

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
A Rare Interest in Corpses

 

 
ANN GRANGER

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2006 Ann Granger

 



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

 



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

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2009

 



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

eISBN : 978 0 7553 7240 9

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette Livre UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk 
www.hodderheadline.com





Ann Granger has worked in British embassies in various parts of the world. She met her husband, who was also working for the British Embassy, in Prague, and together they received postings to places as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. They are now permanently based in Bicester, near Oxford.

 



Ann Granger’s Mitchell and Markby novels are also available from Headline, as are those featuring Fran Varady, a youthful private investigator living on her wits in inner-city London. A Rare Interest in Corpses, set in Victorian times, is the first in a brand-new series.




This book, which is set in the past, is for my grand-children, William and Josie Hulme, who are the future . . .

I should like to thank all those who helped me in researching the background to this book and in particular (and in alphabetical order!) Catherine Aird, David Bell, Joe Burrows and Joan Lock.




Chapter One




Elizabeth Martin 

THE ENGINE emitted a long sigh rather like an elderly lady loosening her corset and enveloped everything and everyone in a sulphurous pall of smoke and steam. It swirled along the platform and upwards to be trapped beneath the station roof. The smell took me back to Mary Newling’s kitchen where, as a small child, I’d been given the task of peeling hard-boiled eggs.

At unexpected intervals the smoke veil parted and a figure emerged briefly before disappearing and being replaced with another in a flickering lantern show. Here was a woman with a large bag in one hand and, with the other, towing a small boy in a sailor suit. As they vanished, in another spot appeared a man in jacket and trousers of a loud check pattern with his hat at a rakish angle. I must have appeared to his view as suddenly as he to mine. He gave me a sharp, predatory look and I just had time, before  the smoke curtain was drawn over him again, to see the look turn to one of dismissal.

‘Come along, Lizzie Martin!’ I told myself briskly. ‘You’re neither pretty enough nor well-dressed enough to need worry you’ll be troubled.’

All the same, it bruised my vanity to be dismissed so quickly.

The smoke was thinning rapidly now and the next figure to appear before me wore, to my great relief, the uniform of a porter. A small, wiry man of uncertain age, he grinned at me and tapped his cap in a gesture meant to signal respect, but which unfortunately looked much like the conspiratorial tapping of the brow to suggest simplemindedness in a third party.

‘Take your bag, miss?’

‘I’ve only the one,’ I apologised, ‘and a hatbox.’

But he was already reaching for them and I found myself setting off after him at a fair pace towards the barrier. My ticket was whisked from my hand by the grand-looking official on guard there and my escort and I arrived on the main concourse.

‘Being met, miss? Or need a cab?’ The porter was peering up at me.

‘Oh, yes, a cab, but—’

Too late. ‘Follow me, then, miss. I’ll take you to the rank.’

Mrs Parry had written to me at length, regretting it would not be possible for anyone to meet me but giving  detailed instructions as to what I should do on my arrival in the capital. I should entrust my belongings to a porter who must be (the next words were heavily underscored) an employee of the railway company and no other. If I handed over my bags to anyone else, I should not be surprised if I never saw them again. I had obeyed that instruction, at least.

I was well on my way to obey the second: to take a cab, selecting one drawn by a horse in good condition, and enquiring first of the driver as to the amount of the fare. I should have him bring me to her address by the most direct route. Cabmen were sometimes impertinent when dealing with single ladies and I must on no account encourage this.

A small band of ragged children appeared and ran alongside me, importuning me for pennies.

‘Go on, gerrahtovit!’ roared my porter with unexpected ferocity. As the band scattered, jeering at him, he added to me, ‘You want to watch out for them brats! Don’t never take out your purse in front of them.’

‘No, indeed not!’ I agreed breathlessly. I was a newcomer, clearly from the provinces, but I wasn’t stupid and we also had child thieves where I’d come from.

A new odour was added to that of smoke, coal ash, grease and unwashed humanity: horses. We had reached a rank of four-wheeled carriages of the type known as ‘growlers’ from the general racket made by their wheels.

‘More suitable for a lady on her own,’ confided my  porter. ‘You don’t want to go hiring a hansom. Where do you wish to go, miss?’ And before I could answer, ‘Look sharp, there, Wally! Here’s a lady wants a cab.’

The cabman in question had been leaning against his horse’s rump, engaged in the leisurely eating of a pie. He now pushed the last of the crumbling pastry into his mouth and adopted an alert manner. It didn’t make him look any the less alarming. He was stocky and brawny and his features were so battered that it gave the impression he’d collided with a particularly solid object at some point in his life. Alone, I should have hesitated to approach him.

He saw my startled expression and addressed me. ‘You worried by this squashed mug of mine, miss?’ He pointed a stubby finger at his nose which was particularly crooked. ‘That comes of my illustrious career in the prize ring that does. Illustrious but brief, mind. It was a woman made me give it up. “Wally Slater,” she said. “It’s the prize ring or me.” Being young and foolish at the time,’ he added confidentially, ‘I took her and now she’s my ever-loving wife and I’m driving this cab for a living!’ He fell to chortling and slapping his sides. The horse gave a sardonic snort.

‘Never mind all that, Wally,’ my porter reproached him. Like the horse, he had probably heard this story innumerable times before. ‘Where do you want to go, miss?’

I gave him the address, Dorset Square, adding, ‘It’s in Marylebone.’

‘And very nice, too,’ observed the cabman, taking my bag from the porter.

‘How much?’ I asked quickly, mindful of my instructions.

He squinted at me, which made him look even more frightening, and named his fare. I caught the porter’s eye and he gave me an encouraging nod which I took to mean the price was a fair one. Or he might just have been in league with the cabbie. I had no way of knowing. They were obviously old acquaintances.

