly back to the wharf.

At the top of the steps up, a shorter distance with the turned tide racing in, the wind was keener and edged with rain turning to sleet.

Louvain put up his collar and hunched his shoulders. ‘I’ll pay you a pound a day, plus any reasonable expenses,’ he stated. ‘You have ten days to find my ivory. I’ll give you twenty pound extra if you do.’ His tone made it plain he would not accept negotiation. But then a police constable started on just under a pound a week. He was offering seven times as much, plus a reward at the end if Monk were successful. It was a lot of money, far too much to refuse. Even if he failed, the rate was better than for most jobs, although the penalty afterwards to his reputation might be dear. But he also could not afford to think of the future if there were no present.

He nodded. ‘I’ll report to you when I have progress, or need more information.’

‘You’ll report to me in two days regardless,’ Louvain replied. ‘Now come to see Hodge.’ He swivelled on his foot and marched along the wharf all the way to the street without looking back. As Monk caught up with him they crossed together, picking their way between the rumbling wagons. It was almost dark, and streetlamps made ragged islands as the mist blew in and the cobbles glistened underfoot.

Monk was glad to be inside again, even though it was the morgue, with its smell of carbolic and death. The attendant was still there; perhaps this close to the river there was always someone present. He was an elderly man with a scrubbed, pink face and a cheerful expression. He recognised Louvain immediately.

‘Evenin’, sir. You’ll be after Mr ’Odge. ’Is widder’s ’ere,  poor soul. In’t no use in yer waitin’. She could be ’ere some time. I reckon as she’s makin’ ’er peace, like.’

‘Thank you,’ Louvain acknowledged. ‘Mr Monk is with me.’ And without waiting for the attendant to show him, he led the way to a room where a large, raw-boned woman with grey hair and a fine, pale skin was standing silently, her hands folded in front of her, staring at the body of a man lying on a bench. He was covered up to the neck with a sheet, which was stained and a little thin at the edges. His face had the lividity of death, and the strangely shrunken absent look of the shell no longer inhabited by the spirit. He must have been large in life – the frame was there, the bones – but he seemed small now. It took a force of imagination to think of him as having been able to move and speak, to have will, even passion.

The woman looked briefly at Louvain, then at Monk.

Monk spoke to her first. ‘I am sorry for your grief, Mrs Hodge. My name is William Monk. Mr Louvain has hired me to find out who killed your husband, and to see that he answers for it.’

She looked at him with leaden eyes. ‘Mebbe,’ she answered. ‘Don’t make much difference ter me, nor me kids. Don’t pay the rent nor put food in our mouths. Still, I s’pose ’e should swing.’ She turned back to the motionless form on the table. ‘Stupid sod!’ she said with sudden fury. ‘But ’e weren’t all bad. Brought me a piece a wood back from Africa last time, all carved like an animal. Pretty. I never ’ocked it afore. S’pose I’ll ’ave ter now.’ She glanced at the corpse. ‘Yer stupid sod!’ she repeated helplessly.

Monk’s anger at the thief stopped being a matter of law, and became suddenly hate, and deeply personal. Hodge was past injury, but this woman was not, nor her children. But there was nothing useful for him to say, nothing that would help now, and he could give her no assistance in her poverty.

He looked instead at the dead man. He had thick hair and the back of his head rested on the table. Monk reached across and lifted the head very slightly, feeling underneath for the extent of the injury. He had seen no blood on the top of the steps to the hold, and none on the deck. Scalp wounds bled.

His fingers found the soft, broken skull under the hair. It had been an extremely hard blow. Something heavy and wide had been used, and by a person either of a good height, or else standing slightly above. He looked at the attendant. ‘You cleaned him up, washed away the blood?’

‘A bit,’ the attendant answered from the doorway. ‘There wasn’t much. Just made ’im presentable, like.’ There was nothing in his face to indicate whether he knew the man was a victim of murder or accident. There were probably many of the latter on ships, and especially on the docks, where heavy loads were moved, and sometimes came loose.

‘Not much blood?’ Monk questioned.

‘He had a woollen hat on,’ Louvain explained. ‘I’m afraid it must have been lost when we were carrying him here. I can describe it for you, if you think it matters.’

‘There was no blood on deck,’ Monk pointed out. ‘And very little where he was found. It might have been helpful, but it’s probably not important. I’ve seen all I need to.’

