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One night, in a corridor of the Royal Naval Hospital, Greenwich, nurse Hester Monk is approached by a terrified girl. She’s from a hidden ward of children, all subject to frequent blood-letting, and her brother is dying.

While William Monk’s River Police fight to keep London safe from gun-runners, Hester takes on a new role at the hospital, helping to administer a secretive new treatment. But she slowly realises that this experimental cure is putting the lives of the children at risk. Attempting to protect the young victims, she comes under threat from one rich, powerful, and very ill man who is desperate to survive . . .
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Chapter One

THE SMALL gas lamps along the walls of the corridor flickered as if there were a draught, but Hester knew that, it being well after midnight, all the doors were closed. Even the windows on the wards would be shut at this hour.

The girl stood motionless. Her eyes were wide, her skin as pale as the nightgown that hung just past her knees. Her legs were matchstick-thin and her feet bare and dusty. She looked terrified.

‘Are you lost?’ Hester asked her gently. She could not think what the child was doing here. This was an annexe to the Royal Naval Hospital in Greenwich. It backed on to the Thames, well down river from the huge Port of London and the teeming city beyond. Did she belong to one of the other nurses who had sneaked her in rather than leave her alone at home? It was against the rules. Hester would have to make sure no one else found her.

‘Please, miss,’ the child said in a hoarse whisper. ‘Charlie’s dying! You gotter come an’ ’elp ’im. Please . . .’

There was no other sound in the night, no footsteps on the stone floors. Dr Rand would not be on duty until the morning.

The child’s fear vibrated in the air. ‘Please . . .’

‘Where is he?’ Hester asked quietly. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

The child gulped and took a deep breath. ‘’E’s this way. I left the door stuck. We can get back, if yer ’urry. Please . . .’

‘I’m coming,’ Hester agreed. ‘You lead the way. What’s your name?’

‘Maggie.’ She turned and started to go quickly, her bare feet soundless on the chill floor.

Hester followed her down the corridor, round a corner, and along another passage even less well lit. She could only just see the small, pale figure ahead of her, glancing backwards every few moments to make sure Hester was still there. They were going away from the wards where sick and badly injured sailors were treated, and further into administrative areas and storerooms. Hester did not know the hospital well. She had volunteered to do temporary night duty as a favour to Jenny Solway, a friend who had sudden illness in her own family. They had served together with Florence Nightingale in the Crimea. That was almost fourteen years ago, but the experiences they had shared on those fearful battlefields like Balaclava, and in the hospital in Sebastopol, forged friendships that lasted for a lifetime, even if they did not meet for years.

Hester caught up with the child and took her small, cold hand.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘To ’elp Charlie,’ Maggie replied without turning her head. She was tugging at Hester now. ‘We gotter ’urry. Please . . .’

One more turn in the corridor and they reached a door that was flush with the wall, and appeared to have no handle. A piece of string knotted to make a short rope was wedged to stop the door from closing completely. Maggie let go of Hester’s hand, slid her thin fingers under the string and eased the door open.

‘Ssh!’ she warned. Then she stepped sideways through the crack and beckoned for Hester to follow her. When Hester was through also, she replaced the string and then pushed the door closed again.

Hester went in a step behind Maggie. They were in another ward, smaller than the ones for the sailors, but holding six cots. The night lamps on the walls showed that there were small forms in all of them, lying still, as if asleep.

‘Where are we?’ Hester whispered.

‘This is our place,’ Maggie replied. ‘Charlie’s over there.’ She took Hester’s hand again and pulled her towards the furthest bed near the doorway of the ward. It was closed, and Hester had lost her sense of direction to know even which way it faced.

Maggie stopped beside the bed where an ashen-skinned boy about her own size lay propped up against the pillows. He turned towards her very slightly and tried to smile.

‘Charlie,’ Maggie’s voice wobbled a little and there were tears on her cheeks, ‘it’s going to be all right. I got one o’ the nurses ter come. She’s gonna make yer better.’

‘Yer shouldn’t ’a done that,’ he whispered. ‘Yer’ll get into trouble.’

She lifted her chin up a little. ‘I don’t care!’ She looked at Hester. ‘Yer gotta do summink.’

Hester’s heart sank and she felt a moment of panic. The boy looked desperately ill. Maggie was probably right and he was dying. Was this a quarantine ward? How could she hope to get enough information from a six-year-old to have any idea what was wrong with him, or how to help?

The first thing she needed to do was to reassure him, gain his confidence. She moved forward and stood by the side of the bed.

‘Hello, Charlie,’ she said very quietly. ‘Tell me how you feel. Are you hot? Sick? Shivery? Do you hurt anywhere especially?’

He stared at her for a moment. His face was so pale his skin looked almost translucent, shadows around his eyes like bruises. ‘I don’t really ’urt,’ he whispered. ‘Just a bit achy.’

‘Have you been sick?’ she asked.

‘Yesterday.’

‘Very sick, or just a little?’

‘Quite a lot.’

‘Have you eaten anything since then?’

He shook his head.

‘Drink anything? Water?’

She reached forward and touched her hand to his forehead. He felt hot and dry. She turned to Maggie, who was staring at her, eyes filled with fear.

‘Can you go and fetch Charlie a drink of water, please?’ Hester asked.

Maggie started to speak, then changed her mind and went off to obey.

‘Please, miss, don’t tell ’er I’m dyin’,’ Charlie said almost under his breath. ‘She’d be awful upset.’

