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A Note on Language


I am aware that in writing a story in which slavery plays even a small part, I am in danger of using expressions that may upset some people. I am equally aware that, if I restrict myself to words considered completely acceptable today, then I risk not only historical inaccuracy but the nonsense of presenting a slave trade apparently run by men who are willing to flog, torture and kill people but who are, at the same time, scrupulous in not giving offence in their choice of language. I have therefore tried to minimise use of racial terms that might cause offence today, however common they would have been in the seventeenth century, but not to exclude all of them entirely. To do otherwise would simply make the seventeenth century appear to be an age of racial and religious tolerance. It wasn’t.









Some persons in this story


Sir John Grey – that is to say myself. Formerly employed by my Lord Arlington, His Majesty’s Secretary of State for the Southern Department and spymaster, but now lord of the manor of Clavershall West in the county of Essex, father of two (almost) perfect children and the fortunate husband of …


Aminta, Lady Grey – mother of two (almost) perfect children, renowned playwright and daughter of the amiable but, to be honest with you, somewhat disreputable former cavalier …


Sir Felix Clifford – once a close friend of my late mother’s (the less said about which the better) and also father of my childhood friend Marius Clifford, sadly killed at the Battle of Worcester many years ago, fighting for …


His Majesty King Charles – the second of that illustrious name, in whose service (and Arlington’s) I have acquired a number of scars and a wholly unmerited knighthood and whom I continue to serve as a justice of the peace, ably assisted by …


Ben Bowman – the village constable, when his more important duties as innkeeper permit, an indispensable help to me in the administration of justice unlike …


Mister Josiah Thatcher – the new coroner for this part of north Essex (and kinsman of the Sheriff), who feels that I have until now been overzealous in my work, to the extent of trespassing into his own domain, particularly in respect of the close examination of the bodies of victims of murder, such as that of …


Mister Hubert Umfraville – until recently a plantation owner in His Majesty’s colony of Barbados, who had, for reasons that do him no credit whatsoever, decided to quit that island under cover of darkness, bringing with him his long-suffering wife …


Mistress Elizabeth Umfraville and his children, George, James, Mary and (by adoption) Drusilla, while leaving behind his slaves, including the very valuable …


Nero – a man of many parts and much ability, whose advice is sorely missed by his late master, and who has himself been able to flee Barbados independently, but is being relentlessly pursued by …


Mister Daniel Flood – a very respectable slave catcher, a believer in the rights of man (excluding slaves for obvious practical reasons), who apparently knew Umfraville in Barbados and had no love of the said plantation owner, a view shared by …


Mister William Robinson – the owner of a property in Essex that Umfraville believed was rightfully his (and might be his again by blackmail or otherwise), and also shared by …


Mister Jenks – a carter, whom Umfraville has entertained on the road with tales of his life as a slave owner and subsequently accused of theft, none of which has endeared Umfraville to the carter in question, leading Jenks to conclude that Umfraville’s death was most well-earned, something that he points out most firmly to me, that is to say …


John Grey, who must soon decide which of the above has killed Hubert Umfraville and indeed who killed another person shortly after. But, if you wish to discover the identity of the second corpse, you will need to read on.









Prologue


Barbados, September 1672


Her aunt and uncle had been sold with house. It was, she told herself, probably for the best. They were not unhappy where they were and the long sea journey would have been a trial for them at their age. In any case, the family’s departure from Holetown had been both precipitous and shameful. It would have been wrong that these old, thoroughly respectable people should have had to share even a small part of the general humiliation.


Packing had necessarily been done with the greatest secrecy. They had all been instructed to take no more than they required urgently and immediately – a spare dress, a change or two of linen, a favourite book if they possessed such a thing, and any jewellery that had not already been sold. The prohibition against taking lizards had been absolute and inflexible. Their cook had been persuaded not to notice that the silverware and the best china had already been crammed, inexplicably, into the wooden tubs that had appeared early one morning in the kitchen.


Then, shortly after midnight, two ox wagons had arrived at the door. They seemed to have come straight from hell, everything about them rendered either crimson or soot-black by the smoking torches, which flared upwards into the warm, dark, tropical sky. The family were waiting for them outside in the garden, as if to greet an honoured guest. Long before the transport came into sight, the rumble of the approaching wheels could be heard above the insistent, almost deafening whir of the cicadas in the silk cotton trees that surrounded the house.


The trunks and boxes and tubs had been loaded with immense care onto the first of the wagons. The women had been bundled quickly into the second, with the strongbox containing all of the gold they had been able to collect together over the preceding weeks – those final nervous days when their credit still held good in Holetown. The men had walked behind, their pistols loaded, primed and cocked, constantly watching for pursuers, staring with narrowed eyes into every shadowy clump and gully from which an ambush might be launched.


As things turned out, there were no dangers of any sort whatsoever. The carts had rolled, far from soundlessly but completely unmolested, down from the plantation, past the house of the island’s only banker, to the squalid little port, where a rising moon revealed the skeletal outline of a three-masted ship, sails neatly furled, nestling with one eye open amongst the ragged palm fronds.


