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  INSPECTOR PITT SHIVERED a little and stared unhappily while Sergeant Froggatt lifted the manhole cover and exposed the opening beneath. Iron rungs led downward into a hollow chasm of stone that echoed the distant slither and drip of water. Did Pitt imagine the scutter of clawed feet?




  A breath of damp air drifted up, and immediately he tasted the sourness below. He sensed the labyrinth of tunnels and steps, the myriad layers, and even more tunnels of slimy bricks that stretched out under the whole of London and carried away the waste and the unwanted, the lost.




  ‘Down ’ere, sir,’ Froggatt said dolefully. ‘That’s where they found ’im. Odd, I calls it – very odd.’




  ‘Very,’ Pitt agreed, pulling his scarf tighter around his neck. Though it was only early September, he felt cold. The streets of Bluegate Fields were dank and smelled of poverty and human filth. It had once been a prosperous area, with high, elegant houses, the homes of merchants. Now it was one of the most dangerous of all the portside slums in England, and Pitt was about to descend into its sewers to examine a corpse that had been washed up against the great sluice gates that closed off the Thames’ tides.




  ‘Right!’ Froggatt stood aside, determined not to go first into the gaping hole with its wet, dark caverns.




  Pitt stepped resignedly backward over the edge, grasped hold of the rungs, and began his careful descent. As the gloom closed in on him, the coursing water below sounded louder. He could smell the stale, entombed old water. Froggatt was also climbing down, his feet a rung or two beyond Pitt’s hands.




  Standing on the wet stones at the bottom, Pitt hunched his coat higher onto his shoulders and turned to look for the sewer cleaner who had reported the discovery; he was there, part of the shadows – the same colors, the same damp, blurred lines. He was a little sharp-nosed man. His trousers, cobbled together from several other pairs, were held up by rope. He carried a long pole with a hook on the end, and around his waist was a large sacking bag. He was used to the darkness, the incessantly dripping walls, the smell, and the distant scurrying of rats. Perhaps he had already seen so many signs of the tragic, the primitive, and the obscene in human life that nothing shocked him anymore. There was nothing in his face now but a natural wariness of the police and a certain sense of his own importance because the sewers were his domain.




  ‘You come for the body, then?’ He craned upward to stare at Pitt’s height. ‘Rum thing, that. Can’t ’ave bin ’ere long, or the rats’d ’ave got it. Not bitten, it ain’t. Now who’d want to do a thing like that, I ask yer?’ Apparently, it was a rhetorical question, because he did not wait for an answer but turned and scurried along the great tunnel. He reminded Pitt of a busy little rodent, his feet clattering along the wet bricks. Froggatt followed behind them, his bowler hat jammed fiercely on his head, his galoshes squelching noisily.




  Around the corner they came quite suddenly upon the great river sluice gates, shut against the rising tide.




  ‘There!’ the sewerman announced proprietarily, pointing to the white body that lay on its side as modestly as could be managed. It was completely naked on the dark stones at the side of the channel.




  Pitt was startled. No one had told him the body was without the ordinary decency of clothes – or that it was so young. The skin was flawless, no more than a fine down on the cheeks. The stomach was lean, the shoulders slight. Pitt knelt down, momentarily forgetting the slimy bricks.




  ‘Lantern, Froggatt,’ he demanded. ‘Bring it over here, man! Hold it still!’ It was unfair to be angry with Froggatt, but death – especially useless, pathetic death – always affected him this way.




  Pitt turned the body over gently. The boy could not have been more than fifteen or sixteen years old, his features still soft. His hair, though wet and streaked with filth, must have been fair and wavy, a little longer than most. By twenty he might have been handsome, when his face had had time to mature. Now he was pallid, a little swollen with water, and his pale eyes were open.




  But the dirt was only superficial; underneath he was well-cared for. There was none of the ingrained grayness of those who do not wash, whose clothes stay on from one month to another. He was slender, but it was only the lissomeness of youth, not the wasting of starvation.




  Pitt reached for one of the hands and examined it. Its softness was not due only to the flaccidity of death. The skin had no calluses, no blisters, no lines of grime such as the skin of a cobbler, a ragpicker, or a crossing sweeper would have. His nails were clean and well clipped.




  Surely he did not come from the seething, grinding poverty of Bluegate Fields? But why no clothes?




  Pitt looked up at the sewer cleaner.




  ‘Are the currents strong enough down here to rip off a man’s clothes?’ he asked. ‘If he were struggling – drowning?’




  ‘Doubt it.’ The cleaner shook his head. ‘Mebbe in the winter – lot o’ rains. But not now. Any’ow, not boots – never boots. ’E can’t ’ave bin down ’ere long, or rats’d ’ave bin at ’im. Seen a sweeper’s lad eaten to the bone, I ’ave, wot slipped and drowned a couple o’ year ago.’




  ‘How long?’




  He gave it some thought, allowing Pitt to savor the full delicacy of his expertise before he committed himself.




  ‘Hours,’ he said at last. ‘Depends where ’e fell in. Not more than hours, though. Current won’t take off boots. Boots stay on.’




  Pitt should have thought of that.




  ‘Did you find any clothes?’ he asked, although he was not sure he could expect an honest reply. Each sewerman had his own stretch of channel, jealously guarded. It was not so much a job as a franchise. The reward lay in the pickings garnered under the gratings: coins, sometimes a gold sovereign or two, the occasional piece of jewelry. Even clothes found a good market. There were women who spent sixteen or eighteen hours a day sitting in sweatshops unpicking and resewing old clothes.




  Froggatt hopefully swung the lantern out over the water, but it revealed nothing but the dark, oily, unbroken surface. If the depths held anything, it was sunken out of sight.




  ‘No,’ the sewerman answered indignantly. ‘I ain’t found nuffink at all or I would ’ave said. An’ I searches the place reg’lar.’




  ‘No boys working for you?’ Pitt pressed.




  ‘No, this is mine. Nobody else comes ’ere – and I ain’t found nuffink.’