He thanked Mrs Hodge again, then went out ahead of Louvain, back to the outside room.

‘I want the attendant’s testimony in writing, and yours.’

A brief smile flickered across Louvain’s face, some oblique, inner humour he would not share. ‘I’ve not forgotten. You’ll get your pieces of paper. Dawson!’ he called the attendant. ‘Mr Monk would like our testaments of Hodge’s death on paper to help him in his work. Would you be good enough, please?’

Dawson looked slightly taken aback, but he produced paper, pen and ink. He and Louvain both wrote their  statements, signed, and witnessed by each other, and Monk put them in his pocket.

‘Did it tell you anything?’ Louvain asked when they were on the pavement. The rain had now eased off and the wind slackened, allowing the mist to drift up off the water, wreathing the lamps and obscuring the roofs of some of the buildings nearby.

It had told Monk that someone was lying. Hodge had not been struck on deck and then carried below by a single thief. There was no blood on deck, no trail across the boards. Either Hodge had not died there, or there were more than two thieves, one from the boat and two on deck, or at least one of the crew had been involved. He decided not to say that much to Louvain.

‘Possibilities,’ he answered. ‘I’ll start again in the morning.’

‘Report to me in two days, regardless of what you have,’ Louvain reminded him. ‘Before, if you have the ivory, of course. I’ll pay you five pounds extra for every day short of ten that you recover it.’

‘Good,’ Monk said levelly, but he felt the money slip out of his grasp as he walked forward in the darkness and wondered how far he would have to go to find an omnibus back towards his home. He should not spend money on hansoms any more.

 



It was nearly seven o’clock by the time he alighted from the final leg of his journey, with the two pounds that Louvain had given him still unbroken. He was in Tottenham Court Road with only a hundred yards or so to walk. The mist had settled, obscuring the distances. It smelled of soot from the chimneys and the horse manure of the day, which had not yet been cleared, but he knew the way almost to the step. It would be warm once he was inside.

There would be food prepared, if Hester were in. He tried not to hope too fiercely that she was. Her work at  the clinic was of intense importance to her. Before they had met seven years ago she had nursed in the Crimea with Florence Nightingale. On her return to England she had worked occasionally in hospitals, but her independence on the battlefield had made her intolerant of being reduced to cleaning, stoking fires and rolling bandages. Her temper had cost her more than one position.

As a private nurse caring for individual cases she had been far more successful. But now, married to Monk, it was no longer acceptable to either of them that she reside in the home of the invalid, as was necessary. She had turned her attention instead to helping prostitutes who were injured in the course of their trade, and had nowhere to turn. Hester had first set up the clinic almost in the shadow of the Coldbath Prison, then – in a stroke of brilliant opportunism – moved it to a large house nearby in Portpool Lane. Monk’s only objection was that the very urgency of the need for such a place meant that Hester spent more hours there than Monk really liked. Indeed, when there was a serious case, she was there even longer.

He reached the front door and slipped his key into the lock. Inside the lights were on, only dimly, but it must mean she was at home. She would never have left them to burn otherwise.

He walked through quickly, a surge of pleasure welling up inside him. It was far more than simply the warmth of being protected from the wind and enclosed by his own home, or even knowing that a long, comfortable night lay ahead of him.

She was in the sitting room, which was always tidy, always heated because it was the room in which he saw clients. It was Hester, years before they were married, who had insisted it to be so. It was she who had placed the chairs either side of the fireplace and put the bowl with flowers on the table.

Now she dropped her book and stood up, her face full of pleasure. She came straight to him, expecting him to put his arms around her and to kiss her. The sheer certainty of it was almost as sweet to him as the act itself. He held her closely, kissing her mouth, her cheek, her closed eyes. Her hair was untidy. She never cared about it much. She smelled faintly of carbolic from the clinic. No matter how much she scrubbed, it never entirely went. She was a little too thin to be womanly. He had always thought it was something he did not like, and yet he would not have changed her gangling grace or her fierce, tender emotion for the most beautiful woman he had ever seen or dreamed of. The reality was always better, sharper, more surprising. In loving her, he had discovered a fire and delicacy within himself he had not known existed. She infuriated him at times, exasperated him, excited him, but never, ever bored him. Above all – more precious than anything else – in her presence he could not be lonely.