My suspicions were further aroused when the cabbie went on, ‘It might turn out sixpence extra, miss, if we have to go the long way round on account of all the carts.’

‘I want to go straight there!’ I said sternly.

‘Nah, you don’t understand, miss,’ said Mr Slater earnestly. ‘They’re clearing the site for the new station, see? Pulling down the houses and taking all the rubble away. It’s blocking the streets all around and giving us cabbies no end of trouble. Ain’t that right?’ he appealed to the porter.

The latter’s head bobbed like a nodding automaton. ‘ ’Sright, miss. The Midland Railway is going to get its own terminus, see, instead of sharing others? St Pancras it’ll be called. The railway company has bought up all the houses and turned out all the people as lived there, and now they’re pulling everything down and making it nice and flat. Why, even the church will have to go.’

‘They’re going to build that up again somewhere else, that’s what I heard,’ said the cabbie.

‘Are they going to build houses for people to live in somewhere else, that’s what I want to know,’ countered the porter.

‘It’s the graveyard,’ confided the cabbie with lugubrious relish, ‘as they reckon will give them trouble. They’ve tried digging under it by way of an hexperiment, but they keeps finding yooman remains, as I’ve heard.’

They bent their joint gaze upon me to make sure I appreciated this gruesome fact. It was, I fully realised, a means of putting a stop to my objections.

‘Very well,’ I said, attempting to sound businesslike. I pressed a coin into the porter’s hand and he gave me another of his peculiar salutes before scurrying away.

I just had time before allowing myself to be handed up (or rather, bundled) into the cab, to take a look at the horse. It seemed sound enough to my inexperienced eye, although had it been the most pitiful, overworked, brokenkneed nag on the streets of London, it would have been too late to quibble about it. We were off.

I have to admit I was curious to have my first sight of London and peered out as we rumbled and bounced along. I hoped too for a breath of fresher air as the inside of the growler smelled stale and sweaty although it was clean enough. But I soon decided against putting my face through the opened window. The noise was deafening and there was an alarming press of other vehicles around us heading this way and that, the drivers all shouting at one another to give way and watch out. There seemed only a  notional respect for the requirement to keep to the left, most preferring to go straight down the middle of the road if they could, often to avoid a slow-moving omnibus drawn by its weary sweating horses. As for the other requirement, that cabs give way to private carriages, that too seemed honoured more in the breach than the observance.

All this was to say nothing of pedestrians who put life and limb at risk to dart between unforgiving wheels which at the least spattered them with mud and worse and would have bemired me had I been fool enough to put my head right out. Here and there crossing sweepers did their best to clear a path for the better dressed but most passers-by seemed resigned to the dirt. So I contented myself with observing from within as a bewildering parade of images flickered by, hardly glimpsed before gone.

With the pedestrians mingled sellers of every kind of small item from penny news-sheets to ribbons and matches while costermongers had set up stalls or parked barrows from which to sell fruit and vegetables. A strong smell of fish which briefly invaded the cab suggested a woman seated by a large barrel was selling herrings. A more enticing smell came from a stall on which stood two large copper urns dispensing hot coffee.

We were passing the site of the new station, apparently. I could see little of it but its existence was represented in the numerous carts laden with debris mingling with the other traffic. A swirl of dust-laden air invaded the growler causing me to cough. I had been warned of the nuisance  these carts were causing, but even if I hadn’t been, their lack of popularity was clear. Pedestrians expressed vehement frustration and cabmen hurled abuse as the creaking vehicles lumbered slowly along causing queues to form behind them. For my own part, I found these wagons and their loads singularly pathetic. Clinging to the heaps of broken bricks and shattered tiles were scraps of fabric which once had been a window curtain or a cheap carpet; occasionally a broken chair or a mangled piece of iron bedstead perched insecurely atop the lot. The remains of a straggling rose bush bore witness to some inhabitant’s desire to have a garden of a sort. Broken planks, door and window frames poked up skeletal fingers, as if they would climb out of their rubble tombs. We jolted abruptly to a halt and I wondered if we’d arrived.

Some telepathy was at work, as a small trap window flew open above my head and opposite. Wally Slater’s eyes peered through it down at me. ‘Just another cart, miss. There’s a bobby stopping us to let it through.’

‘Bobby?’

‘Peeler, miss, a hofficer of the law, what has made it his business to take charge. They’re very good at doing that, the police, taking charge and interfering in an honest citizen’s daily business,’ concluded the cabman resentfully.

Now I did venture to put my head out of the window to see what was so different about this cart that the law had stepped in to aid its progress. A fresh cloud of dust assailed my nostrils and I sneezed. I was about to pull my head  back inside when the new vehicle appeared approaching from a turning to our right. It was another wagon, much like those carrying rubble, but this carried only a single mysterious object covered by a tarpaulin. Unlike the whistling and catcalls which had greeted the other carts, a curious, uneasy silence fell as this one rumbled into view. Nearby an oldish man pulled off his cap.

The cab rocked and I saw that my driver had clambered down from his perch and approached a burly man in workman’s clothes whom he appeared to know. They began a whispered conversation.

‘Is it an accident?’ I called out.

They both turned towards me. The workman opened his mouth but the cabman answered quickly, ‘Nothing to worry you, miss.’

‘But it is a dead body they are transporting there, is it not?’ I persisted. ‘Has there been some kind of fatal accident where they are working at the site of the new terminus?’ I remembered then that some of the excavations being carried out involved a graveyard. ‘Or is it a coffin from the churchyard?’

Walter Slater, ex-prizefighter, was looking at me in a way both shocked and disapproving. Whether he thought me bluntly practical or morbidly fascinated, either way it wasn’t in his view how respectable young ladies should behave in the face of death. A little more distress was called for. However, I was never one for wailing and fainting. Nevertheless, perhaps he deserved an explanation.