  Pitt stared at him, uncertain whether he dared believe him. Would the man’s avarice outmatch his natural fear of the police if he withheld something? As well-cared-for a body as this might have been dressed in clothes that would fetch a fair price.




  ‘I swear! God’s oath!’ the sewerman protested, self-righteousness mixed with the beginnings of fear.




  ‘Take his name,’ Pitt ordered Froggatt tersely. ‘If we find you’ve lied, I’ll charge you with theft and obstructing the police in the investigation of a death. Understand me?’




  ‘Name?’ Froggatt repeated with rising sharpness.




  ‘Ebenezer Chubb.’




  ‘Is that with two “b”s?’ Froggatt fished for his pencil and wrote carefully, balancing the lamp on the ledge.




  ‘Yes, it is. But I swears—’




  ‘All right.’ Pitt was satisfied. ‘Now you’d better help us get this poor creature up and outside to the mortuary wagon. I suppose he drowned – he certainly looks like it. I don’t see any marks of anything else, not even a bruise. But we’d better be sure.’




  ‘Wonder who ’e was?’ Froggatt said dispassionately. His beat was in Bluegate Fields, and he was used to death. Every week he came across children dead of starvation, piled in alleys or doorways. Or he found the old, dead of disease, the cold, or alcohol poisoning. ‘Suppose we’ll never know now.’ He wrinkled his face. ‘But I’m damned if I can think ’ow ’e came to be down ’ere stark as a babe!’ He gave the sewerman a sour look. ‘But I’ve got your name, my lad – and I’ll know where to find you again – if as I should want to!’




  When Pitt went home that evening to his warm house, with its neat window boxes and scrubbed step, he did not mention the matter. He had met his wife, Charlotte, when he had called at her parents’ extremely comfortable, respectable home to investigate the Cater Street murders five years ago, in 1881. He fell in love with her then, never believing a lady of such a house would consider him as more than a painful adjunct to the tragedy, something to be borne with as much dignity as possible.




  Incredibly, she had learned to love him as well. And although her parents hardly found the match fortunate, they could not refuse a marriage desired by a daughter so willful and disastrously outspoken as Charlotte. The alternative to marriage was to remain at home in genteel idleness with her mother or to engage in charitable works.




  Since then, she had taken an interest in several of his cases – often to her own considerable peril. Even when she had been expecting Jemima, it had not deterred her from joining her sister Emily in meddling in the affair in Callander Square. Now their second child, Daniel, was only a few months old, and even with the full-time help of the maid, Gracie, she had plenty to occupy her. There was no purpose in distressing Charlotte with the story of the dead youth found in the sewers below Bluegate Fields.




  When he came in, she was in the kitchen bending over the table with the flat iron in her hand. He thought again how handsome she was – the strength in her face, the high cheekbones, and the richness of her hair.




  She smiled at him, and there was the comfort of friendship in her glance. He felt her warmth, as if in some secret way she knew not what he thought but what he felt inside, as if she would understand anything he said, whether his words were fluent or not, easy or awkward. It was a sense of coming home.




  He forgot the boy and the sluice gates, the smell of the water. Instead, the quiet certainties washed over him, driving out the cold. He kissed Charlotte, then looked around at all the safe, familiar things: the scrubbed table, white with wear, the vase of late daisies, Jemima’s playpen in the corner, the clean linen waiting to be mended, a small pile of colored bricks he had painted as a toy – Jemima’s favorite.




  Charlotte and he would eat and then sit by the old stove and talk of all kinds of things: memories of past pleasures or pains, new ideas struggling to find words, small incidents of the day.




  But by noon the next day, the body under Bluegate Fields was forced back to his mind sharply and unpleasantly. He was sitting in his untidy office looking at the papers on his desk, trying to decipher his own notes, when a constable rapped on the door and, without waiting for an answer, came straight in.




  ‘Police surgeon to see you, sir. Says it’s important.’ Ignoring any acknowledgment, he opened the door wider and ushered in a neat, solid man with a fine gray beard and a marvelous head of curling gray hair.




  ‘Cutler,’ he announced himself smartly. ‘You’re Pitt? Been looking at your corpse from Bluegate Fields sewers. Miserable business.’




  Pitt put down his notes and stared at him.




  ‘Indeed.’ He forced himself to be civil. ‘Extremely unfortunate. I suppose he drowned? I saw no marks of any kind of violence. Or did he die naturally?’ He did not believe that. For one thing, where were the clothes? What was he doing down there at all? ‘I suppose you haven’t any idea who he was? No one claimed him?’




  Cutler pulled a face. ‘Hardly. We don’t put them up for public exhibition.’




  ‘But he drowned?’ Pitt insisted. ‘He wasn’t strangled or poisoned or suffocated?’




  ‘No, no.’ Cutler pulled himself out a chair and sat down as though preparing for a long stay. ‘He drowned.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Pitt meant it as a dismissal. Surely there was nothing more to be said. Perhaps they would find out who he was, perhaps not. It depended on whether his parents or guardians reported him missing and set up any inquiries before it was too late to identify the corpse. ‘Good of you to come so soon,’ he added as an afterthought.




  Cutler did not move. ‘He didn’t drown in the sewer, you know,’ he announced.




  ‘What?’ Pitt sat upright, a chill running through him.




  ‘Didn’t drown in the sewer,’ Cutler repeated. ‘Water in his lungs is as clean as my bath! In fact, it could have come out of my bath – even got a little soap in it!’




  ‘What on earth do you mean?’




  There was a wry, sad expression on Cutler’s face.




  ‘Just what I say, Inspector. The boy drowned in bathwater. How he got into the sewer, I haven’t the faintest idea. Fortunately that’s not my task to discover. But I should be very surprised indeed if he had ever been in Bluegate Fields in his life.’




  Pitt absorbed the information slowly. Bathwater! Not someone from the slums. He had half known that much from the clean, firm flesh of the body – it should not have been any surprise.




  ‘Accident?’ It was only a formal question. There had been no mark of violence, no bruises on the throat or on the shoulders or arms.




  ‘I think not,’ Cutler answered gravely.




