
[image: cover]



HALF MOON STREET


Anne Perry


 


[image: Logo Missing]




Copyright © 2000 Anne Perry


Author Photograph © Diane Hinds


The right of Anne Perry to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP in 2013


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 1180 4


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


338 Euston Road


London
 

NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Book
   

The body lies reclined in a punt, clothed in a torn dress, head thrown back in a mimic of ecstasy.  It is a feminine pose but the body is distinctly male.  The case already reeks of scandal and the body is not even cold.  Pitt is the natural choice to investigate what he soon realises is the most unnatural of killings.
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The wraiths of mist curled up slowly from the grey and silver surface of the river, gleaming in the first light from the sun. To the right the arch of Lambeth Bridge rose dark against a pearly sky. Whatever barges followed the tide down towards the Port of London and the docks were still invisible in the dark and the September fog.


Superintendent Thomas Pitt stood on the stormy wet ledge of Horseferry Stairs and looked at the punt which nudged gently against the lowest step. It was moored now, but an hour and a half ago, when the constable had first seen it, it had not been. Not that a drifting boat was of any interest to the head of the Bow Street Police Station – it was what lay in it, grotesque, like some obscure parody of Millais’ painting of Ophelia that captured his attention.


The constable averted his eyes, keeping them studiously on Pitt’s face.


‘Thought we should report it to you, sir.’


Pitt looked down at the body reclining in the punt, its wrists encased in manacles chained to the wooden sides, its ankles apart, chained also. The long green robes looked like a dress, but so torn and distorted it was impossible to tell its original shape. The knees were apart, the head thrown back, mimicking ecstasy. It was a feminine pose, but the body was unmistakably male. He had been in his mid-thirties, fair-haired, with good features and a well-trimmed moustache.


‘I don’t know why,’ Pitt said quickly as the water slurped against the steps below him, perhaps the wash from some passing boat invisible in the coils of mist. ‘This is not Bow Street area.’


The constable shifted uncomfortably. ‘Scandal, Mr Pitt.’ He still did not look at the boat or its occupant. ‘Could get very nasty, sir. Best you’re in at the beginning.’


Very carefully, so as not to slip on the river-wet stone, Pitt went further down. The melancholy sound of a foghorn drifted across the water, and from some unseen cargo barge a man’s voice called out a warning. The answer was lost in the cloying vapour. Pitt looked again at the figure lying in the punt. It was impossible from this angle to see how he had died. There was no apparent wound, no weapon, and yet if he had died of a heart attack, or a seizure, then someone else had certainly had a grotesque part in leaving his corpse in such a way. Some family was going to begin a nightmare today. Perhaps life would never be quite the same for them again.


‘I suppose you’ve sent for the surgeon?’ Pitt asked.


‘Yes sir. Due any time now, I should think.’ The constable swallowed and moved his feet, scraping his boots a little on the stone. ‘Mr Pitt – sir.’


‘Yes?’ Pitt was still staring at the punt scraping its wooden prow on the steps and juggling a little with the wash of another boat.


‘Weren’t only the way ’e is that I called yer.’


Pitt caught something in the man’s voice and swivelled to look up. ‘Oh?’


‘No sir. I think as I might know ’oo ’e is, sir, which is goin’ ter be very nasty, an’ all.’


Pitt felt the river cold seep into him. ‘Oh. Who do you think it is, Constable?’


‘Sorry, sir. I think it might be a Monsewer Bonnard, ’oo was reported missing day afore yesterday, an’ the French won’t ’alf kick up a fuss if this is ’im.’


‘The French?’ Pitt said warily.


‘Yes sir. Missing from their embassy, ’e is.’


‘And you think this is him?’


‘Looks like it, Mr Pitt. Slender, fair ’air, good-lookin’, small moustache, about five feet nine inches tall, an’ a gent. Eccentric, by all accounts. Likes a bit of a party, theatricals an’ the like.’ His voice was heaving with incomprehension and disgust. ‘Mixes with them aesthetes, as they calls ’emselves …’


Pitt was saved further comment by the clatter of hooves and the rattle of wheels on the road above them, and a moment later the familiar figure of the police surgeon, top hat a trifle askew, came down the steps, bag in his hand. He looked beyond Pitt to the body in the punt, and his eyebrows rose.


‘Another one of your scandals, Pitt?’ he said drily. ‘I don’t envy you unravelling this one. Do you know who he is?’ He let out a sigh as he reached the bottom step, standing precariously only a foot above the sucking water. ‘Well, well. Didn’t think there was much about human nature I didn’t know, but I swear it’s beyond me what some men will do to entertain themselves.’ Very carefully he balanced his weight and moved over to stand in the punt. It rocked and pitched him forward, but he was ready for it. He kneeled down and started to examine the dead man.


Pitt found himself shivering, in spite of the fact that it was not really cold. He had sent for his assistant, Sergeant Tellman, but he had not yet arrived. Pitt looked back at the constable.


‘Who found this, and what time?’


‘I found it meself, sir. This is my beat along ’ere. I were goin’ ter sit on the steps an’ ’ave a bite to eat when I saw it. That were about ’alf-past five, sir. But o’ course it could ’a bin there a lot longer, cause in the dark no one’d ’ave seen it.’


‘But you saw it? Dark then, wasn’t it?’


‘More like ’eard it, bumpin’, an’ went ter see what it was. Shone me light on it, an’ near ’ad a fit! I don’t understand the gentry, an’ that’s a fact.’


‘You think he’s gentry?’ Pitt was vaguely amused in spite of himself.


The constable screwed up his face. ‘Where’d a working bloke get fancy clothes like that dress? It’s velvet. An’ you look at ’is ’ands. Never done a day’s work wi’ them.’


Pitt thought there was a strong element of prejudice in the constable’s deductions, but it was good observation. He told him so.


‘Thank you, sir,’ the constable said with pleasure. He had aims of being a detective one day.


‘You had better go to the French Embassy and fetch someone to see if they can identify him,’ Pitt went on.


‘Who – me, sir?’ The constable was taken aback.


Pitt smiled at him. ‘Yes. After all, you were the one alert enough to see the likeness. But you can wait and see what the surgeon says first.’


There were a few moments’ silence, then the punt rocked a little, scraping against the stone. ‘He was hit on the head with something very hard and rounded, like a truncheon,’ the surgeon said distinctly. ‘And I very much doubt it was an accident. He certainly didn’t tie himself up like this.’ He shook his head. ‘God knows whether he put the clothes on, or someone else did. They’re torn enough to indicate a struggle. Very difficult to do anything much with a dead body.’