The air clung more closely to the skin here by the harbour. The hot, humid night trapped and distilled the smell of spice and tar and stagnant water that always hovered around the wooden quay. Her father – her adoptive father – had been sweating copiously as the goods were unloaded and transferred to the ship. The beads that ran down his unshaven jowls had to be repeatedly mopped away with a dirty spotted handkerchief. There was a brief, whispered altercation as the owner of the ox carts demanded, and obtained with embarrassing ease, far more money than had originally been agreed. The man’s grin flashed briefly in the darkness. They were leaving one person on the island happy at least.


Tomorrow morning, the manager of the bank, who had so foolishly slumbered as they rumbled past, would don his periwig, his best silver-buckled shoes and his embroidered knee-length waistcoat and ascend the hill to discuss in an avuncular way how the family’s growing debts might be paid off a little at a time – a question that had been troubling his waking hours. He would find that the answer was that the bank loan sadly would never be repaid – could never be repaid. The estate, which the bank had imagined guaranteed the loan, had already been sold along with its slaves to a neighbouring planter, who in turn would shortly discover to his surprise that the crop of sugar cane ripening in his new fields did not belong to him, having already been purchased by other too-trusting individuals.


The banker would possibly be informed of all this by the abandoned aunt and uncle, huddled together in their quarters at the back of the main house. Or a field slave, if any had elected to remain, might enlighten him on the strange comings and goings they had witnessed. Since these matters still lay in the future, who could possibly say? What was certain was that the unfortunate man would descend the hill, periwig dangling dejectedly from his damp hand, waistcoat over his arm, much less happy than he walked up it.


‘You’ll set sail at once?’ her father – her adoptive father – had asked the captain.


‘Within the next hour or two,’ came the speculative reply. ‘There is no hurry, my good sir. We have a voyage of three or four weeks ahead of us. Why should anyone fret over a trifling delay now? Unless of course …’ He raised an eyebrow far enough and no more.


Money changed hands. Shortly after, a three-masted ship could have been seen sailing away from Holetown, as quickly as might be, moonlit canvas billowing in a rising wind, heading with a cargo of rum, tobacco and six anxious passengers for the cool, grey waters of the wide Atlantic Ocean. On the far horizon, freedom and safety, things they had briefly lost sight of, beckoned again to the Umfravilles.


They’d been in this new country no more than a fortnight and already it seemed to be dying in front of her. Leaves were falling inexplicably from the trees and lying, unregarded, in golden heaps on the ground. The noise that the carriage wheels made when driving through them was strange but not unpleasant. It reminded her a little of the sound of sugar cane being stacked, which was homely and comforting. But there was none of the rich green of Barbados here. None of the verdant sleekness of its low hills. Even the English birds were dowdy and brown like the trees, though she had noticed a small one with a red breast, which had observed her critically with a bright black eye from a thorn bush. The countryside was full of wonders, to be sure, but it was nothing like her own island. It was nothing like home. The home she increasingly longed for, but would probably never see again.


‘Isn’t it wonderful to be home, sister?’ asked the pinched young woman on the worn leather seat beside her. ‘The air is so invigorating, is it not? And the sun is so very cold and civilised. Do you not agree? Drusilla? Drusilla! Stop staring out of the window and answer me at once, you stupid girl!’


Drusilla turned from her contemplation of gently undulating Essex in its exotic autumnal glory. ‘I’m so sorry, Mary. What did you say?’


‘I was asking you, my beloved sister, whether you found your native country pleasant? Now that you are able to view it for the first time.’


Drusilla smiled and gave the only possible reply: ‘But of course, sister. I am so pleased that father has brought us here. To England. To Essex.’


‘Superior in every respect to Barbados, as you will have noticed. I mean – Holetown scarcely deserves comparison with the meanest port in England. The low stink of spice that hangs about the place! But London … the shops … the magnificent public buildings with their stone colonnades … the grand houses of the gentry … the fashionable ladies in their finery … and the shops …’


Indeed, the shops had been wonderful. Drusilla could happily have bought new lace and silk and ribbons all day – if they had been allowed any money to spend. But even wandering through the New Exchange with an empty purse had been glorious enough. It had been more painful visiting St Paul’s Churchyard, unable to purchase any of the beautifully bound volumes that were exposed for sale there. She had had no idea there were so many books in the whole world. Or that new leather smelt and shone like that. She had envied the men, glorious in their velvet coats, lace at their necks and wrists, casually leafing through them, ready to exchange their tawdry gold for glittering knowledge. But their father had promised that the time would come when they too would have money again to spare for both amusement and learning. And the two dresses she had been permitted to bring from Barbados, though clearly old-fashioned by London standards, would last a year or two, if she took care of them and patched any tears quickly. She pulled her shabby, second-hand mantle round her shoulders. Hopefully the weather in England got warmer once they were into November.


‘Do you think father and the boys will reach the house today?’ Drusilla enquired. She was aware that Mary knew no better than she did, but always sought opportunities to defer cravenly to her sister’s opinion. That was her job after all. It was her vocation.