‘I am a doctor’s daughter,’ I told him. ‘And my father was often called to accidents at the—’

Here I broke off. I had been going to say ‘at the mines’ but this was London, not Derbyshire, and what would these men know of coal mines?

So I completed my sentence, ‘At the request of the authorities.’

The cabbie said, ‘Yes, miss, I dare say.’ But I saw my lapse of taste was not to be overlooked.

Now, Lizzie! I told myself again severely. You must watch your tongue! This is London and provincial frankness probably isn’t the done thing. If you scandalise even this cabbie, what dreadful social gaffes do you risk making with the more sensitive class of person?

The workman, however, seemed amused by the exchange. ‘Bless you, miss,’ he said cheerfully. ‘This ain’t an old one, this is a fresh one.’

Slater growled at him to hold his tongue, but as I was already marked down by Wally as a person given to improper interest in the event, I might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb.

‘What do you mean, a fresh one? It is an accident, then?’ I demanded of the workman.

‘They found a woman’s body,’ he returned with relish.

‘ ’Orribly murdered. She was in one of the ’ouses they’re pulling down. They found ’er body hid under an old bedstead as was in there. She’d been there a few weeks, they reckon. She was as green as a cabbage and the rats—’

I felt myself blanch as the cabbie snapped, ‘That’s enough!’ and cut short any further unwelcome details.

But I think he was well satisfied that the few provided had proved too much even for my composure. He gave me a look which clearly added, ‘And serve you right, miss, for showing such an unladylike acquaintance with matters you ought to know nothing of!’

My loss of face was saved by the police constable who had been holding back the traffic. ‘Come along, there!’ he shouted at us.

The delay was over. Mr Slater scrambled back on to his perch and whistled to his horse and we went on our way.

I settled back, replacing on the seat beside me my hatbox which had fallen to the floor, and tried to put the workman’s grisly description from my mind. But in its place came the image of that other body I’d seen carted away in a similar rough and ready fashion, all those years ago. That, of course, had not been murder. Or perhaps it depended on how you looked at it. As far as my father was concerned it might as well have been.

I forced both memories away, although I couldn’t but reflect it was a violent introduction to London. I thought again of the scraps of curtain material fluttering in the breeze atop the bricks and the broken woodwork. Where had all the people gone? I wondered. Those who had lived in the demolished houses? Had they been given any say in their eviction? Probably not. They had been cleared away in the name of the unstoppable progress of the  Railway Age and they had left behind something dreadful indeed.

The horse had broken into a brisk trot. The traffic was thinner and we were in a much smarter part of town, passing down residential streets fronted with elegant dwellings and turning at last into a quadrangle lined by town houses looking out over a grassed area. It was as though we had stepped aside from the hustle and bustle into a world where life moved at an altogether more manageable pace. We drew up before one of the houses.

Mr Slater appeared to open the door and assist me to alight. ‘This is the house, is it?’ he enquired as if I might have misdirected him. ‘Very smart. If ever I come into a fortune, which is not very likely, I should live in an ’ouse like this one. But, as they say, the probability of that is not very.’

His tone was philosophical. The horse blew gustily through its nostrils.

‘And what might you be going to do here, then?’ asked Mr Slater.

It seemed Mrs Parry had been right to warn me that London cabmen could be impertinent with single ladies. I opened my mouth to tell him it was none of his business, but I caught such a quizzical look in his eye that I burst out laughing instead.

‘I am to be paid companion to the lady of the house, Mr Slater.’

He sucked his yellow teeth and the horse stamped  impatiently on the cobbles, striking a spark from its iron shoe.

‘I hope it may suit,’ said the cabman gravely.

‘Thank you, Mr Slater. Now, could you bring my bag, please?’

‘Very prettily put,’ he returned. ‘You’re a young lady what takes the trouble to be polite to a cabbie. That shows a very pleasant nature, to my mind, even if you do take a funny sort of interest in the lately departed. You know what?’ he concluded. ‘You’re a rare one, you are. That’s my opinion. You’re a rare one.’

He seized my bag, stomped over to the front door and rapped loudly with the knocker.

As footsteps approached across a tiled floor on the other side, the cabman suddenly added in a hoarse whisper, ‘Seems to me you’re all alone in London, miss. If you ever need help, you send a message to Wally Slater at King’s Cross cabstand. Anyone there will pass it on.’

I was so surprised by this offer that I had no answer and no time to wonder what had prompted it before the door opened.




Chapter Two

THE GUARDIAN of the door was a butler of daunting impassivity. He received the news of who I was without comment and cast the barest glance at my plain walking dress and sensible laced Balmoral boots before directing me into the hall, there to wait one moment while he paid the cabman.

I could not see them from inside the house but I heard Wally Slater’s cheery, ‘That’ll do it!’ and, as the door was closed again, his whistle to his horse and the clatter and rumble of the growler’s departure. I felt that although I had been so short a time in London I had made - and been parted from - a friend.

I had taken the few minutes alone to look about me with a lively curiosity. The house appeared expensively furnished in the latest taste, as far as I could tell. My knowledge of such things was limited. There was a good deal of Turkey carpeting which I knew to cost a pretty penny. I’d struggled to find money to replace our parlour  carpet at home and been obliged to settle for something much more modest. A profusion of plants grew in ornate jardinières. The walls were crowded with some, to my mind, out-of-place paintings of Highland cattle incongruously jostling watercolours of the Italian Lakes. Mingled scents of beeswax and pot-pourri combined with a lingering background presence which I identified when I saw the gas jet projecting from the wall. This was modernity indeed. We’d had nothing but candles and lamps at home. A long-case clock ticked quietly in a corner.

‘If you would follow me, miss?’ The butler was back, staring at me still without a flicker of any emotion. ‘Mrs Parry will receive you in her private sitting room.’