‘The shipowner gave me the job,’ he told her, still with his arms around her. ‘His name is Louvain. He’s lost a cargo of ivory, and the thieves murdered the night watchman to get it.’

She pulled back to look at his face. ‘So why doesn’t he call in the River Police? Is it even legal not to?’

He saw the anxiety in her eyes. He understood it uncomfortably well.

‘He needs the ivory back more quickly than they’ll be able to get it,’ he explained. ‘There are thefts up and down the river all the time.’

‘And murders?’ she asked. There was no criticism in her, but there was fear. Did she know how narrow their finances were now? The bills were paid for this week, but what about next week, and the one after?

She loved the clinic. It would be a defeat of all they had tried to do if she had to give it up in order to earn money  as a paid nurse again. It would not survive without her. She was not only the one reliable person there with any medical experience, hers was the will and the courage behind the whole venture.

They had managed through the harder, earlier times with the financial help of Lady Callandra Daviot, who had been a friend to Hester for years, and to both of them since long before their marriage. But it was a step Monk was very loath to take, to have to go back to her now – when she was no longer actively involved in their cases, and certainly could not help in this one – simply to ask her for money he knew perfectly well he would not be able to repay. And could Hester ever accept that, either?

He touched his fingers gently to her hair. ‘Yes, of course murders,’ he answered. ‘And accidental deaths, which is what the authorities seem to be assuming this one is so far; Louvain has not told them otherwise. When I catch the thief and can prove his guilt, then I can prove the murder as well. I have Louvain and the morgue attendant’s statements on paper.’

He hated the thought of working secretly from the River Police. He was not a lover of authority, nor did he take orders with ease, or grace, but he was a policeman by training, and even if he despised some of them for lack of imagination or intelligence, he still respected the concept of an organised force, both to prevent and to detect crime. Deceiving them, even obliquely or by omission, disturbed him.

Hester did not argue. That in itself betrayed her understanding of their financial need. He wished she had not known. He was afraid she would give up the clinic, but he did not know what to say that would not drag the issue out into the open. He did not want to be in a position where he had either to lie, or to tell her other truths he would rather conceal unless they became  unavoidable – things about the river and his own ignorance of it, and the fear inside him that he might never find the ivory.

‘I’m hungry,’ he said with a smile. ‘What is there to eat?’




Chapter Two
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In the morning the mist had blown away. Monk left the house by seven to begin his investigation, and his learning of the river and its customs. Hester slept a little later, but by eight she too was on her way to the house in Portpool Lane, almost under the shadow of Reid’s Brewery. The journey was over three miles, and necessitated the use of two omnibuses, and then a walk, but she was too aware of the expense to waste money on a hansom, except in the middle of the night.

She arrived just before nine to find Margaret already there, having made a note of the night’s work, and busy considering what might best be done for the day. She was a slender woman in her late twenties. She had the confidence that goes with a degree of money and education, and the vulnerability of a woman who was not yet married, and had therefore failed to fulfil her mother’s ambition for her – and indeed her own for her social and financial survival.

She was dressed in a plain wool skirt and jacket, and had a pencil and piece of paper in her hand. Her face lit when she saw Hester.

‘Only one admission during the night,’ she said. ‘A woman with a serious stomach ache. I think it’s largely  hunger. We gave her porridge and a bed, and she looks better already.’ There was a shadow in her face, in spite of the harmlessness of the news.

Since the move from Coldbath Square there was no need for rent to be paid, so Hester knew it was not that which caused Margaret’s concern. This building was theirs – or, more accurately, it belonged to Squeaky Robinson, who remained out of prison and with a roof over his head strictly on condition that they had the sole use of it for as long as they should wish. It had allowed them to expand their work, and now a greater part of London was aware that here prostitutes who were injured or ill could find help, without religious conditions attached, or any questions from police.

The building was a warren of rooms and corridors. Originally it had been two large houses with appropriate doors or walls knocked down to turn it into one, and it possessed an adequate kitchen and excellent laundry. Its use in Squeaky Robinson’s time had been as a brothel; the laundry in particular was an inheritance from that time. Ideally, if more walls were removed they could turn rooms into wards, which would make it far simpler to care for patients, but that would cost money they did not have.

As it was, it was getting more difficult to afford the necessities: coal, the raw materials for laundering, cleaning and lighting and food. Too little money seemed to be available for medicine.