‘The wagon with our luggage will travel more slowly than this coach,’ said Mary, pleased to be explaining something she understood. ‘And they will stop more often, I imagine. To water the horses and so on. Which is very necessary for the unfortunate creatures, pulling such a burden. They may not arrive until tomorrow.’


‘Indeed,’ said their mother – real mother in one case, adoptive mother in the other case – who had been dozing plumply on the seat opposite them, skirts spread proprietorially across the whole width of the carriage. ‘They may or they may not. It’s all one to me, I assure you. My sole concern is for you poor homeless girls, and to ensure that we take possession of our new house before nightfall. I have no money to waste on an inn nor any love of bed bugs if I did. We need to call first at the manor to collect the keys, then your father will sign the lease whenever he arrives. My signature, by the ancient laws of this country, carries no weight at all. In England, a woman’s name is lighter than a mote of dust. But then, I won’t have to go to a debtors’ prison when your father defaults on the rent. There’s that to think of.’


‘Is Clavershall West a large town?’ asked Drusilla.


Their mother laughed, though her contempt was not aimed at anybody in the coach. ‘It’s not a town at all. It’s scarcely a village. A church, a manor house, an inn, a few cottages with filthy thatch, all joined together by a muddy road or two. That’s where your father has decided we shall live.’


Mary frowned. This was not what she expected of glorious England. ‘Are there no shops close to the house?’


‘There’s a weekly market in Saffron Walden, I do know that. Of the place we are to inhabit, the New House, I can tell you nothing, except that it is too expensive by half. But your father’s family once lived close by, as he keeps reminding us. Back in the days before the family was cheated out of Brandon Hall. And your father thinks we require a genteel residence for whatever it is he has in mind.’


‘So we have come to Essex because … what? … father thinks we can somehow recover Brandon Hall and go and live there?’ asked Drusilla.


Their mother laughed again. ‘When pigs take wing, my girl. He has, I grant you, written threateningly to the current owners, vowing to take action against them for fraud and theft and witchcraft and being secret republicans. But, even if he thinks we can get the house back through the courts, we should be in London, where the case would like as not be heard, not here in the middle of nowhere. And why would somebody who truly thinks one fair house is about to drop into his lap take a three-year lease on another? The truth is, my girl, that some men think the best use for their heads is storing shit.’


Mary had been listening carefully and was not impressed by any part of her father’s strategy. ‘So why are we going to Clavershall West in that case? You say we should be in London where the courts are. And the shops. And rich husbands. There’s nothing for us to do in Essex. No dancing. No young gentlemen to come courting me. Nothing to buy even if we had money. It sounds horrid.’


‘Ask your father,’ said their mother, meaning that her daughter should enquire by all means but not necessarily expect a satisfactory response. ‘Why did we go to Barbados? He thought it was a good idea at the time. How can you lose money growing a crop everyone wants with labour that doesn’t need paying? Ah well, we’ve got away from there with a little cash in hand, even if it should legally be in the hands of other people. It will be enough to keep us for a few years if I can prevent your father from drinking it. After that, we’ll have to see what turns up. To look on the bright side, somebody in the family may die – I mean somebody in your father’s family, not mine – and leave us a little richer than we were. Or one of your father’s schemes may come to something. Perhaps he’ll breed a flying pig. Hubert the flying pig.’


‘Is the New House large?’ asked Drusilla.


‘Large? I think not. But it is, as I say, very respectable and it is available. Sir Felix Clifford, who owns it, lives at the manor house with his daughter and son-in-law – Sir John and Lady Grey. She writes plays under the name of Aminta Grey and he is a justice of the peace.’ She yawned, as if exhausted by this feat of memory. ‘And that, for the moment, girls, is all you need to know about anything.’


‘They sound very grand,’ said Mary. She clearly did not regard grandness as a good thing. At least, not in other people.


‘They are no better than us,’ said the mother. ‘We’re Umfravilles. Good Norman stock. We may have no fancy titles and no more money than you can keep in a medium-sized box. We can probably never set foot in Barbados again without risk of arrest. But we bow to nobody, young lady. You too, Drusilla. Don’t forget you’re an Umfraville.’


‘By adoption,’ said Drusilla. ‘Norman merely by adoption. That much should be apparent to anyone who looks at me.’


Their mother glanced out of the window. ‘The spire in the distance must be Newport,’ she said. ‘You might call that a real town, I suppose. So, another couple of hours and we’ll be at the end of our journey. In the place your father has, in his infinite wisdom, chosen for us to dwell. The New House in Clavershall West in the county of Essex. And may God have mercy on us all.’


Lady Grey was younger than they expected, fair-haired, blue-eyed, with one child clutching her skirt and a baby in her arms. She was slightly built, but with an inner strength that had nothing but amused contempt for physical size.


‘We weren’t sure when you were arriving, Mistress Umfraville. Otherwise my father or my husband – most certainly one or the other – would have been here to welcome you too. Fortunately I have located the keys to the New House in the place that my father most recently mislaid them. Our steward will accompany you there and see that all is in order. Then Mister Umfraville can sign the lease tomorrow or whenever convenient, and pay us the first quarter’s rent in advance – something on which I fear I must insist, even if my father may have inadvertently neglected to inform you of the condition.’