Pitt had been expecting it, but it still came as a blow. Some part of him had been hoping it was an accident, which would be ugly and stupid, but not a crime. He also hoped profoundly it was not the missing French diplomat.


‘You’d better see for yourself,’ the surgeon offered. Pitt clambered inelegantly into the rocking punt and in the now clear, white light of sunrise, bent to examine the dead man carefully, detail by detail.


He was very clean and well-nourished but without any surplus flesh. He was a trifle flabby, fat on his limbs rather than muscle. His hands were fine and soft. He wore a gold signet ring on his left hand. There were no calluses, no marks of ink, but there was a fine scar on the first finger of the left hand, as if a knife or similar blade might have slipped in his grasp. His face was expressionless in death and it was hard to judge anything of his character. His hair was thick and finely barbered, far better than Pitt’s had ever been. Unconsciously he put his hand up and pushed the fall of hair off his own brow. It fell back immediately. But then it was probably six inches longer than that of the man on his back in the punt.


Pitt looked up.


‘Be diplomatic, Constable. You won’t get the ambassador himself, but ask for a senior attaché, not a clerk. Just say we’ve found a body and would like his help in identifying it. There is some urgency.’


‘Do I tell ’im it’s murder, sir?’


‘Not unless you have to, but don’t lie. And for heaven’s sake don’t tell him any of the details. This will have to be handled with some care.’


‘Yes sir. You don’t think, in view o’ the … the dress, and the like, that mebbe Sergeant Tellman should go?’ he asked hopefully.


Pitt knew Tellman very well. ‘No, I don’t,’ he replied.


‘’E’s ’ere!’


‘Good. Send him down. And take a hansom to the French Embassy. Catch!’ He tossed up a shilling for the fare. The constable caught it and thanked him, hesitating a moment longer in the vain hope that Pitt would change his mind, then reluctantly obeyed.


The mist was lifting off the river. Here and there water shone silver, and the dark shapes of barges were no longer softened and blurred, but sharp, mounded with bales of goods bound for all the corners of the earth. Up river on Chelsea Reach the parlour maids would be setting breakfast tables, valets and kitchen maids would be carrying bath-water and putting out clothes for the day. Down river all the way to the Isle of Dogs dockers and boatmen would be lifting, hauling, guiding. The first markets at Bishopsgate would have started hours ago.


Tellman came down the stairs, lantern jaw set, hair slicked back, his disgust written already in his expression.


Pitt turned back to the body and started to look more carefully at the extraordinary clothes the man was wearing. The green dress was torn in several places. It was impossible to tell if it had happened recently or not. The silk velvet of the bodice was ripped across the shoulders and down the seams of the arms. The flimsy skirt was torn up the front.


There were several garlands of artificial flowers strewn around. One of them sat askew across his chest.


Pitt looked at the manacle on the man’s right wrist, and moved it slightly. There was no bruising or grazing on the skin. He examined the other wrist, and then both ankles. They also were unmarked.


‘Did they kill him first?’ he asked.


‘Either that, or he put the manacles on willingly,’ the surgeon replied. ‘If a guess will do, I’d say after death.’


‘And the clothes?’


‘No idea. But if he put them on himself, he was pretty rough about it.’


‘How long do you think he’s been dead?’ Pitt had little hope of a definite answer. He was not disappointed.


‘No idea beyond what you can probably deduce for yourself. Some time last night, from the rigor. Can’t have been floating around the river for long like this. Even a bargee would notice this is a little odd.’


He was right. Pitt had concluded it would have to have been after dark that the boat was floated out. There had been no mist on the river yesterday evening, and on a fine day, even up to dusk, there would be people out in pleasure boats, or strolling along the embankment.


‘Any signs of struggle?’ he asked.


‘Nothing I can see so far.’ The surgeon straightened up and made his way back to the steps. ‘Nothing on his hands, but I dare say you saw that. Sorry, Pitt. I’ll look at him more closely, of course, but so far you’ve got an ugly situation which I am only going to make even uglier, I imagine. Good day to you.’ And without waiting for a reply, he climbed up the steps to the top of the Embankment where already a small crowd had gathered, peering curiously over the edge.


Tellman looked at the punt, his face puckered with incomprehension and contempt. He pulled his jacket a little tighter around himself. ‘French, is he?’ he said darkly, his tone suggesting that that explained everything.


‘Possibly,’ Pitt answered. ‘Poor devil. But whoever did this to him could be as English as you are.’


Tellman’s head came up sharply and he glared at Pitt.


Pitt smiled back at him innocently.


Tellman’s mouth tightened and he turned and looked up the river at the light flashing silver on the wide stretches clear of mist and the dark shadows of barges materialising from beyond. It was going to be a beautiful day. ‘I’d better find the river police,’ Tellman said grimly. ‘See how far he would have drifted since he was put in.’


‘Don’t know when that was,’ Pitt replied. ‘There’s very little blood here. Wound like that to the head must have bled quite a lot. Unless there was some kind of blanket or sail here which was removed after, or he was killed somewhere else, and then put here.’


‘Dressed like that?’ Tellman said incredulously. ‘Some kind of a party, Chelsea sort of way? Some … thing … went too far, and they had to get rid of him? Heaven help us, this is going to be ugly!’


‘It is,’ Pitt agreed. ‘But it would be a good idea to see the river police anyway, and get some idea how far he could have drifted if he went in around midnight, or an hour or two either side of it.’


‘Yes sir,’ Tellman said with alacrity. That was something he was willing to do, and was a great deal better than waiting around for anyone from the French Embassy. ‘I’ll find out everything I can.’ And with an air of busyness he set off, taking the steps two at a time, at considerable risk, given the slipperiness of the wet stone.


Pitt returned his attention to the punt and its cargo. He examined the boat itself more closely. It was lying low in the water and he had not until then wondered why. Now he realised on handling and touching the wood that it was old and many of the outer boards were rotted and waterlogged. It had foundered against the stairs rather than simply caught against them. It was obviously not a pleasure boat which anyone currently used on the river, and would therefore miss. It must have lain idle somewhere for a considerable time.


Pitt looked again at the body with its manacled wrists and chained ankles, its grotesque position. An overriding passion had driven this murderer; a love, or hate, a terror or need, had made this disposition of the corpse as much part of his crime as the killing itself. It must have been a tremendous risk to wait long enough to take off whatever clothes the dead man was wearing, dress him in this torn silk and velvet gown and chain him on to the punt in this obscene position, then set the boat adrift out in the water, getting himself wet in the process. Why had anyone bothered?