  ‘Because of where he was found?’ Pitt shook his head, dismissing the thought. ‘That doesn’t prove murder, only the disposal of the body – which is an offense, of course, but not nearly as serious.’




  ‘Bruises.’ Cutler raised his eyebrows a little.




  Pitt frowned. ‘I saw none.’




  ‘On the heels. Quite hard. If you came upon a man in his bath, it would be far easier to drown him by grasping hold of his heels and pulling them upward, thereby forcing his head under the water, than it would be to try forcing his shoulders down, leaving his arms free to struggle with you.’




  Pitt imagined it against his will. Cutler was right. It would be an easy, quick movement. A few moments’ hold and it would be all over.




  ‘You think he was murdered?’ he said slowly.




  ‘He was a strong youth, apparently in excellent health’ – Cutler hesitated, and a shadow of distress flickered across his face – ‘but for one thing, which I shall come to. There were no marks of injury except for those on his heels, and he was certainly not concussed by any fall. Why should he drown?’




  ‘You said except for one thing. What was it? Could he have fainted?’




  ‘Not from this. He was in the very early stages of syphilis – just a few lesions.’




  Pitt stared at him. ‘Syphilis? But he was of good background, you said – and not more than fifteen or sixteen!’ he protested.




  ‘I know. And there’s more than that.’




  ‘What more?’




  Cutler’s face looked suddenly old and sad. He rubbed his hand across his head as if it hurt. ‘He had been homosexually used,’ he answered quietly.




  ‘Are you sure?’ Still Pitt struggled, unreasonably. His sense knew better, but his emotions rebelled.




  Irritation flashed in Cutler’s eyes.




  ‘Of course I’m sure. Do you think it’s the sort of thing I’d say on speculation?’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Pitt said. It was stupid – the boy was dead now anyway. Perhaps that was why Pitt was so upset by Cutler’s information. ‘How long?’ he asked.




  ‘Not long, about eight or ten hours when I saw him, as far as I can tell.’




  ‘Sometime the night before we found him,’ Pitt remarked. ‘I suppose that was obvious. I imagine you’ve no idea who he was?’




  ‘Upper middle class,’ Cutler said, as if thinking aloud. ‘Probably privately educated – a little ink on one of his fingers. Well fed – shouldn’t think he’d gone hungry a day in his life or done a day’s hard work with his hands. The odd sports, probably cricket or something of that kind. Last meal was expensive – pheasant and wine and a sherry trifle. No, very definitely not Bluegate Fields.’




  ‘Damnation,’ Pitt said under his breath. ‘Someone must miss him! We’ll have to find out who he was before we can bury him. You’ll have to do the best you can to make him fit to be seen.’ He had been through it all before: the white-faced, stomach-clenched parents coming, ravaged by hope and fear, to stare at the dead face; then the sweat before they found the courage to look, followed by the nausea, the relief, or the despair – the end of hope, or back again into unknowing, waiting for the next time.




  ‘Thank you,’ he said formally to Cutler. ‘I’ll tell you as soon as we know anything.’




  Cutler stood up and took his departure silently, also aware of everything that lay ahead.




  It would take time, Pitt thought, and he must have help. If it was murder – and he could not ignore the probability – then he must treat it as such. He must go to Chief Superintendent Dudley Athelstan and ask for men to find this boy’s identity while he was still recognizable.




  ‘I suppose all this is necessary?’ Athelstan leaned back in his padded chair and looked at Pitt with open skepticism. He did not like Pitt. The man had ideas above himself, just because his wife’s sister had married some sort of title! He always had an air about him as if he had no respect for position. And this whole business of a corpse in the sewer was most unsavory – not the sort of thing Athelstan wished to know about. It was considerably beneath the dignity he had risen to – and far below what he still intended to achieve with time and judicious behavior.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Pitt said tartly. ‘We can’t afford to ignore it. He may be the victim of kidnapping and almost certainly of murder. The police surgeon says he is of good family, probably educated, and his last meal was of pheasant and sherry trifle. Hardly a workingman’s dinner!’




  ‘All right!’ Athelstan snapped. ‘Then you’d better take what men you need and find out who he is! And for heaven’s sake try to be tactful! Don’t offend anyone. Take Gillivray – at least he knows how to behave himself with quality people.’




  Quality people! Yes, Gillivray would be Athelstan’s choice to be sure of soothing the outraged sensibilities of the ‘quality’ obliged to face the distasteful necessity of receiving the police.




  To begin, there was the perfectly ordinary task of checking with every police station in the city for reports of youths missing from home or educational establishments who fitted the description of the dead boy. It was both tedious and distressing. Time after time they found frightened people, heard stories of unresolved tragedy.




  Harcourt Gillivray was not a companion Pitt would have chosen. He was young, with yellow hair and a smooth face that smiled easily – too easily. His clothes were smart; his jacket was buttoned high, the collar stiff – not comfortable and somewhat crooked, like Pitt’s. And he seemed always able to keep his feet dry, while Pitt forever found himself with his boots in a puddle.




  It was three days before they came to the gray stone Georgian home of Sir Anstey and Lady Waybourne. By now Gillivray had become used to Pitt’s refusal to use the tradesman’s entrance. It pleased his own sense of social standing, and he was quite ready to accept Pitt’s reasoning that on such a delicate mission it would be tactless to allow the entire servants’ hall to be aware of their purpose.




  The butler suffered them to come in with a look of pained resignation. Better to have the police in the morning room where they could not be seen than on the front step for the entire street to know about.




  ‘Sir Anstey will see you in half an hour, Mr – er – Mr Pitt. If you care to wait here—’ He turned and opened the door to leave.




  ‘It is a matter of some urgency,’ Pitt said with an edge to his voice. He saw Gillivray wince. Butlers should be accorded the same dignity as the masters they represented, and most were acutely aware of it. ‘It is not something that can wait,’ Pitt continued. ‘The sooner and the more discreetly it can be dealt with, the less painful it will be.’




  The butler hesitated, weighing what Pitt had said. The word ‘discreetly’ tipped the balance.