‘Of course,’ said Mistress Umfraville, as if the payment of a whole year’s rent there and then would have been a trifle to a family of undoubted Norman descent. ‘I am grateful for your help, Lady Grey. I am more than happy that we leave the men to deal with any legal matters and that we restrict ourselves to the practicalities of running the house.’


‘In that respect, I shall help if I can but it’s my husband who knows the house best. Though it now belongs to my father, it was once John’s mother’s and he grew up there. My husband’s mother left the house to my father for reasons that are, frankly, too shameful to explain to you now.’ She smiled at them, correctly guessing that was already as much family history as they wished to know. ‘As I say, you would have met my husband today, but he is away from home – on a social visit, not a judicial one.’


Mistress Umfraville nodded. ‘I had of course heard he was a magistrate. But in a setting as peaceful as this one I hope that his duties are pleasant and infrequent.’


‘Quite the reverse. There is always work for magistrates. There are few crimes that they have in London that we do not have here, including murder. I should add, however, that my husband’s enthusiastic investigations of unlawful killings have been slightly curtailed by the new coroner in Saffron Walden, who prefers to view corpses that are wholly undisturbed. The coroner, a certain Mister Josiah Thatcher, is also related in some way to the Sheriff, who in turn is my husband’s judicial superior. You will appreciate that this is an inconvenient state of affairs. I would suggest that you do not mention the dread word “coroner” in my husband’s hearing. Or “sheriff”. Or “kinsman”. Are you familiar with this part of the world, Mistress Umfraville?’


‘I do not know it well, but my own husband’s people once lived near here.’


‘Really? Where?’


‘Brandon Hall,’ said Mary quickly.


Lady Grey frowned. ‘But that was owned by the Lucases before it passed to the Robinsons.’


‘My husband’s mother was a Lucas,’ said Mistress Umfraville.


‘Ah,’ said Lady Grey. ‘Everything is now clear, or as clear as it needs to be. The Hall is no great distance from here anyway. Coincidentally, my father and husband have ridden there today. If Mister Umfravillle’s ancestors once owned it, I can understand why he wishes to return to this part of the country.’


‘The Hall may be ours again one day …’ Mary began eagerly, but a warning glance from her mother silenced her.


A frown passed briefly across Lady Grey’s face, then she said brightly: ‘The sea journey from Barbados was not too troublesome, I hope?’


‘The passage was long and unpleasant, though no more than we expected it to be,’ said Mistress Umfraville. ‘The six of us, crossing the Atlantic in one cramped cabin, three poor meals a day of salt pork, pickled herring, hard bread, beer and rum, and no diversion other than to stroll on deck, arm in arm, when the weather permitted. I told the captain that it was too bad that we had to put up with such conditions. Well, that’s finished and done with now, but I’d forgotten how cold England was, indeed I had.’


Lady Grey turned to Drusilla. ‘That dress will hardly keep you warm this winter,’ she said. ‘I do hope you have another?’


‘Two,’ laughed Drusilla, ‘but sadly they are even thinner than this.’


‘I shall let you have one of my old ones,’ said Lady Grey. ‘My own maid has her eye on it, but I think you need it more – until your mistress can find you something better, I mean.’


‘Thank you. That is very kind indeed. But I’m her daughter – not her servant,’ said Drusilla.


‘How stupid of me,’ said Lady Grey. ‘I do apologise. But …’


‘The colour of my skin? I was adopted.’


‘But of course. I should have realised. You must think I am very foolish indeed.’


‘Please don’t let it trouble you, my Lady. I’ve had to say the same thing at least a dozen times since I arrived in England. People make assumptions. When they see my face. Or my hands. Or any part of me that they decently can, I suppose. And I am not ungrateful for the offer of a warm dress. I’d like it very much. Unless your maid needs it more than I do?’


‘Don’t worry. She can have the one I had in mind. I have another – newer by a good eighteen months – that I’ll look out and bring round to you tomorrow. We’re much the same size, you and I. It shouldn’t need altering at all. Is there anything else any of you require – until your own things arrive?’


‘Nothing, my Lady,’ said Mistress Umfraville, very firmly. ‘My husband can provide for us perfectly well.’


‘Indeed. We’ll manage without charity, thank you very much,’ said Mary, nevertheless casting an envious glance at Lady Grey’s neat costume of glossy, dark-green wool with its lace collar and cuffs.


‘Charity? Oh dear, I’m so sorry – I truly did not mean to give offence in that respect either,’ said Lady Grey. ‘What I offer you, I offer as a neighbour and I hope in due course a friend. We are now well provided with most things here, thank God. But it was not always thus with us. We’re in no position to look down on anyone, I can assure you. You would have difficulty being poorer than we once were.’


‘Poor and content is rich, and rich enough,’ said Drusilla, with a shy smile.