‘Where did you put her?’ Hester asked.

‘Room three,’ Margaret answered. ‘I looked in on her half an hour ago, and she was asleep.’

Hester went to see anyway. She opened the door softly, turning the handle with no noise, and stepped inside. The place was still well furnished from its original use, which had been only a matter of months ago. There was quite a good rug, albeit made of bright rags, but it kept the  warmth, and there was old paper on the walls, which was better than bare plaster. Now the bed was made up with sheets and blankets, and a young woman lay sound asleep, curled up sideways, her hair knotted loosely at the back of her neck, her thin shoulders easily discernible through the cotton nightgown. It was one belonging to the clinic. She had probably come in wearing her own gaudy street dress, which would be showing too much flesh, and giving no protection from the cold.

Hester touched the thin neck with the back of her fingers. The girl did not stir. She looked about eighteen, but more likely was far less. Her collarbone protruded and her skin was very white, but her pulse was steady enough. Margaret was probably right, and it was no more than chronic hunger and exhaustion. When she woke up they would give her more to eat, but after that she would probably have to go. They could not afford to feed her regularly.

Hester wondered who she was: a prostitute without the skill or the prettiness to make enough to live on; a servant thrown out because she had lost her character, either willingly or unwillingly involved with one of the men in the house; a girl who had had a baby, and perhaps lost it; an abandoned wife, a petty thief – the possibilities were legion.

Hester went back out and closed the door. She returned to the main room, which had been created with rather simplistic carpentry from two smaller rooms a few months ago. Margaret was sitting at the table and Bessie carrying a tray from the kitchen with a teapot and two cups. Bessie was a big woman with a fierce countenance and hair that she screwed back off her brow and twisted into a tight knot on the back of her head. She would never have said so – it would have been a sign of unforgivable sentimentality – but she was devoted to Hester, and even Margaret was earning considerable favour in her eyes.

‘Tea,’ she said unnecessarily, putting the tray down in the middle of the table. ‘And toast,’ she added, indicating the rack with five pieces propped up to remain crisp. ‘We in’t got much jam left, and I dunno where we’re gonna get any more, less we get it given us! An’ ’oo’s gonna give jam ter the likes of us? Beggin’ yer pardon, Mrs Monk!’ And without waiting for an answer she swept out.

‘Are we really out of jam?’ Hester said unhappily. ‘And so low we can’t afford any more?’ She would like to have brought some from home, but she was far more aware of the need for economy there than she had allowed Monk to know. She had already bought less meat, and cheaper cuts; and herrings more often than cod or haddock. She had told the woman who came in to do the heavy cleaning that she was no longer needed, and when she had time she meant to do it herself.

Before Margaret could answer there was a sharp bang on the door and a moment later, without waiting for an answer, Squeaky Robinson came in. He was a thin man, dried up and bent over. He was dressed in a very old velvet jacket that had lost whatever its original colour had been. His trousers were thick and grey and he wore slippers on his feet. He carried a leather-bound ledger in his arms. He put it on the table, eyeing the tea and toast, and sat down in the third chair opposite Hester.

‘We cut it down,’ he said with satisfaction, ‘but you’ll have to do better.’ He had the air of a schoolmaster with a promising student who had unaccountably fallen short of expectation. ‘You can’t put out more’n you get in.’

Hester looked at him patiently, but it required a certain effort. ‘You’ve balanced the books, Squeaky. What do we have left?’

‘Of course I’ve balanced the books!’ he said with satisfaction, even if he was making it by a pretence of being offended. ‘That’s what I’m here for!’ He was here under constant protest, because at first he had had  nowhere else to go when Hester and Margaret had very neatly tricked him out of his appalling brothel business, and at a stroke gained the building for use as the clinic. But as he had busied himself with small jobs here, he had gained a certain pleasure from it, even if he would sooner have given blood than admitted it.

‘So how much have we left?’ she repeated.

He looked at her lugubriously. ‘Not enough, Mrs Monk, not enough. We’ll manage food for another five or six days, if you’re careful. No jam!’ He pulled his lips down at the corners. ‘’Cepting for yourself, p’r’aps, and Miss Ballinger. No jam for these women! And careful with the soap and vinegar and the like.’ He took a breath. ‘And don’t tell me you got to scrub! I know that; just scrub careful. And boil them bandages up and use ’em again,’ he added unnecessarily. He nodded, pleased with himself.