  ‘Yes, sir. I shall inform Sir Anstey of your presence.’




  Even so, it was a full twenty minutes before Anstey Waybourne appeared, closing the door behind him. His eyebrows were raised inquiringly, showing faint distaste. He had pale skin and full, fair side-whiskers. As soon as Pitt saw him, he knew who the dead boy had been.




  ‘Sir Anstey.’ Pitt’s voice dropped; all his irritation at the man’s patronage vanished. ‘I believe you reported your son Arthur as missing from home?’




  Waybourne made a small deprecatory gesture.




  ‘My wife, Mr – er.’ He waved aside the necessity for recalling a name for a mere policeman. They were anonymous, like servants. ‘I’m sure there is no need for you to concern yourself. Arthur is sixteen. I have no doubt he is up to some prank. My wife is overprotective – women tend to be, you know. Part of their nature. Don’t know how to let a boy grow up. Want to keep him a baby forever.’




  Pitt felt a stab of pity. Assurance was so fragile. He was about to shatter this man’s security, the world in which he thought he was untouchable by the sordid realities Pitt represented.




  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said even more quietly. ‘But we have found a dead boy whom we believe may be your son.’ There was no point in spinning it out, trying to come to it slowly. It was no kinder, just longer.




  ‘Dead? Whatever do you mean?’ He was still trying to dismiss the idea, to repudiate it.




  ‘Drowned, sir,’ Pitt repeated, aware of Gillivray’s disapproval. Gillivray would like to skirt around it, to come at it obliquely, which seemed to Pitt like crushing someone slowly. ‘He is a fair-haired boy of about sixteen years, five-feet-nine-inches tall – of good family, to judge by his appearance. Unfortunately he has no identification on him, so we do not know who he is. It is necessary for someone to come and look at the body. If you prefer not to do it yourself – if it turns out not to be your son, we could accept the word of—’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ Waybourne said. ‘I’m sure it is not Arthur. But I shall come and tell you so myself. One does not send a servant on such a task. Where is it?’




  ‘In the morgue, sir. Bishop’s Lane, in Bluegate Fields.’




  Waybourne’s face dropped – it was inconceivable.




  ‘Bluegate Fields!’




  ‘Yes, sir. I’m afraid that is where he was found.’




  ‘Then it cannot possibly be my son.’




  ‘I hope not, sir. But whoever he is, he would appear to be a gentleman.’




  Waybourne’s eyebrows rose.




  ‘In Bluegate Fields?’ he said sarcastically.




  Pitt did not argue anymore. ‘Would you prefer to come in a hansom, sir, or in your own carriage?’




  ‘In my own carriage, thank you. I do not care for public conveyances. I shall meet you there in thirty minutes.’




  Pitt and Gillivray excused themselves and found a hansom to take them to the morgue, since Waybourne was obviously not willing to have them accompany him.




  The drive was not long. They were quickly out of the fashionable squares and into the narrow, grimy streets of the port-side, enveloped by the smell of the river, the drift of fog in their throats. Bishop’s Lane was anonymous; gray men came and went about their business.




  The morgue was grim: less effort made to be clean than in a hospital – less reason. There was no humanity here except one brown-faced little man with faintly Eastern eyes and curiously light hair. His manner was suitably subdued.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ he said to Gillivray, who led the way in. ‘I know the boy you mean. The gentleman to see it has not arrived yet.’




  There was nothing to do but wait for Waybourne. It turned out to be not thirty minutes but very nearly an hour. If Waybourne was aware of the time elapsed, he gave no sign. His face was still irritated, as though he had been called out on an unnecessary duty, required only because someone had made a foolish error.




  ‘Well?’ He came in briskly, ignoring the morgue attendant and Gillivray. He faced Pitt with raised eyebrows, hitching the shoulders of his coat into better position. The room was cold. ‘What is it you want me to see?’




  Gillivray shifted his feet uncomfortably. He had not seen the corpse, nor did he know where it had been found. Oddly, he had not inquired. He regarded the whole task as something he was seconded to because of his superior manners, a task to be fulfilled and forgotten as soon as possible. He preferred the investigation of robbery, particularly robbery from the wealthy and the lesser aristocracy. The quiet, discreet association with such people when he was assisting was a rather pleasing way to advance his career.




  Pitt knew what was to come – the inescapable pain, the struggle to explain away the horror, the denial right up to the last, inevitable moment.




  ‘This way, sir. I warn you.’ He suddenly regarded Waybourne levelly, as an equal, perhaps even condescendingly; he knew death, he had felt the grief, the anger. But at least he could control his stomach through sheer habit. ‘I’m afraid it is not pleasant.’




  ‘Get on with it, man,’ Waybourne snapped. ‘I have not all day to spend on this. And I presume when I have satisfied you it is not my son, then you will have other people to consult?’




  Pitt led the way into the bare white room where the corpse was laid out on a table, and gently removed the covering sheet from the face. There was no point in showing the rest of the body with its great autopsy wounds.




  He knew what was coming; the features were too alike: the fair wavy hair, the long soft nose, the full lips.




  There was a faint sound from Waybourne. Every vestige of blood vanished from his face. He swayed a little, as though the room were afloat and had shifted under his feet.




  Gillivray was too startled to react for an instant, but the morgue attendant had seen it more times than he could recall. It was the worst part of his job. He had a chair ready, and as Waybourne’s knees buckled he eased him into it as if it were all one natural movement – not a collapse but a seating.




  Pitt covered the face.




  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said quietly. ‘You identify this as the body of your son Arthur Waybourne?’




  Waybourne tried to speak but at first his voice would not come. The attendant gave him a glass of water and he took a sip of it.




  ‘Yes,’ he said at last. ‘Yes, that is my son Arthur.’ He grasped the glass and drank some more of it slowly. ‘Would you be so good as to tell me where he was discovered and how he died?’




  ‘Of course. He was drowned.’




  ‘Drowned?’ Obviously, Waybourne was startled. Perhaps he had never seen a drowned face before and did not recognize the puffy flesh, marble white.