Hester felt a sudden ache in her throat. She was a nurse – she was used to people dying – but these children alone, with no parent to comfort them, were different. They were so small, and lost. She did not normally lie to patients. She knew that if you did then sooner or later they stopped believing you, and you had lost much of your power to help, and they had lost trust in the one person they needed to believe.

This was different.

‘I won’t do.’ She made too big a promise, without hesitation. ‘I don’t intend to let you die if I can help it.’

‘But will you look after ’er?’ he asked. ‘An’ Mike? Please?’

It was not a time for equivocation. ‘Yes I will. Are you the eldest?’

‘Yeah. I’m seven. Maggie’s only six, although she acts like she’s everybody’s ma.’ He gave a weak smile, a little lop-sided.

‘Do you know why you’re here in hospital?’ It was time to be practical.

‘No.’ He shook his head a fraction. ‘Summink ter do wi’ me blood.’

‘Are they giving you medicine for it?’

‘They keep putting a big needle in me arm. It ’urts a lot.’

‘Really? Yes, it would hurt. Does this needle have a glass tube on the other end of it?’ She was picturing the major new invention called a syringe, which could transfer liquids into the flesh – or, for that matter, take them out.

He nodded.

‘Do you know what was in the glass part?’

He was looking paler and she could hardly hear his voice when he answered, ‘Looked red, like blood.’

Maggie came back with a mug full of water. Hester thanked her for it, then took a sip. It smelled and tasted fresh. She put an arm around Charlie. She could feel his bones through his nightshirt. She eased him upright and helped him very slowly to drink a little of the water. When he had taken all he could she laid him back down again, then as carefully as possible, straightened the sheets around him so they were smooth. He was gasping for breath, exhausted. She looked at him and was very afraid Maggie was right.

If he died, how was she going to help Maggie, who looked not much stronger herself? It was probably only fear and the need to believe she was doing something that kept her upright on her feet, albeit swaying a little. Hester would have suggested the child slept for a while, but she knew that if Charlie died when she was not there, the guilt would be with her for ever. It made no sense, but she would believe that she could have done something. In her place Hester would have felt the same.

‘How old is Mike?’ she asked quietly.

‘Four,’ Maggie replied. ‘’E’s not so bad. Maybe ’e’ll get worse when ’e’s older.’

‘Maybe not. Do they put the needles into him, too?’

‘Yeah,’ she nodded.

‘And you?’

‘Yeah,’ she nodded again. ‘But mostly Charlie. Can’t you do summink, miss?’

Hester still had little idea what was wrong with any of them. A misjudged treatment could be lethal. There was a stage in an illness when there was nothing more anyone could do. A small boy could take only so much ‘treatment’.

‘What is the doctor doing to help him? Tell me all you know, Maggie. I need to do the right thing for him.’

The tears spilled over and ran down Maggie’s cheeks. ‘’E don’t do nothing, miss. ’E comes and puts a needle into Charlie, an’ ’e gets sleepy an’ sick. ’E just lies there. Can’t even speak ter me an’ Mike. Please, miss . . .’

Hester knew that Dr Rand went home at night. Everyone had to sleep, but there was a senior nurse on duty all night. Where was she? Sometimes there were emergencies that only a doctor could deal with, and a messenger would have to be sent to waken him. Then the doctor would walk, or even run, the half-mile or so from his home. But this was a hospital for those who were extremely ill, or so badly wounded that often there was nothing that could be done for them, except ease their distress, or at the very least, not leave them to die alone.

That was all too often what military nursing had been during the Crimean War, not so very long ago. Haemorrhage, gangrene, raging fever – these were things Hester had been used to coping with because scores of men, even hundreds, were wounded in battle. There were too few doctors, and usually too little time. That was one of the reasons the two Rand brothers, Dr Magnus Rand and his elder brother, a chemist, Hamilton Rand, had been so pleased to have Hester, another Crimea nurse, fill in for Jenny Solway. Her experience was of great value.

Where on earth was the nurse in charge here? Hester did not dare leave Charlie to go to look for her. Maybe she was ill herself. Or passed out drunk somewhere. It had been known to happen.

‘Do you know what his illness is called?’ Hester asked Maggie.

Maggie shook her head.

‘Do you have the same illness?’ Hester persisted.

Maggie nodded.

‘What does the doctor do for you?’

There was little time. In the bed beside them Charlie was lying motionless, his face white, and his breathing shallow. But Hester had to find out all that Maggie could tell her before she attempted to help. A mistake would almost certainly be irrevocable.

‘Maggie?’ she prompted.

‘’E pricked me wi’ the needle, too.’ She took a deep breath. ‘It hurt something awful.’

‘Do you know what was in the little bottle at the end of the needle?’ Hester asked. ‘What colour was it?’

Maggie shook her head. ‘I didn’t want ter look, an’ ’e told me not ter, but I did, just quick. I think it were blood.’

Hester felt a chill run through her. So Magnus was taking blood. What for? Was Hamilton Rand testing it for something? He was a brilliant chemist, almost visionary in some ways. What was he learning from these children’s blood?

Maggie was staring at her, waiting, her eyes full of hope.

‘Get me another cup of water,’ Hester said to her. ‘Please.’

Maggie turned and went immediately. Finally there was something she could do to help.

Hester leaned forward and pushed the sleeve up a little on Charlie’s thin arm. She took the skin between her finger and thumb. It lifted away as if there were no flesh over the bone. At least she knew something to start with. ‘When did you last go to a bathroom to pee?’ she asked.