Lady Grey, unused to hearing Shakespeare quoted without embarrassment in north Essex, smiled back and nodded. Mistress Umfraville did not, however, seem content. ‘I too have no wish to give offence, Lady Grey, but, however well intended your offer may have been, there’s nothing we need from you, my Lady. Only the keys to our house.’


‘Excellent,’ said Lady Grey. ‘Then you are clearly a most fortunate family. It’s just a short walk to the New House. I ensured a couple of days ago that the interior was thoroughly dusted and swept and that the beds were made up. You most certainly won’t be able to get to Saffron Walden today, so I’ll send some food across later.’


‘We purchased all we need in Newport.’


‘How very resourceful of you. No food then. Just the keys, as you say. Our steward is ready to depart with you. Our footman will come along too – to help carry your bags.’


‘We can carry our own bags,’ said Mistress Umfraville.


‘I never said you couldn’t,’ said Lady Grey. ‘But young Matthew is in danger of getting fat, like a horse who is too much in his stable, and he badly needs a brisk trot. I hope you will not deny him that?’


It was much later when Drusilla woke suddenly to see lemon moonlight flooding through the bedroom windows. She had been dreaming she was back in Barbados, but the sharp air on her face told her that sadly she was not. Her father was cursing something or somebody in the garden below. She edged slowly from between the sheets of her warm bed, shivered and tiptoed a few steps across the well-scrubbed boards. A large cart was standing outside in the lane. Steam was rising up towards her from the broad and shiny backs of the horses that were harnessed to it. One or two boxes remained in the cart, but the garden had become an entrepôt for the rest of their goods, which were making their way by easy stages into the house. She looked down on the balding head of the carter, her father’s wide, feathered hat and the cloaked and foreshortened forms of her brothers, moving with laden arms from the garden to the hallway and back again. Though her mother fondly persisted in calling them ‘boys’, there was no escaping that they were now young men, stronger perhaps, and harder working most certainly, than their father.


Drusilla had been careful to be quiet, but she heard her sister stirring anyway.


‘What is it?’ asked an irritable heap of blankets in the other bed. ‘Why have you stupidly woken me up?’


‘Father has arrived with the wagon. They must have been travelling all night, under the moon. George and James are with him, helping to carry the boxes inside.’


‘Have they just got here?’


‘No, I think they must have arrived and started unloading a while ago. Father seems to have finished blaspheming for the time being and is paying the carter. They all look a little wet. And there are puddles in the road. It rained quite hard … I mean, it must have rained earlier. Or that’s what I think.’


‘Since they are safely here, what you think about the weather matters very little, Drusilla. We shall put on our mantles and our shoes, sister, and go down and welcome them.’


Drusilla hesitated. Her damp mantle was draped over the end of the bed. Her shoes, hidden away underneath it, were even wetter, though they would hopefully no longer obviously be so when anyone next observed them. The heat of her own body had almost dried the thin shift she was wearing. Still, even slightly wet clothing might occasion some questions, as might the omission of a mantle. To go down without some sort of outer garment when Mary was wearing one would be tantamount to criticism of Mary’s judgement. Her sister’s threats of beatings rarely came to anything, but they were tedious to listen to and better avoided. ‘I’m so tired after yesterday’s journey,’ she said.


‘Too tired to welcome your own father and brothers, Drusilla? I cannot believe even you would say such a thing!’


‘I’ll see them in the morning, dearest one.’


‘It must be dawn very soon anyway. Did you not sleep well, sister, here in our delightful English countryside?’


The implication of ingratitude, to both family and country, was too pointed for Drusilla to be able to tell the truth.


‘Yes, of course,’ she said. Then, after a pause, she added: ‘And you, my dearest sister? Were your sweet dreams undisturbed?’


‘I have slept soundly since we came up to bed,’ said Mary. ‘I often tossed and turned for hours in Holetown, with its nasty heat and insects, but I have not lost a moment’s blissful slumber since I reached the shores of dear, dear England.’


Drusilla breathed a sigh of relief. All was well then. Unless that cow of a sister was lying.


‘So, are you coming down or not?’ Mary demanded.


‘They’ll want to get to bed themselves.’


‘They’ll want to tell us about their journey and hear about ours.’


‘If you tell them about your journey, they’ll know all they need to know about mine. Our journeys were much the same, when you think about it. I’m sure they won’t mind if they don’t see me in person until later.’


‘Oh, please yourself then,’ Mary snapped. ‘You are the most unnatural, thankless creature on God’s earth. Why father didn’t choose somebody else as my sister, I have no idea.’


Drusilla listened to Mary’s shoes thudding, doubtless with much filial love and duty, on the wooden stairs. There were voices below: her sister’s ingratiating whine, then a few gruff words in reply from her father. She slipped back between the now cold sheets.


At length she heard the church clock strike one. Dawn was further off than Mary had claimed. The single chime was still dying away in the frosty air when Drusilla heard many footsteps wearily ascending to their respective chambers. She pulled the rough sheet and the blankets over her head and pretended to be asleep. She remained motionless as Mary banged and thumped her way around the room and finally threw herself back into the other bed.


‘Are you asleep, my dear Drusilla?’ Mary’s voice resembled that of a petulant dove.