  ‘Yes. I’m sorry.’




  ‘Drowned? How? In the river?’




  ‘No, sir, in a bath.’




  ‘You mean he – he fell? He hit his head or something? What a ridiculous accident! That’s the sort of thing that happens to old men!’ Already the denial had begun, as if its ridiculousness could somehow make it untrue.




  Pitt took a breath and let it out slowly. Evasion was not possible.




  ‘No, sir. It seems he was murdered. His body was not found in a bath – not even in a house. I’m sorry – it was found in the sewers below Bluegate Fields, up against the sluice gates to the Thames. But for a particularly diligent sewer cleaner, we might not have found him at all.’




  ‘Oh, hardly!’ Gillivray protested. ‘Of course he would have been found!’ He wanted to contradict Pitt, prove him wrong in something, as if it could even now in some way disprove everything. ‘He could not have disappeared. That’s nonsense. Even in the river—’ He hesitated, then decided the subject was too unpleasant and abandoned it.




  ‘Rats,’ Pitt said simply. ‘Twenty-four hours more in the sewer and he would not have been recognizable. A week, and there would have been nothing but bones. I’m sorry, Sir Anstey, but your son was murdered.’




  Waybourne bridled visibly, his eyes glittering in the white face.




  ‘That’s preposterous!’ His voice was high now, even shrill. ‘Who on earth would have any reason to murder my son? He was sixteen! Quite innocent of anything at all. We lead a perfectly proper and orderly life.’ He swallowed convulsively and regained a fraction of his control. ‘You have mixed too much among the criminal element and the lower classes, Inspector,’ he said. ‘There is no one whatsoever who would wish Arthur any harm. There was no reason.’




  Pitt felt his stomach tighten. This was going to be the most painful of all: the facts Waybourne would find intolerable, beyond acceptance.




  ‘I’m sorry.’ He seemed to be beginning every sentence with an apology. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but your son was suffering from the early stages of venereal disease – and he had been homosexually used.’




  Waybourne stared at him, scarlet blood suffusing his skin.




  ‘That’s obscene!’ he shouted, starting from the chair as if to stand up, but his legs buckled. ‘How dare you say such a thing! I’ll have you dismissed! Who is your superior?’




  ‘It’s not my diagnosis, sir. It is what the police surgeon says.’




  ‘Then he is a mischievous incompetent! I’ll see he never practices again! It’s monstrous! Obviously, Arthur was kidnapped, poor boy, and murdered by his captors. If—’ He swallowed. ‘If he was abused before he was killed, then you must charge his murderers with that also. And see to it that they are hanged! But as for the other’ – he made a sharp slicing motion with his hand in the air – ‘that is – that is quite impossible. I demand that our own family physician examine the – the body and refute this slander!’




  ‘By all means,’ Pitt agreed. ‘But he will find the same facts, and they are capable of only one diagnosis – the same as the police pathologist.’




  Waybourne gulped and caught his breath awkwardly. His voice, when it came, was tight, scraping.




  ‘He will not! I am not without influence, Mr Pitt. I shall see that this monstrous wrong is not done to my poor son or to the rest of his family. Good day to you.’ He stood a little unsteadily, then turned and walked out of the room, up the steps, and into the daylight.




  Pitt ran his hand through his hair, leaving it on end.




  ‘Poor man,’ he said softly, to himself rather than to Gillivray. ‘He’s going to make it so much harder for himself.’




  ‘Are you sure it really is—?’ Gillivray said anxiously.




  ‘Don’t be so stupid!’ Pitt sank down with his head in his hands. ‘Of course I’m damned well sure!’




  2




  THERE WAS NOT time for the decencies of mourning to be observed. People’s memories were short; details passed from mind. Pitt was obliged to return to the Waybourne family the next morning and begin the inquiries that could not wait upon grief or the recapturing of composure.




  The house was silent. All the blinds were partway down, and there was black crepe on the front door. Straw was spread on the road outside to reduce the sound of carriage wheels passing. Gillivray had come in the soberest of garb, and stayed, grim-faced, two steps behind Pitt. He reminded Pitt irritatingly of an undertaker’s assistant, full of professional sorrow.




  The butler opened the door and ushered them in immediately, not allowing them time to stand on the doorstep. The hall was somber in the half-light of the drawn blinds. In the morning room, the gas lamps were lit and a small fire burned in the grate. On the low, round table in the center of the room were white flowers in a formal arrangement: chrysanthemums and thick, soft-fleshed lilies. It all smelled faintly of wax and polish and old sweet flowers, just a little stale.




  Anstey Waybourne came in almost immediately. He looked pale and tired, his face set. He had already prepared what he intended to say and did not bother with courtesies.




  ‘Good morning,’ he began stiffly. Then, without waiting for a response, he continued: ‘I assume you have certain questions it is necessary for you to ask. I shall do my best, of course, to give you the small amount of information I possess. I have given the matter some considerable thought, naturally.’ He clasped his hands together and looked at the lilies on the table. ‘I have come to the conclusion that my son was quite certainly attacked by strangers, perhaps purely from the base motives of robbery. Or I admit it is marginally possible that abduction was intended, although we have received no indication that it was so – no demand for any kind of ransom.’ He glanced at Pitt, and then away again. ‘Of course it may be that there was not time – some preposterous accident occurred, and Arthur died. Obviously, they then panicked.’ He took a deep breath. ‘And the results we are all painfully aware of.’




  Pitt opened his mouth, but Waybourne waved his hand to silence him.




  ‘No, please! Allow me to continue. There is very little we can tell you, but no doubt you wish to know about my son’s last day alive, although I cannot see of what use it will be to you.




  ‘Breakfast was perfectly normal. We were all present. Arthur spent the morning, as is customary, with his younger brother Godfrey, studying under the tutelage of Mr Jerome, whom I employ for that purpose. Luncheon was quite unremarkable. Arthur was his usual self. Neither his manner nor his conversation was in any way out of the ordinary, and he made no mention of any persons unknown to us, or any plans for unusual activity.’ Waybourne did not move in all the time he spoke, but stood in exactly the same spot on the rich Aubusson carpet.