The answer to that might be the answer to everything.


He stood in the faintly rocking stern, adjusting his balance to keep upright as the wash of a string of barges reached him. Had the murderer brought the green dress and the manacles and chains with him, and the artificial flowers cast around? Or had they already been to hand wherever he had killed? Certainly he had not brought the boat. That would have been impossible to move far.


Which also meant it had not come more than a few miles at most now.


His thoughts were interrupted by the noise of a carriage up on the Embankment, horses’ hooves on the stone, and footsteps to the top of the stairs.


He moved across to the bottom step, which was now slimy and well clear of the water as the tide receded. He looked up to see an immaculate and very anxious man, his polished boots gleaming in the early sun, his head bent, his face very pale.


‘Good morning, sir,’ Pitt said quietly, climbing up towards him.


‘Good morning,’ the man replied with scarcely the trace of an accent. ‘Gaston Meissonier,’ he introduced himself, deliberately keeping his eyes on Pitt’s face and averted from the figure in the boat.


‘Superintendent Pitt. I’m sorry to bring you out so early in the morning, Monsieur Meissonier,’ Pitt replied, ‘but your embassy reported one of your diplomats missing, and unfortunately we have found the body of a man who answers the description you gave us.’


Meissonier turned and stared at the punt. The skin across his face tightened, his lips drawn a little closer together. For several moments he did not speak.


Pitt waited.


The last mist was evaporating from the river and the far bank was now clearly visible. The sound of traffic increased along the Embankment above them.


‘“Unfortunate” is hardly an adequate word, Superintendent,’ Meissonier said at last. ‘What an extremely distressing circumstance.’


Pitt stood aside and Meissonier came gingerly down the steps until he was only a couple of feet above the tide. He stopped and stared across at the body.


‘That is not Bonnard,’ he said fiercely. ‘I am afraid I do not know this man. I cannot help you. I’m sorry.’


Pitt studied his face, reading not only the distaste but a certain tension that was not eased by his denial of recognition. He may not have been lying, but he was certainly not telling the entire truth.


‘Are you sure, sir?’ Pitt pressed.


Meissonier swivelled towards him. ‘Yes, I am quite sure. The man does bear some resemblance to Bonnard, but it is not he. I had not really thought it would be, but I wished to be certain beyond doubt.’ He drew in his breath. ‘I am sorry you were misinformed. Bonnard is not missing, he is on leave. An overzealous junior has not read his instructions fully and leaped to a wrong conclusion. I must find who it was and admonish him for raising a false alarm and – as it has turned out – wasting your time.’ He bowed courteously and turned to go back up the steps.


‘Where has Monsieur Bonnard taken his leave, sir?’ Pitt asked, raising his voice a little.


Meissonier stopped. ‘I have no idea. We do not require such information from junior diplomats. He may have friends here in England, or have gone to visit a place of beauty or interest on his own, or, for all I know, he may have returned to Provence, to his own family.’


‘But you came to look at the body,’ Pitt persisted.


Meissonier raised his eyebrows a little, and not enough for sarcasm, just sufficient to indicate that the question was unnecessary.


‘I wished to assure myself that he had not met with an accident while leaving for his holiday. It was unlikely, but not impossible. And of course I wished to be courteous to all officials of Her Majesty’s Government, with whom we enjoy the most cordial relations, and whose guests we are.’ It was a polite but unmistakable reminder of his diplomatic standing.


There was nothing Pitt could do but concede. ‘Thank you, Monsieur Meissonier. It was most gracious of you to come, and at this hour. I am pleased it was not your countryman.’ That at least was true. The last thing Pitt wished was an international scandal, and were the body that of a French diplomat, such a scandal would be almost impossible to avoid, although it would have been his unenviable task to try.


Meissonier gave the same little bow as before, and then climbed up the rest of the steps and disappeared. A moment later Pitt heard his carriage move away.


The mortuary wagon came and Pitt watched as the manacles were removed, and the body was lifted up and carried away for the surgeon to examine in more detail at the morgue.


Tellman returned with the river police, who took the punt to safeguard it. It would have to remain on the water, but moved somehow to sufficiently shallow a place that it did not sink altogether.


‘Was it the Frenchie?’ Tellman asked when he and Pitt were alone on the Embankment. The traffic was now heavy and moving in both directions past them. The wind had risen a little and carried the smell of salt and mud and fish, and although the day was bright, it was definitely chilly.


‘He said not,’ Pitt replied. He was hungry and longing for a hot cup of tea.


Tellman grunted. ‘Well, he would, wouldn’t he?’ he said darkly. ‘If he’s lying, can we prove it? I mean if he’s French, and he gets all the Embassy to cover for him, what can we do? We can hardly fetch all Paris over here to take a look!’ He pulled his face into an expression of disgust.


Pitt had already had his own doubts. The thought was increasingly unpleasant.


‘It’ll be hard enough to find out who did this,’ Tellman went on, ‘without not knowing who he is either!’


‘Well, he’s either Bonnard, or he’s someone else,’ Pitt said drily. ‘We’d better assume he’s someone else, and start looking. The punt, in the state it is, won’t have come more than a couple of miles down the river …’


‘That’s what the river police said,’ Tellman agreed. ‘Somewhere up Chelsea, they reckoned.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘I still think it’s the Frenchman, and they just don’t want to say so.’


Pitt was not disposed to argue with Tellman’s prejudices, at least not yet. Personally he would very much prefer it to be an Englishman. It was going to be ugly enough without working with a foreign embassy.


‘You had better go with the river police and see the sorts of places the punt could have been kept within a mile or two of the Chelsea Reach. And see if by any extraordinary chance anyone saw it drifting …’


‘In the dark?’ Tellman said indignantly. ‘In that mist? Anyway, barges passing up river, if here before dawn, will be way beyond the Pool by now.’


‘I know that!’ Pitt sighed sharply. ‘Try the shore. Someone may know where the punt is usually moored. It’s obviously been lying in water for some time.’


‘Yes sir. Where’ll I find you?’


‘At the morgue.’


‘Surgeon won’t be ready yet! He’s only just gone.’


‘I’m going home for breakfast first.’


‘Oh.’


Pitt smiled. ‘You can get a cup of tea from the stall over there.’


Tellman gave him a sideways look, and went, back stiff, shoulders square.