He was becoming more and more proprietorial each time they discussed the subject. The patients here were the same women whom less than a year ago he had blackmailed into prostitution against their will. Now he gained a secret pleasure – and it was secret – in scrimping halfpennies to feed them and heal their injuries. He still spoke of them as if they were both useless and contemptible, but Hester had more than once caught him boxing the ears of a delivery boy daring to do the same. He had defended himself, saying the boy had been insolent to him, but Hester had heard the truth.

‘Carbolic?’ she asked.

‘Oh – some,’ he conceded. ‘But we need more money, and I dunno where you’re going to get it, ’less you let me follow a few ideas of my own?’

Margaret raised her cup to conceal a smile.

Hester could make an educated guess as to what Squeaky’s ideas might be. ‘Not yet,’ she said firmly. ‘And we don’t need to attract any attention that we could  avoid. Give Bessie what she’ll need for food, but be sure to keep back at least two pounds. Tell me when we get that low.’

‘I can tell you now,’ Squeaky said, shaking his head. ‘It’ll be the day after tomorrow.’ He sniffed. ‘Sometimes I think you live in a dream. You need me to wake you up, an’ that’s a fact.’ He rose to his feet slowly, clutching the book. There was an air of profound satisfaction in him, the ease of his body, the smug line of his lips, the way his hands folded over the ledger.

Remembering his previous occupation, and his outrage at being tricked into yielding the house and all its furniture, which was his entire livelihood, Hester smiled back at him. ‘Of course I do,’ she agreed. ‘That’s why I kept you.’

His satisfaction vanished. He swallowed hard. ‘I know that!’

‘I’m glad you do it so diligently,’ she added.

Mollified, he turned and went out, closing the door with a snick behind him.

Margaret put down her cup and her face was grave. ‘We do need to get more money,’ she agreed. ‘I’ve tried the usual sources, but it’s getting more difficult.’ She looked rueful. ‘They’re all generous enough when they think it’s for missionary work in Africa or somewhere like that. Speak about lepers and they’re only too willing. I began two evenings ago at a soirée. I was with . . .’ she coloured very slightly ‘. . . Sir Oliver, and the opportunity presented itself to approach the subject of charitable gifts without the least awkwardness.’

Hester bit her lip to disguise her smile. Oliver Rathbone was one of the most brilliant – and successful – barristers in London. He had not long ago been in love with Hester, but an uncertainty about a step as irrevocable as marriage, and to someone as unsuitable in her outspokenness as Hester, had made him hesitate to ask her. Not that she  would have accepted him. She could never have loved anyone else as she did Monk, in spite of their continual quarrels, the erratic nature of his income and his future, let alone the dark shadow of amnesia across his past. To marry him was a risk; to marry anyone else would have been to accept safety and deny the fullness of life, the heights and the depths of emotion, and the happiness that went with them.

Now she believed that Rathbone could find that same joy with Margaret. And deep as her friendship with him still was, being a woman, she felt most sensitively for Margaret, and read her with an ease she would never have betrayed.

‘But the moment they knew that it was for a clinic for street women here,’ Margaret went on, ‘they balked at it.’ She bit her lip. ‘They make me so angry! I stand there feeling like a fool because I’m full of hope that this time they’ll give something. I know it shows in my face, and I can’t help it. I’m trying to be polite, and inside I am veering wildly between pleading with them, thanking them overmuch as if I were a beggar and the money were for me, and fury if they refuse me.’

She did not add that she had been acutely conscious of Rathbone beside her, and what he would think of her manners, her decorum, her suitability to be his wife. But on the other hand, would he lose all respect for her, and she for herself, were she to do less than her best for a cause she believed in so passionately?

‘And they say “no”?’ Hester said gently, although something of her own anger crept into her tone. Cowardice and hypocrisy were the two vices she hated the most, perhaps because they seemed to give rise to so many others, especially cruelty. They were woven into each other. She had learned how many men used the street women, and she refrained from judgement on that. She also knew that quite often their wives were perfectly  aware of it, even if only by deduction. What she hated was the hypocrisy of then turning and condemning those same women. Perhaps the interdependence was what frightened them, or even the knowledge that what separated them was often an accident of circumstance rather than any moral superiority.