Drusilla said nothing, scarcely breathing.


‘Drusilla! I asked you a question! Are you asleep or not, you silly girl? Answer me!’


Could anyone really slumber through the noise that Mary had been making? Drusilla thought not but, however much Mary might suspect wakefulness, she probably wouldn’t bother to get out of an almost-warm bed and come across the room to pinch her.


After a while Drusilla heard the blessed sound of snoring. She reached out and pulled her mantle over the blankets for a little extra warmth, She was pleased to discover in the process that it was now only slightly damp. The shoes might also almost be dry then. She’d definitely got away with her earlier outing. That was all that really mattered.


She rolled over and, with her back to her sister, risked an almost silent fart.


The sun was shining through the window when she awoke again. Even Mary would approve of how well and how gratefully she had passed the last few hours. Across the room, her sister – her adoptive sister – was still slumbering. But the air was like breathable ice. It was colder here, on this autumnal morning, than it had been anywhere ever in Drusilla’s life. She shivered, pulled the inadequate mantle round her shoulders and looked forward to the arrival of a warm dress later that day. She hoped her mother would permit her to be friends with the Greys, who seemed to be amiable and to possess books in abundance.


The chamber door opened suddenly. ‘Have either of you girls seen your father?’ asked Mistress Umfraville. She bit her lip and looked at them uncertainly.


‘No,’ said Drusilla. ‘But he must have been with you …’


‘He most certainly should have been. But he got up early for some reason. Or perhaps he never came to bed. I was asleep so quickly myself that I don’t know. His hat and cloak are hanging in the entrance hall, but he seems to be nowhere in the house, neither in my bed nor in any other proper place, and the front door is strangely unlocked. I begin to fear he may have met with some accident.’


‘Have you asked James and George?’ asked Mary, sitting up in her bed.


‘No. Not yet. I thought I would ask you first.’


‘He may have gone out for a morning walk, then,’ said Drusilla.


‘Don’t be an ass,’ said Mary. ‘He’d hardly go out with a lease that needs signing and a hundred other things to do. Drusilla’s wrong, isn’t she, mother? She’s no idea, has she?’


‘Neither of you heard anything at all last night?’ asked Mistress Umfraville.


‘No,’ said Mary.


‘I saw him only from the bedroom window when he and the boys arrived,’ said Drusilla. ‘Then I went straight back to sleep. I was so very tired after the journey from London.’


‘You’re sure about that?’


‘Of course she’s sure,’ said Mary. ‘She just lay there, not troubling herself to greet the men when they arrived after their long and difficult journey. If I saw nothing, I can’t see why Drusilla would think she had. I mean, she’s only adopted, when all’s said and done.’


Drusilla shivered, not through cold but because it was clear that her mother rightly suspected that she had witnessed things that Mary had not. How could she have found out? Who could have told her? Mistress Umfraville seemed to be looking straight at her shoes under the bed.


The expected accusation, however, did not come. Mistress Umfraville made no comment on footwear. Her mind was on higher things. She swallowed hard. ‘Then I declare that I simply don’t know what’s happened to him,’ she said. ‘I must go and talk to the boys.’


There was a thudding on the stairs. James burst into the room. His shoes and stockings were wet. And there was a smear of blood on his hand. Mistress Umfraville stared at the ominous red streak, suddenly unable to say another word. The girls too looked at each other aghast. In that instant, all three women knew what had happened. They were merely waiting for James, as the only man in the room, to confirm it for them.


‘I’ve just found father,’ he said. ‘I went out early to check something and … you’re not going to believe this, mother. He’s lying in the orchard. Lying there on his face with his head smashed in. Father has been murdered in cold blood.’


And, strangely, he did not seem in any way disappointed.









Chapter 1


In which I revisit one of the scenes of my childhood and find a dead body in it


The sun is shining through a crack in the curtains when I wake for the second time. A sharp burst of rain disturbed me briefly during the small hours, but the day has dawned with an autumnal brilliance. I get out of bed and draw back one of the heavy brocade drapes an inch or two. Last night’s storm has brought down some of the leaves, but the trees in the park are still magnificent in their dying colours. The deer move in and out of the shadows like dappled ghosts.


‘What time did you and my father get back from Brandon?’ asks Aminta from our bed.


‘I’m sorry – I tried not to disturb you,’ I say.


‘Well, you have now.’


‘At least I didn’t wake you when I came to bed. We weren’t home until midnight. The church clock was chiming the full twelve as we passed through the park gates. Fortunately there was a moon and no clouds most of the way back.’


‘You didn’t get wet?’


‘It rained before we left the Robinsons and it rained again in the night, but we had a dry journey. Anyway, I’m sorry to have woken you now. I didn’t mean to.’


‘Little Aphra would have disturbed me soon anyway,’ she says, looking towards the cradle. ‘She’s slept for over six hours. Any more would be miraculous.’


‘Both our children are miraculous,’ I say.


‘You think that because you spend less time with them than I do. They are much like other children, except that we are responsible for feeding them. How were things at Brandon Hall?’


