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Chapter One



PITT STOOD at the top of the stairs and looked across the glittering ballroom of the Spanish Embassy in the heart of London. The light from the chandeliers sparkled on necklaces, bracelets and earrings. Between the sombre black and white of the men, the women’s gowns blossomed in every colour of the early summer: delicate pastels for the young, burning pinks and golds for those in the height of their beauty, and wines, mulberries and lavenders for the more advanced.

Beside him, resting her hand lightly on his arm, Charlotte had no diamonds to wear, but he knew that she had long ago ceased to mind that. It was 1896 and she was now forty years old. The flush of youth had gone, but the richness of maturity became her even better. The happiness that glowed in her face was lovelier than flawless skin or sculpted features, which were mere gifts of chance.

Her hand tightened on his arm for a moment as they started down the stairs. Then they moved into the throng of people, smiling, acknowledging this one and that, trying to remember names. Pitt had recently been promoted to head of Britain’s Special Branch and it was a heavier weight of responsibility than he had ever carried before. There was no one senior to him in whom he could confide, or to whom he could defer a difficult decision.

He spoke now to ministers, ambassadors, people of influence far greater than their casual laughter in this room might suggest. Pitt had been born in the most modest of circumstances, and gatherings like this were still not easy for him. As a policeman he had entered through the kitchen door, like any other servant, whereas now he was socially acceptable because of the power his position gave him, and because he was privy to a range of secrets about almost everyone in the room.

Beside him Charlotte moved easily, and he watched her grace with pleasure. She had been born into Society, and knew its foibles and its weaknesses, even if she was too disastrously candid to steer her way through them, unless it was absolutely necessary, as it was now.

She murmured some polite comment to the woman next to her, trying to look interested in the reply. Then she allowed herself to be introduced to Isaura Castelbranco, the wife of the Portuguese Ambassador to Britain.

‘How do you do, Mrs Pitt?’ Isaura replied with warmth. She was a shorter woman than Charlotte, barely of average height, but the dignity of her bearing made her stand apart from the ordinary. Her features were gentle, almost vulnerable, and her eyes were so dark as to seem black against her pale skin.

‘I hope you are finding our summer weather agreeable?’ Charlotte remarked, for the sake of something to say. No one cared about the subject: it was the tone of voice, the smile in the eyes, the fact of speech, that mattered.

‘It is very pleasant not to be too hot,’ Isaura answered immediately. ‘I am looking forward to the Regatta. It is at Henley, I believe?’

‘Indeed it is,’ Charlotte agreed. ‘I admit, I haven’t been for years, but I would love to do so again.’

Pitt knew that was not really true. She found the chatter and the pretentiousness of lavish Society events a little tedious, but he could see in her face that she liked this woman with her quiet manner.

They spoke for several minutes more before courtesy required that they offer their attention to the others that swirled around under the lights, or drifted to the various side rooms to left and right, or down the stairs to the hallway below.

They separated with a smile as Pitt was drawn into conversation with a junior minister from the Foreign Office. Charlotte managed to catch the attention of her great-aunt, Lady Vespasia Cumming-Gould. Actually she was great-aunt by marriage to Charlotte’s sister Emily, but over the years that distinction had ceased even to be remembered, let alone to matter.

‘You seem to be enjoying yourself,’ Vespasia said softly, amusement lighting her remarkable silver-grey eyes. In her prime she had been reputedly the most beautiful woman in Europe, certainly the wittiest. Did they but know it, she was also one who had fought at the barricades in Rome, during the turbulent revolution that had swept Europe in ’48.

‘I haven’t forgotten all my manners,’ Charlotte replied with her more usual frankness. ‘I fear I am reaching an age when I cannot afford to wear an expression of boredom. It is terribly unflattering.’

Vespasia was quite openly amused, her smile warm. ‘It never does to look as if you are waiting for something,’ she agreed. ‘It makes people sorry for you. Women who are waiting are so tiresome. Who have you met?’

‘The wife of the Portuguese Ambassador,’ Charlotte replied. ‘I liked her immediately. There is something unusual in her face. I’m sorry I shall probably never see her again.’

‘Isaura Castelbranco,’ Vespasia said thoughtfully. ‘I know little of her, thank heaven. I know too much about so many other people. A little mystery lends such charm, like the softness of the late afternoon, or the silence between the notes of music.’

Charlotte was turning the thought over in her mind before replying when there was a sudden commotion a dozen yards away from them. Like those around her, she turned towards it. A very elegant young man with a sweep of fair hair took a step backwards, raising his hands defensively, a look of disbelief in his face.

In front of him a girl in a gown of white lace stood alone, the skin of her bosom, neck and cheeks flushed red. She was very young, perhaps no more than sixteen, but of a Mediterranean darkness, and already the woman she would become was clear in the curves of her body.

Everyone around the two fell silent, either in embarrassment or possibly confusion, as if they had little idea what had happened.

‘Really, you are quite unreasonable,’ the young man said defensively, his voice light, trying to brush off the incident. ‘You misunderstood me.’

The girl was not soothed at all. She looked angry, even a little frightened.

‘No, sir,’ she said in slightly accented English. ‘I did not misunderstand. Some things are the same in all languages.’

He still did not seem to be perturbed, only elaborately patient, as with someone who was being unintentionally obtuse. ‘I assure you, I meant it merely as a compliment. You must be used to such things?’

She drew in her breath to answer, then could not find the words she wished.

He smiled, now openly amused at her, perhaps just a little mocking. He was good-looking in an unusual way. He had a strong and prominent nose and thin lips, but fine dark eyes.

‘You’ll have to get used to admiration.’ His look swept up and down her with just a fraction too much candour. ‘You’ll receive a great deal of it, I can promise you.’

The girl was shaking now. Even from where she stood, Charlotte could see that she had no idea how to deal with such inappropriate appreciation of her beauty. She was too young to have learned the necessary composure. It seemed her mother was not close enough to have overheard the exchange, and young Neville Forsbrook was very confident. His father was one of London’s foremost bankers and the family had wealth and status, with all the privilege that brought. He was not used to being denied anything, most especially by a girl who was not even British.

Charlotte took a step forward, and felt Pitt’s hand on her arm, restraining her.

Angeles Castelbranco looked terrified. The colour had drained out of her face leaving her ashen. ‘Leave me alone!’ Her voice was shrill and a little too loud. ‘Don’t touch me!’

Neville Forsbrook laughed quite openly now. ‘My dear young lady, you are being ridiculous, and making something of a spectacle of yourself. I’m sure that is not what you wish.’ He was smiling, and he took a step towards her, one hand out in front of him as if he would soothe her.

She swung her hand wildly in an arc, catching his arm with hers and knocking it aside roughly. She swivelled around to escape, lost her balance and almost fell against another young woman, who promptly screamed and flung herself into the arms of a startled young man close to her.

Angeles fled, sobbing now. Neville Forsbrook stood with a half-smile on his face, which quickly changed to a look of bewilderment. He shrugged and spread his hands, elegant and strong, the shadow of the smile still there. Was it embarrassment, or the faintest of mockery?

Someone stepped forward and began a polite conversation about nothing in particular. Others joined in gratefully. After a few moments the hum of voices resumed, the rustle of skirts, distant music, the slight sound of feet moving on the polished floor. It was as if nothing had happened.