Where there really was a moral honour, a cleanness of spirit, she had found there was also most often a compassion as well. Margaret was an example of exactly such singleness of intent.

‘And then I feel so ridiculously disappointed,’ Margaret answered, looking across at Hester and smiling ruefully at herself. ‘And I’m disgusted to be so vulnerable.’ She did not mention Rathbone’s name, but Hester knew what she was thinking. Margaret caught her eye and blushed. ‘Am I so obvious?’ she said softly.

‘Only to me,’ Hester answered. ‘Because I’ve felt just the same.’ She finished the last of her tea. ‘But we do need more money, so please don’t stop trying. You know me well enough to imagine what a disaster I would be in your place!’

Margaret laughed in spite of herself. Seeing her amusement it flashed across Hester’s mind to wonder if Rathbone had ever told her of some of the social catastrophes Hester had precipitated in her single days when she had been newly home from the Crimean battlefields and, still full of indignation at incompetence, she had burned with belief in her power to move people to change, to reform. She had wanted to sweep away vested interest and follow discovery and truth. She had spared no one with her tongue, and achieved very few of her dreams.

‘I suppose so,’ Margaret conceded. ‘I hold my tongue far more than you do. I don’t think I like that in myself. I’m thinking just the same as you are, I’m just too used to not saying it.’

‘It doesn’t achieve anything,’ Hester admitted. ‘In the end it is self-indulgent. You feel wonderful for a few minutes, then you realise what you’ve lost.’

Margaret rubbed her hand over her brow. ‘I hate having to swallow my beliefs, and be civil to people because I need their money!’

‘The women need their money,’ Hester corrected her. She leaned forward impulsively and put her hand on Margaret’s. ‘Don’t be as frank as I was – it horrified Oliver. The fact that most of what I said was true made it worse, not better. Give him time to come to it himself. Believe me, he is a lot more liberal than he used to be.’ Memory lit sharply in her mind, and she found herself almost laughing. ‘A year ago he would have been paralysed with horror at the idea of what we did to Squeaky to get this place – but I think honestly he rather enjoyed it!’

A smile lit Margaret’s face, making her eyes dance. ‘He did – didn’t he?’ she remembered.

Bessie came in, as usual without knocking, to say that there was a young woman looking for help. ‘Like an’a’penny rabbit, she is,’ she said wearily. ‘All skin an’ bone. Never make a livin’ like that! In’t ’ad a square meal in weeks, shouldn’t wonder. White as a fish’s belly an’ wheezin’ like a train.’

Hester stood up. ‘I’ll come,’ she said simply. She glanced back once at Margaret, and saw her go to the medicine cupboard and unlock it to check what they had, and what they might afford to buy.

She followed Bessie, and found the girl standing in the waiting room shivering, but too wretched to be frightened any more. She looked much as Bessie had described. Hester estimated her to be about sixteen.

Hester asked her the usual questions and studied her as she answered. She was slightly feverish and had heavy congestion in her lungs, but her principal problems were exhaustion and hunger, and now also cold. Her thin dress  and jacket were useless against the late October rain, not to mention the freezing fog, which would come up from the river most nights. If only they had money to give her a hot bath, and decent clothes! But the source of what little there was was already in jeopardy.

Hester dearly wanted Margaret to marry Rathbone, but if she did then she might well no longer be able to work here. At best her time would be restricted. As Lady Rathbone she could hardly spend as many hours here as she did now. She would have social obligations, and of course pleasures she had certainly earned. Rathbone had more than sufficient financial means to give her all she could wish of position and comfort – not like Monk, who understood both hardship and work only too intimately.

And then why should she not have children? That would end her connection with the clinic altogether.

But it could not be fought against, nor would Hester have wanted to, even were it possible.

She told Bessie to put the kettle on again and use the warming pans to heat a bed for the girl. She could at least stay here and sleep until the bed was needed for a more serious case. A little hot water and honey would ease her chest, and a couple of slices of bread her hunger. It is hard to sleep well on an empty stomach.

‘We in’t got much ’oney left,’ Bessie said warningly, but she was already on her way to the kitchen. This was one she could help.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/anne_9780755383214_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/anne_9780755383214_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/anne_9780755383214_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
ANNE

| PERRY

THE SHIFTING