‘Well enough. The Robinsons hope to see you next time. They had an excellent harvest this year. They are in good health. But, though they mentioned it only in passing, they seem troubled by another family who believe they have a claim on the Robinsons’ property – house, park and farmland.’


‘What sort of claim?’


‘Oh, you know William. His account was inevitably rather confused and there were points when he paused for a long time because he was wondering whether he’d already told us too much. All I can say is that these people, whoever they are, seem to be threatening legal action in a most aggressive way. Worse still, they are about to arrive in England from Jamaica, where they are sugar planters.’


‘Barbados,’ says Aminta.


‘So it was! How on earth do you know that?’


‘I fear the family concerned may be the Umfravilles, my father’s new tenants. They arrived yesterday afternoon and the daughter let slip that they hope one day to regain their old family seat at Brandon. The mother hushed her at once but too late not to reveal their design in general terms.’


‘Ah … The Robinsons didn’t say what the troublesome family were called – at least, I don’t think they did. If your father worked out what was going on, he tactfully said nothing about having provided the Robinsons’ sworn enemies with a convenient forward base for their operations. So you’ve actually met them all? What are they like?’


‘I haven’t met the litigious father or either of the sons yet – just Mistress Umfraville and the daughters. The mother is in her fifties and prouder than she can afford to be in a threadbare dress that went out of fashion in London five years ago and here in Essex the summer before last. The realisation that she is now poor makes her irritable. She fears that I shall be charitable to them unless she exercises constant vigilance.’


‘Did you tell her how poor we have both been? When my mother and I lived at the New House, she could scarcely afford to pay her servants.’


‘That, John, is not poverty. So long as you have servants who will continue to work for you free of charge, and occasionally lend you small sums of money, you are not impoverished. When my father and I were exiled to Brussels, in Cromwell’s unlamented time, we couldn’t afford to buy food, or pay cash for it, anyway. Had my father not flirted outrageously with the grocer’s wife – something I regret to say he would probably have done anyway – we might have starved.’


‘Perhaps everyone believes they are poor – the King certainly does.’


‘His mistresses, on the other hand, are increasingly rich,’ says Aminta.


‘The two things are not unconnected,’ I say. ‘Well, my mother’s ghost, if it inhabits the New House, will I am sure look upon your father’s needy tenants with sympathy, even the prickly Mistress Umfraville. How were the girls? Like the mother?’


‘The elder one seemed starved of joy and ideas in equal measure. She was deeply suspicious of any offer of help. The younger one – Drusilla – was charming and seemingly unaware how pretty she is. She quoted Shakespeare at me – “poor and content is rich, and rich enough”. I think she meant it.’


‘Is that from The Tempest? Midsummer Night’s Dream? Twelfth Night?’


‘Othello, strangely enough. You’d have thought it was from a comedy, wouldn’t you? I can’t imagine Shakespeare really believed it anyway. I am taking the younger daughter some warm clothes this morning. Those she was in were suitable for the tropics but not for Essex in the winter. I might also take a book or two since her interests seem to lie in that direction – she’ll find my father left none at the New House, other than an old copy of The Compleat Justice. We got off to a bad start unfortunately. I mistook her for a servant.’


‘Why?’


‘Because of the colour of her skin. She’s adopted, apparently.’


‘I’m sure I would have assumed the same. There are plenty of African servants in London. Not so many bankers or courtiers. If she’s as you describe her, I doubt that she’ll worry about it for long.’


‘I’m sure you’re right. But the Umfravilles are to be our tenants and our neighbours. I’d rather we were friends than otherwise. So, I’ll go bearing irreproachably modest gifts.’


‘Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes,’ I observe.


‘I’m not offering them a giant wooden horse, John – just good-quality used clothing and the loan of some books. The mother seems willing to countenance charity towards her adoptive daughter even if she rejects it for the rest of the family. I thought perhaps my dark grey dress?’


‘That’s still quite new, isn’t it?’


‘It’s a serviceable colour and I can spare it. Betterton has agreed to pay me more for my next play, having made himself quite rich with my last one. I can afford to buy another. Maybe two.’ She pauses to gauge my reaction to this proposal, then continues: ‘Quite possibly three. I should see if I have something for the elder daughter in due course. And Mistress Umfraville, if she’ll accept it. There are still one or two of your mother’s old dresses in the chest that might fit her. Whatever they say, I don’t think they have much money to spare for new clothes and the cold winds of November may change their minds on accepting charity. This isn’t Barbados, in almost every possible way, as I think they are discovering.’


‘If you are going to be so profligate over your old dresses, and my mother’s, let’s hope these Umfravilles are more grateful than you suggest. I also hope that your reckless generosity to the Umfravilles doesn’t offend our friends the Robinsons, if the two families are sworn enemies.’


‘Since we have all spent twenty years being alternately royalist and republican – not an easy trick – I think we can find a way to be both Robinsonian and Umfravilleist. Unless meeting Mister Umfraville sways us irrevocably one way or the other.’


There is a tentative knocking at the chamber door. I open it to find our steward, already dressed for the day ahead but agitated.