‘That was very ugly,’ Charlotte said to Vespasia as soon as she was certain they were not overheard. ‘What an insensitive young man.’

‘He must feel foolish,’ Vespasia replied with a touch of sympathy.

‘What on earth was that all about?’ a dark-haired woman near them asked confusedly.

The elderly man with her shook his head. ‘These Latins tend to be rather excitable, my dear. I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s just some misunderstanding, no doubt.’

‘Who is she, anyway?’ the woman asked him, glancing at Charlotte also, in case she could shed light on it.

‘Pretty young thing,’ the elderly man remarked, not really to anyone. ‘Going to be a beautiful woman.’

‘That’s hardly relevant, James!’ his wife snapped. ‘She doesn’t know how to behave herself! Imagine her doing that at a dinner party!’

‘Quite bad enough here, thank you,’ another woman joined in. The brilliance of her diamonds and the sheen on her lush, green silks could not disguise the bitterness of her expression.

Charlotte was stung to the girl’s defence. ‘I’m sure you are right,’ she said, meeting the woman’s eyes boldly. ‘You must know far more about it than we do. All we saw was what appeared to be a rather self-assured young man quite clearly embarrassing a foreign ambassador’s daughter. I have no idea what preceded it, or how it might more kindly have been handled.’

Charlotte felt Vespasia’s hand very lightly on her arm, but she ignored it. She kept the fixed, enquiring smile on her face and did not lower her gaze.

The woman in green coloured angrily. ‘You give me too much credit, Mrs . . . I’m afraid I do not know your name . . .’ She left the denial hanging in the air, not so much a question as a dismissal. ‘But of course I am well acquainted with Sir Pelham Forsbrook, and therefore his son, Neville, who has been kind enough to show a very flattering interest in my youngest daughter.’

Pitt rejoined them with a glance at Vespasia, but Charlotte did not introduce either him or herself to the woman. ‘Let us hope it is more graciously expressed than his flattering interest in Miss Castelbranco,’ she continued in a tone so sweet as to be sickly. ‘But of course you will make sure of that. You are not in a foreign country and uncertain how to deal with . . . ambiguous remarks from young men.’

‘I do not know young men who make ambiguous remarks!’ the woman snapped back, her eyebrows arched high.

‘How charitable of you,’ Charlotte murmured.

The elderly man coughed, and raised his handkerchief to conceal his mouth, his eyes dancing.

Pitt turned his head away as if he had heard some sudden noise to attract his attention, and accidentally pulled Charlotte with him, although in truth she was perfectly ready to leave. That had been her parting shot. From here on it could only get worse. She gave a dazzling smile to Vespasia, and saw an answering sparkle in her eyes.

‘What on earth are you doing?’ Pitt demanded softly as soon as they were out of earshot.

‘Telling her she’s a fool,’ Charlotte replied. She had thought her meaning was obvious.

‘I know that!’ he retorted. ‘And so does she. You have just made an enemy.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she aplogised. ‘That may be unfortunate, but being her friend would have been even more so. She’s a social climber of the worst sort.’

‘How do you know? Who is she?’ he asked.

‘I know because I’ve just seen her. And I have no idea who she is, nor do I care.’ She knew she might regret saying that, but just at the moment she was too angry to curb her temper. ‘I am going to speak to Senhora Castelbranco and make sure her daughter is all right.’

‘Charlotte . . .’

She broke free, turned for a moment and gave him the same dazzling smile she had offered Vespasia, then moved into the crowd towards where she had last seen the Portuguese Ambassador’s wife.

It took her ten minutes more to find her. Senhora Castelbranco was standing near one of the doorways, her daughter with her. The girl was the same height as her mother, and closer to, even prettier than she had appeared at a distance. Her eyes were dazzling, and her skin softly honey coloured with a faint flush across her cheeks. She watched Charlotte approach them with an alarm that she could not hide, even though she was clearly trying to.

Charlotte smiled at her briefly, then turned to her mother. ‘I’m so sorry that wretched young man was rude. It must be impossibly difficult for you to do anything, in your diplomatic position. It was really inexcusable of him.’ She turned to the girl, then realised she was uncertain how fluent her English might be. ‘I hope you are all right?’ she said a little awkwardly. ‘I apologise. We should have made sure you were not placed in such an ugly situation.’

Angeles smiled, but her eyes filled with tears. ‘Oh, I am quite all right, madame, I assure you. I . . . I am not hurt. I . . .’ she gulped. ‘I just did not know how to answer him.’

Isaura put a protective arm around her daughter’s shoulder. ‘She is well, of course. Just a little embarrassed. In our own language she could have . . .’ She gave a little shrug. ‘In English one is not always sure if one is being amusing, or perhaps insulting. It is better not to speak than risk saying something one cannot later withdraw.’

‘Of course,’ Charlotte agreed, although she felt uneasy in case the girl had actually been far more distressed than they were admitting. ‘The more awkward the situation, the harder it is to find the words in another language,’ she agreed. ‘That is why he should have known better than to have behaved as he did. I am so sorry.’

Isaura smiled back at her, her dark eyes unreadable. ‘You are very kind, but I assure you there is no harm done beyond a few moments’ unpleasantness. That is unavoidable in life. It happens to all of us at some time or another. The Season is full of events. I hope we will meet again.’

It was gracious, but it was also a dismissal, as if they wished to be left alone for a while, perhaps even to leave.

‘I hope so too,’ Charlotte agreed, and excused herself, walking away. Her feeling of unease was, if anything, greater.

As she returned to where she had left Pitt, she passed several groups of people talking. One of half a dozen included the woman in green, of whom she had undoubtedly made an enemy.

‘Very excitable temperament,’ she was saying. ‘Unreliable, I’m afraid. But we have no choice except to deal with them, I suppose.’

‘No choice at all, so my husband informs me,’ another assured her. ‘It seems we have a treaty with Portugal that is over five hundred years old, and for some reason or another, we consider it important.’

‘One of the great colonial powers, I’m told,’ a third woman said with a lift of her fair eyebrows, as if the fact were scarcely credible. ‘I thought it was just a rather agreeable little country off the west side of Spain.’ She gave a tinkly laugh.

Charlotte was unreasonably irritated, because she knew very little more of Portuguese colonial history than did the woman who had spoken.

‘Frankly, my dear, I think she had possibly taken rather too much wine and was the worse for it,’ the woman in green said confidentially. ‘When I was that age we never drank more than lemonade.’

The second woman leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘And too young to be engaged, don’t you think?’

‘Is she? Good heavens, yes.’ Her voice was emphatic. ‘Should wait another year, at the very least. She is far too immature, as she has just most unfortunately demonstrated. To whom is she engaged?’

‘That’s the thing,’ the third woman said, shrugging elegantly. ‘Very good marriage, I believe. Tiago de Freitas, excellent family. Enormous amount of money, I think from Brazil. Could it be Brazil?’

‘Well there’s gold in Brazil, and it is Portuguese,’ a fourth woman told them, smoothing the silk of her skirt. ‘So it could well be so. And Angola in the south-west of Africa is Portuguese, and so is Mozambique in south-east Africa, and they say there’s gold there too.’

‘Then how did we come to let the Portuguese have it?’ the woman in green asked irritably. ‘Somebody wasn’t paying attention!’

‘Perhaps they’ve quarrelled?’ one of them suggested.

‘Who? The Portuguese?’ the woman in green demanded. ‘Or do you mean the Africans?’