Pitt unlocked his front door and went into a silent house. It was full daylight as he took his coat off and hung it in the hall, then his boots, leaving them behind him, and padded in his stocking feet along to the kitchen. The stove was about out. He would have to riddle it, carry out the dead ash, and nurture the last of the embers into flame again. He had seen Gracie do it often enough he should know the idiosyncrasies of this particular grate, but there was something peculiarly desolate about a kitchen without a woman busy in it. Mrs Brady came in every morning and attended to the heavy work, the laundry and ordinary house-cleaning. She was a good-hearted soul and quite often also brought him a pie or a nice piece of roast beef, but she would not make up for the absence of his family.


Charlotte had been invited to go to Paris with her sister, Emily, and Emily’s husband, Jack. It was only for three weeks, and it had seemed to Pitt to have been mean-spirited for him to forbid her going, or to behave with enough resentment that it would effectively ruin her pleasure. In marrying a man so far beneath her own financial and social status she would have been the first to say she had gained enormously in freedom to become involved in all manner of pursuits impossible to ladies of her mother or sister’s situation. But it also denied her many things, and Pitt was wise enough to realise that however much he missed her, or would like to have been the one to take her there, the greater happiness of both of them rested in his agreeing to her going with Emily and Jack.


Gracie, the maid who had been with them now for seven and a half years – in fact since she was thirteen – he considered almost as family. She had taken the children, Jemima and Daniel, to the seaside for a fortnight’s holiday. They had all three of them been beside themselves with excitement, fervently packing boxes and chattering about everything they intended to see and to do. They had never been to the coast before, and it was an enormous adventure. Gracie felt her responsibility keenly and was very proud that she should be given it.


It left Pitt at home with no company except the two cats, Archie and Angus, now curled up together in the clothes basket where Mrs Brady had left the clean linen.


Pitt had grown up on a large country estate, and for some time his mother had worked in the kitchens of the big house. He was perfectly capable of looking after himself, although since his marriage he had lost the knack for it. He missed the comfort of all the small things Charlotte did for him, but these were nothing compared with the loneliness. There was no one to talk to, with whom to share his feelings, to laugh or simply to speak of the day.


And he missed the sound of the children’s voices, giggling, their running footsteps, their incessant questions and demands for his attention or approval. No one interrupted him to say, ‘Look at me, Papa’ or, ‘What is this for?’ or, ‘What does this mean?’ or the favourite, ‘Why?’ Peace was not peace any more, it was simply silence.


It took over ten minutes for the stove to begin to draw properly, and another ten after that before the kettle boiled and he was able to make himself a pot of tea and toast some bread for breakfast. He considered frying a pair of kippers as well, and then thought of the fishy smell, and the trouble of washing the dishes and the frying pan, and abandoned the idea.


The first post came, bringing only a bill from the butcher. He had been hoping there would be a letter from Charlotte. Perhaps it was too soon to expect one, but he was surprised how disappointed he was. Fortunately he was going to the theatre this evening, with his mother-in-law, Caroline Fielding. After Charlotte’s father, Edward Ellison, had died, and a decent period of mourning had passed, Caroline had met and fallen in love with an actor, considerably younger than herself. She had scandalised Edward’s mother, Mariah, by marrying again, and mortified her by being apparently very happy. She had also adopted a rather more liberal way of life, which was another point of conflict. Old Mrs Ellison had absolutely refused to live under the same roof with Caroline and her new husband. As a result she had been obliged to move in with Emily. But then Jack Radley was a Member of Parliament and eminently respectable compared to an actor, even if he had rather too much charm than was good for him, and no title, or breeding worth mentioning.


Emily suffered it with fortitude most of the time. Occasionally she was just as forthright back to the old lady, who then retreated into icy rage, until she got bored and sallied out for the next attack.


However, since Emily and Jack were in Paris, and taking the opportunity of their absence to have the plumbing in the house redone, Grandmother was once again staying with Caroline. Pitt hoped profoundly that she was not well enough to come to the theatre this evening. He had every cause to be optimistic. The sort of play that Caroline attended these days was not what old Mrs Ellison considered fit entertainment and, even consumed with curiosity as she might be, she would not allow herself to be seen there.


By late morning Pitt was at the morgue listening to the police surgeon summing up the very little of use he had found.


‘Exactly what I said! Hit on the head with something round and heavy, wider than a poker, more regular than a branch from a tree.’


‘What about an oar, or a punting pole?’ Pitt asked.


‘Possible.’ The surgeon thought about it for a moment. ‘Very possible. Have you got one?’


‘We don’t know where he was killed yet!’ Pitt protested.


‘Of course it might be floating in the river.’ The surgeon shook his head. ‘Probably never find it, or if you do all the blood will be long since washed off it. You may surmise but you won’t prove anything.’


‘When did he die?’


‘Late last night, as near as I can tell.’ He shrugged his thin shoulders. ‘By the time I saw him he’d certainly been dead five or six hours. Of course when you find out who he is – if you do – then you may be able to narrow it down better than that.’


‘What do you know about him?’


‘Between thirty and thirty-five, I should say.’ The surgeon considered carefully. ‘Seemed in very good health. Very clean. No calluses on his hands, no dirt. No parts of his body exposed to the sun.’ He pursed his lips. ‘Certainly didn’t work manually. He either had money of his own, or he did something with his mind rather than his hands. Or could be an artist of some sort, or even an actor.’ He looked sideways at Pitt. ‘Hope I’m not saying that because of the way the dratted fellow was found?’ He sighed. ‘Ridiculous!’


‘Couldn’t he have lain like that himself, and been struck where he was?’ Pitt asked, although he knew the answer.


‘No,’ the surgeon said decisively. ‘Blow struck him on the back of the head. Couldn’t have been in the boat unless he was sitting up and he wasn’t. Those manacles are too short. He couldn’t sit up like that. If you don’t believe me, try it! Not enough blood there anyway.’


‘Are you sure he wasn’t wearing that dress when he was killed?’ Pitt pressed.


‘Yes I am.’


‘How can you tell?’


‘Because there are no bruises on him from having been held or forced,’ the surgeon explained patiently. ‘But there are tiny scratches, as if someone had caught him with a fingernail while trying to force the dress over his head and get it straight on his body. It’s damned difficult to dress a dead body, especially if you’re trying to do it by yourself.’


‘It was one person?’ Pitt said quietly.