  ‘In the afternoon, Godfrey resumed his studies with Mr Jerome. Arthur read for an hour or two – his classics, I believe – a little Latin. Then he went out with the son of a family friend, a boy of excellent background and well known to us. I have spoken to him myself, and he is also unaware of anything unusual in Arthur’s behavior. They parted at approximately five in the afternoon, as near as Titus can remember, but Arthur did not say where he was going, except that it was to dine with a friend.’ Waybourne looked up at last and met Pitt’s eyes. ‘I’m afraid that is all we can tell you.’




  Pitt realized that there was already a wall raised against investigation. Anstey Waybourne had decided what had occurred: a chance attack that might have happened to anyone, a tragic but insoluble mystery. To pursue a resolution would not bring back the dead, and would only cause additional and unnecessary distress to those already bereaved.




  Pitt could sympathize with him. He had lost a son, and in extraordinarily painful circumstances. But murder could not be concealed, for all its anguish.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ he said quietly. ‘I would like to see the tutor, Mr Jerome, if I may, and your son Godfrey.’




  Waybourne’s eyebrows rose. ‘Indeed? You may see Jerome, of course, if you wish. Although I cannot see what purpose it will serve. I have told you all that he knows. But I’m afraid it is quite out of the question that you should speak with Godfrey. He has already lost his brother. I will not have him subjected to questioning – especially as it is completely unnecessary.’




  It was not the time to argue. At the moment, they were all just names to Pitt, people without faces or characters, without connections except the obvious ones of blood; all the emotions involved were not yet even guessed.




  ‘I would still like to speak to Mr Jerome,’ Pitt repeated. ‘He may recall something that would be of use. We must explore every possibility.’




  ‘I cannot see the purpose of it.’ Waybourne’s nose flared a little, perhaps with irritation, perhaps from the deadening smell of lilies. ‘If Arthur was set upon by thieves, Jerome is hardly likely to know anything that might help.’




  ‘Probably not, sir.’ Pitt hesitated, then said what he had to. ‘But there is always the possibility that his death had something to do with his – medical condition.’ What an obscene euphemism. Yet he found himself using it, painfully aware of Waybourne, the shock saturating the house, generations of rigid self-discipline, imprisoned feelings.




  Waybourne’s face froze. ‘That has not been established, sir! My own family physician will no doubt find your police surgeon is utterly mistaken. I daresay he has to do with a quite different class of person, and has found what he is accustomed to. I am sure that when he is aware of who Arthur was, he will revise his conclusions.’




  Pitt avoided the argument. It was not yet necessary; perhaps it never would be if the ‘family physician’ had both skill and courage. It would be better for him to tell Waybourne the truth, to explain that it could be kept private to some degree but could not be denied.




  He changed the subject. ‘What was the name of this young friend – Titus, sir?’




  Waybourne let out his breath slowly, as if a pain had eased.




  ‘Titus Swynford,’ he replied. ‘His father, Mortimer Swynford, is one of our oldest acquaintances. Excellent family. But I have already ascertained everything that Titus knows. He cannot add to it.’




  ‘All the same, sir, we’ll speak to him,’ Pitt insisted.




  ‘I shall ask his father if he will give you permission,’ Waybourne said coldly, ‘although I cannot see that it will serve any purpose, either. Titus neither saw nor heard anything of relevance. Arthur did not tell him where he intended to go, nor with whom. But even if he had, he was obviously set upon by ruffians in the street, so the information would be of little use.’




  ‘Oh, it might help, sir.’ Pitt told a half lie. ‘It might tell us in what area he was, and different hooligans frequent different streets. We might even find a witness, if we know where to look.’




  Indecision contorted Waybourne’s face. He wanted the whole matter buried as quickly and decently as possible, hidden with good heavy earth and flowers. There would be proper memories draped with black crepe, a coffin with brass handles, a discreet and sorrowful eulogy. Everyone would return home with hushed voices to observe an accepted time of mourning. Then would follow the slow return to life.




  But Waybourne could not afford the inexplicable behavior of not appearing to help the police search for his son’s murderer. He struggled mentally and failed to find words to frame what he felt so that it sounded honorable, something he could accept himself as doing.




  Pitt understood. He could almost have found the words for him, because he had seen it before; there was nothing unusual or hard to understand in wanting to bury pain, to keep the extremity of death and the shame of disease private matters.




  ‘I suppose you had better speak to Jerome,’ Waybourne said at last. It was a compromise. ‘I’ll ask Mr Swynford if he will permit you to see Titus.’ He reached for the bell and pulled it. The butler appeared as if he had been at the door.




  ‘Yes, sir?’ he inquired.




  ‘Send Mr Jerome to me.’ Waybourne did not look at him.




  Nothing was said in the morning room until there was a knock on the door. At Waybourne’s word, the door opened and a dark man in his early forties walked in and closed it behind him. He had good features, if his nose was a little pinched. His mouth was full-lipped, but pursed with a certain carefulness. It was not a spontaneous face, not a face that laughed, except after consideration, when it believed laughter advisable – the thing to do.




  Pitt looked at him only from habit; he did not expect the tutor to be important. Maybe, Pitt reflected, if he had worked teaching the sons of a man like Anstey Waybourne, imparting his knowledge yet knowing they were growing up only to inherit possessions without labor and to govern easily, by right of birth, he would be like Jerome. If Pitt had spent his life as always more than a servant but less than his own man, dependent on boys of thirteen and sixteen, perhaps his face would be just as careful, just as pinched.




  ‘Come in, Jerome,’ Waybourne said absently. ‘These men are from the police. Er – Pitt – Inspector Pitt, and Mr – er – Gilbert. They wish to ask you a few questions about Arthur. Pointless, as far as I can see, but you had better oblige them.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ Jerome stood still, not quite to attention. He looked at Pitt with the slight condescension of one who knows that at last he addresses someone beyond argument his social inferior.