This sounded immensely grand. I was by now on the way to being a little overawed as well as tired from my journey.

I would afterwards go up and down that staircase many times and know it to be a short journey, but following the butler on the afternoon of my arrival in Dorset Square it seemed in the nature of a lengthy progress. He took his time and I was obliged to fit my step to match his. I wondered whether he always moved at such a snail’s pace and if it was due only to the seniority of his position on the staff or if, indeed, he was giving me time to observe my surroundings and be impressed. We abandoned my luggage in the hall; how pathetic and worn my bag and hatbox looked seen from above! I averted my eyes in embarrassment.

I had leisure to take in a gallery of more paintings on the walls. One or two were quite nice sketches of Italian scenes but, as below in the hall, they were inappropriately interspersed with moody Highland cattle and blue hills in a purple mist. There were no family portraits. Perhaps they were elsewhere. More jardinières littered the landing with more leafy fronds sprouting from them; and a statue on a pedestal reaching as tall as I was. It was the figure of a turbaned youth holding aloft a branch of candles with a graceful arm. The candelabrum-bearer’s sightless eyes were fixed on me, his full lips curved in a crescent. I felt quite grateful for that bronze smile.

The butler’s ploy had worked and by the time we reached the door of the first-floor sitting room I can’t say I had the impulse to flee - I had, after all, nowhere to run to - but I was apprehensive as to what I’d find. But as soon as I entered the room there was a rustle of silk and a small, stout but very lively woman scurried to meet me and embrace me warmly.

‘There you are, dear Elizabeth! Did you have a good journey? Was the railway carriage clean? There is always such a risk of smuts from the engine to say nothing of having holes burned in your clothing by flying cinders.’

She looked me up and down anxiously for signs of damage.

She was a good deal younger than I had imagined she would be, scarcely three or four and forty. As I knew her husband had been a contemporary of my father’s, I had  expected her to be much of an age with him. Her skin was very smooth, unlined and of that creamy quality which is sometimes found among country girls. Her hair was smoothed to either side of the central parting and mostly hidden beneath a frilled lace cap, just a glimpse of chestnut curls escaping at the nape of her neck. Though her figure was far from fashionable, her clothing came from the hand of an excellent dressmaker and, taken altogether, the impression was of an attractive woman of a certain age.

‘I am quite all right, ma’am, and thank you for your kind enquiry.’

My apprehension on the staircase had vanished. I did however feel as though I was being assailed on all sides. The sitting room was as cluttered with knick-knacks and pictures as the hall and stair walls. It was a bright day in late May and, though cool, not really cold. Yet a coal fire crackled in the hearth making the room, to my mind, overheated. Coming from a household where the decision to light the fire was taken daily on the basis of first assessing the temperature outside and the likelihood of being chilled to the bone inside, this seemed wasteful to me. But the sight of the coals was cheery. They also made me wonder where they had been mined and if by some chance they, like me, had made the journey from Derbyshire.

‘First we shall have some tea,’ Mrs Parry said as she urged me towards a chair. ‘I have told Simms to bring the tray as soon as you arrived. You must be very thirsty and very hungry. We dine at eight. Can you wait until eight?’  She peered at me. ‘Shall I ask Simms to bring some light meal as well as cake? Say, a pair of poached eggs?’

I assured her I could wait until eight and a slice of cake was all I needed.

She seemed rather doubtful about it, but cheered up when the butler reappeared, greeting the appearance of the tea tray with cries of delight and clapping of her podgy hands. For all the tray was a monster of its kind laden with two kinds of cake, seed and sponge, and a dish covered with a silver lid, Simms, still without flickering a muscle of his face, managed it dexterously. When he had set it down, he swept off the silver lid to reveal a stack of hot muffins dripping butter.

‘Only a plain tea,’ confided Mrs Parry. ‘But after your journey I dare say you are ready for almost anything.’

I was beginning to suspect I would need to be ready for almost anything in this house, and that food and the associated meals played rather an important role in Mrs Parry’s day. She certainly ate more of the muffins and cake than I did, all the time urging me not to be shy and dabbing her chin with her napkin to catch the trickles of melted butter. At last she sat back with a satisfied sigh and I saw that she was going to turn to business.

‘Now, Elizabeth, as my late husband’s god-daughter you are quite a member of the family already and not just a paid companion like—’ She broke off for a merest second before going on smoothly, ‘Some young women.’

I was sure that she had been about to say something  else and wondered what it was that some prudence had made her decide to keep from me, at least for the time being. But I realised this was the moment to express my very real gratitude to her in offering me a home at a time when my situation had become desperate.

‘Now, now, my dear,’ said Mrs Parry, patting my hand. ‘I could not do less. Mr Parry always spoke well of your late papa - although lamenting his lack of a sound head for money. He was sorry, I know, that your father having set up as a medical man in such an out-of-the-way part of the country prevented him from visiting.’

I was not sure whether she meant that my father should have visited or that the late Mr Parry should have done so. Either way, I didn’t consider that Derbyshire was so very far out of the way, but Mr Parry’s business would have given him as little time to travel as my father’s calling gave him no time at all. Mr Parry, I knew because my father had told me, had made a good deal of money importing exotic fabrics from all corners of the world and also by some subsequent shrewd if unspecific investments. He had certainly left his widow comfortable.

‘I have given some thought,’ said Mrs Parry now, ‘to what you are to call me. In the circumstances, I have decided on Aunt Parry.’ She beamed.

I was embarrassed but thanked her.

‘Naturally,’ she went on, ‘you shall live here as a member of the family. But because you will need to keep up appearances, I realise you will require pin money and  besides, you will also hold the position of my companion. You have no money of your own, do you, my dear?’ she added sympathetically.

I could only shake my head.

‘Then, shall we say ...’ She ran a skilled eye over me. ‘Forty pounds a year?’