The surgeon drew in his breath between his teeth. ‘You are right,’ he conceded. ‘I was making assumptions. I simply cannot imagine this sort of … lunacy … being a dual affair. There is something essentially solitary about obsession – and obsessive, dear God, this is, if anything in the world is. I suppose some alternative is conceivable, but you’ll have to prove it to me before I’ll believe it. In my opinion one solitary man did this because of a perverse passion, a love or a hatred so strong that it broke all the bounds of sense, even of self-preservation, and not only did he strike that man and kill him, he then was compelled to dress him like a woman and set him adrift on the river.’ He swivelled to look at Pitt sharply. ‘I can’t think of any sane reason for doing that. Can you?’


‘It obscures his identity …’ Pitt said thoughtfully.


‘Rubbish!’ the surgeon snapped. ‘Could have taken his own clothes off and wrapped him in a blanket to do that! Certainly didn’t have to set him out like the Lady of Shalott – or Ophelia, or whoever it is.’


‘Didn’t Ophelia drown herself?’ Pitt asked.


‘All right – Lady of Shalott then,’ the surgeon snapped. ‘She was stricken by a curse. Does that suit you better?’


Pitt smiled wryly. ‘I’m looking for something human. I don’t suppose you can tell if he was French, can you?’


The surgeon’s eyes opened very wide. ‘No – I cannot! What do you expect – “Made in France” on the soles of his feet?’


Pitt pushed his hands into his pockets. He felt self-conscious now for having asked. ‘Signs of travel, illnesses, past surgery … I don’t know.’


The surgeon shook his head. ‘Nothing helpful. Teeth are excellent, one small scratch on the finger, just an ordinary dead man wearing a green dress and chains. Sorry.’


Pitt gave him a long, level stare, then thanked him and left.


Early afternoon found Pitt at the French Embassy – after he had eaten a sandwich in a public house, with a pint of cider. He did not wish to see Meissonier again. He would only repeat what he had said at Horseferry Stairs, but Pitt was not convinced that the man in the boat was not the diplomat Bonnard. So far it was the only suggestion he had, and Meissonier had been acutely uncomfortable. There had been relief in his face when he had seen the body more closely, but his anxiety had not vanished altogether. Had it been only because there was nothing that could be traced to him, and he was free to deny it was Bonnard?


How could Pitt now question anyone else at the embassy? He would appear to be calling Meissonier a liar, which considering he was a foreign diplomat – a guest in England, as he had pointed out – would be sufficient to cause an unpleasant incident for which Pitt would rightly get the blame.


The answer was that he must find some other excuse to call. But what could that be? Meissonier had denied all connection with the corpse. There could be no further questions to ask him.


He was already at the door. He must either knock, or continue along the street. He knocked.


It was opened by a footman in full livery.


‘Yes sir?’


‘Good afternoon,’ Pitt said hastily. He produced a card and handed it to the footman, speaking at the same time. ‘One of your diplomats was reported missing, I now believe in error, according to Monsieur Meissonier. However, before I alter the police record I should like to speak to the person who made the original report. It would look better if he were the person to withdraw it. Tidier …’


‘Indeed? Who would that be, sir?’ The footman’s expression did not change in the slightest.


‘I don’t know.’ He had only just thought of the excuse. He should have asked the constable at Horseferry Stairs, but it had not mattered then. ‘The gentleman reported missing is Monsieur Bonnard. I imagine it would be whoever he works with, or is his friend.’


‘That will be Monsieur Villeroche, I dare say, sir. If you care to take a seat I shall ask when he is able to see you.’ And he indicated several hard-backed leather benches, and left Pitt to make himself if not comfortable, at least discreet.


The footman returned within minutes.


‘Monsieur Villeroche will see you in a quarter of an hour, sir. He is presently engaged.’ He said no more, and left Pitt to make up his own mind if he wished to wait.


As it turned out Monsieur Villeroche must have finished with his visitor earlier than expected. He came out into the hallway himself to find Pitt. He was a dark, good-looking young man dressed with great elegance, but at the moment he was obviously perturbed. He looked in both directions before approaching Pitt.


‘Inspector Pitt? Good. I have a small errand to run. Perhaps you would not mind walking with me? Thank you so much.’ He did not give Pitt time to refuse. He ignored the footman and went to the door, leaving Pitt to follow behind. ‘Most civil of you,’ he said as he stepped outside.


Pitt was obliged to walk smartly to keep up with him until they were round the corner of the next street where Villeroche stopped abruptly.


‘I … I’m sorry.’ He spread his hands in a gesture of apology. ‘I did not wish to speak where I might be overheard. The matter is … delicate. I do not mean to cause embarrassment for anyone, but I am concerned …’ He stopped again, uncertain how to continue.


Pitt had no idea whether he knew of the body at Horseferry Stairs or not. The midday newspapers had carried it, but possibly none of them had reached the embassy. It would not appear to be a matter to concern France.


Villeroche lost patience with himself. ‘I apologise, Monsieur. I reported to your excellent police that my friend and colleague Henri Bonnard has disappeared … that is to say he is not where we would expect to find him. He is not at his work, he is not at his apartment. None of his friends have seen him in several days, and he has missed appointments of business as well as social functions at which he was expected.’ He shook his head quickly. ‘That is most unlike him! He does not do these things! I fear for his welfare.’


‘So you reported him missing,’ Pitt concluded. ‘Monsieur Meissonier has told us that he is on leave. Is it possible he went without the courtesy of informing you?’


‘Possible, of course,’ Villeroche agreed, not taking his eyes from Pitt’s face. ‘But he would not have missed his duties. He is an ambitious man who values his career, at least … at least he would not jeopardise it for a trivial matter. He might … er …’ He was obviously at a loss how to explain himself without saying more than he intended, and driven to speak at all only by the most acute anxiety.


‘What sort of man is he?’ Pitt asked. ‘What does he look like? What are his habits, his pastimes? Where does he live? What parties were these that he missed?’ His mind pictured the man in the punt and the extraordinary green velvet dress. ‘Does he enjoy the theatre?’


Villeroche was patently uncomfortable. His gaze did not waver from Pitt’s, as if he willed him to understand without the necessity of words.


‘Yes, he was fond of … of … entertainment. Perhaps not always … what His Excellency the Ambassador would have best approved. Not that he is …’


Pitt rescued him. ‘Did you hear that we found the body of a man in a boat in the river this morning, at Horseferry Stairs? He answers the description of Henri Bonnard. Monsieur Meissonier was good enough to come to look at it, and he said it was not he. He seemed quite certain. But he also said Monsieur Bonnard was on leave.’