‘I meant Angeles Castelbranco and Tiago de Freitas,’ came the impatient reply. ‘That would account for her being a bit hysterical.’

‘That doesn’t excuse bad manners,’ the woman in green said sharply, lifting her rather pronounced chin, and thereby making more of the diamonds at her throat. ‘If one is indisposed, one should say so, and remain at home.’

At that rate, you should never set foot out of the door, Charlotte thought bitterly. And we should all be the happier for that. But she could not say so. She was an eavesdropper, not part of the conversation. She moved on quickly before they became aware that she had been standing in the same spot for several moments, for no apparent reason except to overhear.

She found Pitt speaking with a group of people she did not know. In case it might be important, she did not interrupt. When there was a break in the discussion, he excused himself temporarily and came over to her.

‘Did you find the ambassador’s wife?’ he asked, his brow slightly furrowed with concern.

‘Yes,’ she said quietly. ‘Thomas, I’m afraid she’s still very upset. It was a miserable thing to do to a young girl in a foreign country. At the very least, he made public fun of her. She’s only sixteen, just two years older than Jemima.’ In the moment of saying her own daughter’s name she felt a tug of fear, conscious of how terribly vulnerable Jemima was. She was part-way between child and woman, her body seeming to change every week, to leave behind the comfort of girlhood but not yet gain the grace and confidence of an adult.

Pitt looked startled. Clearly he had not even imagined Jemima in a ball gown with her hair coiled up on her head, and young men seeing so much more than the child she was.

Charlotte smiled at him. ‘You should look more carefully, Thomas. She’s still a little self-conscious, but she has curves, and more than one young man has looked at her a second and third time – including her dance teacher and the rector’s son.’

Pitt stiffened.

She put her hand on his arm, gently. ‘There’s no need to be alarmed. I’m watching. She’s still two years younger than Angeles Castelbranco, and at this age two years is a lot. But she’s full of moods. One minute she’s so happy she can’t stop singing, an hour later she’s in tears, or lost her temper. She quarrels with poor Daniel, who doesn’t know what’s the matter with her, and then she’s so shy she doesn’t want to come out of her bedroom.’

‘I had noticed,’ Pitt said drily. ‘Are you sure it’s normal?’

‘Think yourself lucky,’ she replied with a slight grimace. ‘My father had three daughters. As soon as Sarah was all right, I started, then when I was more or less sane again, it was Emily’s turn.’

‘I suppose I should be grateful Daniel’s a boy,’ he said ruefully.

She gave a little laugh. ‘He’ll have his own set of problems,’ she replied. ‘It’s just that you’ll understand them better – and I won’t.’

He looked at her with sudden, intense gentleness. ‘She’ll be all right, won’t she?’

‘Jemima? Of course.’ She refused to think otherwise.

He put his hand over hers and held it. ‘And Angeles Castelbranco?’

‘I expect so, although she looked terribly fragile to me just now. But I expect it’s all the same thing. Sixteen is so very young. I shudder when I remember myself at that age. I thought I knew so much, which shows how desperately little I really did know.’

‘I wouldn’t tell Jemima that, if I were you,’ he advised.

She gave him a wry look. ‘I had thought of that, Thomas.’

Two hours later the idea had crossed Pitt’s mind a few times that possibly he and Charlotte could excuse themselves and go home, satisfied that duty had been fulfilled. He caught sight of her at the far side of the room, talking to Vespasia. Watching them, he could not help smiling. Charlotte’s dark chestnut-coloured hair was almost untouched by grey; Vespasia’s was totally silver. To him, Charlotte was increasingly lovely, and he never tired of looking at her. He knew she did not have the staggering beauty that was still there in Vespasia’s face – the grace of her bones, the delicacy – but he could see so much of each in the other’s poise and vitality, and standing together now they spoke as if they were oblivious of the rest of the room.

He became aware of someone near him, and turned to see Victor Narraway a few feet distant, looking in the same direction. His face was unreadable, his eyes so dark they seemed black, his thick hair heavily streaked with silver. Less than a year ago he had been Pitt’s superior in Special Branch, a man with the power of a host of secrets and the iron will to use them as need and conscience dictated. He also had a steadiness of nerve Pitt thought he himself might never achieve.

Betrayal from within the department had cost Narraway his position and Pitt had been set in his place, his enemies sure he would not have the steel in his soul to succeed. They had been wrong, at least so far. But Victor Narraway had remained out of office, removed to the House of Lords where his abilities were wasted. There were always committees, and political intrigues of one sort or another, but nothing that offered the immense power he had once wielded. That in itself might not matter to him, but not to use his extraordinary talents was a loss he found hard to bear.

‘Looking for the cue to go home?’ Narraway asked with a slight smile, reading Pitt as easily as he always had.

‘It’s not far off midnight. I don’t think we really need to stay much longer,’ Pitt agreed, returning the slightly rueful smile. ‘It’ll probably take half an hour to make all the appropriate goodbyes.’

‘And Charlotte – another half-hour after that,’ Narraway added, glancing across the room towards Charlotte and Vespasia.

Pitt shrugged, not needing to answer. The remark was made with affection – or probably more than that, as he well knew.

Before his train of thought could go any further, they were joined by a slender man well into his forties. His dark hair was threaded with grey at the temples but there was an energy of youth in his unusual face. He was not exactly handsome – his nose was not straight and his mouth was a little generous – but the vitality in him commanded not only attention but an instinctive liking.

‘Good evening, m’lord,’ he said to Narraway. Then without hesitation, he turned to Pitt, holding out his hand. ‘Rawdon Quixwood,’ he introduced himself.

‘Thomas Pitt,’ Pitt responded.

‘Yes, I know.’ Quixwood’s smile widened. ‘Perhaps I am not supposed to, but seeing you standing here talking so comfortably with Lord Narraway, the conclusion is obvious.’

‘Either that, or he has no idea who I am,’ Narraway said drily. ‘Or who I was.’ There was no bitterness in his voice, or even in his eyes, but Pitt knew how the dismissal had hurt, and guessed how heavily his new idleness weighed on him. A joke passed off lightly, a touch of self-mockery, did not hide the wound. But perhaps if Pitt had been so easily deceived he would not belong in the leadership of Special Branch now. All his adult life in the police had made understanding people as second nature as dressing a certain way, or exercising courtesy or discretion. Seeing through the masks of privacy worn by friends was a different matter. He would have preferred not to.

‘If he did not know who you were, my lord, he would be a total outsider,’ Quixwood responded pleasantly. ‘And I saw him speaking with Lady Vespasia half an hour ago, which excludes that as a possibility.’

‘She speaks to outsiders,’ Narraway pointed out. ‘In fact, I have come to the conclusion that at times she prefers them.’

‘With excellent judgement,’ Quixwood agreed. ‘But they do not speak to her. She is somewhat intimidating.’

Narraway laughed, and there was genuine enjoyment in the sound.

Pitt was going to add his own opinion when a movement beyond Narraway caught his eye. He saw a young man approaching them, his face pale and tense with anxiety. His gaze was fixed on Pitt with a kind of desperation.

‘Excuse me,’ Pitt said briefly, and moved past Narraway to go towards the man.

‘Sir . . .’ the man began awkwardly. ‘Is . . . is that Mr Quixwood you were speaking to? Mr Rawdon Quixwood?’