It was no fortune but I had not to pay for my food and lodging and I should be able to manage if I practised a little thrift. Although, if I was to ‘keep up appearances’, it might involve a good deal of thrift.

I thanked her again and asked a little nervously what my duties would entail.

‘Well, my dear,’ said Aunt Parry vaguely, ‘to read to me and make up a four at whist. You do play whist?’ She leaned forward to await my answer.

‘I know how to play,’ I said cautiously.

‘Good, good! I see from your letters to me that you have a neat hand. I am in need of someone to write my letters, a secretary. I find the keeping up of correspondence very wearisome. You shall accompany me whenever necessary and be in this house when I receive visitors; perhaps run a few little errands, that sort of thing.’

Mrs Parry stopped, eyed the remains of the sponge cake and appeared to enter into an inward struggle.

It occurred to me that I was going to earn my forty pounds a year. It sounded as if I would have little time to myself.

‘And talk to me,’ said Mrs Parry suddenly. ‘I do hope you are a good conversationalist, Elizabeth.’

I was immediately struck dumb but nodded, I hoped convincingly.

‘Now, I expect you would like to rest. Are your gowns quite hopelessly crushed in your trunks? Have you one that Nugent can iron out before dinner? I’ll tell her to go along to your room and collect it directly.’

‘Is there to be company at dinner, Mrs—Aunt Parry?’ I was beginning to worry, conscious of the meagre contents of my one bag.

‘It’s Tuesday,’ said Mrs Parry. ‘So Dr Tibbett will be with us. Tuesdays and Thursdays are the dear doctor’s evenings to dine here. He is not a medical doctor like your papa but a man of the cloth and most distinguished. Frank is still in town so he’ll be there, too. He knows I don’t like his choosing Tuesdays or Thursdays to dine with his friends. Poor boy, he is at the Foreign Office, you know.’

‘I didn’t - I mean, is Frank your son, Aunt Parry? Forgive my ignorance.’

‘No, dear, Frank is my nephew, my unfortunate sister Lucy’s boy. She married a Major Carterton who suffered a sad addiction to the gaming tables. Frank, like you, was left with nothing but, as I said, he’s making his way at the Foreign Office and there is talk that he will shortly be going abroad. If so, I do hope it will not be anywhere too hot or too cold, or anywhere dangerous. Besides, the food,  you know, is very strange in far-flung corners of the world. They eat quite disgusting things and season it all with peculiar condiments. While in London he generally makes his home here where he is at least able to enjoy a good English table.’

Aunt Parry heaved a sigh and, giving way to temptation, helped herself to a final slice of cake.

Simms, the butler, had reappeared silently at some point during the latter part of the conversation.

He said, ‘If you would follow me, miss?’

He led me up to the next floor, along a corridor and indicated a door. ‘Your room, miss.’

That was to be it. He left me there and I opened the door. Someone was already there ahead of me, a sharp-faced woman in a drab dark grey gown of intimidating respectability. She had taken my clothes from the bag and laid them all out flat on the bed. She straightened up from this task as I entered and turned to face me.

‘I’m Nugent, miss, Mrs Parry’s personal maid.’

‘Thank you, Nugent,’ I said, ‘for unpacking my things. That’s very kind of you.’

It was also extremely embarrassing. She could hardly have missed the darns in my stockings, the scorch mark on one gown resulting from an instance of carelessness when a rapid movement had caused the crinoline supporting the fabric to swing too close to the fire, to say nothing of the fact that a tartan cotton gown had been painstakingly unpicked, the material turned, and the whole reassembled  to serve another day. But if Nugent thought my wardrobe scanty and well worn she didn’t show it.

‘Shall I press this one, miss?’ She held up my best gown which I had intended keeping for special occasions.

‘Yes, please do,’ I said meekly.

Nugent whisked away with my gown over her arm. She had left in the bottom of the bag my few personal possessions. I took out my hairbrush and comb and a little ivory-backed hand mirror and set them out on the dressing table. The table itself was of old-fashioned style dating, I guessed, from the middle of the previous century. It had originally been a pretty piece with marquetry inlay but several pieces of the pattern of flowers in a cornucopia were missing. I guessed that its dated look and dilapidated state had led to its being banished to this room for use by the companion. I put out next the little japanned box which contained my few trinkets; I could hardly call them jewels. I had only an amber necklace and a little ruby ring, both of which had belonged to my mother.

She was the last thing I took from the bag, or at least her likeness was. I held it in my hand and studied it. It was a little watercolour, oval in shape and measuring about six inches top to bottom and four at its widest. It was set in a frame of black velvet and I guessed it had been mounted in this way at her death. It had hung by my father’s bed. I had little memory of her. Not for the first time I wondered if I resembled her. The painter had made her eyes appear blue or grey. Mine were grey. Her hair was of a chestnut  hue, but mine was quite dark brown. Mary Newling, our housekeeper, had told me that my father had never ‘got over losing the dear lady’. I quite believed it. Although he had been a man of even temper and kindly disposition, I had always sensed a sadness lurking behind every smile. I placed the portrait flat on the dressing table until such time as I should be able to hang it on the wall.

There were plenty of pictures hanging there already, as elsewhere in the house. At least I was spared hairy, long-horned Highland cattle, gazing at me in a purple mist. Instead there were more Italian views and a particularly dislikeable oil of a weeping figure, heavily draped, surrounded by dark trees and what appeared to be tombstones. At the first opportunity I would take that down and hide it.

I opened the japanned box and saw among my simple jewellery a small piece of grey shale. This was my talisman, given to me long ago to bring me luck. It was in its way a curiosity. Impressed in its surface was the delicate and exact outline of a tiny spray of fern. I picked it out and turned it this way and that so that it caught the light, then I put it gently back. From now on, I would need to make my own luck to overcome any future obstacles. The first of these would be that very evening when I met the rest of the household.