Villeroche looked wretched. ‘I had not heard it. I am most sorry. I do hope … I profoundly hope it is not Henri, but I am equally sure that he is not on leave.’ His eyes were still steady on Pitt’s face. ‘He had an invitation to attend a play by Oscar Wilde, and to dine with Monsieur Wilde and his friends afterwards. He did not go. That is not a thing he would do without the most abject apology and an explanation to satisfy an examining magistrate, let alone a playwright!’


Pitt felt a sinking in his stomach.


‘Would you like to go to the morgue and see if this man is Bonnard, and be certain in your own mind?’ he offered.


‘The morgue!’


‘Yes. It is the only way you will satisfy yourself.’


‘I … I suppose it is necessary?’


‘Not to me. Monsieur Meissonier has said Bonnard is not missing. I have to accept that. Therefore it cannot be him.’


‘Of course. I will come. How long will it take?’


‘In a hansom we can be there and back in less than an hour.’


‘Very well. Let us make haste.’


Ashen-faced and deeply unhappy, Villeroche stared at the face of the dead man, and said it was not Henri Bonnard.


‘It is most like him.’ He coughed and held his handkerchief to his face. ‘But I do not know this man. I am sorry for having taken your time. You have been most civil. Please, in no circumstances, mention to Monsieur Meissonier, or anyone else, that I came here.’ And he turned and all but ran out of the morgue and scrambled up into the hansom again, directing it back to the embassy so hastily Pitt had to jump after him not to be left on the pavement.


‘Where does Bonnard live?’ he asked, flinging himself into the seat as the cab pulled away.


‘He has rooms in Portman Square,’ Villeroche replied. ‘But he isn’t there …’


‘More precisely?’ Pitt persisted. ‘And names of one or two other friends or associates who might know more?’


‘Second floor of number fourteen. And I suppose you could ask Charles Renaud, or Jean-Claud Aubusson. I’ll give you their addresses. They … they don’t work at the embassy. And of course there are Englishmen also. There is George Strickland, and Mr O’Halloran.’ He fumbled in his pocket but did not find what he wanted.


Pitt habitually carried all sorts of things. It had been the despair of his superiors when they saw him more frequently, and even now Commissioner Cornwallis, who had been in the Navy before taking up his present appointment, found Pitt’s untidiness hard to tolerate. Pitt pulled out string, a pocket knife, sealing wax, a pencil, three shillings and sevenpence in coins, two used French postage stamps he was saving for Daniel, a receipt for a pair of socks, a note to remind himself to get his boots mended and buy some butter, two boiled humbugs covered in fluff, and a small pad of paper. He handed the pencil and paper to Villeroche, and put the rest back.


Villeroche wrote the names and addresses for him, and when they reached the corner nearest the embassy, stopped the cab, said goodbye and then ran across the road and disappeared up the steps.


Pitt called upon all of the men Villeroche had named. He found two of them at home and willing to talk to him.


‘Ah, but he’s a fine man,’ O’Halloran said with a smile. ‘But I haven’t seen him in a week or more, which is surely a shame. I expected him at Wylie’s party last Saturday night, and I would have bet my shirt he’d have been at the theatre on Monday. Wilde was there himself, and what a night we had of it, for sure.’ He shrugged. ‘Not that I’d swear I can remember everything of it myself, mind!’


‘But Henri Bonnard was not there?’ Pitt pressed him.


‘That I do know,’ O’Halloran said with certainty. He looked at Pitt narrowly out of vivid blue eyes. ‘Police, you said you are? Is there something wrong? Why for are you wanting Bonnard?’


‘Because at least one of his other friends believes he is missing,’ Pitt replied.


‘And they’re sending a superintendent to look for him?’ O’Halloran asked wryly.


‘No. There was a body found in the Thames at Horseferry Stairs this morning. There was a question it might be he, but two men from the French Embassy have both said it is not.’


‘Thank God for that!’ O’Halloran said with feeling. ‘Although it’s some poor devil. Surely you don’t think Bonnard is responsible? Can’t imagine it. Harmless sort of fellow, he is. A bit wild in his tastes, maybe, all for enjoying himself, but no malice in him, none at all.’


‘That was never in question,’ Pitt assured him.


O’Halloran relaxed, but he could say nothing more of use, and Pitt thanked him and left.


The other person willing to see him was Charles Renaud.


‘Actually I rather assumed he’d gone to Paris,’ he said with surprise. ‘I seem to remember him saying something about having to pack, and he mentioned the time the Dover train left. It was all rather in passing, you know? I made the assumption. I’m afraid I wasn’t especially interested. I’m sorry.’


Tellman went to the river police eagerly, not because he had any great fondness for them, but questioning about tides and hours was infinitely preferable to trying to extract embarrassing truths from foreigners who were protected by diplomatic immunity. What the man in the punt had been doing that provoked his murder it was beyond Tellman’s power, or desire, even to guess. Tellman had seen a great deal of the sordid and tragic sides of life. He had grown up in extreme poverty, and knew crime and both the need and the viciousness which drove it. But there were things some so-called gentlemen did, especially those connected with the theatre, which no decent person should have a guess at, far less observe.


Men who wore green velvet dresses were among them. Tellman had been brought up to believe there were two sorts of women: good women, such as wives, mothers and aunts, who did not show passions, and probably did not have them; and the sort who did publicly and embarrassingly. A man who would dress up as the second was beyond his comprehension.


Thinking of women, and love, brought Gracie to his mind. Without intending to, he could see her bright little face, the angle of her shoulders, the quick way she moved. She was tiny – all her dresses had to be taken up – and too thin for most men’s tastes, with not much shape to her, no more than a suggestion. He hadn’t thought he liked women like that himself. She was all spirit and mind, a sharp tongue, all courage and wit.


Tellman had no idea what she really thought of him. He sat on the omnibus going along the Embankment and remembered with curiously painful loneliness how her eyes had shone when she spoke of that Irish valet at Ashworth Hall. He did not want to name the pain inside him. It was something he preferred not to recognise.


He would point his mind to what he should ask the river police about tides, and where the boat must have started, in order to finish at Horseferry Stairs by dawn.


Tellman reported his findings to Pitt in the late afternoon, at his home in Keppel Street. It was warm and clean, but it seemed very empty without the women in the kitchen, or busying about upstairs. There were no children’s voices, no light, quick feet, no one singing to themselves. He even missed Gracie’s orders, telling him to watch his boots, not to bump anything or make a mess.


He sat across the kitchen table from Pitt, sipping at his tea and feeling strangely empty.