‘Yes, it is.’ Pitt wondered what on earth was the matter with him. ‘Is there something wrong?’ he asked, only to prompt the man. His distress was palpable.

‘Yes, sir. My name’s Jenner, sir. Police. Are you a friend of Mr Quixwood’s?’

‘No, I’m afraid not. I’ve only just met him. I’m Commander Pitt, of Special branch. What is it you want?’ He was aware that by now at least one of the other two would have noticed the awkward conversation, and Jenner’s obvious unhappiness. They might be refraining from interruption on the assumption it was Special Branch business. But if that were so, why did Jenner not know Narraway, at the very least by repute?

Jenner took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but Mr Quixwood’s wife has been found dead at her home. It’s worse than just that, sir . . .’ He gulped and swallowed with difficulty. ‘It looks pretty plain that she’s been murdered. I need to tell Mr Quixwood, and take him there. If he has any friends that could . . . be there to help him . . .’ He tailed off, not knowing what else to say.

After all his experience with violent and unexpected death, Pitt should have been used to hearing of it and been familiar with the grief it would cause. But, if anything, it seemed to grow more difficult.

‘Wait here, Jenner. I’ll tell him. I dare say, if he wishes, Lord Narraway will go with him.’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’ Jenner was clearly relieved.

Pitt turned back to Narraway and Quixwood, who had been talking together, deliberately not paying him attention.

‘Never off duty, eh?’ Quixwood said with much sympathy.

Pitt felt the knot of pity tighten inside him. ‘It isn’t actually me he was looking for,’ he said quickly. He put his hand on Narraway’s arm in a kind of warning. ‘I’m afraid there has been a tragedy.’ He looked directly at Quixwood, who stared back at him with nothing more than polite bemusement in his eyes.

Narraway stiffened, hearing the catch in Pitt’s voice. He glanced at Pitt, then back at Quixwood.

‘I’m sorry,’ Pitt said gently. ‘He’s from the police. They have found your wife’s body in your home. He has come to take you there, and anyone you may wish to accompany you at this time.’

Quixwood stared at him as if the words made no sense. He seemed to sway a little before making a deliberate effort to compose himself. ‘Catherine . . .?’ He turned slowly to Narraway, then back to Pitt. ‘Why the police, for God’s sake? She wasn’t even ill . . . What’s happened?’

Pitt wanted to reach out and take the man’s arm to steady him. However, on so brief an acquaintance, such a gesture would have been intrusive, unless he was actually on the brink of falling. ‘I’m very sorry, it looks as if there was some kind of violence.’

Quixwood looked at Narraway. ‘Violence? Will . . . will you come with me?’ He passed his hand across his brow. ‘This is absurd! Who would hurt Catherine?’

‘Of course I’ll come,’ Narraway said immediately. ‘Make my excuses, Pitt, and Quixwood’s. Don’t give the reason. Just an emergency.’ He took Quixwood’s arm and led him towards where Jenner was waiting, and together the three of them left.

The ride by hansom cab was one of the most distressing Narraway could recall. He sat next to Quixwood, with the young policeman, Jenner, on the far side. Half a dozen times Quixwood drew in his breath to speak, but in the end there was nothing to say.

Narraway was only half aware of the brightly lit streets and the warm, summer night. They passed other carriages, one so closely that he glimpsed the faces of the man and woman inside, the brief fire of the diamonds at her neck.

They turned a corner and were obliged to slow down. Light spilled out of open doors and there was a sound of laughter and distant music from inside. People were starting to leave, too busy talking to each other, calling goodbyes, to pay attention to the traffic. The world continued as if death did not exist and murder was impossible.

Could it really have been murder, or was Jenner misinformed? He looked young and very upset.

Narraway did not know Quixwood well. Theirs was a social acquaintance, a matter of being pleasant on a number of occasions where both were required to attend, and now and then a drink at a gentlemen’s club or dinner at some government function. Narraway had been head of Special Branch; Quixwood was involved in one of the major merchant banks, handling enormous amounts of money. Their paths had never crossed professionally. Narraway could not even remember meeting Quixwood’s wife. Perhaps he had, and had simply forgotten it.

They were coming from the Spanish Embassy in Queen’s Gate, Kensington, travelling east towards Belgravia. Quixwood lived on Lyall Street, just off Eaton Square. They had less than two hundred yards to go. Quixwood was sitting forward, staring at the familiar façades as they slowed down, then came to a stop just short of the house where police were blocking the way.

Narraway alighted immediately and paid the driver, telling him not to wait. Jenner came out from the same side with Quixwood beside him. Narraway followed them across the pavement and up the steps through the classically pillared front door into the vestibule. Every room was lit and there were servants standing around, white-faced. He saw a butler and a footman, and another man who was probably a valet. There were no women in sight.

A man came out of the inner hallway and stopped. He was probably in his forties, hair mostly grey, his face weary and crumpled with distress. He glanced at Jenner, then looked at Narraway and Quixwood.

‘Which of you is Mr Quixwood?’ he said quietly, his voice cracked a little as though his throat were tight.

‘I am,’ Quixwood answered. ‘Rawdon Quixwood . . .’

‘Inspector Knox, sir,’ the man answered. ‘I’m very sorry indeed.’

Quixwood started to say something, then lost the words.

Knox looked at Narraway, clearly trying to work out who he was and why he had come.

‘Victor Narraway. I happened to be with Mr Quixwood when the police found him. I’ll be of any help I can.’

‘Thank you, Mr Narraway. Good of you, sir.’ Knox turned back to Quixwood again. ‘I’m sorry to distress you, sir, but I need you to take a very quick look at the lady, and confirm that it is your wife. The butler said that it is, but we’d prefer it if you . . . you were to . . .’

‘Of course,’ Quixwood replied. ‘Is she . . .?’

‘In the inner hall, sir. We’ve covered her with a sheet. Just her face, if you don’t mind.’

Quixwood nodded and walked a little unsteadily through the double doors. He glanced to his left and stopped, swaying a little, putting out his hand as if to reach for something, and failing to find it.

Narraway went after him in half a dozen strides, ready to brace him if he were to stagger.

The body of Catherine Quixwood was lying sprawled, face down on the wooden parquet floor, all of her concealed by the bed sheet thrown over her, except her face. Her long, dark hair was loose, some of it fallen over her brow, but it did not hide the bloody bruises on her cheek and jaw, or the split lip stained scarlet by the blood oozing from her mouth. In spite of that it was possible to see that she had been a beautiful woman in a subtle and highly individual way.

Narraway felt a knot of shock and sorrow that he had not expected. He had not known her when she was alive, and she was far from the first person he had seen who had been killed violently. Without thinking, he reached out and grasped Quixwood’s arm, holding him hard. The other man was totally unresisting, as if he were paralysed.

Narraway pushed him very gently. ‘You don’t need to stay here. Just tell Knox if it is her, and then come into the withdrawing room, or your study.’

Quixwood turned to face him. His skin was ashen. ‘Yes, yes, of course you’re right. Thank you.’ He looked beyond him to Knox. ‘That is my wife. Can I . . . I mean . . . do you have to leave her there like that? On the floor? For God’s sake . . .’ He took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry. I suppose . . .’

Knox’s face was pinched with grief for him. ‘Mr Narraway, sir, perhaps if you would take Mr Quixwood into the study . . .’ He indicated the direction, by using his hand. ‘I’ll ask the butler to bring brandy for both of you.’