He seemed a little embarrassed. ‘Long time ago.’

‘Can you let me look inside your mouth? Please?’ He dropped his jaw obediently. She bent and peered inside. His skin was pale and almost dry, even his tongue. Now she knew at least one thing seriously wrong with him. Dehydration bad enough could kill, especially a child as slight as he was. Water might not be all he needed, but it might save him long enough for something further.

Maggie came back, running so quickly she almost tripped, but the glass she carried was full to the brim.

Hester smiled at her, and very gently lifted Charlie up again so he was cradled in her arms and his head was nearly upright. He opened his eyes, but it was Maggie he looked at. He smiled at her hazily, and then seemed to drift off again.

Hester put the glass to his lips. ‘Drink a little more, Charlie,’ she urged him. ‘Just a sip.’

For several moments he did not move, then as he tipped the glass very slightly he took a mouthful. He swallowed it and coughed. After a few seconds he took another.

Maggie was staring at Hester as if she were seeing a miracle. Hester ached with grief for her because this small act was almost certainly useless, but she could not bear to tell her so. Maggie’s eyes were bright and she was so intent on Charlie she was hardly remembering to breathe.

It took half an hour, but sip by sip, Charlie drank the whole glassful. Hester felt a sense of triumph as if she had climbed a mountain. She laid Charlie back in the bed and pulled the blanket up over him again. He lay still, as if the effort had exhausted him. Almost straight away he was asleep.

Maggie’s smile was so wide it must have hurt her cheeks. She was too full of emotion to speak. She knew it was only the beginning.

Hester stayed with them. Slowly she went around the rest of the ward, checking on each child. There were another six. They were tired and thin, yet still far better than Charlie. Even Mike, the younger brother, was lying quietly and did not do more than stir and turn over when she touched his brow and then his arm. He looked more like three than four, but she knew that poor or sick children were often small for their ages.

An hour later she woke Charlie and, sip by sip, gave him another glass of water. Maggie helped. She refused to go back to her own bed, even though she was swaying on her feet with exhaustion. She agreed to sit down beside Hester, then at last, somewhere near dawn, she crumpled up and slid on to her lap, sound asleep.

About an hour later Hester laid Maggie gently into her own bed, and then went back to her own ward to tell them where she was and why. She retraced her steps carefully to find the children’s ward again, but before going in she looked for the nurse who should have been on duty there.

She tried all the nearby storerooms and cupboards, rooms with sinks, taps, and places for laundry and rubbish, but there was no sign of her. Either she had not come in in the first place, or she had been and gone again almost straight away. Had she been ill, lazy, or on some emergency of her own? Or simply an assignation? It wouldn’t be unheard of.

Unhappy and a little worried, Hester went back to the children’s ward. She looked carefully at each of them, then, satisfied for the time being, she slept on and off for what was left of the night.

By morning Charlie was sitting up and definitely feeling better. His eyes were still hollow but his skin was less papery, and he could take a cup of water in his hands and drink it himself.

Maggie was elated. She refused to listen to Hester’s warning that this was only a temporary respite. She stared at Hester solemn-eyed and said that she understood, but her joy burned in her like a flame and Hester’s words meant nothing. Charlie was not dying now, and that was all that mattered. Even Mike, awake and standing beside Maggie, clinging on to her hand, believed her, and regarded Hester as if she were a bright angel.

Hester stopped her struggle with reality and let them enjoy the idea of hope, for however long it might last.

It was still very early. The sky was paling at last and she needed to return to the ward where she was on duty.

‘Let Charlie sleep,’ she told Maggie. ‘And keep on giving him water when he’ll take it, but don’t waken him specially. And don’t forget to drink yourself. If he’ll take breakfast, then help him, but don’t insist. And all the rest of you must eat as well. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, miss,’ Maggie said earnestly. ‘You’ll come back, won’t yer?’ Now there was fear back in her eyes again.

‘Of course,’ Hester promised, but wondered how she was going to keep to it. As soon as Dr Magnus arrived she must see him. That meant staying longer than she had meant to, but her own family would simply have to understand.

Nurse O’Neill met her the moment she was through the door of her own ward. She was an imposing woman, young and quite handsome in an individual way. Now she was angry and made no attempt to conceal it.

‘What on earth are you thinking of?’ she demanded, hands on her hips. Her fairish hair was coming out of its pins and she looked exhausted. Her sleeves were rolled up crookedly and there were stains of blood and spilled water over her white apron front. ‘There’s only been me and Mary Ann here! They don’t pay you to sneak off and find somewhere to go to sleep! I don’t care what you did all day; you’re meant to be here and on duty all night, just like the rest of us.’

Hester’s heart sank. She knew what was the matter with Sherryl O’Neill. She expected to lose patients – this was a ward of desperately ill men – but she still could not bear it. Each death was a defeat and she took it personally.

‘We lost Hodgkins,’ Hester said quietly, assuming the worst. ‘I’m sorry . . .’

‘No we didn’t!’ Sherryl blinked furiously but the tears ran down her cheeks anyway. ‘He’s still alive. God knows how. No thanks to you.’

Hester waited, confused.

‘Wilton,’ Sherryl filled in the silence. ‘He took a sudden turn for the worse and there was nothing I could do. You should have been here!’ Again the accusation was harsh.

Hester understood. Unexpected loss cut especially deep. It made you realise all over again how little control you had. Victory could turn to defeat in an instant. They had all felt certain that Wilton was recovering.

‘What happened?’ she asked, dreading the answer.