‘Well?’ Pitt prompted.


‘Not very helpful, actually,’ Tellman answered. There was no home-made cake, only a tin of bought biscuits. It was not nearly the same. ‘Low water was at three minutes past five at London Bridge, and it gets later the higher you go up the river. Like it would be near quarter-past six up at Battersea.’


‘And high tide?’ Pitt asked.


‘Quarter-past eleven last night at London Bridge.’


‘And an hour and ten minutes later at Battersea …’


‘No … that’s the thing. Only twenty minutes, more like twenty-five to midnight.’


‘And the rate of flow? How far would the punt have drifted?’


‘That’s the other thing,’ Tellman explained. ‘The ebb tide takes six and three-quarter hours, near enough. The flood tide takes only five and a quarter. River police bloke reckoned the punt could go as much as two and a half miles an hour, but on the other hand, on ebb tide there are mud shoals and sand banks it could get stuck on …’


‘But it didn’t,’ Pitt pointed out. ‘If it had, it wouldn’t have come off till the flood again.’


‘Or it could have got caught up by passing barges in the dark, or anything else,’ Tellman went on. ‘Caught on the piles of a bridge and then loosed again if something bumped into it … a dozen things. All they can say for sure is that it most likely came from up river, because no one’d carry that extra weight against the tide, and there’s no place likely anyone’d keep a boat like that, which is a private sort of pleasure boat, down river from Horseferry Stairs. It’s all city, docks and the like.’


Pitt remained silent for several minutes, thinking it over.


‘I see,’ he said at length. ‘So time and tide don’t really help at all. It could have been as far as eleven or twelve miles, at the outside, and as close as one mile, or wherever the nearest house is with an edge on the water. Or even nearer, if anyone kept that punt moored in the open. It’ll just be a matter of questioning.’


‘It would help to find out who he is!’ Tellman pointed out. ‘I still think it could be that French fellow, and they’re embarrassed to say so. I’d disown him if any Englishman did that in France!’


Pitt looked at him with a faint smile. ‘I found a friend of his who thought he had gone to Dover, on the way to Paris. I’d like to know if that’s true.’


‘Across the Channel?’ Tellman said with mixed feelings. He was not very keen on the idea of foreign travel, but on the other hand it would be quite an adventure to go in a packet boat or a steamer, over to Calais, and then perhaps even to Paris itself. That would be something to tell Gracie! ‘I’d better find out if he did,’ he said hopefully. ‘If he isn’t the body, he might be the one who killed him!’


‘If it isn’t him, there’s no reason to suppose he has anything to do with it,’ Pitt pointed out. ‘But you are right, we need to know whose body it is. We’ve got nothing else.’


Tellman stood up. ‘So I’ll go to Dover, sir. Shipping company ought to know whether he went over to France or not. I’ll go and find out.’




Chapter Two


[image: Logo Missing]


The last post arrived just as Tellman left, and Pitt felt a surge of excitement as he recognised Charlotte’s handwriting on a thick envelope addressed to him. He ignored the others and went back to the kitchen, tearing hers open and pulling out six or seven sheets of notepaper as he went. He sat down at the table and read.


My dearest Thomas,


I spent the whole of the train journey to Dover swapping the latest news and gossip with Emily, and poor Jack was so bored with us he read his political papers. Dover, of course, was much like any other town, as far as I can remember. I admit I spent most of my time worrying about baggage and whether we would be in the right place at the right time.


However it was all excellently arranged, and we had a very uneventful crossing to Calais. I was very pleased that the weather was calm, and I was not adversely affected in the slightest. But I am not sure sailing would be my choice! It was chilly, even in the sun.


The journey from Calais to Paris was more steam and noise and not at all unlike any English train journey, except that everyone spoke French, of course. I used to study it in the schoolroom at home, but I have forgotten so much! I hope it will return to me over the next few days.


Paris is marvellous. What a beautiful city! I miss you, but I am enjoying myself. There is simply so much to see, to listen to, to learn. I have never been in a place so buzzing with life and ideas. Even the posters on the walls are by real artists, and quite different from anything in London. They have such a flair they invite interest straight away – even if it might not be of a kind one would be willing to own.


The streets, or should I say ‘boulevards’, for they are all relatively new and very wide and grand, are lined with oceans of trees. Light dances on fountains in all directions. ‘Or blew the silver down-baths of her dreams/To sow futurity with seeds of thought/And count the passage of her festive hours’. Elizabeth Barrett Browning said it so well.


Everyone I see seems to be filled with a kind of excitement.


Jack plans to take us to the theatre, but one hardly knows where to begin. There are over twenty in the city, so we are told, and of course that does not include the opera. I should love to see Sarah Bernhardt in something – anything at all. I hear she has even played Hamlet! Or intends to. One knows she is unique. If she is on the stage, one can look at nobody else.


Actually what I think might be even more fun, if Jack will allow it, would be to go to a café concert, where everyone sits around drinking and talking, and then there is entertainment. It is a very Parisian thing, and I believe some of it is terribly daring and controversial. One may see all sorts of people there, famous, very modern artists. I have heard Monet, Renoir and Cézanne mentioned, to name but a few, and politicians, society gentlemen and demi-mondaines ladies of uncertain reputation but great wit, and in most cases, beauty and flair. I should love to observe them!


Our host and hostess here are very charming and do everything to make us welcome. But I do miss my own house. Here they have no idea how to make a decent cup of tea, and chocolate first thing in the morning is horrible!


Some things are so different, and others so much the same. There is great talk about a young man who is on trial for murder. He swears he was elsewhere at the time, and could prove it, if only the friend he was with would come forward. No one believes him. But the thing which is interesting is that he says he was at the Moulin Rouge! That is a famous, or perhaps notorious, dance hall. It is in the Boulevard de Clichy at the foot of Montmartre. I asked Madame about it, but she seemed rather scandalised, so I did not pursue the matter. A very strange artist called Henri Toulouse-Lautrec paints wonderful posters for it. I saw one when we were out on the street yesterday. It was rather vulgar, but so full of life I had to look. I felt as if I could hear the music just by seeing it. He may not be nice, but he is extremely clever.


Today we went for a trip on the river. Thomas, it is the most exquisite city! There is a grace, an elegance to it which is quite wonderful. I love you for being so generous in allowing me to come, and without casting the least shadow over it. I look forward the more to telling you about it face to face when I come home.