‘Of course.’ Narraway did not bother to correct him as to his title. Nothing could be less important just now. He guided Quixwood to the door Knox had indicated.

The room would at any other time have been pleasant and comfortable. The season being early summer, there was no fire lit in the large hearth, and the curtains were open onto the garden. The lamps were already lit. Possibly Knox and his men had searched the house.

Quixwood sank into one of the large leather-covered armchairs, burying his face in his hands.

Almost immediately a footman appeared with a decanter of brandy and two balloon glasses on a silver tray. Narraway thanked him. He poured one and gave it to Quixwood, who took it and swallowed a mouthful with a wince, as if it had burned his throat.

He did not take one himself. He looked at Quixwood almost collapsed in the chair.

‘Would you like me to ask this man Knox what happened, as far as they can tell?’ he offered.

‘Would you?’ Quixwood asked with a flash of gratitude. ‘I . . . I don’t think I can bear it. I mean . . . to look at her . . . like that.’

‘Of course.’ Narraway went to the door. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can. Is there anyone you would like me to call? Family? A friend?’

‘No,’ Quixwood answered numbly. ‘Not yet. I have no immediate family, and Catherine . . .’ He took a shaky breath. ‘Catherine’s sister lives in India. I’ll have to write to her.’

Narraway nodded and went out into the hallway, closing the door softly behind him.

Knox was standing beyond the body on the floor, closer to the outside doors. He turned as Narraway’s movement caught his eye. He walked past the body towards him.

‘Sir?’ he said politely. ‘I think, if you don’t mind, it would be better if you could keep Mr Quixwood in there, with the door closed, for the next half-hour or so. The police surgeon is on his way.’ He glanced at the body, which was now entirely covered by the sheet. ‘Mr Quixwood shouldn’t have to see that, you understand?’

‘Do you have any idea what happened yet?’ Narraway asked.

‘Not really,’ Knox replied, his politeness distancing Narraway as a friend of the victim’s husband, but not someone who could be of any use, apart from comfort to the widower.

‘I might be able to help,’ Narraway said simply. ‘It’s Lord Narraway, by the way. Until very recently I was head of Special Branch. I am not unacquainted with violence, or regrettably, with murder.’

Knox blinked. ‘I’m sorry, my lord. I didn’t mean to—’

Narraway brushed it aside. He was still not used to the title himself. ‘I might be of some assistance. Did she disturb a burglar? Who was it that found her? Where were the rest of the servants that they heard nothing? Isn’t it rather early in the night for someone to break in? Taking a big risk?’

‘I’m afraid it isn’t that simple, my lord,’ Knox said unhappily. ‘I’m waiting on Dr Brinsley. Taking a while because I had to send someone for him. Didn’t want just anyone for this.’

Narraway felt a twinge of anxiety, like a cold hand on his flesh.

‘Because of Quixwood’s position?’ he asked, knowing as he said it that it was not so.

‘No, sir,’ Knox replied, taking a step back towards the body. After placing himself to block any possible view from the study doorway, he lifted the sheet right off.

Catherine Quixwood lay on her front, but half curled over, one arm flung wide, the other underneath her. She was wearing a light summer skirt of flowered silk and a muslin blouse, or what remained of it. It had been ripped open at the front, exposing her bosom. There were deep gouges in her flesh, as if someone had dragged their fingernails across the skin, bruising and tearing it. Blood seeped out of the scratch marks. Her skirt was so badly torn and raised up around her hips that its original shape was impossible to tell. Her naked thighs were bruised and from the blood and other fluids it was painfully obvious that she had been raped and beaten.

‘God Almighty!’ Narraway breathed. He looked up at Knox and saw the pity in his face, perhaps more undisguised than it should have been.

‘I need Dr Brinsley to tell me what actually killed her, sir. I’ve got to handle this one exactly right, but as discreetly as possible, for the poor lady’s sake.’ He looked again towards the study door. ‘And for his too, of course.’

‘Cover her up again,’ Narraway requested quietly, feeling a little sick. ‘Yes . . . as discreetly as possible . . . please.’


Chapter Two



‘SPECIAL BRANCH, sir?’ Knox asked, reassuring himself.

‘Not now,’ Narraway replied. ‘I have no standing any more, but that means no obligations either. If I can help, and at the same time keep this as quiet as possible, I would like to. Have you any idea at all how this happened?’

‘Not yet, sir,’ Knox said unhappily. ‘We haven’t found any signs of where he broke in, but we’re still looking. Funny thing is, none o’ the servants say they opened the door to anyone. Least, not the butler or the footman. Haven’t spoken to all the maids yet, but can’t see a maid opening the door at that time o’ night.’

‘If a maid had let this man in, surely she would have been attacked also?’ Narraway observed. ‘Or at least aware of something going on? Could she have . . .’ He stopped, realising the idea was ugly and unwarranted.

Knox was looking at him curiously. ‘You mean was he expected?’ He said what Narraway had been thinking. ‘Someone Mrs Quixwood knew?’

Narraway stared at him. ‘Who does this sort of thing to a woman they know? It’s bestial!’

Knox’s face tightened, the lines of misery deepening around his mouth. ‘Rape isn’t always by strangers, sir. God knows what happened here. But I swear in His name, I mean to find out. If you can help, then I’ll accept it gladly, long as you keep quiet about it. Can’t do with every amateur that fancies himself thinking he can move in on police business. But you’re hardly that.’ He sighed. ‘We’ll have to tell Mr Quixwood what happened, but he doesn’t have to see her. Better not to, if he’ll be advised. Don’t want that to be the way he remembers her.’ He passed his hand over his brow, pushing his hair back. ‘If it were my wife, or one o’ my daughters, I don’t know how I’d stay sane.’

Narraway nodded. He wasn’t going to get it out of his mind easily, even though he had never met Catherine Quixwood.

They were interrupted by the arrival of Brinsley, the police surgeon. He was at first glance an ordinary-looking man with drooping shoulders and a tired face, which was not surprising after midnight on what had probably become a long day for him even before this.

‘Sorry,’ he apologised to Knox. ‘Out on another call. Man dead in an alley. Appears to be natural causes, but you can’t tell till you look.’ He turned towards the sheet on the floor. ‘What’ve we got here?’ Without waiting for an answer, he bent down and with surprising gentleness, pulled the covering away. He winced and his face filled with sadness. He said something, but it was under his breath and Narraway did not catch it.

In case Quixwood should come out into the hall, possibly wondering what was happening, or to look for him, Narraway excused himself and went back into the study, closing the door behind him.

Quixwood was sitting in the big armchair exactly as he had been before. Aware of movement and perhaps hearing the door close, he looked up. He started to speak, and then stopped.

Narraway sat down opposite him. ‘Knox seems like a decent and competent man,’ he said.

‘Won’t you help then . . .?’ Quixwood left the half-spoken request hanging in the air, as if he did not know how to finish it.

‘Yes, of course I will,’ Narraway answered, surprising himself by his vehemence. The face of the woman lying on the floor only a few yards from them had moved him more than he expected. There was something desperately vulnerable about her, as if she had been robbed of far more than her life.

‘Thank you,’ Quixwood said quietly.