  ‘I have already told Sir Anstey all I know,’ Jerome said with a slight lift of his eyebrows. ‘Naturally, if there were anything, I should have said so.’




  ‘Of course,’ Pitt agreed. ‘But it is possible you may know something without being aware of its relevance. I wonder, sir,’ he looked at Waybourne, ‘if you would be good enough to ask Mr Swynford for his permission to speak with his son?’




  Waybourne hesitated, torn between the desire to stay and make sure nothing was said that was distasteful or careless, and the foolishness of allowing his anxiety to be observed. He gave Jerome a cold, warning look, then went to the door.




  When it was closed behind him, Pitt turned to the tutor. There was really very little to ask him, but now that he was here, it was better to go through the formalities.




  ‘Mr Jerome,’ he began gravely. ‘Sir Anstey has already said that you observed nothing unusual about Mr Arthur’s behavior on the day he died.’




  ‘That is correct,’ Jerome said with overt patience. ‘Although there could hardly be expected to have been, unless one believes in clairvoyance’ – he smiled faintly, as though at a lesser breed from whom foolishness was to be expected – ‘which I do not. The poor boy cannot have known what was to happen to him.’




  Pitt felt an instinctive dislike for the man. It was unreasonable, but he imagined Jerome and he would have no belief or emotion in common, not even their perceptions of the same event.




  ‘But he might have known with whom he intended to have dinner?’ Pitt pointed out. ‘I presume it would be someone he was already acquainted with. We should be able to discover who it was.’




  Jerome’s eyes were dark, a little rounder than average.




  ‘I fail to see how that will help,’ he answered. ‘He cannot have reached the appointment. If he did, then the person would no doubt have come forward and expressed his condolences at least. But what purpose would it serve?’




  ‘We would learn where he was,’ Pitt pointed out. ‘It would narrow the area. Witnesses might be found.’




  Jerome did not see any hope in that.




  ‘Possibly. I suppose you know your business. But I’m afraid I have no idea with whom he intended to spend the evening. I presume, in view of the fact that the person has not come forward, that it was not a prearranged appointment, but something on the spur of the moment. And boys of that age do not confide their social engagements to their tutors, Inspector.’ There was a faint touch of irony in his voice – something less than self-pity, but more sour than humor.




  ‘Perhaps you could give me a list of his friends that you are aware of?’ Pitt suggested. ‘We can eliminate them quite easily. I would rather not press Sir Anstey at the moment.’




  ‘Of course.’ Jerome turned to the small leather-topped writing table by the wall and pulled out a drawer. He took paper and began to make notes, but his face expressed his disbelief. He thought Pitt was doing something quite useless because he could think of nothing else, a man clutching at straws to appear efficient. He had written half a dozen lines when Waybourne came back. He glanced at Pitt, then immediately at Jerome.




  ‘What is that?’ he demanded, hand outstretched toward the paper.




  Jerome’s face stiffened. ‘Names of various friends of Mr Arthur’s, sir, with whom he might have intended to dine. The inspector wishes it.’




  Waybourne sniffed. ‘Indeed?’ He looked icily at Pitt. ‘I trust you will endeavor to be discreet, Inspector. I should not care for my friends to be embarrassed. Do I make myself clear?’




  Pitt had to force himself to remember the circumstances in order to curb his rising temper.




  But Gillivray stepped in before he could answer.




  ‘Of course, Sir Anstey,’ he said smoothly. ‘We are aware of the delicacy of the matter. All we shall ask is whether the gentlemen in question was expecting Mr Arthur for dinner, or for any other engagement that evening. I’m sure they will understand it is important that we make every effort to discover where this appalling event took place. Most probably it was just as you say, a chance attack that might have happened to any well-dressed young gentleman who appeared to have valuables on him. But we must do what little we can to ascertain that this was so.’




  Waybourne’s face softened with something like appreciation.




  ‘Thank you. I cannot think it will make the slightest difference, but of course you are right. You will not discover who did this – this thing. However, I quite see that you are obliged to try.’ He turned to the tutor. ‘Thank you, Jerome. That will be all.’




  Jerome excused himself and left, closing the door behind him.




  Waybourne looked from Gillivray back to Pitt, his expression changing. He could not understand the essence of Gillivray’s social delicacy, or of Pitt’s brief, sharp compassion that leaped the gulf of every other difference between them; to him, the men represented the distinction between discretion and vulgarity.




  ‘I believe that is all I can do to be of assistance to you, Inspector,’ he said coldly. ‘I have spoken to Mr Mortimer Swynford, and if you still feel it necessary, you may speak to Titus.’ He ran his hand through his thick, fair hair in a tired gesture.




  ‘When will it be possible to speak to Lady Waybourne, sir?’ Pitt asked.




  ‘It will not be possible. There is nothing she can tell you that would be of any use. Naturally, I have asked her, and she did not know where Arthur planned to spend his evening. I do not intend to subject her to the ordeal of being questioned by the police.’ His face closed, hard and final, the skin tight.




  Pitt drew a deep breath and sighed. He felt Gillivray stiffen beside him and could almost taste his embarrassment, his revulsion for what Pitt was going to say. He half expected to be touched, to feel a hand on his arm to restrain him.




  ‘I’m sorry, Sir Anstey, but there is also the matter of your son’s illness and his relationships,’ he said gently. ‘We cannot ignore the possibility that they were connected to his death. And the relationship is in itself a crime—’




  ‘I am aware of that, sir!’ Waybourne looked at Pitt as if he himself had participated in the act merely by mentioning it. ‘Lady Waybourne will not speak with you. She is a woman of decency. She would not even know what you were talking about. Women of gentle birth have never heard of such – obscenities.’




  Pitt knew that, but pity overruled his resentment.




  ‘Of course not. I was intending only to ask her about your son’s friends, those who knew him well.’