Sherryl’s voice was harsh, as if her throat were so tight she could barely force the words out.

‘What didn’t? He was in awful pain, first in his back, then down his sides, and tops of his legs. He was chilling one minute and feverish the next. His urine was full of blood.’ She stared at Hester as if she were still desperate for some kind of help.

‘I didn’t know what to do,’ Sherryl went on. ‘He was in agony worse than his wounds, and terrified. I was useless. He was dying and I couldn’t think of anything to do for him. He was faint. Some parts of him went absolutely white, as if there were no blood inside him. Others were dark red and, strong man as he was, he wept with the pain of it. God in heaven, that’s not a way for anybody to die!’ Now the tears ran unashamedly down her cheeks. ‘Why the hell weren’t you there?’ she said furiously.

Hester knew this was anger at helplessness, at pain, and death. They were the tears of exhaustion, and the need not to be alone.

‘I’m sorry,’ Hester said quietly. ‘I was with another patient. A child. I told Mary Ann.’

‘She’s no damn use!’ Sherryl said desperately. ‘She thought Wilton was going to live, after Dr Rand took him away for treatment yesterday. He . . . he was so full of hope when he came back.’ She stopped abruptly, unable to keep her self-control any longer.

‘Did you know there was a children’s ward here?’ Hester asked, wondering even as she spoke if she was wise to mention it.

Sherryl’s eyes widened. ‘What are you talking about? Where? There are no children here. It’s all soldiers and sailors.’ Disbelief was heavy in her face.

‘No it isn’t,’ Hester contradicted her. ‘I found a child in one of the corridors, looking for help. She was about six, and her brother was in crisis. I went with her. That’s where I was.’

Sherryl’s eyes widened again.

‘We got him through the night, but I don’t know what good it will do. He was very weak.’

‘A child too?’ Sherryl asked.

‘About seven,’ Hester replied. ‘I couldn’t leave her alone to watch him die . . .’

Indecision flickered in Sherryl’s face, and then she chose to believe. ‘You couldn’t have done anything here anyway,’ she conceded, turning away after a moment to master her feelings, and wipe her face with the corner of her apron.

Hester was uncertain what to say. She really did understand the sense of helplessness, the going over and over every step, every decision, all the possibilities that could have been tried, and then the agony of watching such a painful, horrible death. Everyone who cared questioned themselves.

Sherryl O’Neill was a difficult person to get to know. Their first real conversation had been when Hester asked about her unusual name, one she had not heard before, and Sherryl had told her of its origins in France. Her parents had been touring the country and had never forgotten its beauty. When their daughter was born the intended name of ‘Rose’ had been replaced with a version of the French word for ‘dear’ or ‘beloved’, and she had been trying to live up to it ever since.

Hester, who had always felt herself to look rather ordinary, understood exactly. It had not started a friendship, but at least rather more than simply an acquaintance.

As soon as Hester knew that Dr Magnus Rand was due in the hospital, and before he could begin any rounds, she went to tell him about Charlie. She found him in his office towards the front of the building. It was an imposing room with an oak desk and a couple of other tables with books, papers and instruments spread out, as if there were always a new work in progress.

Two of the walls were lined with shelves, the books packed in. At a glance they seemed at random. There were no obvious sets of volumes. Once she had had the chance to read the titles and she was impressed with the breadth and variety of his interest, but always in some form of medicine. There were studies dating from the ancient Greeks, through the developing knowledge of the Arabs and Jews, and such giants as Maimonides. Then the herbalists of the Middle Ages, to the modern histories of new discoveries in anatomy and physiology. Harvey, who had discovered the circulation of the blood, was clearly Dr Rand’s greatest hero.

He was a mild-seeming man, several years younger than his brother, Hamilton, but his features were not dissimilar, perhaps a little blunter. Unlike Hamilton, his fairish hair was thick and always seemed to have escaped his control.

He looked up as Hester knocked lightly on the open door.

‘Ah, come in, Mrs Monk.’ His expression appeared mild but his blue eyes were sharp with interest. ‘How went the night?’

She stood in front of the desk. Only then did she realise that Hamilton Rand was in the room also. He was visibly the elder of the two. His face was leaner and more deeply lined, his hair thinner. It was difficult to tell what colour his eyes were, but impossible to miss the acute intelligence in them. Now he watched her silently. She was not a social acquaintance so he did not feel it necessary to acknowledge her.

There was no escape. Hester could feel the colour burn up her face. She did not have any doubt that she had done the right thing, but she was by no means certain that either man would see it that way. They would have heard of Wilton’s death. To lose a patient was always a kind of failure, and they had not expected this one.

She told them exactly what her own notes had said, until the time she had left to walk along the corridor to fetch more paper for recording patients’ progress.

‘Wilton was restless.’ Magnus affirmed. ‘What then?’

‘What time was he restless, Mrs Monk?’ Hamilton interrupted without looking at his brother. ‘Be precise, if you please.’

‘Ten minutes past midnight he got tangled in the sheet and started to struggle,’ Hester replied. She was used to his manner. He looked for reason in the details and she understood that. He was a man of penetrating intelligence and accustomed to dealing with those who generalised where he required exactness.

‘Awake, Mrs Monk? Were his eyes open? Did he focus?’

‘His eyes were open but he seemed to focus only now and then. I would say less than half the time,’ she replied.

‘What did you do for him?’ Magnus asked, taking over control of the questions again, but he looked to his brother as he did so, and observed Hamilton’s brief nod before he continued. ‘And how did he respond?’