Narraway wanted to talk to him, distract his attention from what was going on out in the hallway, above all to make absolutely certain that Quixwood did not go there while the surgeon was working. His examination of her would be intimate and intrusive; it would have to be. The violation would be so terribly obvious that seeing it would be almost as bad as witnessing the rape itself. But what was there to say that was not facile and rather absurd in the circumstances? No conversation could seem natural.

It was Quixwood who broke the silence. ‘Did they find where he broke in? I don’t know how that happened. The doors and windows all lock. We’ve never been robbed.’ He was speaking too quickly, as if saying it aloud could make it true. ‘The house must have been full of servants, this early. Who found her? Did she cry out?’ He swallowed hard. ‘Did she have time to . . . I mean, did she know?’

That was a question Narraway had been dreading. Quixwood would have to hear it some time. If Narraway lied to him now he would not be believed in the future. Yet if he told him anything even close to the truth, Quixwood would want to go out and look. Such a need would be instinctive, hoping that it was not as bad as his imagination painted.

‘No,’ he said aloud. ‘They haven’t found any broken locks or forced windows so far. But they haven’t finished looking yet. There might be a pane of glass cut somewhere. It wouldn’t be easy to see in the dark, and there’s little wind to cause a draught.’ He went on to describe the burglar’s skill of pasting paper over the glass of a window, cutting it soundlessly and then being able to pull out a circular piece large enough to let a hand pass through to undo the latch. ‘Star-glazing, they call it,’ he finished. It was all irrelevant; he said it merely to fill up the time and hold Quixwood’s attention.

‘Do you know that in Special Branch?’ Quixwood asked curiously, as if it puzzled him.

‘No, I learned it from a friend of mine who used to be in the regular police.’ Narraway went on reciting other tricks Pitt had mentioned at one time or another: small details about forgers of many different sorts, about pickpockets, card sharps, fencers of all the different qualities of stolen goods. Neither of them cared about it but Quixwood listened politely. It was better than thinking about what was going on in the hall only feet away.

Narraway was just about out of explanations of the criminal underworld in which Pitt had educated him, when at last there was a knock on the door. At Quixwood’s answer, Knox came in, closing it behind him.

‘Excuse me, my lord,’ he said to Narraway, then turned to Quixwood. ‘The surgeon’s left, sir, and taken Mrs Quixwood’s body with him. Would you mind if I ask you one or two questions, just to get things straight? Then I don’t know if you wish to stay here, or perhaps you’d rather find somewhere else for the night? Do you have any friends you’d like to be with?’

‘What? Oh . . . I’ll . . . just stay here, I think.’ Quixwood looked bemused, as if he had not even considered what he was going to do.

‘Wouldn’t you rather go to your club?’ Narraway suggested. ‘It would be more comfortable for you. The servants here are bound to be upset.’

Quixwood stared at him. ‘Yes, yes, I suppose so. In a little while.’ He turned to Knox. ‘What happened to her? Surely you must know now?’ His face was white, his eyes hollow.

Knox sat down in the chair between Quixwood and Narraway. He leaned forward a little.

Narraway could not help wondering how often he had done this, and if anything ever prepared him for it, or made it any easier. He thought probably not.

‘I’d rather not have to tell you this, sir,’ Knox began. ‘But you’re going to know it one way or another; I’m sorry. Mrs Quixwood was raped, and then killed. We’re not quite sure how she died, but the surgeon will tell us that when he’s had time to make an examination in his own offices.’

Quixwood stared at him, eyes wide, his hands shaking. ‘Did . . . did you say “raped”?’

‘Yes, sir. I’m sorry,’ Knox said unhappily. ‘I’d have kept that from you if it was possible, but you’ve a right to know.’

‘Did she suffer?’ Quixwood’s voice was hardly audible.

‘Probably not for very long.’ Knox would not lie. Sooner or later Quixwood would have realised it.

Quixwood rubbed his hand over his face, pushing his hair hard back, as though the slight pain of it somehow distracted him from what Knox had said. His skin was ashen. There was no blood in it, and the darkness of his hair and brows looked almost blue. ‘How did it happen, Inspector? How did anyone get in here to do that? Where were the servants, for God’s sake?’

‘We’re looking into that, sir,’ Knox answered.

‘Who found her?’ Quixwood persisted.

Knox was patient, knowing the answers were needed, no matter what they were.

‘The butler, Mr Luckett. It seems he frequently goes for a short walk along the street and over the square before retiring. He found her when he checked the front door last thing before going to bed himself, sir.’

‘Oh . . .’ Quixwood looked at the floor. ‘Poor Catherine,’ he murmured.

‘I presume he left for his walk through the back door and up the area steps?’ Narraway asked Knox.

‘Yes, sir. And returned the same way, bolting it after him for the night.’

‘And saw no one?’ Narraway asked.

‘No, sir, so he says.’

‘It’ll be the truth,’ Quixwood interjected. ‘Been with us for years. He’s a good man.’ His eyes widened. ‘For God’s sake, you can’t think he had anything to do with this?’

‘No, sir,’ Knox said calmly. ‘It’s just practice to check everything we can, from every angle.’

‘Does Luckett know what time he came back to the house?’ Narraway asked Knox.

‘Yes, sir, just after half-past ten. He sent the footman for the police immediately.’

‘No telephone?’ Narraway looked surprised.

‘Yes, of course,’ Quixwood cut in. ‘Probably too flustered to think of it. Wouldn’t know the police station number anyway, or think to ask the exchange for it.’

‘I understand,’ Knox agreed. ‘Fall back on habit when we’re shaken up badly. Find the first policeman on the beat. Turned out to be a good idea, as it happens. He ran into Constable Tibenham a couple of hundred yards away, other side of Eaton Square. He came here at once, and used the telephone to call me. I got here just after quarter-past eleven. Sent for you at the Spanish Embassy. You got back here, I made it half-past midnight. It’s now about twenty minutes past one.’

He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Quixwood, but I need to speak to everyone in the house before I let them all go to bed. Got to have it when it’s fresh in their minds. Could forget something if I wait until morning.’

Quixwood looked down at the carpet again. ‘I understand. Do you . . . do you need me?’

‘No, sir. Not necessary you should know anything as you’d rather not. Not much I need to ask you.’

Quixwood seemed confused. ‘What?’

‘This was a party at the Spanish Embassy you were attending, sir?’ Knox asked.

‘Yes. What of it?’

‘It was a social sort of thing? Ladies there as well as gentlemen?’ Quixwood blinked.

‘Oh! Oh, I see what you mean. Yes. Catherine didn’t go because she wasn’t feeling very well. Bad headache. She has . . . she had them sometimes.’

‘But she was invited?’

‘Of course. She said she preferred to go to bed early. Those parties can drag on a long time.’

‘I see.’

Quixwood frowned. ‘What are you saying, Inspector? There was nothing so remarkable in that. My wife didn’t go to lots of the social parties I have to attend. Great deal of noise and chatter, most of it with very little meaning. I wouldn’t go myself it it weren’t part of my profession to make new acquaintances, contacts and so on.’

‘What time did you leave the house to go to the Spanish Embassy, sir?’

‘About half-past eight or so, arrived a little before nine. I didn’t need to be early.’

‘Take a hansom, sir?’

‘No, I have my own carriage.’ He looked momentarily stunned. ‘Dear heaven, I forgot all about them! They’ll still be at the embassy, waiting for me.’ He half rose out of his chair.