  ‘I have already told you everything you can possibly find of use, Inspector Pitt,’ Waybourne said. ‘I have no intention whatsoever of prosecuting whoever’ – he swallowed – ‘whoever abused my son. It’s over. Arthur is dead. No raking over of personal’ – he took a deep breath and steadied himself, his hand gripping the carved back of one of the chairs – ‘depravities of – of some unknown man is going to help. Let the dead at least lie in peace, man. And let those of us who have to go on living mourn our son in decency. Now please pursue your business elsewhere. Good day to you.’ He turned his back and stood, his body stiff and square-shouldered, facing the fire and the picture over the mantelshelf.




  There was nothing for Pitt or Gillivray to do but leave. They accepted their hats from the footman in the hall and went out the front door into the sharp September wind and the bustle of the street.




  Gillivray held up the list of friends written by Jerome.




  ‘Do you really want this, sir?’ he said doubtfully. ‘We can hardly go around asking these people much more than if they saw the boy that evening. If they knew of anything’ – his face wrinkled slightly in distaste, reflecting just such an expression as Waybourne himself might have assumed – ‘indecent, they are not going to admit it. We can hardly press them. And, quite honestly, Sir Anstey is right – he was attacked by footpads or hooligans. Extremely unpleasant, especially when it happens to a good family. But the best thing we can do is let it lie for a while, then discreetly write it off as insoluble.’




  Pitt turned on him, his anger at last safe to unloose.




  ‘Unpleasant?’ he shouted furiously. ‘Did you say “unpleasant,” Mr Gillivray? The boy was abused, diseased, and then murdered! What does it have to be before you consider it downright vile? I should be interested to know!’




  ‘That’s uncalled for, Mr Pitt,’ Gillivray said stiffly, repugnance in his face rather than offense. ‘Discussing tragedy only makes it worse for people, harder for them to bear, and it is not part of our duty to add to their distress – which, God knows, must be bad enough!’




  ‘Our duty, Mr Gillivray, is to find out who murdered that boy and then put his naked body down a manhole into the sewers to be eaten by the rats and left as anonymous, untraceable bones. Unfortunately for them, it was washed up to the sluice gates and a sharp-eyed sewerman, on the lookout for a bargain, found him too soon.’




  Gillivray looked shaken, the pink color gone from his skin.




  ‘Well – I – I hardly think it is necessary to put it quite like that.’




  ‘How would you put it?’ Pitt demanded, swinging around to face him. ‘A little gentlemanly fun, an unfortunate accident? Least said the better?’ They crossed the road and a passing hansom flung mud at them.




  ‘No, of course not!’ Gillivray’s color flooded back. ‘It is an unspeakable tragedy, and a crime of the worst kind. But I honestly do not believe there is the slightest chance whatever that we shall discover who is responsible, and therefore it is better we should spare the feelings of the family as much as we can. That is all I meant! As Sir Anstey said, he is not going to prosecute whoever – well – that’s a different matter. And one that we have no call in!’ He bent and brushed the mud off his trousers irritably.




  Pitt ignored him.




  By the end of the day, they had separately called on the few names on Jerome’s list. None had admitted expecting or seeing Arthur Waybourne that evening, or having had any idea as to his plans. On returning to the police station a little after five o’clock, Pitt found a message awaiting him that Athelstan wished to see him.




  ‘Yes, sir?’ he inquired, closing the heavy, polished door behind him. Athelstan was sitting behind his desk, with a fine leather set of inkwells, powder, knife, and seals beside his right hand.




  ‘This Waybourne business.’ Athelstan looked up. A shadow of annoyance crossed his face. ‘Well, sit down, man! Don’t stand there flapping about like a scarecrow.’ He surveyed Pitt with distaste. ‘Can’t you do something about that coat? I suppose you can’t afford a tailor, but for heaven’s sake get your wife to press it. You are married, aren’t you?’




  He knew perfectly well that Pitt was married. Indeed, he was aware that Pitt’s wife was of rather better family than Athelstan himself, but it was something he chose to forget whenever possible.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Pitt said patiently. Not even the Prince of Wales's tailor could have made Pitt look tidy. There was a natural awkwardness about him. He moved without the languor of a gentleman; he was far too enthusiastic.




  ‘Well, sit down!’ Athelstan snapped. He disliked having to look up, especially at someone who was taller than he was, even when standing. ‘Have you discovered anything?’




  Pitt sat obediently, crossing his legs.




  ‘No, sir, not yet.’




  Athelstan eyed him with disfavor.




  ‘Never imagined you would. Most unsavory affair, but a sign of the times. City’s coming to a sad state when gentlemen’s sons can’t take a walk in the evening without being set upon by thugs.’




  ‘Not thugs, sir,’ Pitt said precisely. ‘Thugs strangle from behind, with scarves. This boy was—’




  ‘Don’t be a fool!’ Athelstan said furiously. ‘I am not talking of the religious nature of the assailants! I am talking of the moral decline of the city and the fact that we have been unable to do anything about it. I feel badly. It is the job of the police to protect people like the Waybournes – and everyone else, of course.’ He slapped his hand on the burgundy leather surface of his desk. ‘But if we cannot discover even the area in which the crime was committed, I don’t see what we can do, except save the family a great deal of public notice which can only make their bereavement the harder to bear.’




  Pitt knew immediately that Gillivray had already reported to Athelstan. He felt his body tighten with anger, the muscles cord across his back.




  ‘Syphilis may be contracted in one night, sir,’ he said distinctly, sounding each word with the diction he had learned with the son of the estate on which he had grown up. ‘But the symptoms do not appear instantly, like a bruise. Arthur Waybourne was used by someone long before he was killed.’




  The skin on Athelstan’s face was beaded with sweat; his mustache hid his lip, but his brow gleamed wet in the gaslight. He did not look at Pitt. There were several moments of silence while he struggled with himself.




  ‘Indeed,’ he said at last. ‘There is much that is ugly, very ugly. But what gentlemen, and the sons of gentlemen, do in their bedrooms is fortunately beyond the scope of the police – unless, of course, they request our intervention. Sir Anstey has not. I deplore it as much as you do.’ His eyes flickered up and met Pitt’s with a flash of genuine communication, then slid away again. ‘It is abominable, repugnant to every decent human being.’
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