Tomorrow we go to see M. Eiffel’s tower, which is enormous, and I am not at all sure if I like it. I saw it from the river today, and it seemed quite out of place to me. Perhaps I shall think differently if I see it closer to? I must be very conservative! Who would have thought I would ever say such a thing? Actually, I believe there is a water closet at the very top, whose windows would have the very best view in Paris – could one see out of them!


I miss you all, and realise how much I love you, because you are not here with me. When I come home I shall be so devoted, obedient and charming – for at least a week!


Yours always,
        Charlotte


Pitt sat with the paper in his hand, smiling. Reading her words, written enthusiastically, scrawled across the page, was almost like hearing her voice. Again he was reminded how right he had been to let her go with grace, rather than grudgingly. It was only for three weeks. Every day of it dragged, but it would come to an end. Then he realised with a start that the time today was actually flying by on wings, and he needed to prepare to go out to the theatre with Caroline. He folded up Charlotte’s letter and slid it back in the envelope, put it in his jacket pocket and went upstairs to wash and change into the only evening suit he possessed. It was something he had been obliged to purchase when going to stay, on police duty, at Emily’s country home.


He worked hard at looking tidy and sufficiently respectable not to embarrass his mother-in-law. He was fond of Caroline, quite apart from their family relationship. He admired her courage in seizing her happiness with Joshua regardless of the social risks involved. Charlotte had done the same in marrying him, and he did not delude himself that the costs were not real.


He surveyed himself in the glass. The reflection he saw was not entirely satisfactory. His face was intelligent and individual rather than handsome. No matter what he did with his hair it was always unruly. Of course a good barber could have cut two or three inches off it and helped a lot, but short hair made him uncomfortable, and he somehow never remembered to make time. His shirt collar was straight, for a change, if a little high, and its dazzling white was becoming to him. He would have to do.


He walked briskly to Bedford Square and caught a cab to the theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue. The street was milling with people, the sombre black and white of gentlemen, the brilliant colours of women, the glitter of jewels. Laughter mixed with the sound of hooves and the rattle of harness as carriages fought for room to move. The gaslight was bright and the theatre front had huge posters advertising the performance, the leading actress’s name above the title of the play. Neither meant anything to Pitt, but he could not help being infected by the excitement. It was sharp and brittle in the air, like moonlight on a frosty night.


Everyone was surging forward, all pressing to get inside, to see and to be seen, call to people they knew, take their seats, anticipate the drama.


Pitt found Caroline and Joshua in the foyer. They saw him, perhaps because of his height, before he saw them. He heard Joshua’s voice, clear and carrying, with the perfect diction of an actor.


‘Thomas! Over to your left, by the pillar!’


Pitt turned and saw him immediately. Joshua Fielding had the sort of face perfectly designed for conveying emotion: mobile features, heavy-lidded, dark eyes, a mouth quick to humour, or as easily to tragedy. Now he was simply pleased to see a friend.


Beside him Caroline looked remarkably well. She had the same warm colouring as Charlotte, hair with auburn lights in it, touched with grey, the proud carriage of her head. Time had dealt kindly with her, but the mark of pain was there for anyone perceptive enough to see. She had not been unscathed by life, as Pitt knew very well.


He greeted them with real pleasure, and then followed them up the steps and around the long, curving corridor to the box which Joshua had reserved. It had an excellent view of the stage, quite uninterrupted by other people’s heads, and they were at a broad angle so they could see everyone except in the wings on their own side.


Joshua held the chair for Caroline, then both men seated themselves.


Pitt told them of Charlotte’s letter, omitting the part about the young man’s trial and the question of visiting places like the Moulin Rouge.


‘I hope she is not going to come home with radical ideas,’ Caroline said with a smile.


‘The whole world is changing,’ Joshua replied. ‘Ideas are in flux all the time. New generations want different things from life and expect happiness in new ways.’


Caroline turned towards him, looking puzzled. ‘Why do you say that?’ she asked. ‘You made odd remarks at breakfast also.’


‘I am wondering if I should have told you more about tonight’s play. Perhaps I should. It is very … avant-garde.’ He looked a little rueful, his face gentle and apologetic in the shadows from the box curtains and the glare of the chandeliers.


‘It’s not by Mr Ibsen, is it?’ Caroline asked uncertainly.


Joshua smiled widely. ‘No, my dear, but it’s just as controversial. Cecily Antrim would not play in something by an unknown author unless it was fairly radical, and espoused views she shared.’ There was a warmth in his voice as he spoke and a humour in his eyes.


Pitt thought Caroline looked uncertain, even though she replied immediately, but before either of them could pursue the subject their attention was caught by people they knew in one of the boxes opposite.


Pitt settled back in his seat and watched the colour and excitement around him, the fashionable women parading, heads high, more conscious of each other than any of the men. It was not romance which motivated them, but rivalry. He thought of Charlotte, and imagined how well she would have read them and understood the finer nuances he could only observe. He would try to describe it to her when she came back, if she stopped talking long enough to listen.


The lights dimmed and a hush fell over the auditorium. Everyone straightened up and looked towards the stage.


The curtain rose on a domestic scene in a beautiful withdrawing room. There were half a dozen people present, but the spotlight caught only one of them. The rest seemed drab compared with the almost luminous quality she possessed. She was unusually tall and extremely slender, but there was a grace in her even when motionless. Her fair hair caught the light and the strong, clean bones of her face were ageless.


She spoke, and the drama began.


Pitt had expected to be entertained, perhaps as much by the occasion as by the play. That was not what happened. He found himself drawn in from the moment he saw Cecily Antrim. There was an emotional vitality in her which conveyed loneliness and a devastating sense of need, so that he ached for her. He became unaware of his own surroundings. For him reality was the withdrawing room on the stage. The people playing out their lives were of intense importance.


The character played by Cecily Antrim was married to an older man, upright, honest, but incapable of passion. He loved her, within his own limits, and he was loyal and possessive. Certainly he did not ignore her, and it would have been beyond his comprehension to betray her. Yet he was slowly killing something inside her which, as they watched, was beginning to fight for life.


There was another man, younger, with more fire and imagination, more hunger of the soul. From the time they met their mutual attraction was inevitable. That issue was not what the playwright wished to explore, nor what would occupy the vast majority of the audience. The question was what would each of the characters do about it. The husband, the wife, the young man, his fiancée, her parents – all had fears and beliefs which governed their reactions, inhibitions which distorted the truth they might otherwise have spoken, expectations taught them by their lives and their society. Above all, was there any avenue of escape for the wife, who could not institute divorce, as could the husband, had their rites been reversed?
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