‘Is there a problem?’ I ask.


‘Mister Umfraville is waiting for you in the drawing room, Sir John.’


‘Eager to sign his lease?’ I say. ‘Or does he already have a complaint about the drains?’


‘Perhaps your mother’s ghost has been less obliging than we thought,’ says Aminta. ‘Perhaps she materialised in the drawing room at midnight and lectured them on ingratitude. That would be worth thirty shillings a quarter off the rent.’


‘None of those things,’ says our steward, stiffly reproaching our levity. He always had a high regard for my mother. Most of the village did. ‘It is young Mister Umfraville who is without, not the leaseholder in person. He says, Sir John, that he wishes you to accompany him to the New House at once. There has been a wholly unexpected death.’


The body has not been moved, more I think because it is large and awkward to shift than out of respect for the forthcoming official investigation. It is clothed in a roomy suit of dark blue broadcloth. No cloak. No hat. No periwig – perhaps they are not yet fashionable in the colonies. Hubert Umfraville lies, face down, on a carpet of damp leaves that are every bit as dead as he is. A few, slightly drier, rest impudently on top of him. The back of his head is a mess of hair and congealed blood. His linen collar has protected his coat from the worst of it, but cleanliness is no longer his biggest problem. He has been struck with something much harder than he was. His head is slightly turned and I think I can also see a bruise above his right eye. Perhaps it is from when he fell – it is certainly a minor wound compared with the other. There is also a slight graze on his large, calloused right hand. I kneel beside Umfraville and am about to question his remains further when I recall the views of the new coroner in Saffron Walden concerning the proper examination of corpses in northwest Essex. On this subject our Mister Thatcher has been most officiously insistent. That his predecessor raised no objections to my inspecting corpses in situ, that my views on the cause of death were also usually his views, is irrelevant. It is apparently for the coroner to determine how the victim died. Not me. Of course, the figure before us does look very dead indeed and the cause is more than obvious, even to this interfering magistrate.


Still on my knees, I briefly place my hand against Umfraville’s cheek. It is icy cold and wet with last night’s rain. I run my palm quickly down his equally wet sleeve. Thatcher can scarcely object to my doing that. I stand again, shaking my head at a job that I have left at the best only half done. But the completed half is useful enough. Judging by the dampness of his clothes, Umfraville has been where he is now all night. Around the dead man’s head is a modest pool of blood, already darkening and thickening where it hasn’t been diluted by the nocturnal precipitation. The thought occurs to me that, next spring, grass will grow long and lush on this spot.


‘This is where we found him,’ says the young Mister Umfraville who has led us here. He is James Umfraville – as he has informed us on our short journey. His elder brother George, briefly introduced on our arrival, has been waiting patiently with the body, perhaps the more difficult task of the two in a strange grove, with the killer – who knows? – still lurking, only just out of sight. And it is easy to imagine things in the perpetual twilight beneath the trees. Just for a moment I think I see Hubert Umfraville’s hand tremble and his chest rise slightly and fall again, but then I realise it is only shadows moving across the orchard floor. The wind drops and the corpse rests easy.


I turn back to James. ‘When did you last see him alive?’


‘We’d travelled from Harlow yesterday,’ says George. ‘From sunrise until well into the night. We always seem to be travelling by night, one way or another. By the time we reached here everyone was tired out. We unloaded and took our possessions into the hall. Father disputed the charges for carriage from London, while James and I waited in our wet cloaks, not much caring about an extra shilling or two, just wanting to find our beds. Then, as the cart headed off towards the inn for the night, father decided something was missing – that the carter had improbably contrived to steal part of the load. We suggested that the apparently absent item would probably show up in one place or another in the light of day. But he wouldn’t let things be. We left him going through the luggage again, swearing that he’d not let the rascally carter sleep before he had settled the score with him. The rest of us trudged upstairs to bed. I slumbered until James woke me, saying he’d been out and had found father’s body. I went down to the orchard with him and mother. There was no doubt that father was dead. We agreed James should report it to you straight away.’


‘You examined the body yourselves?’


‘As much as we needed to,’ says James. ‘I did when I first found him, then mother and George later. But it’s pretty clear what happened, isn’t it?’


For a moment I envy them, untrammelled by the caprices of coroners, free to handle any corpse they choose for as long as they wish.


‘The body was clearly out here all night,’ I say. ‘His clothes are wet through.’


‘On the journey from London, his cloak would have protected him from the rain,’ says James, ‘just as ours did. He took it off when we arrived and left it in the entrance hall with his hat. So, I suppose you’re right.’


I know the rain returned at about three o’clock. It was heavy but didn’t last long. Even without a proper examination of the body, I can judge the time of death fairly accurately. After one o’clock but before three.


‘It didn’t worry you that you didn’t hear him come up to his chamber?’ I ask.


‘We were all sound asleep,’ says George. ‘And even if we’d been aware he was late coming to bed, we would have assumed that he’d followed the carter back to the inn to continue their argument. Father has become very careful over small things – watching every penny. He was less concerned in Holetown.’


‘That may have been the problem, George,’ says James.
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