I sighed. I was so full of cake and muffins that I couldn’t imagine eating any more food that day. At home we had eaten our main meal of the day in the old-fashioned way at  noon. This suited my father, who saw patients at his surgery in the mornings and drove out to visit his housebound patients in the afternoon, often not returning until late. We then ate a simple supper before the fire, generally toast and perhaps, if it were winter, some of Mary Newling’s robust soups of root vegetables in a beef stock. The thought of the ‘good English table’ which awaited tonight filled me with dread.

I also feared I’d appear a bumpkin, even in my best gown. But I was still wearing half-mourning for my father and that surely meant no one expected me to turn out looking like a fashion plate.

 



 



I took myself downstairs a little after seven. I had twisted my hair into a simple knot and draped a shawl of Nottingham lace around my shoulders over the bodice of the gown Nugent had returned beautifully pressed. For good or ill, I’d have to do. Early though I was, the other company was already assembled.

I found them in the main drawing room; of grander proportions than the small sitting room I’d seen earlier and finely furnished. Again, a splendid fire roared in the marble fireplace. Aunt Parry greeted me effusively. She was what Mary Newling would have described as a sight for sore eyes. Her silk gown was in one of the still-new colours, magenta. Her lace cap had been abandoned and her chestnut hair was dressed in an extraordinary style, a tribute to Nugent’s skills. It curled in a fat roll like a sausage  to either side of her head above her temples, with a bunch of false ringlets hanging down behind. From her earlobes dangled earrings with large green stones in them. A matching necklace and several bracelets added further decoration. I hoped all of these were paste and thought they must be. An Indian rajah would have been hard put to find so many emeralds if they were real.

There were two gentlemen standing before the fireplace. They were deep in conversation as I entered but immediately turned to stare at me. The older one, on the right, stood with his foot on the brass fender and his right arm resting on the mantelshelf with its velvet and lace trim. The younger one, on the left, reflected his pose in reverse. It was impossible not to compare them with the pair of china King Charles spaniels on the mantelshelf behind them. The one on the right had been expounding some point and the other listening attentively. But now they fell silent as Aunt Parry presented me to them with:

‘Now, here is Elizabeth Martin, come to keep me company. She was Mr Parry’s god-daughter and her late father and Josiah were boyhood friends.’

There was no similarity between the two men now they had abandoned their pose at the fireplace. The older man was, I supposed, about sixty and must be Dr Tibbett. His thick silver-grey hair curled on his collar and with his luxuriant side-whiskers he made an imposing leonine figure. His dress was severely black and I remembered he was a clergyman.

The other, therefore, was Frank Carterton, the rising star of the Foreign Office. I reflected wryly that despite Mrs Parry’s statement that Frank, like me, had been left with nothing, our situations had turned out very different. I depended on the charity of Mrs Parry to employ me. Frank was able to make a career. I suspected, too, his aunt made him a generous allowance. He was dressed in a well-tailored black cutaway coat with swallowtails and a brocade waistcoat of exotic appearance. His black silk neckcloth was tied in a large bohemian bow. His hair was curled, I suspected with the aid of tongs, and he was undeniably a good-looking young man. He ran his eye over me and I was unpleasantly reminded of the man at the railway terminus, who had appeared so briefly in the smoke and given me such a dismissive glance. It set me against him. Besides, I had never been able to abide dandies.

Dr Tibbett, the clerical gentleman, was also studying me closely from top to toe and now spoke. ‘I hope you are a Christian young lady, Miss Martin.’

‘Yes, sir, to the best of my ability.’

Frank Carterton passed his hand over his mouth and turned his head aside.

‘Strong principles, Miss Martin, strong principles are what support us in times of need. You have lost your father, I believe. I hope you appreciate Mrs Parry’s good nature in offering you such a comfortable home.’

I did appreciate it and I’d already said so, to the lady herself. So I merely said, ‘Yes, of course I do!’

It came out sounding rather sharper than I’d have wished. Frank Carterton raised his eyebrows and favoured me with another and closer look.

‘And a humble spirit!’ said Dr Tibbett sternly.

‘Now then, Frank,’ interposed Mrs Parry a little nervously, ‘tell us what you have been doing today.’

‘Toiling at my desk, Aunt Julia. I have been responsible for the spoiling of large amounts of paper and the wasting of a great deal of ink.’

‘I’m sure you work very hard, Frank. You must not let them take advantage of your honest nature.’

‘The work is hardly strenuous, Aunt. I write a memo and send it to the next department, which writes another and sends it back to me. So we go on, back and forth, for the best part of the day, like a party game of forfeits. The amusing part of it is, the departments lie adjacent to one another and any one of the clerks has but to leave his desk and put his head round the door of the next room to make his enquiry. But that is not how government does things. I do have some news, as it happens,’ Frank added a little too carelessly.

Aha! I thought. Whatever it is, his aunt will not like it.

‘As I’ve been explaining to Dr Tibbett, I have been told today that I am shortly to be sent to St Petersburg to join the staff of our embassy there.’

‘To Russia!’ cried Mrs Parry. Magenta silk rustled and green earrings bobbed, the light glittering on them and on the bracelets as she raised her plump white arms. The  gesture might have looked theatrical if her horror had not been so obviously real.

‘It’s impossible. The climate is quite dreadful, months of snow, and the countryside full of wolves and bears and desperate Cossacks such as those who slaughtered our soldiers in the Crimea. The peasants are uncouth and drunken, disease is rife, and whatever will you do for entertainment?’

Carterton bent reassuringly over her. ‘I’ll do my best to keep clear of all of those. Don’t worry, Aunt, I do believe I shall be quite happily employed there. St Petersburg is a fine city with theatres and balls. I shan’t be put in the way of any peasants. The Russian gentry are most cultivated and, to a man and woman, all speak excellent French, or so I’m told.’