‘I disentangled him so he would be less distressed,’ Hester replied. ‘Then I bathed him in cool water to reduce his fever. At first he responded well. He became calmer and spoke quite lucidly for several minutes, perhaps almost ten. He went back to sleep, and I went to see the other patients.’

‘Then what?’ Hamilton demanded, moving forward a step or two.

‘I did much the same for another patient, Latimer. He—’

Hamilton waved a hand sharply. ‘He is of no concern in this issue, Mrs Monk. Keep your mind on the subject, if you please . . .’

‘You asked her where she went, Hamilton,’ Magnus pointed out.

Hester knew he intended it kindly, and yet she found his need to defend her faintly patronising. Or was it that Magnus was so used to his elder brother’s manner that he tried to offset it simply out of habit?

Hamilton shrugged irritably. ‘I know what I said, Magnus. The woman can take care of herself. For heaven’s sake, come to the point. Wilton could have lived!’ He swivelled back to Hester. His eyes were fixed on hers intently. ‘How did he die? Details, woman!’

Hester drew in her breath. ‘I don’t know, sir. You will have to ask Miss O’Neill. When I—’

‘What?’ Hamilton demanded, the colour rising up his cheeks. ‘Where the devil were you? I’m not paying you to—’

Magnus put out his hand and gripped his brother’s arm. Hester could see his knuckles white and the wrinkles in the sleeve of his suit where he pulled it out of shape. ‘Let her tell us, Hamilton. The woman must answer the call of her own nature now and then.’

Hester felt herself blushing, which was absurd.

Hamilton shook off the offending hand, and Magnus let go. He had made his protest.

‘Well?’ Hamilton demanded, staring at Hester as if he could make the acuteness of his vision bore into her head.

Hester stood a little straighter. She did not avert her eyes. ‘When I was returning along the corridor I encountered a small girl, perhaps six or seven years old. She was in extreme distress and said that her brother was dying.’

‘What?’ Magnus turned to Hamilton, his expression filled with alarm.

Hamilton ignored him, not moving his eyes from Hester’s.

‘And what did you do, Mrs Monk?’ he said, enunciating each word deliberately.

‘I went with her to see what I could do to help,’ Hester replied. ‘It could have been true. As it turns out, I believe it was . . .’

Magnus was ashen. He half rose in his seat.

Hamilton took a deep breath. His voice grated between his teeth. ‘What about the nurse, Mrs . . . what’s her name? Mrs Gilmore?’

‘I don’t know,’ Hester replied. ‘When I had time I looked for her. I never found her.’

Hamilton swore savagely.

‘I have come precisely to tell you about this, Mr Rand,’ she answered him. ‘I discussed Wilton first because Charlie did not die.’

‘The boy is still alive?’ Magnus asked hurriedly.

‘Yes, Dr Rand. He is weak, but I think improving.’

Hamilton leaned forward. ‘What did you do for him? Tell me precisely what you did, and how he responded.’

Hester’s mind flashed back to her time as an army nurse in the Crimea. She had heard generals give orders to soldiers in just such a tone of voice. Sometimes it had sent them to their deaths. She forced it from her mind. Hamilton Rand would remember every word she said, or omitted to say.

‘I asked the girl, Maggie, what she knew of his illness—’ she began.

‘And what did she tell you?’ Hamilton snapped, cutting across her.

‘Very little, other than that you used what sounded from her description to be a syringe.’

‘Go on! Go on!’

‘I touched Charlie,’ she replied, refusing to be hurried. Charlie was what mattered, and the other children, not what Hamilton Rand thought of her. ‘He was lying still, breathing shallowly and did not appear to be aware of us. I pinched his skin, to see if it came away from his flesh easily, in order to judge if he was lacking moisture. He had vomited recently and had not urinated for a time. He was very seriously lacking moisture. I sent the girl for water. I propped Charlie up and gave him a few sips as often as he would take them. It was four glasses in all, by morning.’ She did not look away from him but met his eyes steadily. Now she was not alarmed, only angry that he should have let it come to this point.

Hamilton let out his breath slowly, pursing his lips. He did not look at his brother.

‘Indeed,’ he said almost without expression. ‘You showed some initiative.’ At last he looked at Magnus. ‘That explains her absence satisfactorily.’

‘Of course it does,’ Magnus said impatiently. ‘Thank you, Mrs Monk. We are obliged to you. We shall take care of the matter now, and get a full report on poor Wilton from Miss O’Neill. We had great hopes that we could save him.’ He turned to his brother. ‘Hamilton, do you think—’

‘No,’ Hamilton said instantly. ‘Not yet. It would not be wise. I must speak to you further.’ He lifted his hand slightly without turning to Hester. ‘You may go, Mrs Monk. Thank you.’

Hester wanted to know more, but Hamilton had forgotten her already. He was picking up a bundle of papers off the desk in his part of the office as if she were no longer present. ‘Magnus, I think we should consider this. I assume you have read it?’

Magnus turned to respond.

Hester went out of the door, closing it behind her, and walked straight-shouldered, head high, along the corridor to the entrance hall and way out. She was annoyed, but that was personal and of no importance at all. What mattered was the men she nursed . . . and Charlie, and for the moment she had done all she could.


Chapter Two

MONK WAS sitting at his desk at the Thames River Police Station at Wapping. Outside the river sounds were muted: the whisper of water as the tide rose, slurping against the stone steps up to the quayside. Now and again came the voices of lightermen calling to each other, or the clank of metal as a chain was hauled through a winch, and the cry of gulls fighting over food.