‘No,’ Narraway answered him. ‘I gave your apologies and asked that your driver be informed.’

Quixwood shot him a quick glance of gratitude, then turned back to Knox. ‘So when did it happen?’

‘Probably about ten o’clock, sir, or thereabouts. After quarter to, when the maid was in the hallway and spoke to Mrs Quixwood, and before half-past, when Mr Luckett came back and found her.’

Quixwood frowned. ‘Doesn’t that help?’

‘Yes, sir, it probably does,’ Knox agreed, nodding slightly. ‘It’s very early yet. We’ll know more when we’ve spoken to the servants and had a proper look around in the daylight. There may even be other people out walking who saw something. Now, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I need to go and speak to the servants, so at least some of them can get to bed. Also, we don’t want anyone clearing everything up, not realising that it could be evidence.’

‘No, no, of course not,’ Quixwood said hastily. ‘Please do what you must. Forgive me. I shall just sit here a little while.’ He looked across at Narraway. ‘I quite understand if you want to leave. It must have been a damned awful night for you, but I would be more grateful than I can say if you’d just . . . just keep an eye on things . . . do what you can . . .’ His voice trailed off as if he were conscious that he was asking a great favour and it embarrassed him.

‘Anything that Inspector Knox will allow me,’ Narraway said in response. He had no hesitation in agreeing, not only for Quixwood’s sake, but for that of the dead woman whose face had made such an impression on him.

‘Thank you,’ Quixwood said quietly.

‘Come with me, by all means, my lord,’ Knox said. ‘If you wish, that is? I’m going to speak to the rest of the servants, back in their own quarters. They’re a bit shaken up. Best to have them in the housekeeper’s room, with her there. Cup of tea. Familiar surroundings.’

Narraway saw the wisdom of it. ‘Good idea. Yes, I’d like to come,’ he accepted. ‘Thank you.’

Narraway followed Knox back through the hall, which was now occupied solely by a woman on her hands and knees with a bucket of water and a brush in her hand, scrubbing to clear the blood off the parquet floor where Catherine Quixwood had lain.

There were no other visible signs of disturbance. Presumably whatever else had been knocked or broken was already attended to. Narraway was grateful. At least when Quixwood himself emerged there would be no violent reminders of what had happened here.

In the housekeeper’s room, very comfortable and surprisingly spacious, he found the housekeeper herself. She was a plump, middle-aged woman in a black stuff dress, her hair pinned back up again hastily. With her was a young maid, red-eyed and dabbing a wet handkerchief to her nose. There was a tray of tea with several clean cups, a jug of milk and a bowl of sugar. Knox looked at it longingly, but it seemed he did not think it suitable to indulge himself.

Narraway felt the same need, and exercised the same discipline. To do less would seem a little childish; also it would put a distance between them and mark him as something of an amateur.

The maid was the one who had last seen Catherine Quixwood alive. Knox spoke to her quietly, but there was nothing she could add beyond being quite certain of the time. The long-cased clock in the hallway had just chimed, and it was always right, so Mr Luckett assured her.

Knox thanked her and let her go. Then he sent someone to fetch Luckett himself from wherever he might be.

‘Trying to keep the staff calm, sir,’ the footman told him. ‘And see that everything’s tidied up and all the windows and doors fast. I expect they are, but the women’ll rest better if they know he’s checked, personal, like.’

Knox nodded his head. ‘Then ask him to come as soon as he’s done. In the meantime I’ll speak with Mrs Millbridge here.’ He indicated the housekeeper.

‘Yes, sir; thank you, sir,’ the footman said gratefully, and went out, closing the door behind him.

Knox turned to the housekeeper. ‘Mrs Quixwood stayed at home alone this evening. Why was that, do you know? And please give me the truth, ma’am. Being polite and discreet may not actually be the best loyalty you can give, right now. I’m not going to tell other people anything I don’t have to. I have a wife and three daughters myself. I love them dearly, but they have their funny ways, like all of us.’ He shook his head. ‘Daughters, especially. I think I know them, then I swear they do something as has me completely lost.’

Mrs Millbridge smiled very slightly, perhaps as much as she dared in the circumstances.

‘Mrs Quixwood wasn’t all that fond of parties,’ she said quietly. ‘She liked music and the theatre well enough. Loved some of the more serious plays, or the witty ones, like Mr Wilde’s used to be.’ She blinked, aware that since Oscar Wilde’s disgrace, perhaps one shouldn’t admit to enjoying his work.

Knox was momentarily at a loss.

‘So do I,’ Narraway put in quickly. ‘His wit stays in the mind to be enjoyed over and over again.’

Mrs Millbridge shot him a glance of gratitude, then turned her attention back to Knox.

‘So did Mr Quixwood quite often go to certain parties by himself?’ Knox asked her.

‘I suppose so, yes.’ She looked anxious again, afraid that she might unintentionally have said the wrong thing.

Knox smiled at her encouragingly, the lines of weariness on his face momentarily disappearing. ‘So anyone watching the house, maybe with a mind to burgling it, might have noticed that she would be alone, after the servants had retired for the night?’

She nodded, her face pale, perhaps picturing someone waiting in the dark outside, watching for that moment. She gave a very slight shiver and her body remained rigid.

‘She wouldn’t have visitors?’ Knox went on. ‘Not have a lady friend come over, for example?’

‘No,’ Mrs Millbridge answered. ‘Nobody that I know of.’

‘And would you know, ma’am?’

‘Well . . . if she had someone visit her, she would want tea, at the very least, and perhaps a light supper,’ she pointed out. ‘There would be someone to fetch that, and then wait to let the visitor out and lock up. So that’d be at least one maid, and one footman.’

‘Indeed,’ Knox said calmly. ‘And if she were to leave the house herself, then I suppose there would have to be a footman up to let her back in again. Not to mention, perhaps, a coachman to take her wherever she was going?’

‘Of course.’ Mrs Millbridge nodded her head.

Narraway thought of the other alternative, that a man had visited her, she had let him in and out herself. Any refreshment he had taken would be a glass of whisky or brandy from the decanter in the study. However, he did not say so. The inspector would surely have thought of it also.

Knox left the subject of visitors. ‘What did Mrs Quixwood like to do with her time?’

Mrs Millbridge looked puzzled, and the anxiety was back again. She did not answer. Narraway wondered immediately what it was she feared. He watched Knox’s face, but he had no idea what lay behind the furrowed brow and the sad down-turn of his mouth.

‘Did she enjoy the garden, perhaps?’ Knox suggested. ‘Maybe even direct the gardener what to plant, and where?’

‘Oh, I see,’ Mrs Millbridge said with relief. ‘Yes, she was interested in flowers and things. Arranged them often herself, she did. In the house, I mean.’ For a moment there was life in her face again, as if she had allowed herself to forget why they were here. ‘Went to lectures at the Royal Horticultural Society now and then,’ she added. ‘Geographical Society, too. Liked to read about other places, even far-off ones such as Africa, and Egypt. She read about the people who used to live there thousands of years ago.’ She shook her head in wonderment at such a fancy. ‘And the Greeks and Romans too.’

‘She sounds like a very interesting lady,’ Knox observed.

Mrs Millbridge gulped and the tears spilled down her cheeks. Suddenly her grief was painfully apparent. She looked old and crumpled and very vulnerable.

‘I’m sorry,’ Knox apologised gently. ‘Maybe you could leave anything else for another time. You must be tired.’ He glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘It’s after two.’