But Mrs Parry was not to be persuaded and although Dr Tibbett lent a hand to support Frank she was still bewailing his fate when Simms appeared to announce dinner. Dr Tibbett offered his arm to Mrs Parry and that meant that I, perforce, had to accept the arm Frank offered me.

‘Funny old stick, ain’t he?’ whispered Frank, nodding at Tibbett’s back, as the clergyman and Mrs Parry preceded us into the dining room. ‘Dines here twice a week, plays whist another two days and generally finds an excuse to call on the remaining days. You know what that means, don’t you?’

‘He is a friend of Mrs Parry,’ I muttered, wishing he  would not speak in this way, especially as there was a fair possibility he might be overheard.

‘Don’t take fright,’ he returned, guessing what was in my mind. ‘Old Tibbett never hears any voice but his own. It’s my belief he is courting Aunt Julia. Good luck to him!’ And Frank chuckled though quite what was so funny I had no way of knowing.

‘When do you leave for Russia, Mr Carterton?’

‘Ouch! Not yet awhile. Sorry. Have I offended you? I hoped you’d be a much better sport than Maddie. When you practically bit off Tibbett’s head back there I had the highest hopes of you. Don’t let me down, Miss Martin, please!’

He rolled his eyes at me comically.

I was not amused but I was intrigued. Who was Maddie? Annoyingly, now that I had a question to put to him, we had reached the dining room and I would have to wait.

It was soon apparent that Dr Tibbett’s booming voice would dominate the dinner table as he began to give us his opinions on every topic of the day. Frank had the knack of saying just enough to keep Tibbett going and Mrs Parry accepted every word with rapt respect. Remembering Frank had told me the gentleman dined here twice a week and visited frequently, my heart sank. As Mrs Parry had expressed the hope I would be a good conversationalist, I took the first opportunity offered to enter the talk myself and asked Dr Tibbett if, by chance, he held a living in the area.

But I learned Dr Tibbett, apart from a brief stint as an assistant curate after he had been ordained, had never been a parish priest. He had spent almost his entire life as a schoolmaster, indeed as a distinguished headmaster. If he’d had no influential patron to further his career as a parson, then to turn to another calling had probably been wise. An ill-paid curate without hope of a living was little better than a poor relation like me. But a headmaster in a good school is a person of standing, requiring of respect. It certainly explained one thing: where he had acquired his hectoring manner. He addressed us as he would have done a captive audience of small boys.

He now set about putting me in my place for having dared to interrupt his flow. ‘I hope, Miss Martin, that you will adapt to the ways of this household and be everything that Mrs Parry requires of you.’

‘I shall do my very best,’ I promised.

‘You will be aware,’ he went on, bending a ferocious eye on me, ‘that the dear lady has already suffered one great disappointment.’

I was alarmed because I couldn’t think what I had done, in the short time I had been in the house, to offend my benefactress.

But Frank spoke up quickly, saying, ‘Dr Tibbett doesn’t mean in your respect, Miss Martin.’

Mrs Parry was looking confused. She dropped the fork with which she had been dissecting a piece of turbot and mopped her mouth with her napkin. ‘I had not actually  mentioned the wretched business to Miss Martin, I’m afraid. I thought tomorrow ...’

‘Ah,’ said Dr Tibbett, not a whit discountenanced at having put his foot in it, in the common parlance. ‘Awkward explanations are never easier for being delayed.’

‘No, indeed,’ stammered poor Mrs Parry.

Frank moved in to take charge of the conversation. From his look I guessed he was displeased at Dr Tibbett’s reproachful tone towards his aunt.

‘See here,’ he said. ‘It’s not a secret and, well, not such a scandal. It’s like this, Miss Martin. There was someone before you who held the post of companion to Aunt Julia. Her name was Maddie Hexham.’

‘Miss Madeleine Hexham,’ said Dr Tibbett testily. He was taking badly to having his thunder stolen. ‘A young person from the provinces, from the North, as are you, Miss Martin.’

‘She came excellently recommended,’ said Mrs Parry rather pathetically, I thought. ‘With references from a friend of Mrs Belling.’

‘Living in London,’ said Dr Tibbett, fixing a direct gaze on me, ‘was not what she was used to. To her inexperience of a large city and its temptations were added her own lamentable weakness of character and, we have to say, a certain talent to deceive. No doubt that is how she gained her excellent references. By dissembling, ma’am! By dissembling!’

‘The fact of the matter is,’ Frank said loudly, ‘Miss Hexham disappeared from this house without a word of warning and no one has seen her since. Didn’t take a thing with her and at first we all thought she had met with some accident. We informed the local police. Much they did about it. However, as things turned out, we needn’t have bothered.’

‘She wrote,’ Mrs Parry explained. ‘About ten days later, Elizabeth, I had a letter from her. Not a long letter but sufficient to - I cannot say to set our minds at rest - but at least sufficient to tell us what had happened. I was very surprised. But at least I suppose she felt she had to inform us of her actions.’

‘And what were those, ma’am?’ growled Dr Tibbett, his eyes alight with triumph.‘She had fallen into sin and debauchery, that is what her letter told us!’

‘Run away with a man,’ translated Frank.

‘She wrote she was sorry to put me to any inconvenience, ’ Mrs Parry said sadly. ‘She had not taken her belongings, her clothes, as to have been seen leaving the house with a bag would have occasioned questions. She begged me to dispose of them as I saw fit.’

‘No sense of her responsibilities,’ pronounced Dr Tibbett. ‘Moral weakness, ma’am, moral weakness, sadly seen so much now in Young Persons!’

‘When was this?’ I ventured to ask.

‘Oh, let’s see, six or eight weeks ago,’ Frank said. ‘It will be nearer two months than not. I must say I was surprised,  too. She always appeared something of a little mouse. Who’d have guessed it?’