Sunlight came in through the open door, pooling in bright patches on the floor, the desk, and catching the pallor in Orme’s face. He looked tired, and the white in his hair was more pronounced than it had been even a few months ago.

Orme had served on the River Police all of his working life and he was now nearing seventy. He had been Monk’s mentor since his coming here, the one who had taught him without lecturing or criticism, and never in front of the other men. It was Orme who had rescued him from the few serious errors he had made, without ever referring to them again. But he was growing tired. He did not need to tell Monk that he wanted to retire; it was there in the tone of his voice, the stiffness in the way he climbed the steps up from the water’s edge to the dock, and the frequency with which he spoke of his daughter and his new grandchild. Quietly, in his own way, he was desperately proud of them.

‘Is Laker back yet?’ Monk asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ Orme replied immediately.

‘Send him in,’ Monk told him.

Orme nodded and went out silently.

A moment later the door opened again and Laker came in, closing it behind him. He was young, just over thirty, and he stood almost to attention, facing Monk impassively. He was totally unlike Monk in appearance. He was fair-skinned with vividly blue eyes and the sort of hair that the sun bleached flaxen blond on the top. He was good-looking by any standard, and he was aware of it.

Monk was both amused and uncomfortable. There was something in the quiet arrogance of Laker that, he gathered, was like he himself had been a few years ago, before the accident that had robbed him of all memory, except occasional, disturbing flashes. People had spoken of him in just the words he would have used to describe Laker. Laker had all the quick wits that Monk had, the self-assurance before the total amnesia had taken away his safety.

He identified with Laker. He was arrogant, often funny, and sometimes right when others who were slower saw only part of the picture.

‘Yes, sir?’ Laker said politely, but with no deference.

‘What did you find in Mr Derby’s warehouse?’ Monk said, leaning back a little in his chair and looking up at Laker, still standing. ‘Any trace of the guns?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Nothing whatever altered in Laker’s attitude. He still stood gracefully, not quite to attention.

‘Well?’ Monk demanded.

‘Just one, sir, but very nice, very smooth. A good marksman could probably hit a man on the other side of the river with no trouble. I tried the action and it was like silk. Not a mark on it. I’d guess it was a sample, sir. But it had definitely been fired. Tried out.’

‘Did you see any paperwork?’ Monk asked without much hope. Derby was too clever to leave evidence. He was one of the best smugglers in Europe, but as far as Monk was aware, he was fairly new to the arson trade. Usually he dealt in brandy and tobacco.

‘Yes, sir. It read like it was the usual stuff he was supposed to deal in: Spanish steel from Toledo, and exotic woods. So many cases of ebony, so many engraved swords, plates and so on. Probably weighs about the same.’

‘Dates, amounts, money?’ Monk prompted.

‘Yes, sir. And a few other interesting things.’ Laker’s smile was bright with satisfaction.

‘Don’t make me pull your teeth, Laker,’ Monk said impatiently.

Laker gave a little shrug and his mouth turned down at the corners. ‘I think he’s got at least one of the Excise men in his pocket, sir.’

Monk felt a chill inside himself. It was one of the ugly pieces of corruption he knew existed and one day he would have to deal with, but it still worried him more than it might another man who was more certain of his own past.

The carriage accident just before he had first met Hester, over a decade ago now, had injured his body, but that had healed quickly. The loss of his memory, however, had never been made up, except in snatches here and there, and as his detection had uncovered things about himself, by no means all pleasant. He did not know who all his friends or enemies were, not by a long way. He had once worked in the regular Metropolitan Police. He knew the docks. Unexpected flashes of familiarity told him that: a corner turned and the scene known to him, a smell that brought back powerful feelings.

The worst fear was that a man he did not know, knew and remembered him. Old debts sometimes waited a long time. Monk had solved a lot of cases. If he could look back on those now, would he still be happy to own the methods he had used in all of them?

He met Laker’s eyes. ‘I assume you have hard evidence of this, not just whispers in the dark?’

‘Yes, sir. Facts and figures, things that don’t add up. I’m just not sure which of two or three men it is. I suppose it could be all of them.’

‘Good. Write it all down.’

‘I’ll remember, sir . . .’

‘You’ll also write it down,’ Monk told him levelly. ‘I’m not trusting this to any one man’s recollection. Thank you. That’s all.’

Laker turned to leave.

‘Laker!’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘You’ll go up the river, opposite direction, for the next few days.’

‘But I might learn something more, sir. I’ve got—’

‘One fact that will be recognised and remembered,’ Monk said. ‘If you want to remain in the River Police, you’ll do as you’re told.’

Laker winced. ‘Yes, sir.’

Monk went back to his paperwork and completed it before putting it away and going outside into the dock in the late summer afternoon. He was just in time to see Hooper coming up the steps from the water. In the past the matter of the Excise men was something he would have discussed with Orme first, but it was time he allowed Hooper to step forward. When Orme retired, he would have to. Hooper would fight beside him, watch his neck, and risk his own life to save him.

But he would not coddle his superior officer as far as Orme had. His critical judgement was sharper. He would hate doing it, and think less of Monk if he had to be told too often. He had not Orme’s gentleness – or perhaps he had, but it was not authorised by age and an awareness of times changing and his own strength slipping away from him. Hooper did not expect a commander who was flawless, but he certainly required one who learned from his mistakes and did not repeat them, and one who never put himself before his men.