‘It’s all right,’ she insisted, lifting her chin and looking at him with a degree of defiance, her dignity returned. Perhaps it was what he had intended.

‘I’m sure,’ he agreed. ‘But you’ll have your hands full in the morning. The maids are all going to look to you. You’ll have to be like a mother for them.’ He was telling her what she knew, but the reminder of her importance was steadying. ‘They won’t have known anything like this before,’ he went on. ‘We’re going to have to see Mrs Quixwood’s lady’s maid tomorrow anyway. I know she’s too upset to speak to us tonight. But when we do, she’s going to be still in considerable distress. It’s only to be expected.’

‘Yes,’ Mrs Millbridge stood up. ‘Yes, of course. Flaxley was devoted to her.’ She smoothed her skirt down. ‘You’re right, sir.’ She glanced at Narraway, but she had no idea who he was. For her, Knox was in charge. ‘Thank you, sir. Good night.’

‘Good night, Mrs Millbridge,’ Knox answered.

When she had gone Knox at last drank his tea, which was now cold. He said nothing, but it was clear in his face the strain this questioning placed on him. Narraway was overwhelmingly grateful that his professional years had not put him again and again in this position. Not seeing the confusion and the grief so closely, but dealing instead with the greater issues of danger to the country, having to distance himself from the individual human loss, had insulated him from the hard and intimate reality of it. The responsibility he had carried was heavy, sometimes almost unbearably so, but it still did not have this immediacy. It called for courage, strength of nerve and accuracy of judgement; it did not need this endurance of other people’s pain. He looked at Knox with a new regard, even an admiration.

The butler, Luckett, knocked on the door and came in. He looked exhausted, his face deeply lined, his eyes red-rimmed. Still he stood to attention in front of Knox.

‘Please sit down, Mr Luckett,’ Knox waved at the chair where the maid and then Mrs Millbridge had been. ‘I’m sorry, the tea’s cold.’

‘Would you like some fresh tea, sir?’ Luckett asked, without making a move towards the chair.

‘What? Oh, no, thank you,’ Knox replied. ‘I meant for you.’

‘I’m quite well, thank you, sir,’ Luckett said. He followed Knox’s gesture and sat down. ‘The house is in order, sir, and all the doors and windows are locked. We’re safe for the night.’

‘Did you find where anyone had broken in? Or windows where someone could have pushed them wider and climbed through?’ Knox asked.

‘No, sir. I don’t know how he got in.’

‘Then it looks for now as if he must have been let in.’ Knox said the only thing he could, and what he must have known they were all thinking.

‘Yes, sir,’ Luckett agreed obediently, but his face was tight with unhappiness.

‘Have you known Mrs Quixwood to have visitors late in the evening, and see them in and out herself on any other occasion?’ Knox asked.

Luckett was acutely uncomfortable at the question and all the implications that had to follow from it. ‘No, sir, I haven’t,’ he said a little stiffly.

‘But it is possible?’ Knox pressed.

‘I suppose it is.’ Luckett could not argue. There was no other conclusion possible than that that was what had happened tonight, and no one had been aware of it.

‘Was the front door locked when you found Mrs Quixwood’s body tonight?’ Knox asked.

Luckett stiffened, and for seconds he did not answer.

Narraway waited.

Knox did not ask again but sat staring at Luckett with tired, sad eyes.

Luckett cleared his throat. ‘It was closed, sir. The bolts were not sent home.’ He looked back at Knox levelly.

‘I see. And the other doors, from the side, or the scullery?’

‘Locked, sir, and bolted,’ Luckett said without hesitation.

‘So whoever it was, he came in the front, and left the same way,’ Knox concluded. ‘Interesting. At least we have learned something. When you went for your walk in Eaton Square, how did you go out, Mr Luckett?’

Luckett froze, understanding flooding into his eyes, his face.

‘I went out through the side door to the area,’ Luckett said very quickly. ‘I had a key. I locked it, but of course I could not fasten the inside bolts. I came back through the same way. It was after that, when I came through to check the front door a last time – that was when I saw Mrs Quixwood.’

‘Do you normally do it that way?’ Knox asked. ‘Walk, then come through and check the front door?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘So the side door bolts would be undone while you were out?’

‘Yes, sir, but the door itself was locked,’ Luckett said with certainty. ‘I had to use my key to open it. There was no doubt, sir. No doubt at all. I heard the latch pull back, I felt it!’

Knox inclined his head in agreement. ‘Thank you, Mr Luckett. Perhaps we’ll speak again tomorrow. I think it would be a good idea if you went to your bed now. This isn’t going to be easy for you for quite some time. You’ll be needed.’

Luckett rose to his feet with something of an effort. Suddenly he seemed stiff, his joints painful. He was an old man whose world had imploded in one short evening and the only guard he had against it was his dignity. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said gratefully. ‘Good night, sir.’

When he had gone Narraway wondered who was going to lock up the house after he and Knox had left. He turned to Knox to ask, just as there was a loud ringing on the bell board outside the housekeeper’s door.

Knox looked up. ‘Front door?’ he asked of no one in particular. ‘Who the devil can that be at . . . three o’clock in the morning?’ He hauled himself up out of his chair and led the way from the servants’ quarters to the hallway and the front door. As he stood there, Narraway almost on his heels, the bell rang again. In the hall it was only a dim chime, from the board just the other side of the baize door, and the one outside Mrs Millbridge’s room.

There was a constable standing to attention on the outside step. Narraway could see his shadow through the hall window, and another person a little further away.

Knox opened the door and the constable turned to face him.

‘Gentleman of the press, sir,’ the constable said in a voice so devoid of expression as to be an expression in itself.

Knox stepped out and faced the other man. ‘When there’s something to say, we’ll tell you.’ His voice was cold and had an edge of suppressed anger in it. ‘It’s three o’clock in the morning, man. What the devil are you doing knocking on people’s doors at this time of night? Have you no decency at all? I’ve half a mind to find out where you live and wait until you’ve had a tragedy in your family, and then send a constable around to bang on your front door in the middle of the night!’

The man looked momentarily taken aback. ‘I heard—’ he began.

‘I told you,’ Knox grated the words between his teeth, ‘we’ll tell you when there’s anything to say! You damn carrion birds smell death in the air and come circling around to see what profit there is in it for you.’

Narraway saw a fury in him that took him aback, and then the instant after he realised how deeply Knox was offended for those inside the house, who were shocked and frightened by events they could not even have imagined only hours ago. There was a raw edge of pity in the man as if he could feel the wound himself. Narraway was about to go out and add his own weight to the condemnation when he heard a step on the polished floor behind him and turned to see Quixwood standing there. He looked appalling. His face was creased and almost bloodless, his eyes red-rimmed, his hair dishevelled. His shoulders drooped as if he were exhausted from carrying some huge, invisible weight.

‘It’s all right,’ he said hoarsely. ‘We will have to speak to the press some time. I would as soon do it now, and then not face them again. But I thank you for your protection, Inspector . . . I’m sorry, I forget your name.’ He ran his fingers through his hair as if it might somehow clear his mind.

‘Are you sure, sir?’ Knox said gently. ‘You don’t have to, you know?’

Quixwood nodded very slightly and walked past him to the open front door. He went out onto the step, acknowledged the constable, then looked at the man from the press.
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