‘A dissembler!’ snapped Dr Tibbett.

The conversation was interrupted at this point by the departure of the remains of the turbot and the arrival of a roast leg of veal. When it restarted, the topic of my predecessor had been dropped by common consent.

After dinner Dr Tibbett and Frank Carterton took themselves to the library to smoke cigars and Mrs Parry and I returned to the drawing room. I was by now very tired after a long day and it was a great effort to stay awake, let alone make much conversation.

Mrs Parry took the opportunity to return to the subject of Frank’s proposed departure for Russia.

‘I knew, of course, that Frank would be sent away somewhere. But I had hoped it would be somewhere congenial, say Italy. Mr Parry and I travelled to Italy on our wedding journey. The climate was so gentle and the scenery so beautiful, I quite fell in love with the country. We stayed in a delightful villa on the shores of a glorious lake surrounded by mountains. From time to time there would be spectacular electric storms and the lightning would bounce from peak to peak. But Russia, whatever will he do there? To think that only about ten years ago we fought them in that terrible war around the Black Sea. Frank’s father was a cavalry officer, too, and might well have been present at some engagement there had he not blown out his own brains some years earlier.’

I was at a loss how to comfort her on any of these accounts, but soon the gentlemen returned and I was relieved of the necessity to try. I thought, as they came into the room, that Frank looked a little flushed and out of countenance. I wondered if there had been some argument. If so, it had not affected Dr Tibbett who seated himself with a practised flick of his coat-tails and effortlessly took charge of the conversation as before.

We were now treated to his views on the current situation in the Church of England. This, if he was to be believed, was beset by enemies on all sides. The forces of Disestablishmentarianism were marshalling their troops and infiltrating Parliament. Moreover, he informed us, the Church was undermined by the growing influence of the Methodists without and the sinister intentions of the Tractarians within, to say nothing of the assaults of Darwinism and its pernicious theories.

‘I have read Mr Darwin’s book on the origin of species,’ I said brightly, seeing an opportunity both to prove myself a good conversationalist and to stop Dr Tibbett’s seamless diatribe for a moment or two. His booming tones were making my head ache. Mrs Parry sat nodding like an automaton and Frank stared up at the ceiling, murmuring assent from time to time although he probably had no idea to what. I suspected his mind was elsewhere.

A stunned silence followed my words. Mrs Parry looked puzzled. Frank took his gaze from the ceiling, raised his eyebrows and grinned. Dr Tibbett steepled his fingertips.

‘Not a suitable work to place in the hands of a lady,’ he observed.

‘My father bought it shortly before he died. He was reading it, in fact, on his last evening.’

‘Ah!’ exclaimed Dr Tibbett as though that explained everything.

‘Oh well,’ said Frank entering the conversation and with a gleam of mischief in his eyes. ‘I have not read it as Miss Martin has, but I understand Darwin and his fellow naturalists have it all worked out that Creation as the Bible tells it is all bunkum. The world wasn’t created in six days and there were all kinds of weird and wonderful animals about before the likes of you and me set foot upon the earth, is that not so, Miss Martin?’

Dr Tibbett cleared his throat. ‘I myself agree that we must interpret what the Old Testament tells us. It speaks of six days when, possibly, what is meant is six epochs. But as to monsters roaming the earth? We must class the majority of those with the mermen and maids and giant sea reptiles of the ignorant mariner’s fantasy.’

‘Even so, the world must once have been a very different place,’ I said. ‘They say where there are now seams of coal there were once great forests and I have a piece of shale—’

I was not allowed to finish.

‘My dear,’ said Dr Tibbett, ‘such things can be explained by the Great Flood in which the world was destroyed and then recreated. You clearly suffer from the confusion that  can so easily be caused by placing such a work as Mr Darwin’s in the hands of Young People. My advice to you, Miss Martin, is when you have finished your daily chapter of Scripture, to read suitable works of fiction of an improving nature. There are some, I believe.’

‘James Belling has a collection of fossils,’ said Frank. ‘He goes off to Dorset and such places and digs them up. There are some pretty queer creatures among them. There’s nothing like them around today. Darwin has surely discovered something.’

‘I do not deny the existence of these bones,’ conceded Dr Tibbett. ‘I have viewed some myself. They are very curious. But that they are as old as claimed I doubt. The most extravagant calculation cannot make the world more than a few thousand years old. Nor can I agree that so many different creatures can arise from so few ancestors. Young Belling may well have found some interesting specimens and I accept that some species may have died out before the coming of the Great Flood.’

‘One does wonder what our own ancestors—’ Frank began.

He was not allowed to finish. Dr Tibbett, who had been arguing in quite a reasonable tone of voice until that moment, became red in the face and launched into a tirade.

‘I will not allow these things to be said! Man must be a superior being to the rest of Creation. It is inconceivable that he is an animal like - like an ape! If, indeed, he were, he would have created nothing himself. What of music,  art, literature and philosophy? Will you count every civilisation the world has ever seen as mere chance? Did an ape build the pyramids? Did an ape cause Rome to rise? Were the immortal words of Homer penned by a chimpanzee? Different species of animal and fish may have come and gone but Man himself has always been of superior intellect and ability. Man alone has a sense of the spiritual. Man alone can conceive of things beyond his immediate experience, which no mere beast can ever do.’

‘Well, sir, I confess I don’t understand it myself,’ admitted Frank, retreating before the fire in Dr Tibbett’s eye and the manner of his delivery. ‘The notion that our ancestors shambled about, barely upright, covered in hair, devoid of speech and - forgive me, ladies - any vestige of clothing, does seem a trifle far-fetched.’

‘Far-fetched?’ thundered Dr Tibbett. ‘It is more than that. That, if anything, sir, is bunkum!’
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