One day he would have to tell Hooper about his lost memory, the things in the dark he could not recall. He knew that without Hester’s belief in him, when they had just met, he would not have had the courage to fight for his own innocence of the hideous murder of which circumstances had implicated his guilt so powerfully that he had even to accept it himself. It was she who had fought for another answer, not he.

But did Hooper sense the darker self that lay in his past? One day they might talk about it, but not now. The satisfaction, the respect apparent in Hooper’s face was something not to be risked yet, unless it became necessary.

‘Laker’s given a pretty clear report,’ Monk said to Hooper, quietly, although there was no one else in earshot. ‘Derby has a sample of a particularly good gun. I’ve looked at the paper that makes it pretty clear he’s bringing them upriver soon.’

Hooper studied Monk’s face, seeing something in it deeper than these words.

‘But he thinks there’s someone in Customs and Excise involved. It isn’t going to be as simple as we thought.’

Hooper nodded slowly, no surprise in his face. ‘Have you told Mr Orme yet, sir?’

‘No.’ Monk did not know how to explain his reluctance to involve Orme, without robbing him of some of his dignity in Hooper’s eyes. ‘Not certain yet,’ he went on. ‘Don’t like the thought of someone in Customs tipping them off.’

‘You’ll have to tell him, sir.’ Hooper kept his own voice down, although he was softly spoken anyway. ‘He may have some ideas.’

‘I know,’ Monk admitted. He stared out across the river where the sun was still bright, although it was late afternoon. It stayed light until nearly ten in the evening this time of the year, especially over the water where everything was reflected back.

‘I am going for a walk along the river,’ he added. ‘South bank. I’ll give it some thought. See you tomorrow.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Hooper replied quietly. ‘Good night.’

Scuff was standing on the wharf at Greenwich when Monk’s ferry pulled up to the steps and he climbed out. Scuff had grown almost a foot in height in the five years since Monk had adopted him. Or, more accurately, since he had adopted Monk. He had been eleven, or thereabouts, anyway, and felt far too old to need parents!

But Monk himself had been new to his job on the river and really did need somebody who knew the teeming life of the Thames to stop him making the worst mistakes, if he were to succeed, never mind solve any crimes. Scuff had made his own way on the river-bank for several years. It seemed natural that he should keep an eye on Monk, help him now and then, and explain how things worked.

Scuff had always liked Monk. Hester was a different matter. Scuff was too big to need a mother, and anyway, he already had one, but he had left home years ago. There had been no room for him there since he was about seven and his mother had remarried and had more babies.

Scuff had been very wary of Hester. She was an odd one, not like any other woman he knew. At first she seemed so strong she was frightening. She knew things no one else did, about medicine, and government. He was almost ready to admit to himself that he loved her, in some ways even more than he loved Monk. The quality of the feeling was different. There was a kind of peace in it that he did not understand.

He rose to his feet as Monk reached the top of the steps. Although Monk was smiling, he looked tired, which was a pity because Scuff had things he needed to talk about with him, and he didn’t want to have to wait for another opportunity. It had taken all his courage to make up his mind now. He had it worked out and the words were on his tongue, although there were too many for the short walk home. Monk’s house was home to Scuff now, just as if he had been born there. Sometimes, however, he woke in the night and just lay still, feeling the space and the cleanness of it, then getting up and touching things to make sure it was all real.

‘D’yer wanter walk?’ Scuff asked hopefully. ‘Dinner in’t ready yet.’

Monk hesitated only a second, and then he smiled and agreed.

They started to walk east along the bank, towards the Estuary, which led eventually to the sea. They watched the water, the longest street in London, where the ships made their way past them up towards the Pool, the biggest port on earth.

They stopped to stare as an ocean-going schooner made its way with half-sails set.

‘Wonder where it’s come from,’ Scuff said in awe. His imagination skipped through the possibilities that Monk had taught him: countries on the coasts of Africa, China, Australia, Egypt – names that conjured up visions like a magic incantation.

Monk smiled. ‘India?’ he suggested, as if he knew it was the one Scuff had not thought of.

‘Have you ever been to India?’ Scuff asked.

‘No,’ Monk answered quickly. ‘Would you like to go?’

‘Not yet,’ Scuff said. ‘I like it here . . . for now.’

They started to walk again.

‘Then what’s wrong?’ Monk asked quietly.

A string of barges passed, followed by a coastal scow heavy-laden with coal.

Scuff needed to find the right words to tell Monk what he had decided. He was not at all sure what Monk would think; if he would be disappointed, even angry. Scuff glanced at him and felt his heart sink. This was not a good time for him to bring up decisions for the future. Monk clearly had something on his mind already. But he would have to tell him some time soon, and there were always going to be other things that mattered. He drew in his breath to start, right words or not, then he looked at Monk’s face again and saw the anxiety in it.

‘Summink go wrong?’ he asked.

Monk was startled for a moment, and then he smiled ruefully. ‘Is it so obvious?’

‘Yeah,’ Scuff nodded. Then he saw the flicker in Monk’s expression and knew that he would rather not be so easily read. Well, he would just have to put up with it. Scuff had always had a pretty good idea of when he was troubled, even if he was quite often wrong as to the cause. This time he made a very well-educated guess. ‘Mr Orme going to stop working any more?’ he asked.

Monk sighed. ‘Yes, I think so.’

Scuff kicked at a small stone and sent it rattling across the path.

‘Don’t worry. Mr Hooper’ll be there.’ He said it as comfort, but also with belief and some considerable respect. His mind slipped back to Hooper arriving at the door in Paradise Row, badly injured and needing help because he had gone alone to fight a battle to save Monk. He could close his eyes and see Hooper sitting on the hard-backed chair in the kitchen while Hester stopped the bleeding with all the towels she could find, and then stitched him up. It must have hurt like being stuck with daggers, but Hooper had never moved. It had been a bad time. Scuff didn’t really want to remember it, except that if they could all come through that, then they would probably come through anything. And Hooper had been part of it.

‘He will!’ he said again, with conviction.

‘I know,’ Monk agreed. His hand casually brushed Scuff’s shoulder, just a touch, then gone again.

It was time for Scuff to stop avoiding it. ‘I got summink I need ter tell you,’ he said.

He glanced at Monk and saw him nod, waiting.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ Scuff began. ‘I kind of got ter like school. Some of it I don’t care about, but most of it’s good.’ How could he say the next bit? That was what Monk might really mind . . . a lot.

‘Good,’ Monk said with some surprise. ‘When did this happen?’

Now was Scuff’s chance to tell him. He drew in his breath, and then his words deserted him. He shrugged.

‘I s’pose when I didn’t have to work so hard to read. It sort of began to make sense. I looked at the counting and I could see it without thinking.’

‘That’s how it should be. Reading can be fun.’

‘Yeah,’ Scuff agreed. He knew this was going to be difficult, but now he was in the middle of it, it was terrible. How would he get over it if Monk was angry, or worse, upset?

They walked in silence for another fifty yards. Below them the tide was rising in the river, covering steps, filling in hollows in the mud and swirling upstream, carrying flotsam and debris with it. A string of barges went by, lightermen balanced with angular grace in the stern, always watching.

‘Why are you mentioning it now?’ Monk asked him finally.

There was no help for it; Scuff clenched his teeth, drew a deep breath, and said it.

‘I want to be in medicine, like Hester. Be a doctor or a nurse, or something.’ He gulped. ‘I’m sorry, but I do. It’s what I want.’

There was a moment’s silence except for the crying of the gulls wheeling and diving above them.

‘Are you sure?’ Monk said at last. ‘It’s not easy.’ He sounded worried. Scuff could hear it in his voice. He wished he had never spoken, but he couldn’t take it back.

‘Yeah!’

‘Have you told Hester?’ Monk asked.

Scuff was caught completely by surprise. Did Monk really think he would tell Hester before saying something to him?

‘No!’ he said fiercely. ‘’Course I didn’t!’

‘Would you like me to?’ Monk suggested.

Scuff stopped on the path and turned to stare at him.

‘You would?’ he said a little breathlessly.

‘If you tell me why,’ Monk replied.

‘Why?’

‘Yes. Why do you want to be a doctor?’

Scuff was embarrassed. He was aiming too high.

‘I don’t think I can be a doctor. I in’t the right sort of person for that.’

‘Crow’s a doctor.’ Monk mentioned the doctor for the poor that they both knew. He was not formally qualified, but his skill was high and his dedication total.

‘But Crow is . . .’ Scuff began, then did not know how to finish. He should never have started this. He was being ridiculous, reaching far too high.

‘Crow’s a lot like you,’ Monk finished for him. ‘Perhaps working for Crow would be a good way to start . . . that is, if you really want to, and he’ll have you?’

Scuff looked at Monk, then away again. ‘D’yer think he would?’ Then he wished he had not asked. He really did not want to hear the answer. It hurt when you wanted something really badly.

‘Why do you want to be a doctor?’ Monk repeated.

Scuff had the answer, he was just afraid that it sounded silly.

‘Don’t you know?’

‘Yes! ’Course I do!’

‘Then tell me. I won’t be the only person who asks you.’

No, but he was the one who mattered most. Now he had to tell him.

‘’Cos I like what Hester does, and Crow. They see real bad pain that people can’t help themselves, and they get right in there and try to fix it. It’s difficult, and sometimes they can’t do it, but at the least they stop people being so scared, and feeling alone, and like nobody cares. They treat everyone the same, whoever they are. It . . . it kind of makes us all the same, ’cos take yer clothes off, get washed clean, like, and we all look the same.’

Monk was silent. They were back walking slowly now. He looked very thoughtful.

Scuff felt as if he had to go on. He couldn’t bear neither of them saying anything.

‘I know it’s very difficult, an’ yer gotter study a whole lot, an’ work very very hard. But yer gotter do that for most things. It’s kind of beautiful . . . how it all fits together, and you got somebody live, with hands and feet, an’ feelings inside.’

‘It is wonderful,’ Monk agreed. ‘And I think that’s a very good reason, in fact the best. Do you want to tell Hester yourself?’

Scuff did not want to tell Hester how he felt. He cared too much, and he felt very foolish even to imagine he could do what she did, or anything like it. But he wanted to so much he would not give up.

‘Do you want me to tell her?’

Scuff nodded. ‘Yeah . . .’

Monk put out his hand and touched him briefly on the shoulder. ‘Then I will,’ he promised.

It was over, at least for now. Scuff felt as if he could cry with relief. But that would make him a baby, and he was far too big for that.

Monk waited until the following morning before he told Hester about his conversation with Scuff. She came home from night duty early, and by the sound of her footsteps he could tell that she was unusually tired. He had tried arguing with her before, pointing out that there was no need for her to work such hours. She had answered with a bleak smile that the need was not for herself, it was for the patients. It was temporary. Jenny Solway would probably return soon and that would be the end of it.
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